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CHAPTER ONE

KASSANDRA

We are al Thalassogenéis—Seaborn.
All life began in the Ocean.

Thetides, the sdit, therolling waves
areinour souls,

and the seawill dways have

the power to cal ushome.

—Final page of the journal of
Michael Augustus Henderson

The water followed her home from the library, water inthe air dipping over her skin asif
afraid to touch her without permission. The sound of water played in her eears—achild's
laughter splashing, acreek burbling amile down Atlantic Avenue—and the soft rain
skipped in her footprints.

Headlights broke over the hill behind her, and the wet air reacted. The water snapped
flat and reflective on every surface until the car passed.

The hiss of automobiletires faded into the whisper of rain and, in the distance, she
watched aspray of pinpoint lights, shiny and heavy like mercury on the leavesthat folded
over theroad.

The car was gone and the water spoke to her, words that seeped and dribbled into
her head. | will clothe you in mirror, my lady, shield you in ice, become the crown
you already wear .

She glanced around and walked faster, huddling under her backpack.

“Leavemedone”

Therain spat and crackled like angry cellophane, but warned her of another car
approaching—miles away, ashiny black sedan pulling out of the North Hampton Police
Station. She turned and walked backward along the edge of the road, staring into the
dark, her three long brown braids winding around her throat like anoose. She waited a
moment for the car to appear, biting her lip uncertainly, and then turned away, her
sandd sflipping mud behind her.

“Theran’ swatching me, Prax.”

Praxinos, avoice ingde her, answered with adeep thrum in her jaw. Of courseit is,
but its motives are rarely complicated. And you are the Wreath-wearer. It will
obey, but you must learn to command.

“It' sshowing methings. | smell itslife. The water’s connected.” It’sin my veins. |
am part of it, the water. She pointed to the asphalt’ s edge, broken by the woody
knuckles of msand pines. | can smell an underground river there. Shelooked away
because she heard the sap coursing through the trees like blood, sticky snapping insect
legs that wanted to crawl to her, capillary roots tugging &t the earth as she passed.

Mud oozed between her toes and she stepped into the street, hopping to take off her
sandds. The cold rumble of the Piscatagua River sx miles away, a hundred brooks and
streamsin between, dl of them coming into her body through her bare feet.

Puddles of rainwater were staring up at her, and she glared back at them.



“Get avay fromme.”

Shelooked over her shoulder, moving to the roadsde—still no sign of the car. When
sheturned back, therain lit up the night for her, ahundred tunnelsdrawn in wiry mist,
tubes of gauzy moiré. They opened inthe air, opening for her, beckoning, and she knew
they dl led to the sea. She smelled the salt and mold, the bitter rotting seawrack, tasted
sand and powdery broken shellsin her mouth.

“Just let mego.” She held in asob, wringing her braids over one shoulder.

Follow the paths to the sea. You have so much to learn, my lady.

“| dready know things—things| don’t want to know.”

But the rain showed her more: what she was and what she had been, sparks of
memory in scrolling frames, fortresswalls on the Atlantic’ sfloor, awoman’ steeth filed to
points, abook with avoice, and theice-filled bones of an army, two hundred and
forty-thousand strong, wired together and sent to kill the dangerous girl, the
Wreath-wearer—the girl with asoul of abyss-dark and noble ghosts, the girl made of
inferno and restless gasoline.

“Don't do thisto me.” Her voice changed asit passed her lips. The water in her
breath garbled her words, obeying another power inside her.

Shetried acommanding tone: “I’ll go when | want to!” The words twisted and
softened, warm candy words in her mouth, floating Swveet over her tongue.

She ssomped through puddles. Her angry scream coiled into asong that summoned
the tide—and the Atlantic Ocean roared in answer amile away.

Shetripped in apothole and the water in the air caught her and kept her from
faling—and therain tipped the leaves and danced on the asphdt in her wake.

Cursing under her breath, she ran recklessly, her head down, past an old
lichen-covered wall. The damp between the stones bled to the edges to be near her,
condensing in huddling beads.

She looked up and blinked, dowing to awalk, and the rain showed her more.
Another set of ghost caves unfolded, spirding over each other, fading to dim intestina
coilsif shelooked hard at them, flaring eectric bright every time she blinked.

“Lettherain hitme! | don't care” Shelooked away and the superimposed ghost
world pivoted with her, paths shifting to accommodate her, the axis.

The clouds heard her call; bruised purple and water heavy, they gathered over coasta
New Hampshire. She looked at them through the trees and tossed her sandals away.

“What the fuck do you want from me?’ And she spat before the water could muddie
her words.

Her shout broke the storm; falling sheets of water hit the earth, and no reply came
from the clouds, therivers, the underground streams, the endless hungry Atlantic Ocean,
unable to answer a queen who begged her subjectsfor direction.

“Pés elpas? Epitribeiés! Isthiswhat you want?’

Barefoot, she stepped into the middle of the road and threw her armswide; lifting her
open mouth, she drank in the slorm. Hot bars of lightning burned the air. Thunder swept
through her bones, the thud of their crash to the earth under her toes.

Columns of rain broke through the canopy of pine and maple. Her fingers spread wide
and then closed into figts, and the storm shattered at her feet like acar’ swindshield,
beads of rain spirding into razor-edged water stars that burst in rings of frost-lace and
mist.

The crinkle of something aive did up her body, coating her in armor: tight trangparent
deeves, askin of flexible arctic-blue scales, acollar of ice blades. Her fist tightened
reflexively around the grip of asword, and a crown of woven seaweed glowed cold
green through her rain-wet brown hair.

She sang astorm of words, and lightning swaggered through the trees, blasting away



bark. A sixty-foot pine split with agush of sap, smoke, and vaporized needles—and
splintersrained down with the water.

Headlights shot through the hazy night and she lowered her arms. The sword
vanished. The armor disappeared, melting off her body. She stood adonein the Strest,
soaking wet in a T-shirt and shorts, her backpack hanging loose off one shoulder.

She gave the approaching police car an angry squint and turned away, taking rapid
steps along theroad’ s edge, washed in a pulse of blue light. She kept her head down
because she didn’'t want to see the pale outlines of cavesin theair, holding her bresth
againg their sdty lure. Before she covered her ears, therain urged her to run. Leave
everything behind. Run, my lady, run where the police cannot follow. | will hide
youl.

“Don't talk to me.” She snapped the words into the wet air.

Her steps dowed, her body shaking, weariness dragging at her. Her backpack
dipped off her shoulder, fel to the ground with adull splash. Her books and research
papers raced for the pack’ s zipper-toothed mouth; a binder spread itswings, scattering
its brood, white sheets of neat handwriting, wet-winged butterflies briefly dive, folding
sullen and colorlessintherain.

She kept walking.

The black car rolled forward, the passenger side window diding into the door.

“You need aride, miss? Thisrainisn't letting up and it'sadark road to be walking
done”

“A dark road,” she whispered, and something inside her made al the words but one
drift away, forgotten. “Alone.” Shesaid it aoud, blinking purposefully, trying to climb out
of her head and back into the world. She glanced at the blue stripes on the shiny black
fender asif noticing the car for thefirst time.

“The police are here,” shetold the other voicesin her head.

A woman ingde her answered snobbishly, Tell the police to go. You do not need
their help.

She blinked, trying to answer, but ended up repesting the rain’ swords:. “1 have so
muchto learn.”

“How much have you had to drink tonight?’ The officer again—it sounded like the
police officer, the patrol car rolling to match her pace.

She bent to look through the open window. Her focus hit him hard, and he choked on
hiswords; his heart stdled, his soul faling through dark water toward her, into the abyss
of her eyes.

And the rain whispered, Alone, Lady Kassandra, you must be alone.

Still looking at the police officer, pinning him to his seet, she answered therain.
“Slence!”

Then she plucked the officer’ snameright out of his head.

“I have been drinking, Lieutenant Pannone. I’ ve been drinking therain.”

She released him and walked away.

Pannone sforehead hit the hard plastic of the steering whed. His heart thumped a
wild rhythm and then evened into a steady rapid beat. He sucked air in desperate gulps
and flexed his numbing fingers, staring out thewindows asif hewaslost.

Hefdl back in his seat, hisuniform damp againg his skin. Redlity snapped into place
for him. He closed his eyestight, then opened them, trying to get the blue arcs and red
backlit dials of the dashboard into focus.

A squesk of wiper blades. He looked up through the windshield and remembered the
young woman with the backpack waking in his heedlightsin the middle of Atlantic
Avenue.



Pannone wiped swesat from above hislips. He grabbed atissue off the visor, wadding
it damply in onefist. He tugged out three more to wipe hisforehead and rolled the car
forward to again come adongside her.

“Are you on medication, miss? Y ou supposed to be? Can | call your parents?’ She
made no sign that she heard him, so hewent on. “A shrink? Maybe your grandparents?’

Shelooked over but didn't meet hiseyes. “My grandfather killed my mother. I'm
going to kill him. HE sexpecting it, so | must planwell.”

She noticed the officer hiding his reaction, and she scowled becauseit hadn’t been
darm. It was sympathy.

Heleaned closer. “What' s your name?’

It waswritten dl over hiscar, bleeding K’sand S's, beads of rain lining up, a
thousand Kassandras on the windows, weeping |etters on black paint.

Sheturned away and covered her eyes, pressing the palms of her hands against her
cheeks, her thumbs digging into the sides of her head. “Do not tell me what to do!”

Thunder boomed far away and the voicesin her head went quiet.

The officer et his seatbelt snap away, leaning over the passenger seet, holding the
whed with hisknee, showing her his open hands. “I can take you to ahospitd. Just let
me help. Y ou shouldn’t be out here done.”

Shedidn’t hear him, therain shielding her from the sound of hisvoice.

She stopped asif she had run up against something solid inthe air, her handsfalling
away from her face. Her world collapsed to the stretch of road the patrol car’ s headlights
carved out of night, ftiflingly smal, and shetugged at her shirt, wet and binding around
her throat.

Kassandra dropped into arunner’ s crouch, bending her knees deep, and launched her
body down the edge of the asphalt, an off-the-blocks sprint for the lights edge, her three
brown braids streaming like wet rope in her wake. She was through the headlight horizon
and into the dark, rain like needles against her skin, arms pumping, breathing hard
through her teeth.

Pannone kicked the accelerator, topping forty miles an hour to keep up. He braked
hard where Mill Road crossed Atlantic Avenue, turning into adide that took him into the
oncoming lane. The young woman collided with apickup truck at the stop sign.

Pannone siwung his door open, flipped on the side-spots and jumped into the street,
not bothering with his hat or coat.

The pickup’ sdriver stared through arain-blurred sweep of wiper blades, hislips
twitching, knuckles bone white on the whed.

Officer Pannone crouched, examining the fender and the street along the driver’ sside,
hisdark uniform rain-pasted to his skin, water dribbling into his mouth, off his nose and
chin. He knedled to run hisflashlight under the truck. He stepped back to takein the
scene from awider view, throwing the beam of light on the street, the whedl's, windshield,
letting it dide acrossthe truck’ shood.

Right in the center, the rain softened a muddy footprint. There was no other sign of
her.

He turned the beam of the flashlight on dark empty Atlantic Avenue. She had
vanished.

Pannone switched off the light and headed back to hiscar.

He dammed the door and dropped it in reverse, accelerating half amile up Atlantic,
looking for her backpack in the flashing blue. He pulled over and spent another hour
walking, following depressionsin the mud and blurry footprints where she had wandered
into the middle of the road.

He gave up.

Therain coming through the trees annoyed him, running off the leaves, whispering his



namein his ears, tapping arhythm that promised to be catchy, but dowed or doubled
unexpectedly, and would not dlow itsef to be caught.



CHAPTER TWO

HIGHWAY 17

| am an outsider, but | have been so thoroughly drawn inside another world—a most
alien world—that | scarcely know whereto begin.

—Opening line of thejournd of

Michadl Augustus Henderson

CorinaLairsey dived done on Thursdays.

She lived thirty milesinland, in Coyote, south of San Jose, and spent an hour every
morning battling traffic downtown to C-COM—Cadlifornia College of Music.

Every Thursday she cut her afternoon classes to make time for the Pacific, and so she
aso drove Highway 17 done, navigating the dipping winding double lanes up over the
summit and down the west Sde toward Monterey Bay.

All but one of her fingers curled tight around the whed!, the loose one tapped to a
rhythm in her head; afine stream of tears ran down her cheeks.

She wiped away her tears, blinking over the steering whed at alooming bar of red
and white reflective tape, candy-caned across the back doors of amassive refrigerator
truck just ahead of her.

She braked hard and cut abruptly into the parade of fast-lane hogging compact cars,
glancing in therearview at the guy flashing his headlights.

Thefreighter barreled down the dow lane with its cargo rocking and suspension
creeking, itsgiant whed'scircular blurs of droning gray afoot in the next lane. The dope
steepened and the truck jake-braked with the rumble of an idling chainsaw that
penetrated Corina s Toyota, mingling with the music in the other cars,
harmonica-saturated gutter folk, boy band harmonies, and thumping technorhythmia.

Corinadidn’'t have her music playing, except in her head.

Almogt at the bottom of the Santa Cruz Mountains, she let her mind dip into replay
mode—with accompanying music—watching her ex-boyfriend’ s mouth drop open when
shetold him goodbye, so long, adids, don’t call me, ever.

Corinawas't weeping for the loss of Alan Y eater. She was glad to be free of him,
free of another man who had started with flowers, caring, and congtant attention, and
ended with control over every detail of her life: whereto egt, who to make friends with,
who to drop, what to wear, what not to wear, how much to weigh, how much make-up,
fingernall polish, toothpaste, bregkfast, lunch, dinner...Give me some damn space!

She knew she had to end it when she saw “the look.” He'd told her to change out of a
flirty pink blouse, and she d laughed and said, “What are you, my grandmother?’ His
face had gonerigid, his blue eyes molten, like opening alittle iron door on afurnace,
nothing but hot blurry anger inside.

She said goodbye, walked away, and kept walking with Alan Y eater screaming at her
back, “No one waks away from me!”

Thetearsweren't for Alan. He d never redly seen who shewas, what shewaslike
ingde and out. Asif he had some unchanging picture of her in his head, and any deviation
from it was achdlengeto hisauthority.



The frenetic notes of a Beethoven string quartet coiled and jumped in the background
of her imagination. Her breakup with Alan had taken no longer than it took two violins, a
viola, and cello to get through the second movement of “ Opus 130"—which she'd
renamed “The Alan Y eater Breakup Presto.”

She sniffed back more tears, savoring the same minute and forty-nine seconds of
memory over and over. At least she'd gotten rid of him quickly.

Inthefinal stretch of 17, Corinahad to deal with afew predatory stockcar racers,
darting in and out of the lanes, making their own narrow passages down the shoulders.
They taunted her into daloming to the interchange. She obliged and would have outraced
one of them if there hadn’t been ablur of black and whitein her peripherd vison. She
dowed down and did into the right lane, | etting the patrol car go by.

There were CdiforniaHighway Patrol officers who made careers out of Highway 17.

Corinaemerged from the death race with her vehicle and pinkdip intact, and went
south on Route 1 toward Monterey. Half an hour later she pulled off a the first exit of the
old army pogt, Fort Ord.

The road had, at one time, curved around to drop driversat the post’s shooting range.
Now it curved around into asmall traffic circle with four roads shooting off in different
directions

Corinaheard her phone chirping. Alan calling. Sheleaned into the whedl, grabbed
her phone, and did it up against her ear. She sucked in a deep bregth.

“Yup?

Therewas along pride-swalowing pause. “It sme.” Hisvoicewasrough, hitchingin
histhroat.

Her mind jumped right to: Heisn't crying, is he? Shekilled the question, and her lips
went tight with the effort to keep them shut. It's over. Make him do the talking. She
pulled up to the curb, stopping in the darkness under the overpass. The shifter knob
vibrated in her hand. She dropped the car out of gear, but | eft the engine running.

Alan drew inalong breath. “1t' sme, babe.”

She sniffed and shook her head, annoyed. Already said that.

“Look...I'm...” Alan’ svoice smoothed out. “Y ou going to say anything?’

“I was pretty clear the day before yesterday.”

She fdt adrop in the temperature over the phone.

Alan’svoicethinned to aknife s edge. “ Are you seeing someone ese?’

Else? That implies that I’ m still seeing you. Corinastopped her grinding molars
before they crumbled in her mouth. Seeing someone else...She ducked to her side
mirror asacouplein aminivan passed her. “Two, actudly.”

He choked. “So, thisisit?’

It ended two days ago. “What more do you heed meto say?’

“Fuck you! | don’t need you to—" He fumed and spit more words out. “Y ou need
me. Y ou hear me? Crawl back to me, stupid whore, begging me! Y ou need—"

“Saveyour sdiva”

She powered off her phone, took a deep breath, and stared back at hersdlf inthe
rearview mirror, her brown eyesfixed with purpose. No more tears. No asking how
she got herself into these relationships. Nothing blurry, overemotional, nothing out
of control.

“Proud of you,” she whispered and her voice broke.

A couple cars passed her, entered the loop, and headed south toward the university.
Old army posts never die—they’ re turned into parks and unique leasing opportunities
like the Presidio of San Fran or, like Ord, schools.

Corinakicked in the clutch, put the car in gear, and took the northbound road. She
passed ancient barracks and clapboard warehouses, al painted tan with big black



numbers stenciled on the corners. Most were abandoned and had sat there pedling in the
sdt air and sun for decades. Ca State Monterey took up alarge chunk of property at the
other end of the post.

She turned onto asmall road that siwung back under the freeway toward the dunes
and the bay beyond, pulling over at the end of a broken concrete pad, crunching mats of
iceplant under her tires. She tucked her car up against agroup of squat cypresstrees.

She got out, stuffed her keys, rings and driver’ slicenseinto awatertight pouch, and
then unbuttoned, unzipped, and took off al her clothes.

Corina opened the door to the back and tossed her skirt, blouse, and braacrossthe
cello case that shared the backseat with her dive gear. She squirmed into her wetsuiit,
black neoprene tubing that fit her body like another skin, tucking in her hair, snapping the
black foamy materid of the hood around her cheeks and chin.

Then she squatted and wriggled like awet cat, getting used to the suit’ s squeeze on
her neck and thighs. She fixed the seams along her arms and straightened her spine,
reaching into theair, lifting her body on the balls of her fegt, her caf musclesflexing until
they burned.

She hauled her dive gear up the path that led to the endless Pacific, stopping at the
crest to takeit dl in, the crash of surf, smooth blue folds at the horizon catching the sunin
broken metd glimmers, adrawer full of wobbling teaspoons tossed over thebay’'s
surface.

“I need you like I’ ve never needed anyone.”

She spokethe liein areassuring whisper even asthe teeth in her mind, the hunger in
her soul, fed on memories of shattered glass and sted wrung like arag, adick of oil and
blood, brakdight fragments like wicked witch fingernails poking through the asphdlt,
through the ail, through the blood. And in her memories, shefell to the street and never
got up, the rumble of cars coming into her skin through the warm tar surface, through her
jaw, into her head; her tears pooled in the corner of her mouth, and time stopped there, a
fluid thet filled every yesterday, amoment long past that dtill rang in her ears.

She blinked at the Cdifornia sun and saw her mother’ s hair squeezed between the
seat and headrest in front of her, the tick tick tick of theleft turn Sgna—and her Sgter’s
cold hospitd voice interrogating her. “Why did you live when Mom and Dad died? What
makes you so specid ?’

Corinahad survived, dragged by firefighters from the backseat crush of metal and
folded bones. Her mother and her father were dead in their sets.

CorinaLairsey cut off awhimper, but couldn’'t hold in her tears. They rolled from her
eyes, faling down her wetsuit, soaked up by the sand—and she pushed the volume of
the music in her head up to drown the endless-moment ringing. Themusicin her
head—the only thing that softened the memory of her mother’ s sharp intake of breath
just before impact.

The Pacific whispered loudly and Corina dragged her gear to the edge, another
Thursday walking into the cold blue, and even when apart of her didn’t want it to, it let
her go every week.

She squinted at the sun. Smiling at a seegull, she wiped the tears away with the back
of her hand, and did the mask on, propping it on her forehead. The waves caled to her
and promised not to let her fall.

The Pecific was eternd . The ocean would aways be there to hold her tight and make
her whole, something the air just could not do.



CHAPTER THREE

FAST

Who arethey, O pensive Graces,

—TFor | dream’ d they wore your forms—

Who on shores and sea-wash' d places

Scoop the shelves and fret the storms?

Who, when ships are that way tending,

Troop across the flushing sands.

Todl reefsand narrows wending,

With blown tresses, and with beckoning hands?
—"The New Sirens,” Matthew Arnold

Fast attack submarine.” Kassandra whispered the three words asif they were her
favorites, running her fingers dong the dick acoudtic cladding of the sail—thetall
fin-shaped tower sticking out of the top of the sub.

“Thisisthe most beautiful machine| have ever seen.”

Her own words echoed in her head, and under her breath, she relayed a description
of the marvel ous submarine to the othersingde her soul.

Kassandra had made her way several miles up the coast of New Hampshireto the
mouth of the Piscatagqua River, kicking againgt the current until she found the Nava
Shipyard on thefar bank. Not far. After al, her father and her bodyguard, Zypheria, told
her to stay closeto home.

There were two submarinesin the water, one with amaintenance rack over the bell at
the bow, and ropes and umbilicals running from the boet to the cleats or into the big gray
utility sheds. She found two more subsin drydock, but settled on exploring onetied up at
the pier.

The water from the Piscataqua dribbled from Kassandra s braids, down her back and
off the rounded hull. She squatted and looked down the black doping length of the boat,
leaning againgt her sheathed sword, using it to keep her balance.

“Fast.” She stood and took ten even steps toward the sub’ s stern, trying to measure
itslength. “Attack.” Shelifted her sword in its scabbard, tapping the steel cables running
from the sail to the dock above her. “ Submarine.”

She heard the approaching footsteps of one of the Shore Patrol, but she didn’t run,
just glanced over her shoulder at the dark river to seethat her path of retreat was clear.
The Navy and Coast Guard ran patrol boats along the Piscataqua, and she didn’t want
oneracing up behind her without knowing about it. Sheturned alittle to face the
patrolman on the edge of the dock above her.

“He scute,” she breathed the words to hersdif.

The patrolman looked to bein histwenties, with stubbly blond hair and vigilant eyes
that shifted dong the docks and submarine maintenance buildings. Kassandra s gaze
followed the earpiece that stuck out alittle over his cheek, then dropped aong his
shoulder with some stripes, insignia she didn’t understand, down to hiswaist wherea
handgun was holstered. Hisfocus had moved to theriver, but well over her head. He
didn’t gppear to notice her, invisblein atight blue long deeved shirt and shorts, standing
motionless ten meters astern of the sal.



She cleared her throat politely.

The patrolman’ s gaze dropped, and he swung one hand up into aboxer’ s guard
position. The other unsnapped the holster strap.

“Who areyou?’

Kassandra pointed at her feet with her sword. “How many crewmen doesit take to
run one of these?’

Heblinked a her asif he had trouble seeing her. There was ayoung woman standing
on the submarine below.

He shook his head. “Uh...I mean...Over ahundred and forty officers and enlisted.
What are you doing here? How did you get past the gate?’

She jabbed athumb over her shoulder to the river behind her. “I came from the water.
What kind of weaponry?’ She used her sword to indicate the length of the boat. “I see
vertical launch tubes. Those are for torpedoes? I’ ve done research, but there' s till alot |
don't know. What can atorpedo—one of the MKs—do in terms of damage against
stone battlements, let’ s say twenty feet thick? How deep can they go? Deegper than the
submarine? What about mines? Does this sub carry them?”’

The patrolman looked increasingly concerned. Was she waving asword around?
“You can't...Does your dad work here?’

Kassandra huffed at hisinability to answer her questions. Maybe he didn’t know. She
moved on. “How fagt isfast? When you cal thisafast attack submarine, are you taking
thirty knots or ahundred and thirty?’

He spoke into his comm gear, hisright hand dipping into the holster for hisgun.
“Patrol? | need back up at river five. Unauthorized—"

Kassandra sighed, and without another word, turned, tucked her sword against her
sde, and dove off the sub into the black green water of the Piscataqua, barely leaving a
swirl in the surface to mark her passage.

By thetime the harbor patrol boat roared up, she was out past 2KR, the red buoy at
the Portsmouth Harbor entrance, marking the separation of the river and the Atlantic.



CHAPTER FOUR

FREE DIVING

I know human lungs have never been capable of operating efficiently with sothick a
medium as seawater. They have evolved over millenniafor bresthing ar in ardatively
narrow range of surface pressures. The human fetus does not breasthe amniotic fluid, but
recaives dl the necessary nutrients and oxygen through the placenta from the mother.
—Fromthejourna of

Michadl Augustus Henderson

The Pacific dipped up Corina slegs, cold and clinging, circling her waist, the water
senang thewarm life under her wetsuit, nimbly prying at the seams, seeping through the
materid to chill her skin.

She pushed the mask againgt her face, fitting it over her cheeks and forehead. Without
pause or fear, she walked into the monstrous waves of ocean thundering againgt the
beach.

Violent water swallowed her; there was aroar in her ears, arush of ice over her
body, then silence. She was under, ingde the storm, insde the other world that folded
over the surface of the world that didn’t want her.

Then sheweighed nothing.

Shedrew abreath, wet and loud in her ears, agush of sdt in her mouth, metdlic and
bitter.

She kicked hard, following the smooth sandy dope until the rocks brokeit up, edging
away from the floor, into open sea.

Corinawas a hundred meters from shore when something in the endless blue hit her in
the back, amost playfully. She kicked and paddled, turning much too dowly, her
movements clumsy and heavy like an astronaut on a spacewa k. She spun, looking for
the cause, a shadow that moved just beyond her periphera vision. She was aone, but
something not made of seawater had bumped forcefully into her tanks, something dive,
with the weight and mischievous power of asealion. She sucked in ashdlow bresath,
biting into her mouthpiece. Her skin went colder under her suit. Sharks bumped potential
prey before devouring them. She paddied one more time around.

Therewas nothing there.

Her eyesmoved in small left-to-right shifts, trying to pick up anything solid out of the
wide space of water, dropping to her finsto focus on anything beyond them. The doping
floor of sand and rock darkened asit angled away from the shordline, velvety bluefading
into black.

She thumbed on her dive lights, one dangling from her wrist, the other on asirap over
her left shoulder.

The Pecific’ ssurge lifted her gently, and she watched and waited. Enough. She threw
her hands over her head and kicked, areflex, areaction to tiny changesin the ocean her
body somehow picked up without having any exposed skin. There was something in the
water with her. Shejust couldn’t seeit.

Then it touched her, poked her in the shoulder. She kicked away, spinning right, too
dowly, and it anticipated her direction; it hooked her arms and jerked her back, tugging
on the hoses, nearly ripping the regulator from her mouth. Her feet flipped out in front of



her. The skin aong her neck tightened, and she scooped the water, twirling to catch a
glimpse of whatever it was.

Nothing there.

A chill ran through her, and she did her hands over her wetsit asif to wipe something
off.

Her eyes stung trying to focus on anything out of the infinite gloom. Shelooked up and
kicked. Her intuition—the combined prickling, wrenching, and screaming of severd
major organs at once—told her: Get the fuck out of here! Surface. Get to the surface!

She kicked hard, her breathing loud in her ears. She pushed her body toward the
light, her mind racing with questions, twisting her thoughtsinto knots, strings of words
circling around and repeating themsdaves, mostly variationson What the hell is that?

She didn’'t have any immediate answers, and the oneslurking at the edges scared her
too much to state them clearly.

Corinajerked her hands back as a colder current pushed over her gloves. She dowed
for haf asecond, stunned, and then kicked again. Her body dammed into something
solid but invisiblein the water, jarring her teeth. She grunted over her reg. Her mask
hammered into her face. Seawater squeezed in, pooling around her nose. She did upside
down and the saltwater blinded her. Her legs swung over her head, and her hedls
hammered into the barrier, shaking every bonein her body.

Finger-like cables grabbed her hands. She couldn’t seethem. Shefelt them,
tightening, squeezing painfully around her wrists, snaking over her biceps, under her ams
and back over her shoulders.

Her hands dapped together in front of her and the tentacles dragged her through the
water, towing her degper and to the south, toward Monterey and the cliffs of the
southern edge of the underwater canyon.

Corinafolded her kneesto create some drag, and tugged as hard as she could,
fighting the thing that held her. She bit into her regulator, screaming cursesin big wobbly
bubbles that ripped past her face.

Her breathing quickened into a saw-like roar in her ears, making her lightheaded.

The water went black, her dive lights dancing off the rocks as her invisible captor
dragged her up againgt the canyon wall. She kicked wildly, and tried to hook her finson
apassng ridge. She flew over the crendlated row of rock, gray inthetwilight likethe
broken wall of ahaunted castle.

Watery fingerswriggled over her body, tightening their grip, working their way down
her back, around her waist, spiraing her throat. She tucked her head down, trying to
gtop it from choking her.

The shadowy face of the cliff came at her fast, and she drew her legstoward a
meter-wide dice of pure black, acaveinthetal face of rock.

The current freed her at the mouth, and tossed her inside. Corina bent her knees and
had her hands halfway up to her face when athicket of woody-branched gorgonians
caught her. Stiff pink stems of coral scraped her arms, clawing at her mask and hoses.

She kicked and clutched at the walls of the cave, tearing off amat of sea-gpongein
her scrambleto right herslf.

Get into open water.

Shetwisted her body around and climbed clumsly toward the mouth, her fins catching
on the sea-growth on the floor, tiny flowers with mouths and questing tentacles, rigid
patches of needlework sponge. Snags of rock cut through her gloves and her blood
twisted in the water like smoke, clouding the dim light at the cave mouth. She pushed
through it, and shoved her head forward.

Theinvisble current hit her, pushing her neck back. It tore her fingers from the rocks,
and threw her deeper into the cave. She kicked madly, clawing her way to the entrance



again. Sheripped abig chunk of sponge off the wall, and shoved it behind her.

Corinafroze.

She forgot to breathe, and the whole ocean went silent. She turned to her eft, her
eyes|ocked on the stretch of bare rock where she had torn off the sponge.

A human handprint stood out on the flat stone face. It was like ablood painting on the
wall of some Pdeolithic eracave.

Corina' s mind raced, throwing thoughtsin every direction. How? She choked on her
first conclusions. Questions sparked and went cold. Forty meters down. Never. This
cave' s hever been above the waterline. Ice age? Sea level dropped hundreds of
feet. Okay, even if it ever had, the water would have washed away man’s presence
thousands of years ago. She started to shake her head, her musclesjust coming into
sync with her thoughts. It’s paint or blood on bare rock.

And she wanted to touch it. Badly.

Paint or blood in saltwater. Under a hundred-year-old growth of sea-sponge.
Who—whose hand?

Sheforgot where she was, or how she had been dragged there. She stared at the
print. Long fingers, awide pam, aman’ s hand. The pigment blurred like webbing
between the fingers.

Her eyes dropped in alarm to her own hand reaching up, fingers spreading to maich
the one on therock. A stringy haze of blood seeped from her glove, twirling in the water
like strips of black gauze.

She placed her right hand against the stone, over the wound-red print. Her fingers
flexed but didn’t reach the tips. She pressed her pdm hard againgt the unyielding stone.

A bolt of heat rushed through her. Her arm and shoulder went numb. She sucked in
arintight little drags, rabhbit breaths, in-and-out gusts seesawing in her ears.

She had...done something. The handprint was alock of somekind. Shewas akey.
She couldn’t catch up to her thoughts to find out how she knew that. Her mind raced
with aflood of...someone e se' sinformation.

She arched her back, kicking violently, struggling to get away from it. The stone
cracked, and whatever was locked behind the handprint fired out of its prison and into
her bodly.

Corinaflew acrossthe cave and dammed into thewall of sharp cora and rock.

Sobbing in terror, her mouth opened and she spit out her regulator. Something moved
through her hair, againgt her neck...pain shot into her head like hot iron coming through
bone.

Theworld buckled insgdeitsalf, narrowed down to the iridescent circle from her
shoulder light. It danced dong the cave wall and her soul nearly followed it out of her
body; it remained anchored only by thin threads of sensation, the sound of her chattering
teeth and the hot seep of urine down her thighs.

The motion of theworld dowed to acrawl. Her legs glided up in front of her, and a
szzling sound tickled her ears.

| can’t move.

Her eyes closed and she couldn’t open them again. She couldn’t lift her neck. She
screamed...insde her head. Nothing came from her mouth.

Some primitive directive fired repestedly, told her to close her mouth. Do not let the
ocean inside your mouth. Too late.

Her regulator hovered over her, swaying up and back like an offended cobra. Even
without her eyes, she knew it was alwaysin reach. She couldn’t lift her arms, or curl her
fingers

She sagged in the ocean’ s embrace, unable to tir the smallest of muscles. Shetried to
move her feet and wrinkle her nose. She tasted something sour, asif someone had



shoved her face in abucket of rancid cabbage—but it wasn't her doing the tasting.

Then she heard her own voice—someone e se controlling it—using a thoroughly
disgusted tone. It snapped off abunch of wordsin alanguage she didn’t understand.

Shefét her lipsmove, her throat contracting, lungs struggling to make words, but it
was someone else making her mouth and throat say them. She heard bits of words:

“ Lepto...” followed by “ koost-ho...” Shedidn’t catch the rest, but she heard the
revulsion, abottomless hatred in the tone.

Someone using her voice said theword “ Thalassa” severd times. A compound form
then burst from her mouth, “ Thalassogenéis.”

Shefdt the words againgt theinsde of her own throat, rumbling through her head, and
the last of her breath escaped her lungs, passing her lipsin fat shaky bubbles of air.

Her body shuddered and curled into aknot, her arms wrapping her knees. She felt
her mouth move feverishly, more words she didn’t know, and without any sound. Her
lips opened expectantly and let the ocean insde. Shetasted it, salty and ice cold againgt
her teeth. It punched into the back of her mouth, down her throat and filled her empty
lungs

Her mind halted in terror. It waslike experiencing someone s sdrowning. A burn
like hot metd shot up her spine, sharp cramps gripped her ssomach. Every thought in her
head disintegrated. Her mind went blank, dead, a bitter black pool.



CHAPTER HVE

VISITORS

They laughed when | used theword kissérés, meaning “clad inivy,” to describe their
hauberks of pointed pae green plates sewn to athin, finely woven undergarment of a
materid likeslk.

—Journd of Michagl Augustus Henderson

Kassandra Alkimides froze, her eyes going unfocused halfway through the pages of
Jane' s Underwater Warfare Systems. Shetilted her head to listen, glaring & the
doorway to the kitchen.

“Something' sin the house.” She whispered the words with only the dightest
movement of her lips.

She dropped the book and curled her hand into afigt, hiding the scar tissue lining the
skin between each finger.

With her hearing focused on the quiet house, she put her weight down on her hedls,
leaned forward, and grabbed her chair by the seat, lifting and diding it noisdesdy away
from the table at the sametime.

Her shortswere riding up. She gave them atug, and then did one hand around her
back to tug her T-shirt from the waistband, loosening it by rolling her shoulders. She
didn’'t want her clothesto interferein afight.

She crept past the dining room table, then stopped moving and stopped breathing.
Her gaze shot left, chasing anew noisein the house, afaint scraping sound, something
metal dragged againgt gritty stone. A soft splattering sound followed.

Shetook afew steps, entering the short hal from the kitchen.

Kassandra listened at the bottom of the stairs leading to the second floor and the
bedrooms. Shelooked up the stairwell, into the afternoon sun casting big yellow squares
across the white walls, and blew a short burst of air. It returned to her amoment later
and she sniffed its contents.

Whatever it was, it wasn't updtairs.

She stepped into the kitchen, glancing past the refrigerator, the center idand counter,
to the sink. She released anormd breath thistime, a cautious sense of relief building
inside her as she approached. Her shoulders dropped.

Through the partly open window over the sink, she saw her father out in the sde yard
raking leaves off the drive. She looked down at the faucet. A drop of water fell from the
tap and hit thedrain.

Who left it running?

Kassandra pushed the lever down, furious a someone' s stupid mistake.

Sheturned, sniffing thear. The house till didn't fed right; she stopped everything in
her body except her heart and listened, matching the sounds her father made with the
metd clicking and scraping sounds she' d heard amoment before.

They hadn’t come from the rake against the gravel.

Her armslifted away from her sides, fingersflexing as she turned from her father
toward the shadowy stairs leading deep under the house to the grotto and continuing
through cavesto the Atlantic. She walked around the center counter, past the fridge to



the top of the basement stairs, and blew a breath into the cool darkness.

What could get through the gate?

She grabbed the cold railings with both hands and sniffed, closing her eyes amoment
to zero in on the smell. The ocean, asdty gauze that hung in the air, points of pungent
seaweed...and something...someone. Wet footsteps approaching.

When she opened her eyes, four helmeted soldiersin green-scaled hauberks, al of
them dripping seawater, stepped from the shadows of the basement landing, and pointed
short heavy spearsat her. The front pair had their weaponslow, aimed at her knees, their
cheek guards down, thick glassy green plates covering the skin of their faces. Kassandra
let her eyes shift from one soldier’ sdark bluesto the other’ s olive-browns. Blue-eyes
coughed up amouthful of water, spat and then blinked up at her. She stared back at
them and they bared their teeth threateningly.

Like dogs.

A third soldier crouched behind them, holding his spear higher, thetip aimed at her
face. Thefourth she presumed to be in command, standing straighter, alessthreatening
posture—smply because he did not fedl the need to threaten young women. His cheek
guards were up like pointed ears on the sides of hishelmet. Hislong black hair, tangled
and heavy with seawater, curled in stringy lumps across his shoulders. His nose was
broad, and he had tidepool-clear gray eyesthat only left her face to read the word,
Thalassogenés—Seaborn—on her bright yellow T-shirt. He gave her amoment to run
or scream. When she did not, he narrowed his eyesin impatience.

“Whereisthe Rexenor lord who lives here?” The commanding soldier pushed a
caloused broken-nailed finger at her.

She stared back at him with infuriating coolness.

Kassandralooked into his eyes, studying him. Something bubbled behind them, not
fear, but uncertainty, asif he suddenly found himsdf unable to determine why he was
there. Shelifted his name and other detailsright out of histhoughts.

Sratolaos. These men are trusted House Dosianax soldiers. Theking's
House—and by blood, mine.

Kassandralet her gaze follow aglassy stream of the seathat ran down his cheek, off
his chin. He swallowed the sdliva collecting in hismouth, hislips curling in disgust.

Her focus dropped to the hand he extended toward her and the water that pooled in
the gaps between hisfingers where athin web of skin connected each.

When she did not answer right away, he jabbed hisfinger again, shaking the water
into the air. “Who are you? Can't you speak?’

She raised an eyebrow, mildly surprised. Shetilted her head and in awell-mannered
tone, sad, “Itiscustomary for vigtorsto introduce themsalvesfirs.”

“How dare you use that tone—"

“Stratolans.” She said the man’ snamein acold steady voice that cut through his
words.

Stratolaos jumped, Sartled at hearing his name uttered by the young woman. His
voice brokein panic, but he managed to gargle out the words: “In the name of the king,
Svim—move asde!”

Kassandralet her hands dide off therailings. She spread the fingers on her right hand,
closed her eyes, let out a breath, and snapped her hand around asword grip. Like
crawling mats of vine, aknee-length hauberk of thousands of tiny slvery-blue scales
bloomed and did over her shoulders, tight around her waist and dlong her arms.

One moment she stood at the head of the stairs, ayoung surface woman in ayellow
T-shirt and shorts, and the next, she was pointing asword at them and in armor finer than
any they’ d ever seen.

Kassandrafelt the influence of the warrior queen Andromache stir to lifein her hands



and shoulders, aburn of excitement that raced through her muscles, waking them up with
smooth flexing tugs and squeezes, preparing for any pin of advantage a battle might
throw, smpleintimidation to cutting out the commander’ s heart and lifting it above her
head, bleeding through her fingers.

Kassandra opened her eyesto find the wet hands of the three spearmen re-gripping
hafts and the scuffle of their feet on damp stone, shifting them for balance.

They were uncomfortable out of the water.

She thumbed closed the throat buckles of her armor, brought her sword around, the
lusterless blade whistling over their heads.

Nodding at Stratolaos, she took up afighting stance at the head of the stairway. The
old maxim, Kill the king and the army will fall, drifted through her thoughts, and her
eyes automaticaly followed the seamsin the commander’ sarmor.

Stratolaos blinked away his aarm and swung a crossbow up at her.



CHAPTER SIX

CAPTIVE OCEAN

Thereisaworld deep in the Atlantic, akingdom made up of nine great houses that have
endured thousands of years without anyone on the surface, in the modern world,
knowing it exists. The Seaborn have lived and perished, fought wars at athousand
fathoms, and banished noble housesto the Arctic. Many of them possess hereditary
magical power, bleeds, that pass from parent to child or agrandchild. Some have
ventured to the surface as exiles or as daves to the Seaborn rulers—given the Porthmeus
surname. Some have come to see True Helios—the sunlight—with their own eyes,
reflected in the towers of surface cities. Others hide from cruel Seaborn rulers,
—Muichael Henderson, notes

Corinawoke with seawater heavy in her mouth, trickling to the back of her throat, her
body breathing it in, her lungs expanding. Shewasdive.

She groped hazily for a sense of how much time had passed. She had the feding she
had been awake for some time, but everything had been so gtill there hadn’t been enough
of adifference between desth and the low hum of some neutrd state to make her notice.

There was motion now, her body gtirring to life.

She heard clicking noises. It could have been things moving in therocksin the cave,
but it dso sounded like her teeth clattering in icy seawater.

At this temperature—for any length of time— should be dead.

Then her eyes opened.

Corinadidn’t open them. Someone e se did, something inside her, something foreign,
the prisoner she had released from the stone behind the bloody handprint. She fet it
exploring her senses. Shefdt her lungs expand, her body living, her heart besting,
everything working under the water.

Then the thing that controlled her moved her legs, her arms, her eyes, her tongue. It
wasaman.

Panic echoed through her mind. She’ d had no trouble getting rid of Alan Y eater, but
this guy—she had afeding he would be worse than Alan Y eater—he would be more
than alittle difficult to walk away from.

Almost two hundred years.. . .

Aleximor the Bone-gatherer blinked his new eyes. Almost two hundred years since he
had last opened and closed them. These were his now. He scowled, squinted, and
opened them wide. They felt strange and dry and could not see aswell inthe dark ashis
old ones.

Hetried out hisnew voice.

“Findly, itistimefor thekingto die”

A shock ran through his new body at the high pitch. He foraged for aword...puppet?
Something smilar to that, but closer to the controls, asif the puppet and master were



one, asif the master could fit inside the puppet’ s body and wear it like acostume.

But a thinling! Some woman from the surface had released him from his prison.

“What wonderful and awful fortune at once.”

Aleximor looked down at his new host and spat, acurl of salivatumbling through
seawater. The woman had amost drowned before he redlized her body would need
immediate...ateration...in order to breathe under the sea. He had managed, but only just.

A fema e body—shorter than he was used to, with a higher voice. He doubted very
much if her vocal range could come close to what he expected.

He touched the mask clinging to her face, and then his focus wandered up and down
thearms of hishost. He didn’t understand the thick spongy skin she wore over her
natural skin, dull black with violet stripes.

His new fingers glided over it to the wrists. Rough and grippy in some places, dick in
others. It wasn't like any kind of clothing he recogni zed.

Some kind of armor? Protecting her from what?

Helooked up at the jagged gap of blue coming from the cave entrance, aquestion
garting to form. What is this surface woman doing by hersaf? How isit even possible for
her to reach this depth?

He had dragged her part of the way, but hisretrieval tools would not have selected
her if she had not been below the ocean’ s calling for sometime.

Aleximor paused and drew along breath. He pulled in another one. Alive. Again.
Real death had been so close.

Hewasn't as quick with his voice and words as he had once been, his own soul
duggish after two centuries of imprisonment, his understanding too dow, this new host
unfamiliar. He had tried to subgtitute his psyche for hers, but she had seeped back in with
him like an octopus seeking shelter, squeezing into some impaossibly narrow space.

He made an angry snorting noise. He had expected a Seaborn host, not someone
from the damned surface,

Aleximor let hisnew fingers play over his neoprene outer covering. “1 have your body
for now. It isyoursno longer.” He spoke to the puppet on the off chance it was capable
of ligening.

corinawas agroggy spectator at some perverse show, watching someone else control
her aams and legs. Shefdt theinternd sensation that went dong with the hair slanding up
on her neck, awave of cold that spread and branched through her thoughts. A moment
of parayss caught her. Her thoughts dowly loosened and fell into place.

Think, girl.

Uh...Demons. Corinavaguely remembered some rule about demons from stories
she' d read, something about wizards and demons. Your true nameis power. There are
things in the world that can enslave you with your name.

Somehow that made complete sense. Don't let him know your name.

She scowled on theingide, the tightening of her focus down to a pinpoint beam of
thought. Don’t think your name. He controls my muscles, the entire physical side of
me but | can still sense everything. | can still hear. | can feel the Pacific against my
skin—his sk—our skin.

But can he feel what | feel—emotionally feel? Does he even know I’ m here?
Does he know...I’ m scared?

Aleximor, no sign that he heard her thoughts, pulled off her torn dive glovesand
pushed them toward the back of the cave.

Corinagrasped at every stray thought, but held them close like cardsin acheater’s
game. Don'’t think your name. Even as shethought it, she fet her mind’' s automated
response, bringing up her name, Cor—



Her thoughts skidded to a stop.

Shedidn’t like the way he stared at her hands. He stretched them out, fingers spread
giffly. She knew he was't admiring them. Shefelt his scorn. Hetilted them up, studying
them. There was aword, aconcept rising in histhought before it reached hislips. Shefelt
theidea, like abubble of air in syrup.

He said something in hislanguage that meant, “remarkable,” but it wasthe
“remarkable’” someone would use to describe an insect that secreted acid as a defense
mechanism.

Hetugged off therings, two of them, one with asmall diamond that had been Corind's
mother’s. Helet them go in the water, and looked back at his hands, long dender
woman's hands with blue-painted nails—blue because it looked good against her cdllo's
fret board.

Aleximor moved hislips, and a soft whigper came from his mouth, sweet and high, the
sound amogt like the sense of touch. Shefelt it as a smooth pressure against her skin,
and deeper, in her bones. Corinashivered on theinside. He already knows how to
control my voice. Shetried to follow the words he sang.

“Dee-ah-zo-mah”—something. “ Pah-rhee-steed...”

She got asense of the meanings of the words from him, something about
weaving—which was unexpected—the loom...connecting her...making her whole.

Fear derailed her attention from the words, but her musical sense followed the sounds
aminute longer, then logt it. It was something with rhythmic risng and fdling, apoem that
he haf chanted, half spoke. It had a pulse. His voice went lower—almost aslow as her
voice could go—and the words came faster. Corinawasn't quick enough to pick them
out individudly.

He curled hisnew fingersin aflash of short-trimmed blue nails, tapping hispam in
time with the song. He pushed his hands through the water in a swimming gesture.
Bringing them back in front of his eyes, he spread the fingers as wide as they would go.

Dance? A ritual dance? Corinawaited for something to happen.

A dow, even warmth seeped through the skin of her hands asif she held them under a
heat lamp.

Aleximor gtrained the muscles and tendons, trying to spread hisfingerswider.

Corina’ s mind cycled over the same question: What' s he doing?

He stared a his new hands. She stared at them through the eyes he now controlled.
There was afaint glow around them, asif some faraway spotlight was trained on them.
Thewarmth felt good. There was a gentle tickling between her fingerslike someone
running cotton along them.

The warmth turned to burning. The tickling became scratchy, awire brush on her skin.

Aleximor’ s new body shook, and helogt hisfocus on hishost’s hands. The glow
blinded him. Tears welled up and splattered the inside of the dive mask. He squinted
againd the pain, findly damming hiseyesshut.

Corinascreamed in her thoughts. Her skin stretched, 0ozing and bubbling between
her fingers, the pain made worse by blindness. The burning raced up her arms, running
aong her tendonslike streaks of fire.

The heat faded. The burning between each finger died away.

Aleximor the Bone-gatherer opened the eyes of the body he now owned and blinked
away thetears.

He studied his hands. They had been her hands. Now they redlly were his. Long
fingers, her bluefingernail paint, and sheer webbing that stretched between each one.

What—

Corina stuttered every thought that attempted to get into focus. What have you
done? I’'m a monster!



“Nearly Seaborn,” he whispered softly.

Corind spanic hitawal on hiswords.

Helooked down at hisfeet, snug in her black fins, and then back up to blink and stare
out from the mouth of the cave into open water, trying to focus on something.

Hetilted his head down, disappointed. “No more.”

He mumbled something in his language, but Corina understood what he meart,
something like, “1 will haveto make her stronger.” She got the feding that it would not
require lifting weightsor svimming laps.

He bent down, dug around the floor of the cave among the branches of hydroids and
solitary coral cups, and picked up Corina srings.

Clutching theringsin onefist, he played with the big belt clip at hiswaist. He spent a
few frustrated minutes pulling and squeezing the clip, but couldn’t figure out how to open
it. Then he noticed a picture of her, hisnew hogt, in atransparent plastic pouch stuck to
the arm of the strange suit.

He yanked on the zippered pocket and it ripped away from the Velcro strip dong her
forearm. He opened it into his palm. He fingered her rings. He touched the keys, key-ring
and remote—now full of seawater and usaless.

Bastard! How am | going to get into my car?

He picked them up gingerly by thering asif hewas afraid of them.

“Charm?’ He whispered in her voice. He ran histhumb aong the serrated edges of
the keys, fascinated and cautious at the sametime.

He carefully did everything back into the pouch, and then he picked out the rectangle
of flexible material. He stared at her driver’ slicense. His breathing quickened. He smiled
with Corina smouth, atight twist at the corners of her lips, asmile she only used when
something redly pleased her.

He pronounced her full name dowly, ralling the Rs.

“CorinaLarsey.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

ONE OF THE SEABORN

How isit possiblethat | am breathing in the seawhile | write these words? (1 write these
wordswith an inky substance that holds to a pen, but at the touch of a sheet of pressed
“paper” trandfersfrom tip to page, adhering to it.) The answer must be tied to my other
biophysics questions: | do not fed the immense pressure | ought to &t this depth, and | do
not fedl the low temperature. | fed it, but not as discomfort. | sense the cold rather. What
have they doneto my ears?| swear to you—I can hear things moving in the seaamile
away!

—Journd of Michagl Augustus Henderson

Corinascreamed asloud as she could think about screaming. Nothing came from her
mouth. Nothing. Not adamn noisein her throat, not atwitch in her lips. Shewasa
prisoner in her own body, parayzed, while the thing insde her had full accessto the
controls.

For a stunned second it occurred to her that thoughts weren't made of the things they
represented. Loud wasn't loud in her head. Blue wasn't blue. Sheimagined blue, but
blue—when it was stored somewhere—had no color. Then it occurred to her that she
could imagine an angry yell, just as she could imagine abright pink sea.or rich field of
purple grass. The thoughts themsalves might not be the things they represent but she
could envision the representations. The colors and loudness somehow came through in
theimagining.

Say something, asshole!

She dtilled her thoughts, waiting for some kind of response.

Hewas either redly good at ignoring her or she wasn't getting through to him.

Okay. Sze up the situation, girl. Someoneisin my head, controlling me. | feel
what he feels, but he doesn’t seemto feel what | do. He can act. | can’t. | can’t
move, speak, do anything but think and feel.

She smelled—or tasted—the ocean. But only when he uses my senses.

There was dso aweird sourness she had sensed when hefirgt got into her head, like
something old and rotting, something that had once been dive. It wasfaint now, but il
present.

She sensed other things about him. He' s old, hundreds of years old...and heisn't
quite alive.

What else? She had aweb of skin between her fingers like some seamonger. It
wasn't hideous. Not redly. The skin wasthin, nearly see-through, a gossamer sheet
between each finger, but the idea of webbing itself was monstrous.

And my body is breathing. My lungs are working. | can breathe...underwater?
Shefocused on hisdow even respiration. The idea made her mind ssumble and |eft her
thoughtsin questioning pieces. But the pressure? Temperature?

Diving was technical. She knew how it was supposed to work, and it wasn't like
this—thiswaslikeablind dley.

She couldn’t read the dive meter on her wrist. He' d focused her eyes onthe main
buckle for her BC—buoyancy compensator, the vest like thing that held dl her gear, the
tanks, weights, and computer—trying to figure out how to un-doit.



She guessed that her depth was forty meters. She didn’t fed the pressure. She might
aswell have been above the surface, out in the air.

She could hear clearly. Too clearly. She heard the shrimp clicking in the rocks dl
around her, things moving among the cord cups and sponge formations. She heard a soft
susurration from the mouth of the cave, like the surf on acam night.

Isthat...the surface? | can hear it from this depth?

Aleximor touched her dive mask, tapping on the lenses, delicately at fird, then
thumping them until his head hurt. He made afew wondering noises but |eft her mask in
place.

Shefollowed hiseyes and fet his movement. What' s he doing now?

Hewiggled around at the mouth of the cave, kicking and trying to look over his
shoulder—my shoulder.

Then hefinaly unbuckled her BC and tanks and dropped them to the cave sfloor.
Her watch was next, tossed into the cave behind him. He stared at her finsfor aminute,
but he left them on.

I’m...not rising. I’m neutrally buoyant.

Corina sanger prickled. What else has he done to me? My hearing, my hands, my
body. The human body is supposed to float!

Without warning, he tore off her mask. The musclesin his neck tensed hard for afew
seconds, then went loose. The gush of cold againgt hisface sartled him. He blinked a
few times dowly, getting used to the seawater around his eydlids.

She couldn’t make out anything clearly coming through her dilated pupils, just big
fuzzy black shapes, the lighter wedge of the cave' s opening, and the ragged rows of coral
and sea-sponge silhouetted againgt it.

Why me? It sounded pathetic and she hated herself for thinking it, but it flowed
through her mind anyway. First Alan Yeater. Now, | get possessed by some total
wacko merman in a deep sea cave?

She raced to head off any mind-derailing fits of weakness. Solve this, Corina.

She stopped her thoughtsin a panic. Her name sounded strange. Was he doing
something, taking her away, making her fade?

Then it occurred to her that this state of inner imprisonment could go on along time,
maybeforever. This asshol€e' s hundreds of years old. He' s not yet dead. She flipped
the thought around, looking at it from al angles. What is he? He' s not...human.

His name suddenly cameto her. Aleximoros...Aleximor . He had named himsdlf. It
meant “warding off death.” He had given himsalf other names, but two hundred years
ago—maybe more than that—he had given himself thisone.

“Rest assured, CorinaLairsey,” Aleximor said in her voice, in her gloating tone, in
English. Perfect English. “That | will not keep you in therefor long.”

Coincidence? Or can he hear me? Can he hear me clearly, or does he get the
same hints of thoughts I’ m getting from him?

Aleximor peded off her hood. Her ponytail thwacked him in the shoulders. Startled,
he jumped off the cave floor, bumping into the calling.

Heran his hands over her hair, fingering the arrangement, an eastic band at the back
of her head. Then his hands went down her wetsuit, stopping at the waist and hips,
rubbing the wetsuit materid, pushing into it. He did one hand over the materid dong his
arm, feding the difference between the violet striping and the black.

He had ditched her other gear. He might have been curious, but he was obvioudy
looking for away to take off the wetsuit.

Damn.

He had trouble with the zippers. He pulled down the one that ran from her throat to
her waist on the right sde. He frowned, watching her right breast squeeze past the



Zipper.

Corind sthoughts went tight and sarcastic. Right. Let’ s swim around the goddamn
Pacific with my tits hanging ouit.

Maybe he understood. He tugged the zipper closed.

Aleximor made a disappointed noise, and Corina picked up his reaction to her body.
Repugnance. Hedidn't carefor it. He did appear to like her suit. He definitely liked her
fins, because he kept lifting them up, tilting them side to side and staring at them.

Heaso liked her knife, strapped around her right leg. He fiddled with the safety
sngps, and drew the blade out. He examined it closaly, twisting it an inch from her nose.
Finished with the ingpection, he did it back indgde its shegth.

He sucked in adeep breath.

Corinatasted the sdt in the inhae, like breathing in the clean ocean scent of f the water
after astorm. A hint of the sour taste remained.

Aleximor planted hisfeet in their finsright & the edge of the cave, and did aweird
swaying dance.

Corinasaw her handstwist up in front of her, curl into hooks and draw back. It was
asif hewasdragging in aninvishble net. Every time he pulled, theinvisble bundle of stuff
grew in his hands, an accumulating glob of nearly transparent jelly. Shefdt it oozing
againg her fingers, pressing into her pdms.

She made the connection with the invisible tentacles that had dragged her to the cave.
He had sent them out to capture her...or anyone diving in the bay.

The bundle was about afoot around when he squeezed it, compressing it until it fit
ingde his cupped hands. He turned it, and gave it one last push, using dl the strengthin
hisarms. Then he opened his hands like amagician who' d played some vanishing-coin
trick on agroup of kids.

Suddenly, he shot into open water. Corinadidn’t know the human body was capable
of swimming that fast. He rocketed through the bay like adolphin, ponytail whipping his
shoulders, water streaming by him, roaring in hisears.

He angled steeply, following the descending line of cliffsfor an hour.

Long after the last reaching rays of sunlight faded to pure black, he dowed and
back-kicked while getting his bearings. He spun in dow circles, staring into what Corina
percelved to be nothing but uniform dark watery space.

Sill no sense of pressure, shethought. This must be well over a hundred meters.

Aleximor whispered something in hislanguage. She heard it in her ears. She could just
make out the meaning of some of the words and phrases, like an incompetent trand ator
on athree-second delay.

He stepped through a dance, went through rhythmic tapping of hisfingersagaing his
palm and said something about glowing insde...where the darkness abounds, encircling
the earth. He mentioned a name, then another. Gods? Demons?

Shedidn't hear the rest. Her eyes burned—just like her hands when he had modified
them. It fdlt asif he was sticking hot needles through her pupils. Her flesh tore and
cooked, boiling in her head. Heféelt it, too, and couldn’t bear the pain. He passed out
and took her with him.

Corinadidn’t know much time had passed. The pain had fused her thoughtsinto a
solid hunk of useless materidl.

When Aleximor finaly opened hiseyes, Corina could see, and small piecesof her
mind seemed to work.

There dtill wasn't much hitting the retinas. The ocean was pure black, but he could
see...theviolet gtripethat ran dong the arm of his suit. He saw color. A paeglow lit the
water around him.

Hefloated in black space for along time, maybe hours, and she made some guesses



about what he was doing.

Meditating? Resting? Hello?

Shefdt his control over her body reach sometipping point, and then fade.

He had falen adeep. Corinafdt stronger—her own strength, asif her thoughts were
spreading out and taking some power back. Shefelt...her feet, and they hurt asif she
was walking barefoot on cobblestones. Thiswas strange becauise she was certain he
hadn’t yet reached the floor of the Monterey Canyon.

If I’'min open water, then the stones under my feet must be in here with me.

She couldn’t move her body and couldn’t open her eyesto seeif shewas anywhere
near the canyon’sfloor, but shetried anyway.

Light flashed in front of her eyes, aburst of blue. He had closed his eyes, but she saw
motion and light in them, like amovie projected againgt the ingde of hiseyelids. A row of
lights, wavering like torches. A narrow cave, arough black diamond shape, cut in the
face of adliff.

Corinahauled up every thought in her mind, and she pinned them to the scenein front
of her. That’ s the cave where they imprisoned him. Who imprisoned him?

The scene became dippery, and more imaginary, unfocused. The world shifted to a
different place, but ill deep in the ocean somewhere.

Thisisa dream. He' s dreaming, she thought. Then she changed her mind. It'sa
nightmare.

It was asif the Situation was reversed, and she was now looking out through his
eyes, two hundred years ago.

She peered out through hisamost closed lashes. She sensed something, asif hewas
concentrating hard to keep till, asif hewastrying to deceive his captors, pretending to
be unconscious while watching them.

His guards towed him through the water, through large stone doors and into the
judging chamber.

Two men held hisarms behind his back, and he floated in the water between them.
One of them said, “He thinks he can fool a Rexenor. He'sawake, lord. Wouldn't tell us
where hissronghold lies.”

Thejudge—Ilord?—grabbed the Bone-gatherer’ slong black hair, and yanked his
head back in order to see hisface. Since he no longer needed to pretend to be
unconscious, Aleximor opened hiseyes. A few strands of his hair drifted in front of him.

Corinawas him, Aleximor, hundreds of years ago. He was dreaming this, and she was
livingit.

The name of the man in front of him rosein her thoughts, but it hurt to remember it.
The man wore ahelmet with atiny gold embossed seabird stamped above his brows.
Strands of thick brown hair stuck out and brushed the plates that curled over his
shoulders. He wore armor, scaly like afish, sharp little shield shapes of what looked like
pale lime-green plagtic. He was young, maybe twenty, but he looked serious, asif hislife
had never been easy, and he had along curved black dagger in hisright fist. Hiseyes
werefixed on Aleximor, cold and pitilessrings of bright bluish-green.

He drifted forward about afoot off the ground, dagger held low. His voice exploded
with hatred.

“You killed my brother, Aleximoros! Dead raiser. I'mtold | cannot take your life.
Strates Unwinder tellsmethat | can, however, prevent you from taking another’s.”

The knife moved againgt the Bone-gatherer’ sthroat.

Aleximor’s neck snapped back, and he cried the man’s name in agony and hatred.
“Kassander! | will make you—and your king—jpay for thigl”

Kassander shouting back, “Heisnot my king!”

Aleximor woke, the heart in his new body thudding over the noise from the scene,



smears of color inapool of syrupy black ink. He blinked and breathed deeply, folding
hisarmsinfront of him protectively.

Half an hour passed while he held his new host body tight and took in dow breathsto
cam down. Then he moved on and made no comment on the nightmare.

Corinahad the feeling that he had experienced this many times over the last two
hundred years—and there hadn’t been anything to hold on to. Nothing physical.

Aleximor stretched out hisarms and legs, and kicked up agood pace, singing low to
himsdlf of blood drawing out the psyche and of locking it in the earth—and of someone
he hated almost as much asthe king, one of the names from his nightmare, Strates
Unwinder.

Corina spent some thought on their depth, but she couldn’t produce anything but a
wide range, from one hundred to five hundred meters.

She spent some time thinking about the man with the knifein the dream,

K assander—and even the name, Strates Unwinder, wondering what he had unwound.
They al belonged to some group cdled Rexenor...House Rexenor. The guards who
brought Aleximor in to be judged called Kassander alord, and Kassander had called
Aleximor, “dead raiser.”

Any way shelooked at it, it didn’t sound like agood thing to be associated with.

Aleximor stopped every fifteen minutes and stared around at black empty ocean.

Swimming to the floor of the Monterey Canyon? Then what?

Hefollowed the descending walls of rock another hour asit flattened into afield of
date colored sand, svimming faster than any human.

He kicked dong the smooth floor for what felt like milesto Corina. Silt swirled in his
wake, and his eyes darted to little reddish crabs, an occasiona spidery tube anemone.

Aleximor stopped, sartled by something, twirling hisarmsto keep himsdf upright. A
cloud of dust enveloped him, settling while he floated afew feet off the ocean floor.

He pushed out his hands, straightened hislegs, and planted hisfinsin the sand, acloud
of st blossoming up hislegs. Then hetilted his neck back, sniffing the current, and he
gmiled with Corina slips.

“| taste degth,” he said with her high whispering voice.

Isthat what it is? Corinawilled her nose to scrunch up, but nothing happened. All |
can sense isthat weird sour overcooked cabbage smell. And | thought it was you.



CHAPTEREIGHT

THE WREATH-WEARER

The number three has specid meaning for the Seaborn. Threeis the minimum number of
strands required to braid, three is the shape of their world. The surfaceis
two-dimensiond. The seaisthree. It isacommon belief among the Seaborn that the
ocean' s currents are three-part, and with the right power and knowledge, a current can
be unbraided, broken into its three separate tracks, even controlled.

—Journd of Michael Augustus Henderson

Gregor Lord Rexenor, son of Lady Kallixene and the late Lord Nausikrates, wiped his
forehead on hisforearm, brought the rake up straight, and leaned on it. Hettilted his head
to the Sdeto listen, scowling at the sound of someone hammering.

A femde scream of frustrated rage and pain came from the house.

He dropped the rake and spun away from the driveway, his eyes siopping on the
kitchen window, catching adull flash of reflected light off moving metdl.

Gregor ran for the nearest door.

Nicole and Jill werein Rye at the harbor aboard Stormwind. Zypheriawas a North
Hampton Beach. Kassandrawas aone in the house.

Then he heard ahigh-pitched angry sea of wordsending in, “Kill the old kings!” and it
sucked his store of courage dry. It was his daughter screaming the Alkimides battle cry,
not in English, but in the old Hellene diaect of the Seaborn.

Hejumped alow stone wall, waving madly asif he could move hisbody faster by
pushing the air behind him. Damn thin world. He could move so much quicker in water.

“Kassandral” He cried her name before he reached the house, hoping she could hear
him and take it asasign that help was on the way.

He cleared the dairs, wrestling with the screen door. He shoved the side door in,
dashed through the mudroom, and dammed clumslly into the paneled wall leading past
hisstudy. He fell into anarrow table, knocking everything off it. A lamp crashed against
thewall. A stack of books skidded along the hall’ s polished wood floor in hiswake.

Thetiled kitchen floor cameinto view and helet out agrunt of horror, breathing in the
coppery smell of blood. The floor was syrupy, adance of bare footprints decorating it, a
folded broken strip of armor scales, and long blotchy streaks where someone had
dipped.

Gregor skidded at the top of the stairs that led to the grotto, his eyesfollowing the
bloody footprints on the stones.

“Kassandra?’ He stuttered her name, grabbed therailings, and jumped three stairs at
atimeinto the dark under the house.

“Dad?’ Kassandra shut the refrigerator door and took another long drink of orange
juice. She hadn’t been able to hear him over the roar of her heart beating and the
chattering of the crowd insde her head.

He spun with ajump, thumping his head on the thick beam across the basement



entrance. He came up the stairs dowly, hisface pae. Then he noticed her sword on the
kitchen idand counter, in easy reach. She had already cleaned the blade, but shewasa
mess. Blood oozed between the scales, down the front of her armor and down her legs.
One of her braids had come untwined. She looked asif she had just stepped out of a
war.

Hisjaw started working before he could get sound from histhroat. “What...what
happened?’

She nodded, acknowledging his question. She was breathing hard, and spent a minute
getting her racing heart under control. She took another sip and jutted her chin toward
the blood-covered stairs. “ Soldiers from my grandfather, looking for you. Four of them. |
wounded two, one badly, and |et the other two carry them away.” She tipped more
orangejuice into her mouth, swalowed it. 1t was obvious they’ d never fought above the
waves. They knew little of the sweep and swing of asword. Theterrain was mine. One
managed to get out of the stairwell and he paid for it.”

She noticed the expression on his face—neither pride nor fear, but adeep mix of them
that looked like agony.

Kassandratilted her head to the Side and gave him areproachful
you-worry-too-much look. In asweseter voice, Gregor’ s daughter surfaced, and without
ahint of sarcasm, said, “I was just making friends, Dad.”

He closed his mouth and thought about it. With an exasperated bregath, he said, “How
does friendship play arole?’ He gestured down the bloody stairs. “Y ou hurt them.” He
bent down and picked up the torn strip of green scaled armor, turning it over to examine
it. “Badly.”

“I let them go.” Shesaid it coldly and smply, asif it was the obvious conclusion to
draw, asif the only other possible path she could have taken wasto kill them all. “ They
are a thismoment cursing my grandfather for sending them unprepared against me.”

“The Wreath-wearer,” he whispered automaticaly, his eyes roaming thoughtfully,
stopping on the haf-buried crossbow bolt in the celling above her head.

She placed her glassin the sink, aring of orange juice at the bottom, darkening with
blood from acut on her knuckles. She kept her right hand and arm pressed to her side,
body turned toward her sword.

She gave him haf ashrug. “Rumor isacgpriciousfriend.”

Gregor’'seyescrinkled in suspicion.

“But it can be apowerful aly. | let them go so that they may tak. Ther story will get
around the City in ameatter of days.”

Gregor sighed. His daughter was in there somewhere, but that wasthe
Wreath-wearer talking.

Gregor’ sthoughts drifted to Kassandral s mother, Ampharete, the prior wearer, who
had been just like this, voices of past wearersin her head, dways plotting, a princess of
the roya house. She had been in exile, hiding from her father, coming north with Zypheria
and her persona guards to the Rexenor fortress deep in the North Atlantic.

Gregor pointed at her with the rolled-up piece of scae armor. “The king knowsyou
exist and hisopinion svayseveryone else.”

“I’'m counting on it.”

“Why reveal yoursdlf to al the Seaborn now? Tharsaeos controlsthe ears of every
listener. He will make you the enemy.”

She amiled happily. “I’'m counting on precisdy that.”

Gregor waited for an elaboration, but Kassandra s eyes went unfocused, wandering
off somewherein her head. He watched her pull amemory, apainful thought insde. The
expression disappeared from her face.

“Kassandra.” He caled her back, and then held ahand up in appedl, the strip of



armor rattling in the other. “Y ou scare me when you'relike this.”

Pretend not to know what he' s talking about. She lifted her browsand gavehima
questioning dtare. “Likewhat?’

“You arelike...Asif you'redready...”

Kassandrafrowned. It wasn't like him to ssammer. The Dosanax soldiers getting
through the gate had redlly shaken him.

Gregor gestured with a hdf-folded hand, trying to hold on to an idea that was ddlicate
and at the sametime caudtic. “ Y ou're cold. You fight dlone. It' sasif you believeyou're
indestructible. You'relike...” Hisvoicetrailed off. Gregor dropped his hands, got a
better grip on one of therails, and gave his daughter a deeply-concerned-father 1ook,
adding one twitching eyebrow to show his uncertainty about something.

She' d seen the look before. Reading it as clear asif he’ d brought the accusation to his
tongue, Kassandra s right hand went reflexively into afist. She tugged in abregth, deep
enough to hurt, and prepared to shout. She held back, furious words burning in her
throat. She coughed to cover the process of stuffing her anger inside.

“I'amnot...” She spoke evenly, in ahard, controlled voice. “I am not like my
grandfather.”

Gregor said nothing, but it was anothing so thick it hung in the air with thewords: If
you're like this at your age, you have the potential to be worse than the king.

That was grounds for |etting the urgeto yell off itsleash. “How dare you! Hekilled my
mother, your wife.”

“He sent the dead army to destroy House Rexenor.” Hisvoice trembled. “Not to kil
Ampharete.”

Her face scrunched into an indignant snarl. “That' s Lady Ampharete. And she died
because of it.” Kassandrawaved away hisresponse. “ Tharsdeoskilled your friends,
your family, your father, my grandmother Queen Pythias—his own wife.” She screamed
at him. “1 am not Tharsaeos!”

In her head, Kassandra heard her mother’ s angry questions, followed by another
woman'ssnobbish voice: |s your sword handy, dear? If that Rexenor doesn’t know
his place...why not cut off his—

“Shut the hell up, Andromache!” Kassandra s fists went white and astab of agony
shot through her ribson theright sde. “Or I'll comein there and put you to deep
mysdf.”

She blinked, held her eyes closed afew seconds, and then grabbed the counter to
keep her balance. Something in her head woke, acold bullying motion, dizzinesswith
fingersthat touched her thoughts, smooth prodding fingers, smooth like sdiva.

She shook it off.

Gregor’' s eyes widened and his mouth came closeto agrim smile. “Queen
Andromache agrees with me?’

Kassandra s eyes swiveled to her father, focusing. She shook her head. “No. She just
thinks you ought to be palite to your daughter.”

Gregor dropped his shoulders and whedled toward the dark stairs, coiling the scrap of
armor tighter in hisfigt. “Can you do something to protect the grotto entrance? We
obvioudy need more than the gateif they can get through the lock.”

She nodded, her eyes going to squints of pain. “After | rest I'll go down and summon
Ochleros”

Gregor let aminute pass, studying the green scaly armor, the expression on hisface
souring even more. He recognized their shape and color, the kind worn by the old
Rexenor enemies, House Dos anax—the king’ s house warriors. Dosianax was the Sparta
of the Seaborn, rarely defeated, and only then by death. His neck went prickly at the
thought of his daughter doing something to make them flee.



Gregor gave her apleading look. “Y ou don't realize how much you scare me when
you act likethis”

She stared back at him, silent for ten long seconds, no expression on her face.
Suddenly she wastoo weary to pretend, and she ignored the directivesin her head.

“How do you think | fee?” She was annoyed that he thought he had any idea what
her lifewaslike. “1 have Andromache teaching meto kill when she' s not bickering with
Praxinos about turning me into awitch. | talk with seademonstwo or threetimesa
week; without alot of trouble I can control half an ocean.” Her voice went bitter. “I can
kill aman with ateaspoon of water.”

Asif to demondtrate this, Kassandra swung her left hand over her shoulder, curled
two fingers, tapped arhythm into her palm, and sang a command. The kitchen faucet
flipped up and water jetted from the tap into the drain. In one diding motion, she brought
her hand forward, pointing at her father. A disk of water shot at Gregor from the stream,
flattening with stiff, jagged teeth like a saw blade of ice.

Kassandrawas hafway through the command to stop its motion when Gregor—much
quicker than she' d anticipated—did something with one hand, deflecting the blade to the
sde. It flipped vertical and went four inchesinto the wall above the basement dairs, a
hand’ swidth from the edge of aframed Little Mermaid movie poster.

Kassandrafixed her eyeson her father admiringly. Even with his power waning, he
gill had it, dthough herarly let it surface. He had grown up in the fortress of House
Rexenor and had been taught by a student of that famous old Rexenor mage, Strates
Unwinder.

Gregor straightened out of his defensive stance, and Kassandrawent on asif nothing
had happened, casualy stopping the flow of water into the kitchen sink with another
gediure.

She brought her hand up and touched her forehead.

“You don't know what it'slikein here.” Her voice was thin and angry, clipping the
ends off the words.

She caught hersdf tightening up al her muscles, breathing hard through her teeth, but
didn’'t do anything to dow her anger.

“You havenoidea. It's every second of every day of my life.” Shetapped her temple,
glaring. “Never being able to hide. Someone aways |ooking over my fucking shoulder.
They weredl in herethefirst time | kissed aboy—telling mel wasdoing it wrong. They
weredl in here advisng mewhen | had my first period, acommittee wondering what
surface women did, with running commentary as| sat in the bathroom and read them the
damn Tampax directions.”

She gripped her forehead in one hand and the pain made her voice go rough. “I have
thisthing in herethat | cannot stop. | have three full time—"

Four, said aman’sedy smooth voicein her head.

Kassandrajumped, grabbing the kitchen counter to keep her feet. “Who the hell are
you?’
Not quite the reception | had anticipated. The man wasdightly put out. | am King
Eupheron.

“Eupheron.” She had been warned about this one dready. “ Pleasure. Now, if you'll
shut up for amoment, I’'m in the middle of aconversation.”

Sheignored the follow-up grumbling from dl four Wreath-wearers, waving a her
father to continue the discussion, anything to hold off the voicesin her head.

Gregor swallowed dryly and let his gaze roam over the blood-covered floor. “ Do you
know what King Tharsaeoswill do to those men when they return without me...or you?’

“Therewas no other way.”

“There might have been.”



“They cameto take you, probably kill you, and they’ll get what they deserve.”

Helooked at her pityingly. “Don’t you understand? The king will not stop with them.
Can't youfight it? Look what it’s done to you, Kassandra. You are...” She watched his
expression change, fascinated as he struggled for aword to describe her. “Ruthless.”

Shejutted her chin at him, retort ready. “And what did twelve yearsintheKing's
prisons do to you?' Kassandrabit down hard, holding her mouth steady, opening it only
enough to say, “Y ou are soft.”

She had to suppress something inside that told her to use the word, “Wesk.”

Hemimicked her, clamped his mouth shut, grinding histeeth, holding in whatever he
was about to shout back at her. He swallowed it, took in abreath, and went onina
forced cam. “It’ sapity you couldn’t have persuaded them to—"

“With crossbow bolts coming at me and the points of their spearsin my face, | didn’t
havetimefor pity.”

“Timefor crudty, timefor caculating their destruction?’

She glanced down at her feet and moved oneto cover blood pooling on the floor, and
then her eyeshit hiseyes. They hit him hard and forced him to back up astep.

She pointed an accusing finger a him. “I am an Alkimides. The throne does not
belong to that murderer.” She held in the next line of thought, which told her that shewas
aso of House Dosanax, her grandfather’ sfamily.

“Y ou are Rexenor, as0.”

Kassandra winced, took in adow shuddery breath, and let it out. Her own voicein
her head commanded her. Respond har shly. Follow with an apology to soften his
mood. You do not have time for this.

“Itisinmy name. How am | alowed to forget your great-great-grandfather?” That
had the right amount of sourness and she made a face to show that she regretted the
words as soon asthey left her mouth. “I didn’t mean to say it likethat. I'm sorry. Lord
Kassander is one of my favorite ancestors. He was agreat man.”

Gregor lifted his head and his eyes held hers, black asthe abysswith athinrailing ring
of blue that flowed through the irises. She blinked and focused on him, and he clenched
hisjaw with the effort it took to keep them there.

He dropped his shoulders and gave up his offensive. “Y ou are fearless—whether that
isawaysgood, | do not know. But I am wrong. | didn’t mean to imply that you act like
King Tharsaleos”

She gave him a curt bow. Gregor rubbed away atear and looked & her. “Promise me
you will be careful. It'sjudt...| don’t understand you. | think | understand Jill. |
understand Nicole to some degree. Y our wholelifeis secret. You act asif you arein this
done, asif you areinvincible”

“I’'m never done, father. I’'m not allowed to be. Invincible?’ Kassandraamiled thinly.
“| was unaware that that was how you perceived my actions. | assure you that | do not
think thet.”

She grabbed her sword off the kitchen idand, damming it into the scabbard that stuck
out from her back over her left hip. “Now, please call Zypheria. She's probably down at
the beach. Téell her to meet mein my room.”

Kassandrawaited for her father to leave before she | et the armor dissolve off her
body. Her sword vanished with it.

She gasped asif she had been holding her breath for the last ten minutes. The right
side of her shirt was diced open from her armpit to her hip and blood soaked the thin
cotton in dark streaks across her back.

Sheturned, clutching at the kitchen counter for support. She reached into the narrow
sde sink where they usudly washed vegetables, and picked up along thin bolt—as|ong
as her forearm—with adeadly black tip. Her own blood coated the shaft. It was dick on



her fingers and clotting in the spines of the fletching.



CHAPTER NINE

RECOVERY

King Eupheron was the only Wreath-wearer with two bleeds, the product of an early
attempt to mend the relationship between the two mightiest Seaborn houses, Alkimides
and Telkhines. The result could not have gone more wrong. Eupheron’s mother, the
Alkimides Queen Kleonike (and Wreath-wearer) married alord of the Telkhines,
Timasitheos. Queen Kleonike wasreviled as“ The Whore” by dl Alkimidesfor
producing offspring with the enemy. The Telkhines could not trust Timasitheosfor
marrying ausurper, and Eupheron was caught between the hatred of two powerful
houses. With two bleeds, one each from his father and mother, he was the most powerful
of the Wreath-wearers, and marked from the beginning as unbalanced.

—Muichadl Henderson, Seaborn History

Zypheria's scowl degpened as she pressed one of the good white bath towels against
Kassandra' s side, soaking up blood. A lump of bone and muscle dong the ribs stuck up
where the bolt had pierced her. Kassandra storn and bloody shirt lay on the floor with
her bra. She yd ped when Zypheria sfingerstugged at thelip of skin, pulling it and the
meaty tissue underneath smooth.

The wound edge lifted with afresh surge of blood, and Zypheria s eyes narrowed and
grew more intense, one hand working the towel over the wound to keep it closed.

“Y ou have so much strength, milady. Only so much blood to lose. I will work the
bone and saw thisup.” Shefrowned. “It isashamethat lying whore' sson of akingisn't
awake. Greatest rhapsdides. He could do things with wounds and scars that none of the
other wearers could.”

Kassandratilted her head up, gulping for air. She had her face buried in her pillow to
muffle the screaming. Her voice was dry. “King Eupheron?’

Yes, Lady Kassandra?

Zypherialooked warmly down at her. “He could fix the webbing on your hands.”

She gave Zypheriaaweak mischievous smile. “Thelying whore s son is awake. He
wokealittlewhile ago.”

Lovely. That can only mean that there is an Alkimides here with us,
Kassandra—aside from you.

“Zypheriaishere”

Charming Zypheria! Please give her a paidarion from me.

Kassandratried to prop hersalf up on one elbow and failed, her eyelids fluttering with
the pain. She touched Zypheria on the shoulder and whispered, “Lean closer.”

She kissed her mother’ s ex-bodyguard and friend on the cheek, and felt the woman
jump under her lips. Zypherid shair smelled faintly of mint. Her skin was cool and
smooth, browned by the sun, and when she drew back, Kassandra saw the hairline scar
along her cheek that ran to her ear, the faded badge from a childhood fight with one of
her brothers, which she undoubtedly won.

Zypheriabowed her head, her eyesfilling with tears. “Milady, please.”

Kassandralooked up at the toughest woman she knew and, seeing her



uncomfortable, grinned as wide asthe sea. “ Charming Zypheria—that wasn't from me,
it was King Eupheron.”

Zypheriatried to hold her mouth steady, but the endstilted into asmirk, and then she
gave up, shaking her head. Shelooked down at Kassandra and more tears poured from
her eyes. “ Charming, indeed.”

Charming and... Eupheron’ svoice went high in shock. Old!

Eupheron! said Praxinos archly, his sensbilities offended. By my calculation,
Zypheria can be no more than thirty-eight years.

Kassandra snapped her head back into her pillow, blinking. “How are you doing
that?’

| am the only Wreath-wearer who can see through your eyes—and not much
clearer than atottering old man—but I’ ve never been able to do it without some
discomfort to the current wearer. You will get used to it. Toughen up. No one likes
a weakling.

Enough! Andromache shouted and for ten seconds, there was silencein Kassandra' s
head. Kassandrais...It was unusua to hear diffidencein Andromache svoice. Sheis
only...She needs your help, Eupheron. Sheisinjured. A bolt went through her
armor on theright side and broke at least onerib. Sheis bleeding. Andromache
suddenly found her resolve. Do something, you shit-eating malignity!

Ah, there you are, great Queen Andromache. Your stuttering and indecision
puzzed me. Isit not interesting how much of a person is made up entirely of words,
and completed by them, and that without their words they become nearly invisible?
| swear | did not recognize you without your bitter tongue and your unsocial, frigid,
and base disposition. | thought for a moment that some gentle and feeble princess
like Ampharete had stirred from sleep to torment me. Kassandrafelt him grinning
insde her head.

Longevity, Praxinosreminded. Kassandra's bleeding.

Eupheron choked. That hurt! Androm—Why it’s Ampharete! | count you among
my favorites of the wearers, but | did not expect to see you again for a century.

Liar. Help my daughter.

Your daughter? Oh, fine! Did somebody say something about a crossbow bolt
injury?

Andromache svoicewas low and cold. Call me* somebody” again, and I’ [l put
out your eyes. Now, make yourself useful.

Eupheron seemed to have no capacity for pausing or pondering, only acting. He
began by reciting an epaiodé to stanch the flow of blood. Ah, here we are. Right side,
broken bones.

Kassandra, too weak to protest, sank into her pillow and waited for Eupheron’s
minigtrations. He was insde her body in seconds, not filling her arams and legs, but likea
car mechanic sticking his head under the hood. Eupheron evauated the integrity of her rib
cage from the inside, fingering the bones until he found two that were cracked and one
with asplintery bresk.

| can mend bone and arrange the torn skin to heal without scarring. You have
lost too much blood to think about performing any daring acts of war in the near
future. We must feed you.

“Very good.” Kassandra breathed the words, just loud enough to hear. “I do not plan
to land mysdlf in another combat Situation for another five, perhgps six days.” Zypheria
gave her areproachful scowl. “ Plenty of time to regain my strength. Zypheria, can you
bring up some orange juice and a PB-and-J? Extra peanut butter.”

“Milady,” said Zypheriawith her lipsturned down in disgust and left the room.

Kassandra closed her eyes and pulled her knees up. She lay on her left Side, her arms



folded up around her face, her fingers clawing at her pillow as Eupheron kneaded her
skin from theingde. He packed something that felt like oozing hot clay against her bone,
ditching the fragments back into awhole.

Her face tightened but she didn’t make a noise as Eupheron’ s fingers worked the
wound closed then seded it. He did something with fire that felt asif he was touching her
skin with ared-hot wire, and she sucked in abreath every timeit seared her. He used
amaller and smdler points of burning until it felt as he was using hot needles.

Rest now, and | will watch the progress of your healing. Eupheron let abest dip
by. May | ask you a question or two, nothing distressing?

“Okay...” Shedragged out the last syllable, dready suspicious.

Oh-kay? There are eccentricities in your speech | have heard before. You must
tell me how have you come to acquire such a deep command of the surfacer argot,
and why you insist on using it with me.

Kassandra turned the question over in aquieter part of her head. “1 am one.”

A surfacer? Ridiculous. You are the Wreath-wearer, the Alkimides princess, you
belong in the oceans.

“I grew up in Nebraska, about as far from the ocean as my grandfather could send
me”

Eupheron’ svoice went sour. | have to see this with my own—your own eyes.
Swimto the nearest mirror. What is Neb-raskah?

“1 don't need to swim. I’'m in my room.” Kassandra grabbed her desk to steady her
legs, staggered to the far wall, and shut her bedroom door. A full-length mirror hung on
the back and she stepped in front of it.

Eupheron was silent amoment, but it was a disgppointed slence. How old are you?
How did you end up on the surface, and why did you not return to the sea? Who
butchered your hands?

Kassandrafolded her arms over her chest and curled her handsinto figts, hiding the
scarring, brown seamsthat lined the skin between her fingers. She hadn’t felt
embarrassed about them for a couple years, but the disgust in his voice brought the
shameto the surface. “My grandfather had the webbing cut away when | was ayear old,
just before he sent meto St. Clement’ s—some place in Nebraska. | didn’t even know |
had a connection to the sea. | grew up getting the shit kicked out of me by my governess.
I’m amost twenty.”

You'retoo pale. Your hair—holy Thaumos! It is beyond repair. Where are we?

“In my room, in my house, in North Hampton, New Hampshire.”

Above the waves?

“Abovethewaves”

And the light? Why is this room so bright?

“That isHdios. True Helios. The evening sun coming through the windows.”

Eupheron’ s voice was hard and angry. Why have you tolerated this?

Kassandra held her reply because she didn’t know if he was asking her or the other
wearers. Then she answered before they could. “1 wear the gift of the sealslord. Itismy
decison to remain here. | go in the ocean every day. The Atlantic is across the boulevard
from my father’ shouse, but thisismy home.”

For now.

She nodded. “For now. | will return to the Nine-citieswhen | have the meansto take
the throne from my grandfather.”

That appeared to satisfy Eupheron, because he returned to criticizing her hair and the
rest of her. Your eyes are very dark. Did you get those from your Rexenor side—no
those are from Kallixene, are they not?

Kassandra s mother shifted angrily insde her head. Speak ill of my daughter again,



and | will—

What a uniformly delightful girl! Hisvoice was bright and cheery, without a hint of
mockery.

The door sivung in. It was Zypheriawith aplate of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches
and aglass of orange juice; when she saw Kassandra out of bed, she added a pained
expression to her seriousface.

Kassandra stepped out of the way, leaning heavily againgt the wall, laughing,
“Eupheron the Liar. Say it. | am afresk fish out of water. I'm the freakish granddaughter
of amurdering king.”

Any other faults?

Kassandratook Zypheria s arm, and sat down gently on her bed, trying not to disturb
the freshly healed skin and bone on her side. She did up against her desk, and took abig
bite of one of the sandwiches, avoiding Zypheria sincredulous stare.

Sheis headstrong.

“Headstrong is good, Andromache,” said Kassandra through ajaw-locking,
roof-of-the-mouth-clinging wad of peanut butter. Zypheriagroaned, loudly thistime,
wondering how Kassandra could ssomach the nasty thick brown paste.

Kassandranodded a her. “Thisis perfect, Zypheria. Thanks.”

And she' s often foolish.

“Whenam| foolish?’

How foolish, Ampharete? Tell me.

Kassandra persuaded four Naiads and what remains of House Rexenor—a
handful of warriorsled by Lady Kallixene—to make a stand against the Olethren
at that school in Nebraska.

Eupheron made a choking sound. Kassandra coughed, swallowing some of the
orange juice wrong. It burned in her throat—and kept on burning. She coughed again.

Two hundred and forty thousand of the drowned dead in the King's army.

That many?

Lady Kassandra went to their fortress before they marched and she counted
them.

Beyond foolish!

Kassandra swallowed. The orange juice was trying to strangle her, and her throat
tightened around her words. “ The freezing ssorm worked. Their bones werefull of water
that turned to dush.” Shetook a bite of her sandwich, thinking that something less acidic
in her throat might help.

How did you escape the Olethren? They do not cease until everything is dead.

She destroyed them, Eupheron.

Tel him, said Ampharete.

Kassandra chewed through peanut butter, jam and bread, nearly gagging on it. “When
water freezes, it expands. Thisis science—physics of water. Parresia, Limnoria, Helodes
and Olivia—they’ re Naiads—made an ice sorm for me, and when me and Ephor—"

Her voice stopped. She dropped her sandwich, took in abreath and released itin a
choppy wheeze that headed right into sobbing, al of the muscle contractions and sniffling
nose, but without tears.

Me and who?

Ephoros, said Andromache sadly.

She is bold, summoning the king of the sea daimones. | do not understand the
purpose of the freezing storm, but Ephoros, the wonderful old demon, made it all
work, did he?

“Eph—Ephorosisdead,” whispered Kassandra. “He died in order to save his
brother—to save me. He fought the king and took back the book my father created.”



Heisimmortal. Do not make light of such a thing.

“I misunderstood that part aswell. Immorta does not mean you cannot die”

Or do not want to, said Ampharetein apanfully sad whisper.

“Ephoros helped me with the last of hislife. My grandfather’ s mistake wasto
command the army to fight above the waves. The dead could not stop the water when it
froze. It expanded insde their bones and shattered them. Al of them.”

The entire army of the dead, gone? No more?

Kassandralaughed weskly and awave of dizziness roared through her head. “1 am
not TheLiar.”

All four of thewearersin her head went till. Kassandra heard her heart beat a
hundred times, and the silence hurt.

Eupheron brokeit. Oh-kay. Isthat how it is said?

Praxinos and Ampharete spoke excitedly. Tell usif it worked.

Give me a moment, said Eupheron. Most likely. Someone so young plotting the
destruction of an army which the lords of the Telkhines could not defeat? Freak,
did you say? Twenty years? Off of whom are you bleeding, Lady Kassandra?

Kassandrafrowned. She knew alittle about the bleeds of power from parent to child,
but it sounded asif he was talking about something el se.

You are gathering the power from your Rexenor father. | can see that. You gain
what he |oses.

“Areyou insulting me?’ Kassandrawinced as something sharp poked around deep in
her skull.

Never! Eupheron said in adistracted voice. Would not dream of it. You described
yourself as a freak and oh, Kassandra, you truly are a freak of the most extreme
kind.

Eupheron! It was her mother’ sangry voice.

| am not speaking of her hideoudly disfigured hands, madam, but of the
bleeding.

Praxinos voice was cautious. Did it work?

“Speak tome! Do not discussthisasif I'm not in the room—or in my own head. Did
what work?’

Eupheron didn’t missa stiroke. Kassandra, you are also bleeding off your
grandmother of House Megalesios.

“Lady Kdlixene? Ouch!”

Eupheron jabbed into corners of her brain she didn’t know she had, tracing lines of
power.

“Stop it now!”

That is what we had hoped for, said Ampharete quietly. Are you sure sheistaking
from both of them?

“Mother, what does that mean? Taking from both?”

Not just two, Ampharete! He was shouting now, hisvoice amuffled echoin her
mind, asif he'd crawled into the ventilation system and had to raise hisvoice to be
heard. Kassandra, you are also bleeding off an Alkimides source, probably that
traitorous woul d-be Queen | sothemis.

“What are you talking about? No one can have more than two bleeds.”

Kassandra. It was Ampharete’ s serious listen-to-your-mother voice. Do not, under
any circumstances, speak of thisto your father—or anyone.

“Of what?" She had avague notion of the subject, something that the Seaborn rarely
spoke of, even among relatives or close friends. “Bleeds of power?’

You must not tell anyone, said Praxinos gravely.

Shewas getting dizzy. “Answver me!”



Hysterica laughter burst from Eupheron, but dl shefelt from Praxinos, Andromache,
and Ampharete was sunned silence.

Oh, thisisexquisite! | am the only Wreath-wearer with two bleeds and that is
because my father was pure Telkhines. No other has had two, and | know of no
other among the Seaborn with more than two. Did not know this was even
possible.

Kassandra clawed at her desk, the blood |oss catching up to her. Her face was bone
white. Her fingersloosened, and the plate with half a sandwich crashed to thefloor.
Zypheriajumped to her side, grabbing her by the arm to stop her from faling off the bed.

Kassandra' s eyes went unfocused. Her lips, nearly the same color as the skin around
them, drew back, baring her teeth. “ Eupheron! Proktos! Tel menow!”

Kassandra, you dear girl, you are also bleeding off your Dosianax grandfather,
King Tharsaleos. Oh, | wish | could see his face. What would | not give to see that?
He knowsiit’s slipping from him, and there' s nothing he can do about it.

He can kill you, muttered Andromache.

Oh, Kassandra, you have made me the happiest man in the sea! Eupheron's
cheering voice swam numbingly through Kassandra' s head, and she gave Zypheriaone
pleading look. “Makeit sop.” Her voice was bardly audible.

Shefél into atight curl on her bed, her body shaking feverishly. She squeezed her
eyes shut and shoved her hands against her ears.

Zypheriahestated over the decison to tell Lord Gregor that his daughter needed a
doctor, and then threw her arms around her, shuddering with her own inner pain, tears
streaming down her face onto Kassandra s bare back. Her lips trembled with soft
words, the sdt of her tears on her tongue.

“Seep, Kassandra. Everything will be fine, my baby girl. | am here” Sheforced her
eyes open, blinking through the tears, struggling to focus on something in the outside
world, because when she closed them, the same memory haunted her, the stifled cry of a
little girl with big dark eyes staring up & her, begging her governessto stop hurting her.



CHAPTERTEN

THE NIGHT WANDERERS

Sash thegullet of the neck, and let the blood of this sacrificid victim flow into the murky
depths of the reeds as adrink for the lifeess. Call upon primeva Earth and chthonic
Hermes, escort of the dead, and ask chthonic Zeus to send up the swarm of
night-wanderers from the mouths of the river, from which this melancholy off-flow water,
unfit for washing hands, is sent up by Stygian springs.

—Aechylus, Psychagogoi, F273a

Aleximor floated afoot above the ocean’ sfloor, staring down at aflat stretch of dark
gray sand. The gloomy water closed in around him, but he didn't notice. He whispered
something to himself. Corinadidn’t catch dl of it, but it sounded like he had said the
words, “broken bones.”

Heraised hisleft hand, pam up, and spread hisfingers until the webbing went tight
between them. Without turning his eyes away, he reached down and pulled out the dive
knife

He gripped the handle with his thumb against the back of the blade, and cut into
Corind s hand, carving deep from the mesaty bulge below the thumb, diagondly across his
pam to thefirs knuckle of thelittlefinger.

Blood gushed in the wake of the knife blade, dark thick and red. Corinafelt the pain,
but the brightness of her blood startled her. When she'd cut her right hand on the cave's
rocky walls, her eyesweren't capable of seeing color at that depth. It had looked like
grips of black ribbon in the water.

Aleximor let hiseyes siray to the horizon of sand. There was something reddish brown
crawling acrossthefloor closeto him, but it was blurry, and he didn’t appear to noticeit.
Corinaurged his neck to swive. Nothing happened. He appeared to know exactly what
hewas doing, and so Corinafollowed himinignoringit. It's probably a crab.

Aleximor spun in the opposite direction, away from the reddish shape, and hiseyes
dropped to a soft swirling movement at hisfeet. He kicked and circled asmall
depression that had formed. The gray fluid sand eroded under clawing fingers.

Something was digging out.

“Gather tome,” he said in aclear commanding voice. “To each of you,
apneumeones, | say | bind your psyche, your tongue, your thumos, your hands, your
nous in obedience to me. | call any who have not tasted L ethe.”

He curled into something close to aStting position while he floated afew meters off
the sandy floor.

Aleximor drew aseries of deep breathsto calm himself, and closed hiseyes, snging
softly, “adoor into the pit of Erebos where dark fears darkness’ and how he “ possessed
the secret that keeps defiled Persephone under the world.”

Corinacouldn’t imagine that these words contained anything but some ritual meaning
for him, maybe they camed him down in preparation for some further step. He had
aready cut open her hand, spilling her blood into the currents.

His meditative state caused aflood of strange thoughts and knowledge to wash over



Corina smind, wordsin hislanguage, nekuomanteion meant a place for necromancy, a
doorway to death, aplacefor raising or communicating with the dead. Another word,
katabasion, was the path a goés—a sorcerer—followed down into death. Corina
imagined along dimly lit stone stairway and the steps crumbled to sand behind her feet.
The dead were brought toward life, pulling the living sorcerer closer to death. Only the
goés who achieved something like living-death could hope to draw the dead entirdly into
the living world without losing hisfoating and faling into deeth.

Then he called on the Erratic One, Akasté—she who owned the souls of the
drowned.

Aleximor did something with her knife, brought it above her head, but with her eyes
closed, she couldn’t tell what it was. He went still for amoment and then sang, “I bresk
thewadll of the Moairiai, and make my offer to the hater of life, lady without mercy,
Akasté. Bitter blood untasted. Let not this nor my chalenge go unheeded. Thewall thins,
pass to methe psychai of the five whose flesh and bone are buried in the ocean floor,
clinging to the worm-eaten ribs of the ship that bore them courageoudy from Iberia.”

A bright light flared in front of him, orange and red like roaring flames. It radiated
through his eydids, dying after amoment to an ember’ s glow. He opened hiseyesand
did Corind sknifeinto its sheath.

A rippling line of fire burned in the dark water, running from the sand to forty feet
above Aleximor, asif someone had cut along thin linein thisredity and into another at a
volcano's heart.

A voice as cold as the depths of the searumbled through the opening, awoman’slow
voice. “No introduction, young demander? What do you cdl yoursaf? Come closer.”

Aleximor stiffened in fear. He kicked, an uncontrollable spasm. He released a breeth,
drew another one, and answered in acommanding tone, “Give me the names of thefive,
and | will closethisdoor. Erratic One, | know you and your tricks,” he added asif that
added weight to hisdemands. “ That is enough.”

Corind sthought tumbled down atreacherous dope carved out by fear. They stopped
onthislast point. He knew the thing behind the line of fire, but he didn’t want the speaker
to know hisname.

Aleximor! Corinascreamed it without another thought. If the thing behind the door
could hear her, maybe it could take him and leave her behind.

Please, help me. His hame's Aleximor.

Corinafdt Aleximor tighten hisjaw, asif hefeared that her shouting thoughts would
resch hislips.

S0, he can hear me clearly.

His eyes unfocused. He concentrated inward on her, and shefelt him searching.
Corinadidn’t know how to fleeinside her own head, but the fear of him catching her was
tempered by the feding of rocks digging into her bare feet. There was something familiar
about the pain of hard sea-rounded boulders, firm ground under her, even though
Aleximor had not set her feet down on the floor. Shefelt him looking at her, but across
some gulf that he could not cross. Then his eyes shot to the glowing linein the water.

Corina’ s focus snapped back to her surroundings. She heard the same deep woman's
voice. “ Swept from the deck of their ship by a storm, which soon broke against the
waves and these five clung to its pieces dl the way to the bottom. They are Porfirio,
Cordareo, Damas and Alois. Thefifth, Macario, is beyond. He has sworn his oath, and
will never riseto your command. Y ou may havetheir life's power asyou have complied
with the formslaid down by the Lord of the Sea.”

“Surnames,” Aleximor demanded.

“I offer you enough. You must...” Her voice broke off.

Corinafdt Aleximor go cold under the wetsuit.



Akasté said, “Another’ sblood | tagte. | have no memory of it. Y our voice has
changed, but | know it, though | have not heard it recently. Comeinside, | would speak
withyou.”

Aleximor’s hands went to claws, some kind of defensive position. He screamed along
string of words, something about sealing and darkness.

Corind s sense of trandation failed her when he spoke rapidly, and it was distracting
to hear her own shrieking voice.

Theline of fire, the doorway, burned bright then went black with ahiss, like water
thrown on acampfire.

The voice of the one beyond it crackled angrily through the closing seam. “You are
the nekuomantis, Alexim—"

The doorway closed, and Aleximor drifted in the dark, stunned into silence. He
dumped forward, breathing like an enraged ox—which was dso strange since he
managed to do it with Corina s body. He was moving facia muscles she didn’t know she
hed.

Heflipped both his handsin front of him. The degp gouge in the left was dready
closing up, abloodless paelip of skin running from the lower edge of the pam to the top
right corner. He focused on the shreds of roughly torn skinin hisright hand. Hisfingers
trembled, and Corina sensed both fear and anger.

He had given himsdf the name, Aleximor, but it wasn't the first time he had taken a
name.

While Aleximor drifted in weariness, saring at his hands, Corina sfedling of despair
returned stronger. She knew his real name. What could she do with it? It gained her
nothing. What would that thing beyond theline of fire have donewith him?

Corinaplayed with one of the new words she had learned, nekuomantis, which
meant something like “prophet of the dead.”

Thefedlings, the knowledge, the new words affected her in astrange way. A whole
world opened up inside her soul. Her firgt attempt at identifying the feding began with the
assartion: There are mountains in my mind. Thisdidn’t sound right, but that’ swhat she
felt, aforce wrenching her thoughts, asif they al rode aongin acar and could |lean back
againg gravity and inertiawhen rolling down asteep dope. Thereisterrainin my soul.
Thoughts have momentum. There was something right about this, but she couldn’t pin it
down or confirmit.

Aleximor tilted his head back, let out along breath and blinked forcefully asif he had
trouble staying avake. He looked over at the four dead men who had dug their way out
of their tombs benegth the ocean’ sfloor.

They were nothing but rot-streaked bones and afew threads of tendon. Some kind of
lifeforce, given to each by the thing behind the door, burned in them and kept them
together. One wore armor, a corroded shell of blackened metd that hung from his
shoulder bones on broken strips of rugt. It looked like something the Spanish had wornin
the 1500s. He was a conquistador. He' d lost his helmet, but he still had what was left of
along skinny sword.

The four of them stood shoulder to shoulder, facing outward, on bones that shouldn't
have been able to hold them up. Aleximor circled them in the weter.

They didn't move, but the onein armor tilted his Skull to follow Aleximor. The pae
glow of yellow fire beamed from empty sockets of bone.

“Releaseme,” he begged with athin ragged voice. “And | will serve you on death’s
bor—" Hisvoice cracked and faded. “—der.”

A weary smile stretched dong Aleximor’ slips. Hisright hand did down Corina sleg
to the knife. He fumbled with the snaps and tugged the blade free.

Thefaces of the skullsturned to him, no means of expressing fedingsremained in the



threads of tissue and tendon. Aleximor kicked to position himsdlf above the four. He
sarted with the one named Porfirio, grabbing the Spaniard by the forehead, working the
tip of the knifeinto the back of the skull. The blade punched through old bone. Aleximor
twisted the blade and in one smooth motion, brought out a thumbnail-sized chunk of
searrotted skull. He did the blade back in its sheath and jammed the piece of Porfirio
into Corina swater-tight pouch.

Without aword he performed the same bone-taking ritual on the others. Finished, he
circled them like a predator. The hollows of their eyesfollowed him.

“Y ou four, bound to me through the grudge-holding one' s consent. | command you to
find and guard my old stronghold. Y ou will wait for methere”

The dead did not answer. Each one shuffled in the sand so that they faced each other,
expecting further ingtruction.

Aleximor sang softly about the dark oceans. His new voice sounded less like her old
one. Corinacould hold anote, and sng well, but Aleximor created thingswith hisvoice.
The sound swirled around him, acurrent of light spirding in the heavy dark fluid. His
voice went higher, and more currents joined the first. They came together between the
four dead Spaniards. A dark glistening globe expanded in the middle of the group with
the currentsfeeding it like umbilica cords.

A mountainous scene formed in the globe, dark and jagged against ablack night.
There were no stars, and Corinarealized she must be looking at the bottom of the ocean
somewhere else.

The view ingde the globe moved closer to the underwater mountain range, likea
cameramounted on a submarine. The speed increased. The mountains drew nearer. The
moving scenetilted |eft alittle and passed between aspine of crumbling black hillsand
sheer diffs.

Aleximor’ s voice rose above the currents, directing the path they followed in the
globe. He spoke of returning along the route taken by Magellan around the cape at the
southern tip of South America.

Corinawatched without thinking, wondering where thiswas leading. They moved into
the Atlantic Ocean and headed directly north. She passed massifs and deepwater vents
that bel ched boiling clouds of chemica blackness; she skirted sheer drops into the abyss,
and crossed endlessflats of miles-deep desert.

Aleximor’ swhispering told them to passthe Gresat City of the Seaborn, the
Nine-cities. A pae blue glow on the seafloor’ s horizon was an entire city...of otherslike
him?

Corind s thoughts begged for a better ook, but the scene passed by.

The path led further north then turned west into arange of serrated rock that rose
thousands of feet above the plain. These were just the foothillsto distant mountains that
cut through the dark in steep zigzags.

Shefdt Aleximor tense up. They were nearly there. The scene stopped high in the
mountains, dong aledge that jutted from acliff’ svertica face. Aleximor whispered along
string of noise. She couldn’'t understand it. It could have been one long word, or abunch
of them run together.

A key.

Therock wall before them dissolved into a cave mouth wide enough to drive atruck
through. The glow of fire or molten rock flickered againgt the cut and polished walls.

The movie ended, and jarred Corina s thoughts back to the Pacific and insde the
body she now shared with afour-hundred year old sorcerer.

Aleximor turned his eyesto the four dead he had raised, pointed south with hisarm
sretched out. She could just see her metdlic bluefingernail polish on theindex finger.

“Go.”



He had spent every ounce of energy opening the door, summoning the powers behind
it, animating four of the dead, and feeding them their directions.

This body was so foreign and he was so tired, he could barely focus his eyes, but he
managed to push the lids up and keep them on the four dead Spaniards as they passed
out of Sght.

“Which oneisyour favorite, CorinaLairsey?Y ou choose, and that will bethe onein
which | bind your soul.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

DISPLEASED

Without approaching the nature of the power (magic) possessed by the Seaborn, let me
discuss my meager understanding of the process by which the power “bleeds’ from
parent to child or grandchild. | will dso put aside the apparent differencesin the bleeds of
power possessed by the nearly extinct House Telkhines, which contained the old roya
line, some of whom could multiply their bleeds, passing it to dl their children at once.
—Muichael Henderson, notes

King Tharsaleos, Lord Dosianax, ruler of al the Seaborn, kicked to the arched ceiling of
the city’ s pan-assembly arena, making Stratolaos, hisfavorite cousin, swim thetall space
tohim.

The hall was wide enough for an army of athousand to stand shoulder to shoulder ina
singlerow. Tal men could stand, sole to shoulder, in avertical line of two hundred,
without reaching the arched ceiling. The kings and queens of the Seaborn had been
crowned in the hall for thousands of years.

When Stratolaos reached the king, he back-kicked and curled into abow. “Lord.”

Tharsdeostilted his head back, glaring a the old soldier through narrowed lids. The
glow from ahundred lights, set in an even row hdfway up thewals, lit them from below
and cast mongtrous shadows over the painted celling. Thelights glinted off theking's
crown, agold circlet with asingletine in the middle and two segmented horns that
spiraled back through hiswhite hair on each side.

The glow of the lights danted off the king' sarmor of gold plates so thin and flexible
they appeared to dissolve into one smooth sheet.

“1 am saddened, Stratolaos.” He said the words with the appropriate amount of
sympathy in his expression, then went back to glaring. One corner of his mouth twisted
into ady smilethat disarmed those who' d never met him. Those who had, understood
the king had never been dy in hislife. Crudly deceptive and secretive, yes, but dy was
for amateurs and children. Tharsaleos appeared to have never been either.

On the rare occasion when smiling was required, he assented. He smiled, for instance,
when he married hisfirst wife—Queen Pythias of Alkimides, the Wreath-wearer—and
again, years later, after commanding atrusted assassin to return with her pretty head.

Stratolaos bowed hishead. “1 am sorry, my—"

“I am displeased with you.” The king spokeright over the old soldier’ s attempt at an
gpology, but without raising his voice. He paused and gave every indication he was
waiting for Stratolaosto say something.

“Sheisthe—"

“I am not, however, displeased with you or your men for failing against Kassandra
Alkimides, the Wreath-wearer.”

A blurry layer of water haloed Stratolaos. He was sweating. King Tharsaleos waited
patiently for the soldier to continue.

“Lord, she—"



“| am displeased you alowed your story to be told outside of my confidence. |
depended on your secrecy, cousin.”

Stratolaos kept his eyes on the rows of stone benches over athousand feet below
him, determined to wait out the king if every statement he made was destined to be
interrupted. He felt the effort to keep hisarms at his sides, and not fold them obstinately.

Tharsaleos eyeswidened at the old soldier’ s childishness. “ Do you waste my time?
Report.”

Stratolaos looked up into the king' s very light eyes, dmost gray with ayellow tinge.
He was close enough to see flecks of gold in the irises, close enough to see that the
king' s glare was as cold as the abyss.

“My lord, thiswoman—"

“All of the Nine-citieswill soon know of my granddaughter’ s existence and they will
speak of the fact that she wears the gift of the Earth-encircler, that it has not been lost as
we had dl thought.”

“I will punish—"

“Of courseyou will, my dear cousin.” Tharsaeoswaved dismissvely and let hiseyes
dray to the painting above him on the celling, one of the Nereids killing something,
another blowing ahorn. “It will only be ameatter of time before the inquisitive citizens of
our grest city connect the existence of the Wreath-wearer to the loss of the Olethren.”

The blurry layer around Stratolaos blossomed. “Loss?” He stumbled over the word.
The king'sancient army of the dead was over two hundred thousand strong. Shewas
skilled with a sword and she had someone’ s powerful bleed, but what could one girl do
againg an army that most immortals couldn’t stop?

“Do not bother your thoughtswith it, Stratolaos.”

The old soldier bowed, flinching when the king said his name. Anger reded raw inside
Stratolaos, but he kept it there, showing nothing but atightening around his mouth on the
outsde. The Wresth-wearer woman had done something to hismind. He feared hearing
hisown name.

“I have two more tasks for you.” The king waited for their eyesto meet. “ Stratolaos.”
He watched the man recoil with satisfaction and then continued. “ Thefirst involvesthe
punishment you spoke of. | have nearly reached adecision on what isto be done. Return
to your post and await my command. Speak to no one. Not even your wife.”

The king waved him away, and Stratol aos bowed again before kicking off,
thinking—with arelease of tens on—that more than one task was agood sgn.

The double thump of someone sfist on the door reached King Tharsdleos' earsand he
looked up from atopographic and bathymetric map of New Hampshire, a
wedge-shaped plot of land in the Americas with avery short coastline. One of theking's
fingerswasin the middle of tracing a path through the soundings afew hundred meters
off the coast.

“Come.”

Two of hisguardsmen—two of the trusted Eight, Oktol oi—pushed the doors wide
and swam to him. One bowed his head, and the other extended a pae box of intricately
carved whaebone alittle larger than the size of aman’ s head.

The king folded the map over so his guards wouldn’t see what he had been studying,
and made hisway to them with one powerful kick.

“Well done, Sameramis, Lazoros.”

The king studied Sameramis for amoment, a handsome man with ayoung son.
Sameramis had the common Alkimides sandy brown hair, long and unruly corkscrewsto
his shoulders, some of it bound in braids like most of the Oktoloi. Sameramishad pae
green eyes, and ableed off one parent gave him extraordinary archery skills. He could



pinaman’s heart athousand kicks avay. Sameramiswas the first among the eight, the
most experienced. And Sameramiswasthe only Alkimidesin the king' strusted Eight, a
concession to the house that contained theroyd line.

Tharsaleos motioned for them to approach, and then lifted the lid away and stared into
the box.

“My favorite cousin, Stratolaos.”

A man'sface gared back, something like disappointment showed on the features, the
clear gray eyeswide open, clearly dead. Hislong black hair had been hacked off in
places, his nodtrils cut, his ears shorn from his head.

“Well done. | have one more task for my dear cousin. Take him to thewd| of edls
and let them feed.” The king paused asif reconsidering. “Will the eds hunger after so
smal amed, do you think, Sameramis?’

“They dways hunger, milord.”

“Yes, you areright. Feed them also with Stratolaos' wife and son.”

An hour passed, and the king had gone back to his maps, drawing a path from the
depths off the New England coast to the middle of the Wreath-wearer’ syard. Then he
summoned hiswar-bard.

He showed her the path on one map of the Atlantic Ocean’ sfloor that continued on to
the map of coastal New Hampshire. “ Take me there.” He jabbed hisfinger into agreen
stretch of the map right on the coast.

Theoxenafollowed the lineswith her finger, humming softly to hersalf. She nodded,
understanding what the king wanted from her, and swam across the room to get ready. “I
have heard the story of the Wreath-wearer.” Theoxena glanced over her shoulder,
unwrapping her lyrefromits case and plucking afew gtrings. “ That she lives among the
surfecers”

“Your ears are better than most,” said King Tharsaeos. Shewasthe
war-bard—whose ears could be better at picking up the rumors and currentsin the city?

“Not inthis. | heard it from my daughter.”

Theking looked up from the maps to Theoxena, watching her cross the chamber with
her lyre. “Which one?’

Theoxend s delicate fingers damped the strings. With atone as sharp asjagged
shark’ steeth she said, “My youngest, Nikasia.”

“Nikasiahas your bleed, does she not?’

“Sheisyoung. Sheisnot meyet, my lord.”

“How quickly do the Kirkéatides bleed?’

“Sowly.” She plucked one note and turned her eyeson him, theirisesasolid feral
orange. “How quickly doesaDosanax bleed?’

He held hiswar-bard' s eyes for amoment, tempted to ask her if she wasthreatening
him. He had known Theoxena since she was a child, trusted her as much as he trusted
anyone, but he ill had to be careful. The Kirkéatides—distant descendents of
Circe—were deadly. Still, he digtinctly heard “Would you care to find out...how quickly
aDosianax bleeds?’ in the Slence after her words.

“Queen Isothemis has given metwo children, Theoxena.” He forced hiseyesto the
map with some effort.

“Neither have your bleed, so I've heard.” Shetilted her head to the sde with
something dangeroudy closeto pity. “Nor do they have your dear wife sbleed.”

King Tharsaleos kicked up from the map table, enraged, pointing to the surface
thousands of feet above him. “ Get on withit! Show me thiswoman.”

Theoxenastrummed a chord playfully. “Y our granddaughter?’

“You push too far, Kirkéatides, awaystoo far. Do not play with me, wife of



Epandros!”

One of thelyre s strings went sour and snapped with aflower of blood from
Theoxend sfingers. At the mention of her dead husband' s name, she curled into a
shuddering wreck, her three black braids winding around her throat. Her fingers shook
as sherestrung the instrument from a spare in the case. The seablurred around her eyes.

Theking kicked to the ceiling of the chamber, glaring down on Theoxena | killed
your beloved Epandros, poisoned him along with his seven companions.

It was the king’ sturn to express pity, but it was a condescending show, the same
expression he' d worn years ago when he had lied to Theoxena—when he had told
Theoxenathat her husband, Epandros was dead, killed in an assassination attempt by an
exiled prince, Gregor Rexenor.

TheKing' sfaceturned cruel, daring Theoxenato look up a him. | commanded you
to create eight war-horns—with voices that hate life. Who do you think blew
those? Your dead husband, in my army, put one of those hornsto hisrotting lips,
and blew the hard work of his own wife. Drink your tears, let them burn your
throat, you stupid, stupid—

“Itistuned, milord,” said Theoxena softly. “1 am ready.”

Tharsaeos nodded curtly. “L et us see this Wreath-wearer, then.”

Theoxenawiped her eyes before studying the maps again, tracing the path drawn by
the king across the Ocean into the shallows and above the wavesto apoint on the
surface.

She plucked three strings, pulled two at the same time, and sang afew soft words
about cleansing the location, darkening the room, sedling the wals from leaking sounds, a
preparatory epaiodé for her song about seeing, a distant eye that watched afaraway
place, the bright surface of the earth above the waves, reflecting the light into the
chamber where she sang.

A discthe size of aface appeared in thewater in front of King Tharsaleos, hardening
into something that could be moved with strong hands, the morning sky above New
Hampshireinitssurface, firing abolt of blinding blue againgt the king' s chest.

“Move the eye and you will find your Wreath-wearer, my lord,” sang Theoxena, her
eyes showing morewhitethan iris.

Tharsaleos curled histhick fingers around the lens. It was cold and rigid under his
skin, likeice. He shoved it back, tilting the view forward and afield of green replaced the
blue

“Sowly,” said Theoxena, coming out of her trance and paddling to the king' sside.

Tharsal eos eased the lens back and...there was Kassandrain aflowery pae blue
cotton dress, dancing in the middle of along sope of rich green grass. She jumped,
hanging in the air, defying the Earth’ s gravity, her long legs spread, toes pointed. She
dropped, did a short hop, and twirled, her arms looping above her head.

Theoxenalooked puzzled. The young woman seemed fragilein her dressand her
braidsflying in thewind. “What is she doing?’

“That isapirouette, | believe. Something from a dance the surfacers do.”

Theoxenareached for the lens, thinking something had gone wrong. “ Sheisthe one
who defeated your Dosianax guard? That woman isthe Wreath-wearer?’

Tharsdeos stared at Kassandra, puzzled by something himsdlf. “Yes.”

“She defested that killer, Stratolaos? By hersalf?”

Theking turned to her. “ Tdl me everything you know of that.”

Theoxenascowled at him. “Only what has been said in the City. That Stratolaos was
defeated by the Wreath-wearer, awoman from the surface. Nothing more.”

The king nodded grimly and turned back to the lens.

Kassandra sang to herself as shejumped and twirled. “...the honored sweet prophet



of summer for mortals. The Muses|ove you and gave you shrill song. Old age does not
wear you down, wise one, earth-born one, lover of song. Y ou cannot suffer, your fleshis
bloodless, you are dmost like the gods.”

“That isan old song,” said Theoxena.

Kassandra sform drifted from view and Tharsaeos swiveled the disc right to capture
her again. She had vanished. Thewind off the Atlantic shook the branches of the pines, a
warped watery view of abig white clapboard house in the background blurred past.
Solid green filled the lens as the king shoved its view to the ground. He tugged it and the
flare of True Heliosfilled the chamber, blinding the king and Theoxena.

“Wheredid shego?

Theking leaned into the dliptical window, grabbing more of it with both hands, jerking
it S0 hard that light and color bled into each other. He held it firm, scanning the house, his
nose dmost touching the cold surface.

Kassandra s face suddenly filled the window, one side of her smiling mouth lifted
mischievoudy.

“No peeking, granddad!”

She pointed, thetip of her finger an inch from hisface, wagging it, asif hewasa
naughty child. “Y ou killed my grandmother, Pythias, but not before she had a daughter,
Ampharete. Y ou killed my mother, but not before she had me. I’'m coming to kill you.”
She stepped back, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “1 wasthinking of having your severed
head mounted on my bedroom wall. My sstersthink it'sdisgusting. | think it'd be
adorable. Oh, and thank you for the bleed. It will make cutting off your head that much
more satisfying—knowing that I’ll be doing it with some of your own magic. Isn't it
elegant the way this hasworked out?’

Theoxena s mouth dropped open. She quickly closed it. The king killed Queen
Pythias? That wasthe first time she had heard this. And the king' s bleed was going to the
Wreath-wearer, Pythias' granddaughter?

Tharsaeos shook off awave of dizziness. There was something about listening to her
through the lens that rattled his senses. Perhaps Kassandra was trying to trace the path
back to him, areverse trace? He started to explore that, but something she had said
proved more distracting.

“Sgers? Y ou have sblings?’

“Two. Adopted by my father. They’re not here now or I’ d let you meet them. |
borrowed this—" She pulled the front of her dresstight. “—from my sgter, Jill. It' ss0
light. I'm not much of adressgirl, but | can seewhy shelikesthem.”

Kassandra s eyes narrowed and hit him hard. Her smile drifted away and she bared
her teeth at the king. In one moment, she changed into something different—but ill with
agirlishvoice. “I let your four killersgo. Next time, | won't play nice. Thisiswar,
grandfather. Y ou send your pet, Mr. Fenhals, snooping around and I’ [l send him homein
abox. Do you understand me? Y ou send anyone...anyone comes to my doorstep,
Stratolaos or some other Dosianax thug, your war-bard—" Theoxena stiffened and
kicked closer. “Anyone, and I' [l eat them dive.” Kassandra opened her mouth wider and
bit down twice, clicking her teeth. She jabbed her finger at him and her voice went lower
and angrier. “Don't fuck with me, you murdering piece of shit. Enjoy your throne. Takea
good look around the City, because when | come home...Well, won't that be fun?’

Kassandra put on her smile.

“Time sup!” She shoved her open hand at the lens. It shattered, and jagged wedges
of iceflew into the king' sface. The room went black. Tharsaleos kicked frantically,
coming away with adeep scratch on hisright cheek. A bead of blood sprouted from his
eyebrow.

He kicked againgt thewall, rage burning him. Turning to Theoxena, he said, “ See what



this mongter ismade of .”

“I...If she has come into her power—and she has your bleed—even | will have
trouble going againgt her by mysdlf, milord.” Theoxena s gaze wandered, her lips opening
dowly, and in an awed whisper, she said, “ She destroyed the army of the dead.”

The king turned away, angrier. “Her father is Gregor Lord Rexenor.”

Theoxend s gaze shot to him, wildness blazing in her eyes. Her upper lip twitched. “I
will go—at least to discover the nature and extent of her plans and power. | will not
promiseto destroy her or return with her bracelet.” She hauled some of her anger inside,
into acold hard lump of ice. “Her father, now, heisadifferent matter.”

Theking amiled cruely. “Y ou will have your moment for revenge, Theoxena If you
can kill or capture my old Rexenor dave, do it, but the Wreath-wearer isyour primary
concern. Do not tarry. Tell me what she knows, who she has gathered around her, what
she can do, what these sisters can do. We must prepare for the war in the north. It is
time to remove House Rexenor from the ocean floor, from the world, from history, out of
al the memories of the Seaborn.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

THE NEW WORLD

Right of the Earth-encircler, dark-haired Lord of the Seal Souls arise, with third
fore-fathersby our sdeswe will kill the old kings!
—Alkimides battle cry

Aleximor opened his eyes, looking out at the pure black of the deep Pecific, but there
was something missing ingde. He could not fed much of the presence of CorinaLairsey.
She had sunk into herself, brooding or plotting. He gave her another moment’ s thought,
and then moved on to something more pressing.

Hefdt it in the water, adistant repetitive thumping but so rgpid that it wasamost a
hum, and so far away that he couldn’t fix his senseson it. Helooked up into the night.
Something was there, moving, high above him, maybe even on the surface.

He had svum for six days, following the curve of theland to thetip of Bgja Cdlifornia,
training this new body to move correctly in the water. Then he went into open water,
planning to pick up the west coast of South Americaat some point. He was about
halfway between continents, a thousand feet degp, when he heard the dow rumble of
something in the water with him.

Hefdt Corinadtirring insde his head, weak threats and long dull pauses.

Perhaps | am not eating enough? He looked down at his host body, unsure of the
correct fed of itsweight. It had been so long since he had eaten anything—so long since
he had needed to.

Since obtaining this body, he had snapped up afew fish with his bare hands, dicing
them open with Corind s dive knife, devouring them raw.

Corinawoke fedling hollow and drained of energy. She was getting used to the sense of
weakness that went along with someone e se controlling her physical sde—»but this
weakness...her body was consuming itsdlf. He just wasn't eating enough to fue it.

Anything. Fish isfine. Just eat something.

Raw fish didn't bother her. He hadn’t eaten at all the first three days—apparently out
of practice. Then he figured out what that gnawing fegling in his somach was, and started
catching fish. The burn ingde had made anything taste good, and Corina had watched
hungrily as he peded off the Slvery skin and carved out cubes of mest.

Over the last few days depression had driven her into the background, becoming
more of the listener and watcher. Her mind was sill recovering from hislast threset, to
bind her to somerotting skeleton.

Now, she was hungry again—hungry enough to heave hersalf above the depression.
And shewas angry. If he was going to movein, theleast he could do was take care of
the place. Hey shithead, get something to eat! I’ m wasting away here.

Aleximor’s eyes dropped to the black foamy skin that stretched up his forearm, and
then drifted to the blue Corinahad used to paint her fingernails.



Hewasignoring her.

To Aleximor, the woman’ s thoughts were strange and dthough she spoke English, she
spoke a barbarous adaptation of it.

It had been more than two centuries since he had spoken any language. Evidently the
language had changed agreat deal. What € se had changed?

Herecalled strange tales of the surfacers abilitiesto travel over the waves. When he
had been imprisoned, men of the surface used wind to push their ships, long, deep
wedges of wood. And sails, vast squares of billowing white, asif they’d harnessed
cloudsto drive their vessdls.

So much time had passed and with it, heimagined, the world had changed beyond his
imagining.

Tired and till hungry, Corina sank back into the dark rocky hollow in her head. She
steeped in her poal of sorrow, playing five minutes of memory over and over again, the
last time she' d seen her mother and father dive.

They’ d gone to the movies, and hafway home ared-light running drunk driver had
killed her parents and left her dive.

Her mother’ s smile over the front seet, her father’ sgrin in the rearview mirror, saying
thingslike “What do you want to do when we get home, kiddo?’ All followed by pain
and sorrow stronger than anything she' d ever fdlt.

Corinadidn’t know her mind could shudder, but that’ swhat it did. It halted over one
thought, that she waswesk, and it caught in her head, split into jagged pieces, and
repested in overlapping flashes, amovie caught in aloop, playing the scene over and
over.

Corinascreamed and it stopped. But she fdlt its shadow, heavy, draped over every
new thought, dragging her down like the ocean’ s surge catching her feet, coming up her
legsand around her waist.

| walked away from the car.

Corina sthoughts froze because she noticed that Aleximor had tensed up, holding his
new body motionless, asif listening to her. He spoke directly to her—in her own
concerned voice.

“| am saddened to hear of the death of your father and mother, Corina. Isthere
anything crueler than purposaess death? My mother died young...at the hands of my
father. | killed my father over it many yearslater.”

Corinacounted to ten dowly, arranging her thoughtsin order. If thisthing was going to
Speak to her in ameaningful way, she’ d need every gram of her wits. You can hear me?

He answered at once. “ There are times when your thoughts are unclear, dmogt asif
your words are...| cannot think of amore appropriate word than...buried, but yes, | can
hear you.”

Her own voice talking to her was a strange experience. Shetried to hold her thoughts
gtll, but they moved around on their own—and unfortunately, the questions surfacing in
her mind were not the ones she’ d have liked to share with a centuries old raiser of the
dead who happened to be sitting in the captain’s chair in her body.

The thoughts came anyway, severad variaions of “ Can you seewhat | imagine?’ and
“Will you let mego?

He smiled with her lips, asoft compassionate tightening at the corners of her mouth. “I
hear the music you dream about, most of it isvery beautiful to my ears” My ears. “| see
some of the things you imagine, but | do not understand them. It is very bright, scenes of
the surface where you lived.” His use of the past tense sent a cold burn through her mind.
“Let you go?l will consder it, Corina.”

Consider it... She repeated the words, mimicking hiswords using her voice. | will
consider it.



He pointed up at the black heavens of ocean, and through her own eyes, she could
just make out the blue of her fingernail polish a the edge of afield of luminescence he
had created around her.

It was gtarting to chip.

She couldn’t stop the machinein her head. | will consider it.

“Shhh. Do you hear that, Corina? That deep growling sound?’

Yes. A sourness crept into her thoughts. You have done something to my hearing.
It's sensitive. | can hear something moving in the water below...too.

She wanted desperately to say “below me” but theword ‘me’ didn’t seem to fit
anymore.

“That isafish, somekind of shark. Do you hear that snap of water at the end of each
tall stroke. That's adeepwater shark.” Hefelt her jolt of panic. “It will not bother us,
Corina Do not fear it.”

| can hear...Thereisa rushing noise, faint but it's always there. | can hear that. |
can also hear that really fast thumping.

“Thefirg isthetidd motion.”

Thetides?

“The pull of themoon...” He started to articulate what he understood of tidal forces.
“The oceans swell in reponse—"

| know what tides are. You'retelling me | can hear them?

“| said that, but do you not hear that new noise, lower, arumbling rhythm?’

Her thoughtswent dill for amoment. Maybe it's a motor. That’s what it sounds
like. A boat’s propeller? Maybe a ship? How deep am |?

“What do you mean by motor?’

An engine that turns the propellers on a ship.

“What isapropeller?” The way she used the word was strange to him.

A big metal thing with blades that spins and drives the ship. The motor turnsit.

“A ship?’ She heard the excitement in the words. “ The sound is different, not what |
have heard from any surface ship before.” With that, he kicked off into the night, straight
up, pushing hislegsuntil his muscles burned.

He made tiny course corrections every ten minutes. It took him an hour to reach the
firgt hint of sunlight in the ocean. Corina noticed the water around her brightening like
paletraces of dawn, and then broad blinding daylight landed on her.

Everything went dark. Aleximor closed his eyesto prepare for the deep punch of
shock that always accompanied the breaking of a barrier, and there were few as
shocking to the system as the interface between the seaand the air.

Aleximor shattered the surface. A blast of dry air hit hisface, tightening around his
skininaswarm of tiny pinpricks, like the clinging legs and mandibles of crabswalking
over him. The water stung his eyes, he coughed, and vomited the bilein his stomach
across the ocean’ s surface. His lungs erupted, throwing afew liters of water over his
tongue, pasting it to the floor of hismouth. Histhroat burned, the lining of his esophagus
ghriveed, hislungs complained nastily, shuddering and pretending they didn’t know what
was expected of them.

He choked out aquestion. “ And creaturesfind it comfortable living up here?’

He baled hisfists and rubbed the seawater from his eyes and lashes. When he
opened them, trying to focus through the blinding sun’ slight, he saw...it—aleviathan the
surfacers had summoned from someplace inhabited by mongters the size of mountains.

Giant walls of orange and glistening red, streeks of rust amilelong like blood trailing
aong the flanks of a predator. Tiny white lettering, Maria Draughn, rolled aong the top
edge like the blazing symbols of pyromancy at thefire sfinger tips.

Aleximor tilted his gaze to the Sky. Rising out of the flames were baitlements of



gleaming white, hard metal edges, thousands of tiny ova windows, white structural
works, bars and beams bound with cables, bent in submission to some god' swill. They
shivered and strained against the cables, creaking wildly, ready to unfold and throw off
attackerslike the long fingers and blocky knuckles of agiant’s hands.

“Itisawhitecity in abowl of fire!” Aleximor shrieked the words, but couldn’t make
his body move out of itsway. Thewall of fire cut through the waves, shoveling the ocean
asde, thundering toward him. His eyes fixed on the white | ettering, thinking that they
might be some key to defesting it or turning it asde. “What doesit mean? Maria
Draughn?

That’ s the ship’s name!

“That isaship?’

Corina sthoughts piled up in her head, but she pushed them aside to get to the really
important ones. Get out of its way. Now! Swvim as fast as you can. Move, you idiot!

Aleximor kicked onto his back, pumping hislegs. High above him, aman in dark blue
clothing leaned over thefire sedge and ydled a him, waving hisarms madly. Others
joined him, some turning to yell for more watchers.

Aleximor was certain they would wake the giant white clawsto pluck him out of the
sea. He curled backward and dove, but found that there was more of the ship under the
water than he had expected.

A large bulb of orange metal preceded the rest of the walls through the waves, and he
kicked it trying to push his body out the way.

Theforce of the ship’s hold on the sea seized hisbody. The mongter had himinits
grasp, bending himin haf, spinning Aleximor like awhed, folding him before sngpping
him open. He fdt the thumping of the propellersin hisbones. He reached for more water
in the wrong direction, one hand banging againgt the ship’shull, ahard ceiling, rough with
stony beds of barnacles.

He sucked in seawater, hislungs protesting.

The ocean dammed him againgt the hull. He did headfirgt, pinned between the cruel
face of the seaand unyielding stedl. Barnacles diced through wetsuit materid.

Corind s ponytail whipped him in the face, jolting histhoughtsinto motion. He threw
out his hands againgt the force dragging him aong the hull, squinting through it to get a
good ook at the dark sweep of churning water coming at him, the blur of the ocean
caught in the blades of the propellers and thrown behind the ship.

The collar of Corina s wetsuit hooked a barnacle outcrop, wrenched his neck, and
spun hisbody into the working end of the ship feet first. His skull hammered against
metal. The ocean flashed white, and then pulled hismind into a cold motionless night.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

PLANS

There are many ancient tales of rivary between the Telkhines and the Hdliada (sons of
Helios). The Telkhines created their own star, abright crystal in the heavensthat rivaled
Heliositsdf, and incurred the envy of the Heliada. The Telkhines sent their star aoft in
the night and brought light to the shadows, and the Heliadal conspired with Zeusto
overthrow the power of the Telkhines. Theidand of Rhodeswas once cdled Telkhinis,
theidand of the Telkhines, and Zeus Cloud-gatherer drove them from their idand on the
surface to the depths of the ocean.

—Journd of Michael Augustus Henderson

“Whoa They'rekissing.”

Nicolejoined Jil a the window to get aview. “ About time.”

“So sweet.” Jill nodded, one side of her mouth lifting into asmile.

Nicolelooked over her shoulder. “Hey, Kass! Zyph and Henderson are finally getting
iton!”

Kassandratook the stairs from the kitchen two at atime and went on tiptoesto see
out of the window at the landing. She cleaned up what Eupheron said in her head. “ After
al the hand-holding, it' sabout time.”

Across Ocean Boulevard, on abench overlooking the Atlantic, Michagl Henderson
kissed Zypheria of the Alkimides, hislong legs stretched out on the gravel—although one
shoe was digging insstently into the ground. Zypheria sfingers played with the stubbly
short hair at the back of his head, and he hooked one of hisarms around her to tug on
her braids, lifting her mouth to his.

Ampharete svoice glided by in Kassandra sthoughts. Zypheria deserves so
much—more than | can ever repay her. She brought you back to me, my daughter.
For her to find love...it is something she gave up when we became sisters, when her
mother took mein. It is something that only entered my life once...and even then it
was...a necessity. You must tell me more about Michael Henderson. Ishe
handsome? Is he honorable? Does he truly love Zypheria? What are they doing at
this moment?

Kassandraflinched at the word, “ necessity” referring to the onelovein her mother’s
life. Her eyes widened as Mr. Henderson tugged Zypheria s braids harder and kissed her
throat. There was something less than honorable about it...but in agood way.

“Yes, he does, Mother. Heistall with very short blond hair—we al think he had too
much taken off. It used to be longer and it hung in hisface. He wears glasses. Heisa
scientist and ateacher, and he' swriting ahistory of the Seaborn. For a surfacer, he
knows agrest dedl about lifein the sea. And he has courage. Lady Kallixene gave him
the curse and he stood with Rexenor at &. Clement’ s againgt the Olethren—and he
remained until the end. It'sacool day. Autumn’s here, and the waves are gentle but
noisy on therocks. The two of them are sitting on abench on asmall dliff abovethe
Atlantic, and Mr. Henderson is pulling Zypherid s hair...uh...playfully.”

Ampharete sghed loudly in her head. The rush of waves on the rocks, the wearing



rhythm of a soft sea on the unyielding earth, the smell of salt in the air—these work
deep triggersin the human soul. It is a combination stronger than a cool spring
breeze carrying the scent of wild flowers.

“Wild flowers...Wild. FHowers”

JII looked over at Kasswith acurious expression.

Gregor appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “What' s up?’

JIl and Nicole spun and, a the sametime, said, “Michadl and Zypheriaarefinaly
getting to the good part.”

“Redly?’ Gregor climbed up have alook. Hissmilewasalittle sad. “ About time.”

Kassandrawatched aminute longer, then turned, climbed the next flight of stairs, and
took a seat on the top step, resting her chinin her hands. “How do you know about wild
flowers, mother? | thought you had never been above the waves.”

| have never seen the surface with my own eyes.

Lady Kallixene told me stories and showed me things. House Rexenor has
communicated and befriended surfacers from the beginning, from the day the
Cloud-gatherer betrayed our ancestors and sent us to the abyss. It iswhy
Kassander’ s father, Geryllos, chose a seabird, a creature of the air with wings that
livesin or near the sea, as the new sign of his house. Without appearing to change the
subject, Ampharete shocked the hell out her with, Do you know why Lady Kallixene
arranged my marriage to Gregor?

Kassandra' s eyes landed on her father, who gtill wore his serenely sad smileashe
took the stairs back down to the kitchen.

“I didn’t even know it was arranged. | just thought...you werein love.”

It worked out that way, but it would never have happened without Kallixene's
proposal and my pursuit. It certainly did not begin with love. | did not even like
him when we met the first time—although... Her voice changed, shortening the spaces
between each word. He did have a seadragon, Barenis, the only one | have ever
seen.

Kassandra' s scowl deepened. It was suddenly agirl’ s discussion about aguy’s
suitability based on the vehicle he drove—Did you see what he pulled into the parking lot
driving?

Ampharete Ssighed. Barenis was beautiful, purple as squid' sink, a dangerous slice
of the abyss with wings, and she spoke to me. | think she liked me. She was very
old. Barenis, shesaid the name, reminiscing. Dragons are something out of Telkhines
stories, and very few survived the Alkimides purge. Gregor even let me ride her.
He...intrigued me, but he was too shy and spent too much timein the library or
traveling with his teacher, Agathonumos.

“The abyss mage, the student of Strates Unwinder.” Kassandra s voice went high.
“Dad had his own seedragon?’ And then even higher. “Y ou pursued him? What
happened? How did you two, you know, hook up?’

Shefdt her mother frown over her words. Kallixene told me something.

Kassandralet afew seconds dip by. “You're going to tell me or do | have to guess?’

Gregor had the bleed of magic off Lord Nausikrates, and that the Rexenor
nobility bled wide and fast, and that her son nearly had all of it off his father.

Kassandrafolded her arms when she felt a course change. The conversation turned
directly into uncomfortable territory.

“I know thisnow,” shesaid irritably.

Kallixene told me that her power was till secure, that neither of her children
had been chosen to take it from her...and that a granddaughter most certainly
would. Kallixene spent years above the waves when she was in her twenties, going



to school, learning everything she could about the surface, their machines and their
science.

“What are you taking about, science, like genetics? Lady Kallixene knew that if you
and Dad had methat | would get her bleed?’

And Gregor’s bleed. You would have both, something extremely rare among the
Seaborn.

“So, you and Dad—"

Do not use that phrase, “ hooked up.” It sounds like you are catching fish.

Kassandra' s body tightened with rage, and she held as much of it in as possible.
“Funny, | don't seethe difference.” Her voice turned bitter. “Trolling for Rexenors
ingtead? What did you use for alure? Something shiny?’

How dare—

“Don't tell mewhat | will or will not dare.”

And do not tell me that you are not plotting something grander than | could ever
imagine. | fedl it in your thoughts, Kassandra. You hide it well. Making plans for
years—and in the end, you will use every friend and enemy in your path to secure
them. | know. | have floated in the same space. Tharsaleos—my own father—killed
my mother. | spent every day of my life hiding from him. | was not fated to have
the bleed from anyone. Not one drop! | had nothing but the Wreath of Poseidon.
And | will tell you what you may dare when we speak of the decisions | had to
make. | made them because | was forced to. | did not go to Rexenor seeking a
husband—or have a child. | went seeking allies. Rexenor, the hated, the outcasts,
the exiled great house. But plans change. | had to change with them. | under stood.
Zypheria understood. Lady Kallixene understood.

“Did you even ask Father? Did he understand?’

Yes! He loved me—enough to help me win back my throne, enough to seek
something that even the great Strates Unwinder thought a fool’ s errand.

“That damn Telkhinesbook? Y ou sent him into defest—on that fool’ serrand.”

Kassandrafelt her own heart racing dong with the leaden weight fall of her mother’s
shame. Therewasalong painful silence.

| know. Ampharete sobbed. | am so sorry. It was never your father’s fault. It was
mine. | drove him off when our love grew strong. It scared me, and | hurt him, and
to win me back, he left me...on that fool’ s errand. His love competed with the
Wkeath. Anything else on earth or in the sea is ultimately going to lose against the
gift of Poseidon. | felt guilty at having it while | denied everything to Zypheria. She
had no life outside of protecting me. The few who were bold enough to approach
her, soon learned how high the price would be for loving my friend, my protector,
my sister. She swore to protect me with her life. | accepted her vow, and held her
toit. Shewould diein place of me...and | would have let her. | would have ordered
it— did order it!

“Y ou ended up on the wrong side of that one.”

Agathonumos created an island for the porthmeus. When | passed the Wreath to
you, | went with it. An echo of me remained inside my body, enough to hold the
door against the Olethren for a short time, until they broke it down and ripped me
apart. | commanded Zypheria to die saving your life, and she did what she could.
Both of us did.

“Zypheria smy friend and protector now. I’ m not sure she would diefor me. | don't
think | could ask her to—although she actslike | have when | ask for a peanut butter
sandwich.” Kassandra brought Zypheriato her thoughts and smiled at her reaction to
some of the foods she liked. “ She' slike an older sister who bosses me around and
knowsthings | will never know. She siill loya to you.”



And you.

“I won't ask her to give up her love.”

Make your plans, plot against my father, promise anything to anyone, except
that. That isall | ask of you, daughter. Do not take it away from her.

“Agreed.”

Promise me also, that you will protect her.

“I promise. No harm will cometo her that does not cometo mefirst.” Kassandra's
voice sharpened, whittled to a point as she waited. “Would you have me promise the
samefor Father?’

Yes. Of course.

“Good. | wanted to hear you say it. | have dready sworn that. | will not alow
Tharsaeosto take him away from me.” Her voice went quieter. “Y ou know he stson
the same bench in the evenings, and he looks a the silver waves and the moonrise. Do
you know what he does, Mother?” Shedidn’t wait for Ampharete’ sanswer. “He cries.
He sobslike achild. Not for me. Not for the years he spent insde atomb in the prison of
the king. Not for some old dragon. Not for hisfailed House, not for hisfather, not for the
poverty his mother and sister endured for years. He criesfor you.”

Kassandra threw the back door open, dammed it behind her, and stopped on the
concrete walk, breathing in the ocean air. She bounded down the stone steps, her bare
feet digging into the moss and soft grass.

She spun once, waited for something to happen, afeding to well up insde her, and
then spun again. Thisis good, but what isit about it that makes Jill giddy? Jll was
the dancer—a theatre major with an emphasisin dance—and when she stepped onto the
lawn and moved, the whole world brightened.

| can only make it gloomier.

A cold wind diced through the pines, making them creak and gyrate. The sky was
pale and faraway with stresks of white thinned to tranducence like a sheet of cotton
gpread tight over atill blue background.

Kassandrawandered acrossthe yard in the general direction of Nicole, who wason
her ssomach in the shade with her sketchbook, using the low stone wal as awindbreak.
Shewas doing something white againgt dark bluein oil pastels.

Nicole Garciahad it dl; shewas an artist and an exceptional student, breezing through
her political science degree. Kassandrawatched her working in her sketchbook, her long
brown fingers gripping astick of pastdl, sharp strokes defining ahuman figurein pale
blue, severa more fluid movementsfilling in the spaces, graceful and strong.

Kassandrafdt adtir of fedings, amix of admiration, and love, and even amild current
of envy. Nicolewastdl, with beautiful skin, browner than her own, long black hair that
sheawaysworein braids asif she' d come from the sea, and she had awell of cadmin
her soul that Kassandra wished she could tap into.

Kassandradidn’t want to intrude, and took a seat on the stacked granite that walled
intheyard, waving a Zypheriaand Mr. Henderson on the other Sde of the street asthey
grolled by, holding hands, on their way to North Hampton Beech.

Nicole glanced up when they passed. She noticed Kassandra sitting nearby. “ Are you
okay?’

Kassandralooked over at her, distracted. “Fine. What' s up?’

Nicole paused with afrown. Pointing across Ocean Boulevard with apiece of dark
pastel, she asked, “Question for you or your Wreath buddies. What happensif Michael
and Zypheriahave achild?Isit a Seaborn or ahuman—I mean surfacer? Do you make
achild go through the drowning?’

Kassandra chewed at her lip. “If you're asking if babies are born with the curse, then



yes. Eupheron saysthat’ smost likely.” After apause with her eyesfixed in the distance,
she added, “My mother saysto ask Lady Kalixene when she arrives.”

Nicol€e' s shoulderstightened and she sat hersdlf up in a cross-legged postion, flipping
dowly through sketchbook pages.

Kassandraleaned toward her. “Isthat Jll?”

Nicole nodded, grinning mischievoudy at apicture of asdender blond girl at the beach,
hand on her hip, long tanned legs braced apart. “With tiara.”

She tugged afew pages back and folded the rest around the end of the book. Nicole
rubbed one finger through the color dong Jill’ s cheek.

Kassandra sat on the grass next to her. “That’ sreally good. Just like her.”

Nicole looked over, smiling. “ JlI the princess.”

“Perfect skin, tiny feet, no hips. More of onethan I'll ever be.”

Nicolelaughed and flipped another page around, the dark blue onewithapdegirl in
the foreground, dropping through the ocean, one hand above her head, releasing afina
breath like a bouquet of bubbles, saying goodbye to someone on the surface.

“Me?’

Nicole shrugged uncertainly. “I took some liberties. Y ou never say goodbye, no
blowing kisses. You just go. No looking back. So | made sureto put ahand wavein.”

Kassandra stared at the girl in the water, her skin white with abluetint, asword in her
right hand, three long braids sticking straight up as she sank in the deep. “Why am | o
pae?l’mlikeaghost.”

“Y ou're the Ocean, Kass—capital O.” Nicole ran afinger into the gradient blue
background, bright turquoise at the top, nearly black at the bottom. “ Thisiswhat | see
when | picture you underwater. Y ou' re cold even in the shalows, playful but with amean
streak.” Nicole gave her asmirk. “You'reasren. Lure them onto therocks, girl. That's
where you' re strongest. Look what you did to an entire army when they came out of the
water to get you.” Nicole moved her shouldersin aflowing wave maotion. “Y ou have
eternd rhythm, just like the tides, theroll of the surf islike your heartbeat.” Nicole seyes
drifted away from Kassandrato the Atlantic, and her voice dropped to a cheerless
whisper. “Bitterly sad even when you are the cause of the birds' sweet cry, and the most
important advice for anyone you meet?’ Nicole swung her eyes back to Kassandra.
“Samething you tell anyone exploring the seashore. Y ou tell them never to turn their
backs on you.”

Kassandra choked down aretort. She held Nicol€' s hard coppery eyes amoment
longer, scowled over the decision to admire her for her honesty in nailing her character to
thewall, gave her anod, and then turned toward the ocean, child to a mother, watching
thelong iron gray barstumbling into the coast of New Hampshire.

“You arethe smart one, Nicole,” shesad in afaint whisper. “That iswhy it must be
youl.
“What must be me?’

“Nothing. | haveto go.” Without looking back, Kassandrajumped the stonewall,
dashed across Ocean Boulevard, went down the face of the cliff and into the cold gray
waves.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ICED WINE

Eupheron grew up behind the scenes of the Seaborn court, constantly guarded; well
educated, but done and friendless. There were no lessthan eight attempts on hislife. In
spite of dl this, Queen Kleonike eventualy crowned Eupheron king, arranged his
marriage to a prominent noblewoman, Daphne, and passed on the Wreeth of Poseidon
at the end of her reign. He was called Eupheron the Liar the moment he took the throne.
—Muichadl Henderson, Seaborn History

Captain Martim Teixeirawas aimost sixty years old and he' d been at ses, or very close
toit, for dl of them. He wasn't tdl or intimidating; he was aquiet, fair man with three
featuresthat qualified him for commanding acargo ship: piercing eyes, afine aristocratic
nose, and large brown hands that had worked every whedl, bolt, switch, and cover on
every ship on which they’ d found themselves. He was an intuitive sallor, and he trusted
thefedingshismind sent him.

There was ayoung woman in hismedic’' s quarters with sheer connective tissue
between her fingers—not her toes however. She' d surfaced a hundred meters off the
bow where the forewatch spotted her, and she' d survived a horrible headlong drag along
the ship’s hull, squeezed between the Maria Draughn and the Pacific. She' d fought her
way clear of adow-moving propdler but became disoriented and dammed her head into
the rudder.

An engineer and athird officer fished her out of the water, getting her to another third
who doubled as amedic on board. She was breathing and, except for some cuts,
bruising and lack of consciousness, appeared hedthy.

Teixeirahdd the report from the spotter in one hand and the Cdiforniadriver’ slicense
issued to CorinaLarsey in the other. If there were such things as mermaids, they did not
carry licensesto drive carsin America.

The crew, dl eighteen of them, had come up to see the woman—who they caled
“mermaid” or “gorgond’ or “nixe’ depending on where they were from. Teixeirahad
dready disciplined Pinnet and another of his crew for fighting over Miss Lairsey—and
she hadn’t even opened her eyesyet.

Gabriel Pinnet, of the engineer’ s crew, was dwaysin trouble, aways throwing hisfists
around. The captain had dready signed the man’ stermination papers. Thiswould be
Pinnet’ slast run on any vessd captained by Martim Teixera.

The rap of knuckles on his cabin door drew the captain’s eyesfrom Corina sdriver's
license

“Comein.”

The door swung in with the second officer, Trevor Aldrich, taking up most of the
doorway. “ Sir, you wanted to see me?”’

“Sit down, Trevor.”

The second officer nodded, crossed the captain’ s quarters, and took a seat under one
of the forward-facing windows. Teixeira had selected Aldrich to keep an eye on Pinnet



because he was the tallest and most intimidating deck officer on board. He had aburning
glarethat could cut holesin softer metas. He shaved his head regularly, he had big white
teeth and looked asif he could eat the ship’slow-grade bunker 380 fuel and suffer
nothing more than afew cramps and some belching.

“I hateto do thisto you.” Teixeirarubbed histired eyes. “1 can’'t lock Pinnetin his
cabin, but I can't let him have the run of the ship ether. And with thiswoman aboard...”
He handed the second Corind s driver’ slicense. “The man’' s unpredictable. | confined
him to quarters until 1600 for using hisfigtsin anidiotic squabble over MissLairsey. He
seemsto be under the impression that our mermaid is attracted to him. He seither an
idiot or she's put him under aspell because he' stold me that he' d do anything including
diefor her. Take your pick asto which one' smorelikely. He' sfree now, but | cannot
have him...disturbing her.”

“Y ou want meto watch him?’ Thelook he gave the captain held more meaning than
inhiswords.

“Keegp him occupied, play cardswith him, anything to keep him from bothering the
woman—at least until she wakes.”

“No problem, captain.”

Gabrid Pinnet glared like acaged anima when Second Officer Trevor Aldrich stopped
by his cabin with two bottles of wine and some cards.

Hisface expressonless, Aldrich gave Pinnet agood going over, noting adrool of
something oily staining the front of the man’ suniform. Damp blooms of perspiration
under hisarms spread toward the rolled-up deeves at his elbows; grease streaked his
forearms. There was a sweaty sheen to his cheeks and stubbly chin.

Pinnet had araw oozing cut that ran from the center of hisforehead into his hairlineon
theright Sde, the result of one of hisearlier scuffles over thewoman in the medic’'s
quarters.

McHutcheon, athird officer with medica training, had tired of patching up Pinnet
weeks ago, and dthough he had gone to school to study forensics and medicine, and was
considered “the doc” a sea, he' d never sworn anything to Hippocrates or stated out
loud or inwriting that he would continue offering medica treatment to those who didn’t
appreciate hiseffort. Captain Teixerawas fine with that.

Aldrich grinned and shook his head. “Y ou’ re aswine, Pinnet. When did you shower
lest?

Pinnet’ sdow gaze landed on the bottles of wine, remained there thoughtfully for a
moment, and then he returned the officer’ sgrin. “In my own sweet, Sr? Or aproper one
fromthe gdls?’

Aldrich was dready looking beyond Pinnet, around the man’ s cabin. The bunk was
piled with dirty clothes and garbage. None of the lamps were on and the stink of rotting
food, urine and old engine ail crept into the hall, up Aldrich’slegs, chest and into his
nogtrils, needling his senses and making his eyes water. He forgot about Pinnet’ s counter
questions and took one step back, clutching the bottles of wine higher asif the stench
could somehow seep through cork and affect the contents.

“A couple drinks and some cards tonight, Mr. Pinnet?’

“Here?’ He threw athumb over his shoulder.

“No. | wasthinking my cabin. Have awash and meet me upstairsin ten minutes.”

Pinnet didn’'t answer at once, but stared at Aldrich blankly while whatever mentd
arrangement he had in hishead fdll into place. Aldrich’s expression went cold. He knew
Pinnet as aweasely underhanded bastard, and he went with the be-careful vibe his
subconscious was feeding him.

Pinnet ran histongue along hislipsand nodded. “Yes, air. I'll wash and run by the



galey on the way up and pick up someice?’

Aldrich’smind went through the ship’ slayout in under a second, determining if Pinnet
could somehow reach the woman without him knowing. The galley was another two
decks down, and M cHutcheon’ s cabin where the woman dept was two above. Aldrich
would wait at the foot of the stairsfor the lout, and lead him directly to hiscabin. Then it
was his plan to play cards and get Pinnet too drunk to bother anyone, something that
shouldn’t be difficult Ssnce—judging by the smdll of the man’s breath—the third engineer
was halfway aong that path.

With dl routesto Corina Lairsey secured againgt Pinnet, Aldrich then spent amoment
wondering about the ice. They were gpproaching the cand a Panama. It was a hot day
and the evening wasn't going to cool down. Theideaof diluting winewith icewasn't
pleasant but he' d play dong. “ Sure. Ice for the wine. Bring enough for both of us.”

Three hours later, Second Officer Aldrich had won four hands of Mexican Poker and
hisiced Cabernet was going down as smoothly asthe evening. It wasn't until he kept
losing contact with redlity in two minute chunksthat he thought something waswrong. He
leaned heavily on hiselbows and couldn’t lift his head.

Pinnet placed one hand firmly on the table across from him, cards against his chest,
grinning. “1 made your tray of ice especidly for my beautiful mermaid, something to
loosen her up, but since you brought the wine, | had no choice but to cool you down with
it.” Pinnet licked hislips. “Sir. Perhaps sheis gill adeep, waiting for my kissto waken
her.” Pinnet’s burbling laugh made Aldrich’ s ssomach lurch.

Pinnet poured himsdlf another glass of wine, dumped his cards on the table, and
waited for Second Officer Aldrich to dide off hischair to thefloor.

Ten minutes later, alittle before midnight, Pinnet lifted his glass to the unconscious
Aldrich and rose from the table.

“Good night.” Pinnet staggered off with the officer’ skeys.

Corina heard therattle of keys, hard meta clicking, and the dow whine of heavy sted
hinges. The clicks and rattles were sharp with atrailing echo, sound hitting heavily painted
meta wals. Theworld cameinto her sensesdowly. Shefdt adow rocking motion, the
gentletouch of gravity pulling a her ankles, then at her shoulders.

Confusion folded in on her like the branches and briars of a haunted forest. Where am
I? 1’mon board a boat. She repeated the thought because there was something odd
about it. | amon board...I am...I am awake? But heis not.

Time dipped by faster than she could push her thoughts into focus, connect them,
draw conclusonsand act. There are mountains in my mind. Shefdt the srangefeding
again, and she spent afew secondstrying to put some order around them. Thoughts
flowed and merged over her mind’ s—the closest word she could attach to it—terrain.
Sometimesit’s shallow and rippling like the surface of a sheltered cove, sometimes
it plummets like a waterfall, and in places—she felt these by a prickling fear—there
wer e edges to the terrain, sharp edges that led to something bottomless,
suffocating, black as pitch. To go over an edge wasto fdl into madness. Somehow a
normal mind steered away from these edges, but there seemed to be no guides or
guardrails dong the terrain where Aleximor had stuffed her.

| can hear with my ears. | can smell with my...I can smell the ocean, salt in the
air. | can smell someone in the roomwith me. A man, perspiring, smelling
like...sour dirt and motor oil. | hear his breath, solid thumping puffs of air. | can
hear his heart racing, exhilarated, the fear of getting caught.

Theintruder’ swarm, moist hands dipped around her wrigts, dragged her arms over
her head, and held them against a soft pliable surface. A bed, she guessed. I'mlying on
a mattress.



Corina pushed her thoughts toward something that felt like higher ground. One of the
man’s heavy cdloused hands held her wrists down, while the other worked at azipper a
her throat. Hard scratchy knuckles rubbed along her neck, below her ear.

Something was different...about the zipper. It lifted the soft materid away from her
skin when hetugged oniit. I’ m not wearing my wetsuit. They’ ve taken my gear.
Someone’ s dressed me in something else. It fdt like sweatshirt materid.

The zipper growled open to her navel, where the thick cloth folded and hung up the
zipper’ s progress. The intruder gasped in frugtration, hitting Corina s sense of smell with
agush of wine.

He' sbeen drinking...a lot.

She processed everything like an observer, with detached andys's, breaking down the
intruder’ s movements on her body, studying every bit of information coming in through
her senses. Her anger stirred dowly, but it was a deep volcanic rumbling that sent shivers
and twists seismicdly through the terrain of her mind.

Then her motor functionskicked in.

She stamped her |eft foot flat against the bed, throwing the bottom half of her body
into theair, brought her right leg against her chest, and hooked his neck in the crook of
her knee, holding theintruder’ s head in place with her thigh.

Crush histhroat.

She heard the words in her inner voice but wasn't certain they were her own. She
gritted her teeth and thrust her legs together.

“Wait, Corina. | have thought of something more suitable.” Her own lips moved, and
made the sounds, but the thought behind them wasn't her own. “ A broken man would be
of no usetome.”

Her body came alive and released the intruder, kneed him in the face, and kicked him
away. Pinnet staggered across the room, falling backward. The keyswent flying. His
hands went to hisface, and Corina sprang into the air, bounding from the bed to the
center 1-beam running the length of the ceiling. Her fingers curled around the flat blade of
metal, snapped open, and dropped her to the floor. She landed in a crouch like a cat.

Corinahadn’t made her body jump Six feet inthe air to the celling. Aleximor was
awake and in control.

“Heisamost disagreeable person.” Aleximor straightened and closed the zipper,
sniffing with distaste, watching the man on the floor. “ Thank you, Corina. Y ou have
undoubtedly saved usfrom apainful and humiliating experience. For my part, | will see
that our unwashed, groping friend never again has the chance to take an innocent young
lady againgt her will.”

Pinnet crawled away, shaking his head, asif to throw off confusion. His nose hurt and
he couldn’t stop his eyes watering. He backed into the far wall, pushed off the floor and
stood up. Hetried to focus on Corinaand hislips pulled avay from histeeth, yellow
sumpslining hismouth.

Aleximor watched him coally, digging blue-painted fingernailsinto his pam and then
tapping softly with the pads of each finger, the thin webbing between each undulating with
the motion. He sang softly.

Therewas asound like fingernail s tearing loose and hooks materidized intheair in
front of Aleximor’s hands, four hooksthat looked like jagged cord. Two of them drifted
together and joined aong the stem with the deadly sharp arcs afinger’ swidth apart.

Acrossthe room, Pinnet stared back, the musclesin his face dackening in wonder.
His eyes—dtarting to clear—went wide and fixed on a point just beyond Aleximor’'s
fingertips.

The hooks shot away and looped around Pinnet’ s head. He started to twist his neck
around to follow them when they stopped sharply, the double hook an inch from thetip



of hisnose, thetwo singlesdigned with each e=r.

Pinnet’ s brows ground together. His eyes crossed dightly, trying to focus on what was
obvioudy some kind of weapon floating in front of him. He reached ahand up cautioudy.
The double hook dipped asit drove in and caught his nogtrils. The singles punched
through his earsinto the sdes of his skull. The four of them went rigid, semstoward the

calling oninvisbleline, and lifted Pinnet off thefloor.

Pinnet wriggled around in the air, struggling in silence afew seconds, as surprised as
Corina. Then he shrieked, hisfingers clawing at the hooks.

Aleximor sang aswift stream of words, calling hisfamiliar, something that looked like
a cross between amonkey and a clawed hand of metd. It dropped out of the air and
scuttled across the floor on ten legslike acrab.

The thing hopped, caught hold of Pinnet’s swinging ankles, and crawled up the front
of hisbody. Its pointed claws worked through Pinnet’ s uniform like awalking pair of
scissors. It dropped blue threads and snipped wedges of materid initswake.

It circled under Pinnet’ sleft arm and walked along his shoulders, ducking under his
arms, puncturing and scissoring, severing tendons, until hisarms hung loose at hissides,
dead weight with reflexive twitching in hishands. It crawled up Pinnet’ s spine and
emerged on thetop of hishead, itsten arms extending and clenching likeagiant's
armored fist, getting afirm seet.

Thething dug six of itslegsinto the back of Pinnet’s head whilefour in the front
extended, swung in over Pinnet’ s pain-contorted face, and neatly scooped out his eyes,
juggling them on sharp metdlic points.

It suffed the white lumpy knotsinto Pinnet’ s screaming mouth and, edging forward
over Pinnet’ sbrow, it forced the eyes down histhroat. Pinnet gagged and spit, biting the
metal arms asthey plunged at the back of histhroat. Histeeth broke against the crab’s
legs, crumbling in hismouth like chalk.

Then Aleximor’ s pet lifted its body afew inches off Pinnet’ sforehead. A glowing
faceted orb of blue fire ran down the wrinkled bridge of the engineer’ snose, burning a
dark line aong the skin. It opped againgt the stem of the hooksin Pinnet’ s nogtrils. The
forward fingers caught it, rolled it around the obstruction, and pushed it past Pinnet’ slips
to the back of histhroat.

The bluefire scorched his esophagus smooth. It settled in the pit of his stomach,
cutting through the lining, muscle tissue and bone, cauterizing asit passed through each.
Theblue bal of fire dropped from between Pinnet’ slegs and spun smoldering acrossthe
floor. A quart of thick brown bubbling fluid followed, seeping down hislegs, the
combined liquid contents of his somach, intestines, bladder, mingling into aoily runndl.

Aleximor made afew gestureswith hisfingers, sngpping them into hispam, and the
hooks vanished, dropping Pinnet indegantly to the floor. He ignored Corina s screaming
for him to stop. He walked over and dug one foot under Pinnet’ s corpse and gaveit a
shove.

“Skatophagoi surfacers. They will pay for sending thisanima to threaten me. They
will dl pay.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

LADY KALLIXENE

The Seaborn use severd namesto identify their power, with goeteias (sorcery, magic)
the common term used. The bleed-holder can maintain hisor her power aslong asthere
are no genetic descendents able to receiveit. The bleed sdlects the recipient, not the
bleed-holder, and athough in dmost every case, the bleed lineisrestricted to direct
descendants, it is possible to jump branches on the family tree and flow to aniece,
nephew, grandchildren. Asawful asthis sounds, there are many stories of sblingskilling
each other over the bleed of a parent, either to eliminate competition, or out of hatred of
the onewho finally doesrecaveit.

—Muichael Henderson, notes

“What did she say?’ Kassandratried to read the look on Nic’sface. Nicolewas digging
through short-term memory for the sounds Jill had made over the phone a moment
before. The sounds formed words that were repeatable but incomprehensible. “ She
said...something about reverse French...and glitter something...” She showed her tegth
with atentative smile. “1 don’t know. Y ou talk to her.”

Kassandra stared blankly. “ Reverse French...braids? Her hair? Isthat what she's
talking about? Something with her hair?’ She shook her head, convinced. “Lady
Kdlixeneisn't going to want glitter in her hair.”

“I don't think so either.” Nicol€' s expression softened, thinking back on her only
memories of the Rexenor ruler, commanding soldiers on the front steps of St. Clement’s.
“Kah-lix-uh-nee. | love her name. She’ saclassic Queen Elizabeth | archetype.”

“Right-o0,” said Kassandrain what she thought sounded like a British accent. “But with
asword she' sactualy killed with. And don't forget to put ‘Lady’ before her name.
Always”

Nicole hestated, then said, “ Are you Seaborn dways fighting? Always a war with
one another?’

Kassandra frowned and rolled her eyes as she punched in JlI’ s phone number.
“Apparently. The nine dominate politics and their cities back up against each other insde
one giant city, someone sidiotic ideato pack them al into one place and hope they
behave”

“The Nine-cities. Enneapolis. Thedlent cities” said Nicolein awe. “Isit beautiful ?’

Kassandradid her phone againgt her ear, nodding. “ Beyond anything you can
imagine, and I’ ve only seen it from adistance.” She pointed a Nicole and gave her a
steady gaze. “1 will seeto it that one day you will get aview from the most commanding
position in the city. I’m working on it. For now, picture acurvier, taler, floating New
Y ork City against apure black sky, lit up blue—hang on, Nic. JlI?1 can tdl you right
now, Lady Kalixeneisn't going to want sparkles or whatever you have planned for her
hair.” Kassandra nodded again, staring into the distance. “But Nic said you said
something about reverse French something with glitter. Oh. Okay.” Shetilted her phone
down, jutting her chin at Nicole. “Not hair. JII’smade anail gppointment for Lady
Kadlixene”

Nicole pulled her mouth into aworried upside-down smile. “And that’ sgoing to go



over better than the hair?’
“We |l ask her and see what happens.” Kassandra shrugged. “Infact, | have afew
questionsfor Grandmamysdf.”

“She' shere?” Gregor caled over his shoulder halfway down the basement sairs.

Kassandra opened her eyes and released a breath, focusing on the kitchen and the
faces of her ssters. She nodded her head.

Zypheria, who didn't like the defensive shortcomings of the kitchen, stood off to one
sSde unarmed, her hands curled into fists. Gregor had sent Michagl Henderson to the
store for wine and, on the way back, a pick-up order for a couple boats of sushi and
sashimi at Shizuko's.

“She'shere”

“Kassandra, gand inthemiddle. Girls, I'll get the—"

“She' saready through the gate, Dad.” Kassandra was the only one who seemed
relaxed.

Gregor’ s cheerful voice came from the basement. “Oh. Hello, Phaidral”

Gregor’ssster wasthefirst to gppear at the bottom of the stairs, dressed...likea
surfacer, in shorts and atight orange Lycra shirt that showed off her muscular build. She
held adrawn sword like adagger, point down. Seawater drained out of her black braids,
gplattering the concrete at her feet. She didn’t smile but her eyebrows jumped when she
saw Gregor. She gave hisarm a squeeze then her eyeslifted warily to the kitchen.

“I have to secure the location mysdlf, Gregor. Y ou know Mother.”

Hefollowed her up the stairs and leaned againgt the fridge, waiting beside Nicole,
Kassandra, and Jll.

Phaidra gave short bows to the three girls standing with their backs to the counter in
the center of the kitchen and nodded to Zypheria. She paused to scowl at the crossbow
bolt sticking out of the ceiling above the Sink, made asgna with her left hand, and
headed into the living room. A dozen soldiersin slver-scaled armor climbed the gtairsin
two rows, swords drawn, eyeing Gregor, his daughters, and Zypheriaunemotiondly,
dividing into severa groups to search the house.

Kassandrafet Andromache respond to the armed men. The warrior queen within her
forced a sheathed sword to appear in Kassandra sleft hand. She clutched it tight and
quickly hid it behind her back.

Zypheriagave her anod and her lips stretched into something closeto asmile. She
mouthed the words, “Do not ever bow first.”

Gregor breathed in the strong ocean scent coming up from the grotto and sighed.

Jll leaned forward in front of Kassandrawith agrin at Nicole. “Did you see what
Aunt Phaidrawas wearing?’

Nicole nodded and jerked her head to the stairs. At the sametime a piercing whistle
came from somewherein the house.

Both of them snapped to attention.

Lady Kdlixene moved into the kitchen asif shewasfloating on theair, her long gold
brocaded gown rustling like seaweed on the concrete steps. Even her arms moved fluidly
as shelifted one over her head, her elbow dightly bent, her fingers spread, webbing tight.
Her other arm dipped low in the opposite gesture, making alarge S.

“What doesit mean?’ Nicole leaned against Kassandra s shoulder and breathed the
words through her amile.

“Think it saformdl..." Kassandrawhispered back, her voicetrailing off as she
spotted three young men in silver brocaded tunics with the Rexenor seabird stitched in
black, following Lady Kdlixene, severd steps behind her.

Jll did her worried scowl without appearing to scowl expression, a hardening of the



skin around her eyes. Nicole smply glowered at them. Kassandra let the smile that was
forming ingde her riseto her lips.

Damn you, Grandmother, you are bold to bring them along. She noted that two
of them had the Rexenor family appearance, the dark hair, the wider buttonish nose with
blue-green eyes—and the third had lighter shoulder-length curly hair. Obvioudy from an
unrelated noble family, no doubt intended to be Kassandra' s escort.

Lady Kallixene stopped afew paces from her granddaughters. Her hair was alot
grayer than they remembered and her braids were nearly cotton white with afew granite
stripes. Her eyeswere as dark as ever, piercing points of infinity scanning the kitchen
with amother’ sit’ll-do borderline approva. They rested on Zypheria and then each of
the girlsin turn, slopping an instant too long on Kassandra, before moving past Nicole to
Gregor.

“You look well, my son.”

“Asdo you, Mother.”

“Except for your eyes, which seem to have lost most of their ability to perceive. | am
old asthe sea, Gregor.”

Hesmiled. “Y ou will not hear it fromme.”

A smile pulled a her lips. She bowed her head and he bowed back at admost the
sametime. She bowed to Zypheriawho managed to bow her head right before Lady
Kalixene. She bowed to Jill, met her eyes, and, taking in the thousand-dollar pale yellow
skirt and jacket shewaswearing, said, “Y ou are sunning, Jillian. Y our skill with sailing
boats, and your keen eye and candor are welcome in my family. Y ou remind me...of
mysdf when | wasyoung.”

“I'm very honored, Lady Kallixene,” said Jill, curtsying. She straightened, leaned
forward, and whispered loudly and conspiratoridly at the sametime. “By theway, | love
your gown. Isthat silk? We re going to have to get you down to Newberry Street for
shopping. I’ ve dso made you an gppointment with my manicurist to get something fancy
for your nails”

Kdlixene nodded. “I look forward to it.”

JII'seyesdidto theright and met Kassandra sfor amoment. She gave her a
thank-you nod for advising her to change into something more conservative, taking
Kass s recommendation that a short skirt with fishnets would not necessarily be received
as“going for an ‘oceany’ look.”

Kalixene bowed to Nicole, held her eyeswhile the seconds ticked by, and asmile
cameto her lips before she released her. “Nikoletta? Y ou have grown wiser. | welcome
your strength and understanding in my household.”

“Y ou honor me, Lady Kadlixene,” said Nicole and bowed low, grinning at the Hellene
form of her full name.

Phaidraand her troop of soldiers appeared in the kitchen, swordsin scabbards. Three
of them dipped behind Kallixene to stand beside Zypheria, hands behind their backs,
legs braced apart.

Kalixene took astep closer to Kassandra, and they locked eyesfor nearly a minute.
JIl shuffled nervoudy. Phaidraand Zypheriawore identica suspicious expressons. Some
of the Rexenor soldiers and dl three of the young men in her wake exchanged wondering
looks. Kassandra blinked, tilting her head down with awarm, genuine smile, and
Kallixenefollowed her, but with tears pouring from her eyes.

“Lady Kassandra, you are truly Poseidon’s Chosen.”

Then Kalixene bent down and got on her knees.

There were several gasps, but Kassandra s shocked yelp drowned them. She
dropped to the floor and threw her arms around Kallixene, her sword till in her hand,
the scabbard digging into the gold brocade as she squeezed.



Phaidraand her soldiers snapped alert, their hands going to their swords. The three
young men backed up to the top of the stairs. Zypheriakicked open the cabinet below
her and the stock of aloaded crosshow fell against her thigh. She didn’t reach for it. She
pulled an entire drawn sword out of nowhere, and gave Phaidra and the entire Rexenor
guard alook that clearly said: who wants awindow seat on Charon’ s boat?

Kassandrakissed the tears off her grandmother’ s cheeks. “Do not do this, Lady
Kallixene. Please, get up.” She released her grandmother, hel ping her up with her right
hand. Kallixene noticed the sword in Kassandras left hand. She blinked, the sight of the
weapon right in front of her taking her by surprise.

Kalixene swung her head to Phaidra, who had her blade hdf-drawn. “ The houseis
clear of danger, daughter?'Y ou gave methe sgnd!”

Kassandratook in Zypheria s stance and weapon and then tossed her sword to her.
She grabbed Kalixene sleft hand and helped her to her feet, still scowling at Zypheria
“What the hell’ sgoing on?’

Zypheriabowed low, leaning back at the same time, surreptitioudy shoving the
crosshow insde the cabinet. She flipped the two swords she now held, hilt out, and did
them onto the kitchen counter behind her.

Kassandra s eyes moved over the Rexenor soldiers, to Phaidra, then back to
Zypheria “Answver mel”

Zypheriatilted her head down. “Milady. The Rexenor guard moved in offensive
preparation when they noticed you had your sword.”

Kassandra held her gaze another moment. Nodding curtly, she said, “Very well.
Sorry, Grandmother. Sorry, Phaidra. Queen Andromache got alittle tense when your
guard came up the stairs with weapons drawn. She summoned it. | did not.”

Kassandra sighed and let her gaze stop on her aunt, and then moved to the guards.
Sherapidly curled two of her fingersin, a hand-me-my-sword gesture, to Zypheria, who
did it off the counter and tossed it back to her. Halfway across the space between them
it dissolved in the air, vanishing, and every Rexenor guard blinked in surprise. Thethree
young men at the stairs gaped.

Ten seconds of silence followed, ending when the back door dammed.

“Who'shungry?’ Michadl Henderson shouted over the soldiers crowding the kitchen.
He shouldered hisway in with the groceries.

“Coming through.” He stood a head taler than some of them, six-foot-six with alanky
frame and four overstuffed plastic grocery bagsin hisfigts. “Fellow Rexenors, stand asde
there. Excuse me, please. Fresh sushi! Shizuko says hello, Gregor. Man, the store was
packed. They didn’t have the wine | wanted. Got something from Austrdiatotry. | dso
got acouple cold white Zinfandels. Let me get those in the fridge. Why’ s everybody
hanging out in the kitchen? It’ s nice outside. Sun’s out and Zyph and | set up tablesand
charsthismorning.”

Then he noticed Kalixene and Kassandra just getting to their feet in the middle of the
room. He swung the bags around and handed them off to Phaidra and Gregor without
bothering to confirm that elther of them had taken them. “Lady Kadlixene! You're crying?
It' stheyoung ladies, isn't it. Aren't they amazing? Give me ahug!”

Kdlixene smiled, wiped her eyes, and held him at arm’ slength, bending back to get a
good look at him. “Y ou have not changed, except you' re hair is so short, Michagl
Henderson. You look likeacrimina.”

“Why thank you, my lady, and yours...” He looked her over for afew seconds. “Isa
wholelot whiter. Fortress construction contractors stressing you out?’ He bent down
and drew her into hisarms, cupping her shoulder under his chin and knocking his glasses
askew. “You need alittle vacation, Lady Kallixene. Y ou, me, acouplefriends.” He
winked at Zypheria “Let’ s head out to Fiji for somewreck diving. What do you say?



Don't answer now. Think about it. We Il talk later on.” Hereleased her, but left onearm
wrapped around her shoulders.

“Comeon, everyone.” Hewaved them out of the kitchen, mildly annoyed at their
anti-socia behavior. “Wine glasses are in the cupboard behind Zypheria. Hand those out,
will you dear? Grab achair in the backyard. Gregor and | will bring the boats around.
Shizuko set us up with some exotic Stuff thistime. | dso have sakeif you'reinterested.
Anyone know how to use chopsticks? Don’t worry. Y our fingerswork just aswell. If
you don't like sushi or sashimi, then...nmmmm. There' saways peanut butter and jdly. |
also have abag of potato chips. After that you' re on your own.”

“Peanut butter?’” Kalixene shook her head. “I must have some. Just a spoonful. | have
not tasted peanut butter in thirty years.”

Kassandratilted her head to Zypheria. “ See?’

Zypheria handed two wine glassesto a pair of Rexenor guards and shot back alook
that plainly read: thisonly proves the existence of mentd illnessamong Americansand the
Seaborn nobility.

“What would you like, Mother?” Gregor pulled one of the wine bottles from the bag.

“Perhgps you can gart by explaining the bolt in your ceiling?’ She pointed to the
fletching and shaft sticking out at a shdlow angle over the kitchen sink.

His mouth opened, but Zypheria, in a perfectly serious voice, said, “We re going to
hang aplant fromit. Lady Kassandrafound a beautiful fuchsiaat the nursery, and | was
looking for something unique for ahook.”

Kalixene raised an eyebrow but followed Kassandra through the living room and out
to the back walk. They descended imperioudy to the grass, Kalixene'sarm looped
through Kassandra s.

“She doesn't lie nearly aswell asyou, Granddaughter.”

“Few do.”

Her grandmother leaned in and whispered accusingly, “What have you doneto
Nicole?’

Kassandra pulled away. “What do you mean?’

“I can hear her say her own namein her thoughtsand it isnot ‘Nicole' or *Nicolette,’
but ‘Nikoletta” What are you doing to her?’

“I have taught her Hellene.” Kassandra shrugged innocently. “ Shelikes the traditiond
form of her name.”

“Y ou have dragged her into some plot of yours. Don't lieto me.”

Kassandra stopped and swung Kallixene closer. Her voice dropped to acold
monotone. “| doubt, Grandmother, that you would be able to determineif anything | say
istrueor fase. | havetheLying Kingin here.” Kassandratapped the side of her head.

“I know you are grooming Nikoletta for something. Her mind isopen to me. Issheto
replace Zypheria? Be your bodyguard? What isit?’

“My father adopted usal. Sheismy sister. That isdl you need to know.”

They gtrolled among the pinesin silence for amoment.

“Your hand ishot, Granddaughter. Do you have afever?’ Kdlixenelooked over at
her.

“No.”

“Perhaps you should go for aswim?’

“Perhgps| will.”

“How often do you go into the ocean?’

“Nearly every day.”

“Where do you go?’

“Here and there.”

“And everywhere?’ Shetugged Kassandra s deeve up without warning. “Why are



there burns on your arms?’

Kassandra jerked her deeve down. “What makes you think | would answer such a
question?’

“I know what you are doing, girl.”

“Don’'t cdl methat. And you have no idea, Grandmother, because if you did, you
would do everything in your power to stop me.” Her expression changed in a heartbeat
from coldly seriousto carefree happiness, a storm cloud suddenly shoved asideto let the
sun through. Shelaughed lightly. “ Oh, that’ sright. Everything in your power till wouldn't
be enough.” Her smile curled mdicioudy. “Y ou do play smart, Grandmother, and | will
awaysadmireyou for that.”

“What are you talking about?’

“Getting on your knees? Welcometo my family? Thetears, the three young...suitors
matched to your three young granddaughters.” Kassandra' sjaw tightened asif shewas
trying to lock down her words to amoderate leve of civility. She gave up. “What, are
you gill pimping for Rexenor?’

“How dareyou!”

Kassandrarolled her eyes. “Do not tell me you haven't calculated dl of thisto makeit
difficult for meto...” Sheground her teeth.

“Towhat? Hurt me?’

“If you like”

Kalixenetook in adow deep bregth asif trying to make it go on forever. Shewaved
inadmission.

Kassandraglanced over at the three young men hovering around Jill. Kdlixene
followed her gaze to the lighter-haired one.

“That is Menophon’ syoungest son, Nereus.”

“Stop it.” Kassandra s eyes snapped to hers. Lady Kallixene' s commander of the
guard, Menophon, had died horribly in the battle with the king’' s dead army, dragged into
their midst and torn gpart. “Don’'t make me angry or I'll break your soul like you and my
mother broke my father’s”

Kallixene' s expresson started toward a questioning scowl.

Kassandraraised awarning finger. “ Pretending not to know what I’'m talking about is
afineway to make me angry. It' s unspeskable what you did to him. Y ou hurt him badly,
pushed him into areationship with the Wreeth-wearer.”

Her grandmother paused while apair of motorcycles roared up Ocean Boulevard. “I
did not do anything. She loved him. | wanted...| wanted desperately to help Ampharete.
Nothing more.”

Help Ampharete? Nothing more? “Y ou cannot lieto me.” Kassandraleaned in
close, bumping shoulders with Kalixene, whispering furioudy. “ Between you and my
mother’s love, you broke my father’s soul.”

“I did no such thing!”

Kassandra grabbed her grandmother roughly and swung her face to hers. “Then look
mein the eyes and tell me you did not sell your only son chegp to the Wreath-wearer—a
son who was perhaps going to be greater than Kassander. | am the Wreath-wearer. |
know what we re capable of—and how high we'll go to get what we want.”

Kallixene spun out of her grip and they continued walking, not meeting eyes. They
circled the yard and gpproached the white plastic tables with half a dozen Rexenor
guards. Some of them looked up to watch them. Phaidrastood off to one side talking to
Nicole, and both of them broke off to turnin their direction. All three of the young nobles
remained around Jill, and she swatted one playfully in the shoulder, her laughter cutting
throughtheair like sunlight.

“Can we take this conversation someplace private?’ Kallixene' svoice was coal, a



little louder, so that the othersin the party could hear her. “ And then, Lady Kassandra, |
will answer your questions.”

Kassandra stopped grinding her teeth to say, “ Certainly.” Sheleft Kadlixenein the
protection of her guards, turned, and sang softly. The wind whispered, and shewaked
into it. When Nicole turned, Kassandra was gone.

She needed to fedl the ocean on her skin. She dove out of the air and into the water a
mile offshore, asmall disturbance in the dide of blue between the crests of two great
waves. In three minutes, she was over the edge of the continental shelf, missling through
the water at a hundred knots, an angry snarl of turbulence following her, Eupheron’s
voicein her head, teling her she needed less drag or her wake would grow and
overwhem her. Shewas doing well, but she needed more “throughness.” She needed to
move not just through the water, but all the way through the water, between it, not in
it, but inside it. That is how the immortals do it.

Kassandra returned home two hourslater as the sun was setting. She came up
through the grotto gate and the basement into the kitchen, her head tilted to one side,
listening to one of the noble young men singing to Jll on the back steps. She smiled,
rummaging through the medicine drawer for the burn cream. There was a hole scorched
through the shoulder of her shirt. She dabbed the ointment on and went upstairsto
change into something less deteriorated.

Thethree young men in Kalixene' s party had latched onto Jill like remoras, gliding in
circles, hovering on every word on her lips, one taking her hand and leading her to the far
sde of the yard, while another followed and sang of the sorrow of Thetis.

Kassandra dipped by them—in the air—unseen, and overheard one of them whisper
to his brother the ancient Hellene equivaent of “ surface girlsare so hot.”

Kassandradipped out of theair right behind Jill, sartling them all. She nodded her
head to Menophon’ s son to continue his song and did her fingersthrough JII’ shair.

“Kass, where have you been?’

“Here and there.” She closed her mouth to see what Jill would follow with.

“And everywhere?’

Kassandra froze at the same phrase Kallixene had used. She then pulled Jill’ slong
gold hair into three even sets, twining them, dipping the soft bundles over her fingers.
“And everywhere.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

FIRST BINDING

The ancient historians (archaioi sungrapheis), the chroniclers and keepers of
genealogies among the Seaborn tell usthat there were nine original houses (poleis) of the
Telkhines sent to the ocean’ sfloor, and that centuries later, other disruptive familiesand
individuas unwillingly joined them. Among the latter groups are the offspring of sea
divinities of various strengths and forms (e.g., sea daimones), and & least oneline, the
Kirkélatides, are said to be descendents of Circe (Kirké), sorceress nymph of theidand
Aiala, daughter of Helios and Persais and grand-daughter of Okeanos, of whom
Odysseus and his crew ran afoul. (She turned Odysseus' crew into swine).

—Journd of Michad Augustus Henderson

“Corina?’

She stopped screaming when her own voice started caling her with a concerned tone.

“Corina, you are upset?’

That didn’t gpproach what she wasfedling. I’ m having trouble under standing what
you just did to that poor man. That was the most horrifying thing | have ever
witnessed. Deep within, Corinawondered about her use of the word, “ horrifying” —it
wasn't one shewould normaly use. Am | picking up your speech patterns? A truly
horrifying thought then occurred to her: | know your songs—all the words to the one
about drawing out the soul in blood. Am | turning into you?

Aleximor frowned, then kicked Pinnet again. “1 do not at al comprehend your reason
for showing thisthing sympathy, Corina. It was not aman, not a‘ poor man’, not any
thing that deserved sympathy. It was an unleashed anima with vicious proclivities, athing
that deserved nothing more than to be hunted and mercilesdy killed. It was sent to harm
me and, for that, even aking must pay.” Hiswordstightened with anger a the end of his
Statement. He managed to unclamp histeeth and add, “ Even aking must pay eventualy.”

Aleximor gave Pinnet another kick and stepped over the body, placing hisfeet
carefully to avoid setting them down in the pungent brown fluid pooling around the
abdomen and legs. He stopped at the heavy wooden door and turned to take in the
room.

He nervoudy tapped hisfingersin the center of his palm, webbing going tight. He
recognized some of the pieces of furniture, but everything was sharp and boxy, angular
planes joined to each other, horizonta spacesfitted into perpendicular ones. Even some
of the softer, pliable shapes, pillows and cushions, had corners and edges. He blinked
repeatedly. The room was difficult to look at, so flat and shiny and sharp.

To Corina, it looked like what she’ d expect from a modern crew cabin aboard a ship.
There were dark-stained wood cabinetslining onewall, asmplesinglebed on a
matching dark wooden frame. The ceiling was high, painted ahigh-glosslight yellow, with
three I-beams running the room’ slength. There were medical booksin abookcase
underneath asmall porthole window. The bed stuck out into the room’ s center and
beyond it was an dcove with an accordion door that served as the bathroom with a
toilet, gainlesssted snk, and mirror.



“What isthis place?’

A cabin on board a ship, probably the ship you didn’t get out of the way of. |
think it’s sort of a Law of the Sea, that a ship must stop to help someone in
distress.

Hewas only hdf listening to her, distracted by the aien space, staring around the
room. “Theworld of the surfacersis exceedingly strange. It' sflat and there are O many
edges and surfaces. Perhapsit is because | cannot see it from above or even froma
different angle. | am fixed to the floor and can only observe the world through eyes at this
height.”

Have you been to the surface before, | mean before you ended up inside the
cave?

“Never. | have heard many stories, however. | had no desireto seeit, aworld so
bright that it blinds you, so hot with Helios burning in the heavensthat it bakes your skin
and organs.”

Total darknessis better? How are you able to see at all below a hundred feet?

“That isalso why | could not come to the surface. | enhanced the organs with which
Nature provided me. | could seein complete darkness.”

Then it wasn’'t complete.

“Not complete for me. It isfor most others. Because of this, | could come no nearer
to the surface than ten or fifteen times my height. True Helios would have destroyed my
gght”

True Helios?

“Thesun.”

| take it there’'s a false one?

“A twin. It follows a hemispheric path over the Nine-cities of the Thalassogenéis. A
bright white bal of fire that some sorcerer with asalf-damned soul formed and put into
motion athousand years ago.” Anticipating another question, he added, “1 do not know if
the Heliosin the deep follows the same path and duration as the one above.”

That wasn't the answer to the question she was going to ask. She wanted to know
what self-damnation meant and what it had to do with fire, but sheignored the questions
gpinning through her mind.

Aleximor glanced down at Pinnet’ s body, frowning &t the smdll.

It's beginning to stink like a public bathroom. Let’s get out of here.

Aleximor closed the door and stepped into anarrow halway with blueindustrid
low-pile carpeting. There were three other doorsin the hdl, al of them closed. Theair
amelled sdty, but there were dull mildewy drifts, the tangy scent of fresh paint, and
something dse, the smell of dirt and ail, which reminded Aleximor of the sink of the man
he'djust killed.

Obnoxioudy bright yellow lights cast overlapping angles and blocks of shadow aong
the shiny wals.

What time isit?

“Tidewill tell.” Aleximor looked down the hall and then turned back into the Medic's
quarters. “I cannot hear the ocean clearly enough to determine. Isthere something on a
ship that will show methetime of the day?’

How about a clock?

Aleximor smiled at Corina s sarcasm. He had originally concluded that Corina had
lost her senses permanently during the change. She' d seemed outlandish, confused, even
deranged, made of burgts of thought that made no sense, long trains of violent music
playing in her imagination, the same smple thoughts repeated hundreds of times, abusve
language, and bouts of incoherent shrieking.

Now that she was speaking to him, he' d revised his estimation of her cognitive



abilities. They wereindeed intact. The sarcasm gave him one more hint of what she must
have been like before he stole her body. Perhaps, he thought, all surface women were
this odd.

“I have seen aclock before, tarnished and green with age, and when | cleaned
it—knowing that it must have been something important to the surfacers—there was,
undernegath the cord growth and cregping sponge, avery delicate instrument with gears
and metal bands and tiny fasteners. The front of the clock had numbers and metal bars
that seemed to turn and point to them.”

Aleximor swung his eyes around the medic’ s quarters|ooking for something clock-ish,
but without much to go on in terms of shape or size other than flat and about asbig
around as his head. He'd last seen area clock amost two hundred years ago.

Whoa! Turn back to the bed. Big red numbers. There!

Aleximor fixed hiseyes on threefiery square digits, a2, a 3, then an 8, followed by
thetiny letters, am. Even the numbersin this surfacer’ sworld were blocky and sharp. He
wondered if anything flowed, curved, undulated here. Was there nothing of grace and
pliancy in theworld above the waves?

Two-thirty in the morning—if that is the correct time. A ship like this must pass
through several time zones on every trip.

“Isthat late or early?’

Depends who you are.

Aleximor frowned, thinking that, on the other hand, too much sarcasm wasn't hedlthy.

Corinacaught hisvibe. 1t’ s early. Everyone on board, except maybe the officers
controlling the ship, is probably asleep. The sun won’t be up until six 0’ clock or
somewhere around there, so nearly four hoursto ourselves. Let’s find out where
we are. | mean, where we arein the world, but we should also get our bearings on
board this ship, find out how big it is. The one that ran over you was a cargo ship
with containers on the deck and cranes.

“Maria Draughn.”

Corinafdt awave of something soft float over her thoughts, awarm breeze, a
mother’ s breath on her child. She shuddered, certain that what she felt wasthe glow of
admiration from Aleximor. Then he confirmed her fear.

“Coring, you definitely improve on acquaintance.”

In what manner have | improved?

“To nameafew, civility. You have astrong will. Y ou have a ca culating mind, Corina.
Thereissirategy in your words. | will take your advice, but | have one task to complete
before we explore the ship.”

What isit?

Heignored her, looking around the room, mumbling to himsdlf, “They took my knife”

He stepped back into the medic’ s quarters and closed the door softly, heading for the
bathroom alcove. He rummaged through the drawers and pulled out a sharp- tipped pair
of stainless hair-cutting scissors.

Corina stopped her thoughts, alarmed as he grabbed the scissors like adagger, her
blue fingernail polish, chipping but intact, the webbing between her fingerstucked nestly
into her figt.

What are you going to do with that?

“I cannot do thisaone. I am going to bind our handy friend to me, and use him to do
some of the more difficult work. He sfresh, so thiswill not be as dangerous asraising the
Spaniards. | will not have to ded with Akasté.” He paused, considering something, then
added, “On the other hand, you' refully dive.”

I’ ve always taken that to be a good thing.

He made adisdainful ticking noise with histongue. “Normally, yes. But for someone



like me, awhole, unadulterated lifeisaburden. It limits my abilities.”

Aleximor approached the body carefully asif it could jump up at any moment with a
surprise attack. The pinkish brown liquid was drying in the carpet, leaving adarker ring
at the edges. It was like wet sand at the shoreline, except the intestinal soup was crusting
up dong the perimeter.

Aleximor crouched next to the corpse and turned Pinnet’ s head so that the blank stare
of empty bloody eye sockets faced him.

“Stiffening in the neck and shoulders”

She felt the urge to wash her hands. What are you, like a coroner?

“I do not understand the word, Corina, dthough, it issimilar to your name. Does it
have something to do with the king or crown? Are you a coroner?’

A coroner isa medical examiner, someone who deter mines the cause of death.
And no, | am not, nor do | want to be a coroner. She couldn’t hold back an
accompanying contemptuous remark. Nor do | want to be a bone-gatherer—or
whatever you are.

“Ostologos isan old title, the sorcerer who helps the king or queen manage the dead
army, the Olethren. | am, however, much more than that. | have my own fortress and
army, bound to me done, and far superior to the king'sancient army of the drowned
dead.”

Knowing thiswas aridiculous question given what she' d aready witnessed, she threw
it out just to see what he’ d respond with: What good is an army that’s dead?

Hesghed.

“When my eyeslast |ooked on the abyss, there were over a hundred thousand of
them in the Olethren, pulled from broken ships, sea caves, from the floor St that
swallowed their bones. There may be many more of them now. They are the remains of
surfacers who have drowned. The Sea has taken their spirits, and in many cases, with the
right enticement, can be made to relinquish them.”

Corinawondered about this. He said the Seawith acapital S, making it sound asiif
the Seawere someone hawking soulsfor theright price.

He picked up her thoughts.

“Very dangerous. Tempestuous bitch. She goes by many names. Akasté—the Erratic
One—iswhat she' s caled herself with me. She takes many forms, has power over the
ocean’ s currents, and she owns anyone who drownsin them. Y ou met her when | forced
her to give me the Spaniards. My ancestors bargained with her, and—for a price—she
has allowed usto bring the dead back from death into our world and bind them to the
soul of theking of the Thaassogenéis”

Seaborn. Shetrandated the word without thinking. These drowned dead people can
fight?

“Wak and swim and hold wegpons...and above dl, kill. They kill everything they
touch. Some are given spears or other devices of destruction. They bite, they claw out
eyes, they snap bones. And they cannot be stopped. The Olethren do not surrender and
they do not take prisoners. Once the Seaborn king or queen releases them, they do not
gop until dl lifeisdriven from thefoe s stronghold. Then they return to their fortress”

And this happens often?

“They have been used by the Thalassogenéisfor over two thousand years. | have only
seen aking bring them out for war twice. They were created by the current royal house,
Alkimides, in order to bring down the former roya house, Telkhines. Animmorta would
fear them. They can be broken individudly, but the army cannot be defeated without
defeeting them dl, and with so many of them, that isimpossible”

While he spoke, Aleximor’ s eyes drifted to the dead man’ s greasy blue coverdls,
stopping on the oval patch with the name, Pinnet sitched intoiit.



“Pinnet.”

The bone-gatherer bent closer, turning his neck to line up hisface with the corpse’'s
pasty gray face. He dragged the zipper down, tugging the blue materid, exposing the
upper chest and shoulder on theright side.

“Pinnet. Mr. Pinnet.” Corina shuddered hearing her own voice sing to the corpse. “I
hope, for your sake, that you will be agood dedl more helpful to mein degth than you
wereinlife”

With that, Aleximor drew hisarm back and hammered the scissors deep into Pinnet’s
shoulder. Blood oozed from the wound instead of spurting. There was no heart pumping
it through the bodly. It pooled in the depresson made by Aleximor’ sfig, thick and oily,
Seeping between hisfingers.

What are you doing? Corina shrieked the thought.

“Something the king' s Olethren cannot do—take the souls of those they kill. My army
isfar fewer, only five thousand, yet far greater in ability and speed than theking's. | have
a so devised amethod for harnessing the psychai of the freshly dain, atemporary binding
that passes the harvested psyche back to the master binder—me.”

With that, he got back to work. He dammed the scissorsinto Pinnet five times, cutting
away aflap of muscle, soraying wet chunks of flesh and chips of bone againgt thewall,
gplatters of it peppering Corina sface. He was after the bone, for the same reason he'd
taken pieces of the four Spaniards. Corinawatched in horror as Aleximor raised one of
thelarger fragmentsright in front of her face, and she saw her own fingers running with
blood, dick on her nails, gathering in the webbing between each finger and damming up
againg the ridge of muscle acrossthe top of her pam.

It hurt her...mind to see her own bloody hands, but she didn’t fed the least bit
Sck—because Aleximor didn’t.

Aleximor sang softly, alitany about deeth and life and the trading of one for the other.
The cramps started in Corina s chest, stabbing into her belly; muscles contracted,
squeezing her lungs, tearing them from her ribs. Her body felt too small for her bones.
Her joints ached, and there was a separate agony in the space between each vertebra
The color drained from several hundred strands of hair, going pure white from scalp to
tip.

She gasped the words, What have you done to me!

“Death, CorinaLairsey. | have given some of thislifein order to bring Pinnet back.
Heisnow bound to me, completely in my control.” He paused at another jolt of spina
pain. “Do...not...worry.” He breathed, squeezing tears from Corina seyes. “I have
accepted some of death and given some of your lifein return. It is perfectly safe. | have
donethisbefore. Finnet isfresh and will not require asgnificant anount.” Hiswords
trailed off into agurgling rasp and saliva oozed from her sagging mouth. Corina s bloody
hand opened and the chip of bone had been reduced to powder, mixing grittily with
Pinnet’ sblood.

“Sowly. It must be donein very smadl amounts.”

Until what? Answer me! What is the result?

“I will have restored the form of the soul and position | once cregted for mysdlf. Until |
have traded every last piece of life away, and | have become not dead, but degth itsdlf.
That iswhen | cannot be harmed in life, and where complete power lies”

Corina sthoughts split and shuddered gpart, crumbling into usel essness.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

RITUAL DROWNING

In the absence of any studies or teachers of fire magic, Lady Kassandra of the Alkimides
relied on her influence with the immortals, the sea daimones—especialy Ochleros, to
teach her the methods for summoning and manipulating fire, molten rock, and controlling
their energy and reections. She learned many other skillsfrom them aswell.

—Muichad Augustus Henderson, noteson

aconversation with the Wreath-wearer

JII thumbed the remote, swung her purse off her shoulder, and hopped into the minivan's
driver’ s seat. The morning sun, low over the ocean, beamed through the tinted glass
windows. The side doors did back automaticaly with agrowl of metd whedls on tracks.
Nicole jumped in the third-row seat. On the opposite sde of the van, Aunt Phaidra
nodded her head, thanking the door for its apparent courtesy, and did into the set.

Kassandragot in next to her, holding in asmile at Phaidral sadien world aertness, eyes
darting to everything that moved, touching unrecognizable knobs and vents. She nodded
again at thedoor asit did closed automaticaly.

Phaidra played with the armrests, which swiveled up and down while everyone else
put their seatbelts on. Jill started the engine, and the jet of air from the vents Sartled
Kalixene, and made Phaidrajump into some sort of seated combat position, one hand
out, fingers spread, and the other curled into afis.

Kassandrarested awarm hand on her arm, and leaned close. She did her eyes
forward, indicating Jil and Kdlixene. “Whilethe girlies are getting their nails done, would
you like to shop somewhere ese?’

Phaidra spread her fingers, staring down at her nails curioudy. “What colors do they
pant them?’

Kassandra shrugged. “ Anything you want.” She reached up front and tapped Jill on
the shoulder. “What about the webbing between Lady Kdlixene sfingers?’

“No problem.” Jill gave her a sympathetic look with one eyebrow raised in the mirror.
She kept the look as she turned and backed the van into Atlantic Avenue. “I told Maxine
my grandmother’ samermaid.”

“You what?" Nicole shouted from the third row seet.

JlI took the sunglasses off the top of her head and did them on, pushing the
transmission into drive. She adjusted the Sde mirrors as they sped west toward Route 1,
and then she glanced back in the rearview.

“| told her that Lady Kallixene’ samermaid and she wants her nails done. Something
retro gorgeous, like areverse French in asky blue, but with something new and fun—a
glittery edge or stars, you know.” She saw the worried looks from Phaidra, Kass, and
Nic. “What? Everything' s covered. Maxine s cool. Thisisa private gppointment. And
just to be surel told her that if she told anyone about the mermaid thing, my grandmother
would turn her into abarracuda.”

Kdlixene smiled, pleased for the most part—but there was a sinister edge that made it



clear that if Maxine talked, the best she could hope for was a barracuda. She patted Jill’s
amindulgently. “We refine”

Theair jetted from the vents and Phaidra ket tilting them to direct the currents
toward Kassandra, who eventually reached up and shut off al the air to the back seats.

“S0...” Nicolebegan, “. . tdl meand Jill aout the drowning thing.” No oneredly
wanted to talk about it, but that had never stopped Nicole. She cleared her throat from
her seat in the back row and continued. “What happens? Kass saysit hurtsalittle.
Who'sgoing to bethere. Isit dl underwater? Give me the whole run down, start to
finish”

Kassandraleaned sdeways againgt the diding door. “Did you ask Michadl
Henderson?”

Nicole shook her heed.

Phaidratwisted around and grabbed Nicol€e' s hand, firm but affectionate. “ Gregor will
be there. Lady Kassandra, some of our guards. Mother will sing to you. Y ou will release
all of your air. Close your eyesthen. Do not watch it rise above you, for | have heard
that surfacers seetheir lifein the air they breathe, and watching it leave their bodiesis
distressing. Do not panic. Let the ocean comeinside you. Y ou will become one of us. It
will be safe with Mother guiding the change to your bodies”

JIl made aface and glanced in the rearview at the mention of bodies changing.

“Zits” said Kassandra. “ That' s another thing. My skin'sclear in thewater. But it
never fails. | won't be above the waves an hour before araging pustule shows up on my
nose or chin.” She pointed to one aong her jaw.

JIl made another facein the mirror.

“The change is different for other mammals and cetaceans," Kassandra added. " Our
dolphins and orcas may be sea creatures, but they need to live in depths unnatura to
them and they can't surface for air, so they must change, too.”

"Michad did explain that once," said Nicole.

Kalixeneligtened intently without turning around. She pulled down the visor and lifted
thelid to her mirror. Thelights blinded her for amoment, and she squinted through her
lashes at the close-up of her face.

Phaidraturned back, the vanity mirror diverting her thoughts. “What do you have
around your eyes, Mother?’

“What isit cdled? Eyeliner?’

Jll added, “ A metdlic violet liner that matches her top.”

Kdlixenelet JlII dress her, and she came out of her bedroom wearing ablack skirt
and hose with a deeveless top made of some purplish material that warped and pulsed in
iridescent splashes when she moved. Nicole had muttered something about “taking
Grandmaclubbing.” Phaidrahad stared at her mother asif shedidn’t recognize her.
Kassandra had smply shaken her head.

“What changes exactly?’ Jill looked at Phaidrain the mirror and then at Kallixene.

“You will not fed the cold in the water or the pressure,” said Phaidra.

“Your hearing is affected,” said Kassandra. “Y our eyeswill become more sengitive,
but most of the changes are on theinsde, doing things that permit your body to takein
the seaand live off its power. It only worksin the water. The hardest part is coming back
out to the Thin. Y ou have to get the water out of your lungs. Y our new power will help
youwith this, but it burnsalittle”

Nicole douched in her seat, stared thoughtfully out the window, and whispered, “My
new power.”

Kalixene dapped the mirror shut, swung up the visor, and turned in her segt to give
Kassandraahard stare. “ And what surprise do you have up your deeve?’

Kassandrajust smiled. “I1t wouldn’t be a surprise then, would it?”



JlIlI swung into agpaceright in front of the TripleM (Mad Maxine s Manicures) and
killed the engine, jumping out of the minivan with addight that seemed to hdvethe
gravity of the entire planet.

“Come on, Grandmother, we' reright on time.” She held the door for Lady Kallixene,
and waited amoment for any other takers.

Kassandraand Nicole glanced at their watches, wondering how eight minutes after
the hour could be considered “on time”. Phaidra glared through the open door at the
scrawny heavily eyelinered, nose-ringed teen with stringy blond hair manning the cash
register.

She shook her head, and turned to Nicole. “Where € se can we go?’

“Thisway. Seeyou inafew, Jllie,” she shot over her shoulder, and headed acrossthe
parking lot to amega sporting goods store.

“A few..minutes?’ Phaidraasked hopefully.

“Hours,” Nic and Kass harmonized.

Inside the store, Kassandra had to lead Phaidra around by the elbow, because her
aunt kept stopping in the middle of the aide and staring at the boats and paragliders
hanging from the ceiling. “Come on, we' Il check out Zypheria sfavorite placein the
sore.”

Nicole chewed her lip and followed them. “ Diving and swimming section?’

“No, we go down that aide for alaugh. Soon, you will too. Hunting's her favorite
section. Y ou should see her with the crossbows. It' slike Christmas. If | let her, she'd be
in herefor hours, chatting with the geezers behind the counter about carbon fiber
gunstocks, arrow baligtics, and killing penetration. She' svery discrest with her
fingers—the webbing, and completely lies about her underwater purposes.” She gave
them alopsided amile. * Of course, they dl fel in lust with her when shetold them her
favorite time to hunt wasin the pouring rain.” Kassandradropped her voice. “1 usudly
have to drag her out of here. Shethinksit’ sfunny. It's damned embarrassng. If she's
here more than fifteen minutes, dl the men line up at the front counter, right againgt it, the
onewith thefishingreds...”

HWI.NJ?!

“Let’sjust say my Zypheriaarouses—not another word, Eupheron—arouses certain
thoughtsin them. I’'m guessing it has something to do with fantasies of her running through
the forest in a soaking wet T-shirt, no bra, and aloaded crossbow.”

Sure enough, when the three of them approached the hunting section, one of the
salesmen, agray-haired red-nosed man in a short-deeved collar shirt, spotted
Kassandra, grinned and asked, “Did you bring the huntress with you?’

Nicoleran with it, smirking at the old man. Then in aflat bored voice, she sad,
“Artemis sent us down to look for stiffer quarrels.”

Hewent red, cleared histhroat, and pretended to straighten the stack of safety guides
on the glass counter. “What can | do for you ladies?’

Kassandra brought her hand down flat and her name bracel et rapped againgt the
glass. “Samething. Let's see the crossbows.”

An hour and a hdf later, with their heads stuffed with crossbow stats, “ over 350 FPS
of velocity, aniceflat trgectory, includes afiber-optic Sght,” and atree of numbers
hanging off termslike“draw weight” and “ power stroke,” they walked away from the
counter with three big boxes and severd bags of accessories, mostly ammunition.
Phaidra stared down the old man who jokingly asked, “Y ou stocking up for awar?’

They took atable in a sandwich shop three windows down from Mad Maxine' s
where Phaidraalmost threw up when Nicole urged her to try some Ranch dressing.
Kassandrasaid she didn’t fed well and ate nothing. Aunt Phaidra ended up with an



obsessive hunger for kettle chips, scaring the young man behind the counter by going
back four times and wanting to pay more for each bag than the marked price.

They spotted Lady Kalixene and JlIl coming out of Maxine's, and only just managed
to stop Phaidrafrom going right through a clear section in the window after them. They
steered her through the door and she dashed into the street with Kassandra and Nicole
following.

Kassandra dowed her pace, scanning the shoppers. Nicolelost her grin when she
looked over at her sster’ s cold serious Stare. “Kass, what iSit?’

Kassandradidn’t look back. She just held up afinger.

A second later, she said, “ Someone' s here, in the crowd. | can fed it.” Shejutted her
chinat Nicole. “ Take awak. Head toward the toy store and then circle around on the
sdewak. Tel meif you notice anyonelike us.”

Nicole started to frown but stopped when she understood “like us’ meant “ Seaborn”.
Determination settled into her expresson and gaze. “You got it.”

“All theway around. WE Il pick you up at the end, past the video store. Watch the
way they walk. I’'m going out to the sireet to get awider view. Phaidra swith Lady
Kdlixene”

Phaidrahad jogged away from them, going to the minivan, meeting her mother and Jll.
Kallixene opened the passenger door, but stood in the gap, immediately aware that
something waswrong. Her gaze met Kassandra s and she jerked back at the amount of
information hitting her. She nodded, got in and dammed the door. Phaidragot in the
back, the doors clicked shut, and Jill backed the van out of the space, cruising along the
store windows and strolling shoppers.

Kassandra crossed the parking lot, diding between cars, surreptitioudy glancing
behind her, or tilting her head back, pretending to watch asmall airplane droning
overhead while dropping her gaze to roam over the shoppers. afamily pushing groceries
intwo carts, a construction worker with atoolbelt heading for histruck, awoman with a
crying baby. Shelost Nicole and scanned the storefronts, picking her out halfway aong
the strip with avideo store on the end—and, right in front of her sster, walked atall
woman with long black hair, moving with agraceful gliding maotion, her arms pumping the
ar energeticaly. She wore along dress with leggings, Seaborn fashion.

Kassandra doubled back, angling toward the video store to meet Nicole there,
following the woman with long hair, trying not to focus sharply on her in case the Seaborn
could fed it. She scowled when Nicole picked up her pace and walked right by the
woman, then sowed to match her speed, severa shoppersin front of her. Kassandra
jutted her head sideways, trying to warn her. Didn't Nicole notice her?

Then she understood what her sister was doing. Nicole dowed in front of abakery,
let the two shoppers pass her, and—without appearing to look—walked right into the
black haired woman, almost knocking her over, grabbing her arm, in the last second, to
steady her.

“Bold, Nic.”

Kassandra picked up speed and crossed behind arow of cars. She watched Nicole
gpologize, smiling stupidly, gesturing at the stores asif they had distracted her. Then
Nicole turned and continued at aquick, properly embarrassed pace to the end of the
row of stores. She walked into the parking lot and stopped next to aboxy silver Honda
with roof racks. Pretending the car was hers, she fumbled in her pockets for imaginary
keys. Thelady with black hair reached the sidewak’ s end, turned around and headed
back the way she had come, looking through the shop windows.

Kassandra did around a Jeep with enormousttires and caught up with Nicole as Jill
drove up with the passenger side diding door open. Nicole jumped into the backsedt,
nodding her head. “ Y up. She'sone of us. | walked into her, pretending to be clumsy,



and noticed her hands. She haswebbing.”

Kassandra and Phaidra kneeled backwards on their seats, their arms over the
headrests. Hidden behind the dark-tinted van windows, they watched the woman walk
away. “Who is she, Lady Kassandra?’

“I don’'t know. I’ ve never seen her before. Shefdt different too. | picked something
up from her, adifferent sort of...sgnature.” Her eyeswent unfocused, her brows
knuckling up with interna concentration, and she whispered asong in someoneelse's
voice. “ Something ancient, a sweetness too pure to find among mortas and mortal
voices.”

Therewasachilly slencein the van. Jll dowed down, cautioudy passng aparked
North Hampton police cruiser bristling with speed-trap gear. She passed through two
more intersections aong L afayette before her heart dowed to anormal rhythm.

When they turned right on Atlantic, heading east, Kallixene held up her hands,
webbing tight, her fingers straight, the moons of the nails a creamy opague and the ends
an iridescent bluish red.

“She' sgone. Forget about her. Look at my nails”

While the noble ladies went into town to have their nails done and shop for archery
supplies, Gregor, Michael Henderson, Zypheria, and seven of Kallixene' s Rexenor guard
piled into a pick-up truck and headed out to Ryeto prep Sormwind for salling.

Michadl Henderson led abasic sailing course. * Sormwind’ s acutter, which means
she’' sgot asingle mast. She' safore-and-aft-rigged boat with multiple headsails—she's
got three. Notice aso that the mast is set further aft than adoop’s.”

The Rexenor guards, none of whom had ever set foot on a sailboat, noticed only
because he pointed at the shaft of metal sticking up out the boet, dl of them exchanging
the same puzzled look: “What in Poseidon’ snameisa‘doops 7’

Henderson paced the forty-two feet, stem to stern, while he explained the purpose of
the multiple jibs, which, “with the forestaysail dropped and combined with areefed
mainsall and the full staysail, makesfor adamn tight rough-westher rig.”

Helogt them dl at “forestaysail,” dthough there was some nodding at reefing the
mainsail becausethey dl knew what areef looked like, and one of them made aknowing
draping motion with his hands, asif a some point they’ d take the sail off and stow it
under the boat, but only when they approached the tropics. One of the Rexenors stared
at the harbor’ s mouth and out to sea, wondering if there was areef within athousand
leagues.

“Michad,” said Zypheria, interrupting his monologue on how much weether judtified
flying thesmall jib. “1 think it would be wiser to show them how the machinery works,
how to raise and lower the sails, what the whed does, and maybe allittle bit about how
the wind works.”

“Excdlent! Gather round.” He pushed the chrome whed oneway then the other.
“Thisishow we steer Sormwind.”

Lady Kdlixene and her party drove up in the middle of the afternoon, dressed for
getting wet. In forty-five minutes they were underway with Jill skippering, the sunlight in
her hair, fingerstight on the whed, her favorite place in the world. Nicole and Michael
Henderson handled the cloth, and everyone e se wasjust dong for theride, gulpingin
gusts of sty air and pointing at seagulls, fascinated a thingswith wings.

Kassandra sat at the bow, chin in her hands, brooding about the strange Seaborn
woman in North Hampton.

They passed the Ides of Shodls, flat dabs of brown rock miles off the port sde. There
was mild chop and agood wind. They sailed until they reached auniform horizon, aflat
line of blue that was amost black, broken with little ruffles of whitein every direction. Jil



ydled that Stormwind was coming about; the sails snapped and the boom swegpt the
space over her head. Nicole dropped the jib while Mr. Henderson hauled down the
mainsail, and |eft the boat drifting in the currents.

“I believewe areready,” said Lady Kallixene, but the wind whipped her words away.

Kassandratugged on the eagtic of her bathing suit bottoms, snapping it lower on her
butt. She hopped lightly to the narrow runner dong Stormwind' s starboard side, arms
out for balance, her face lifted to Helios, her eyes closed, and one tear rolling down her
right cheek, aslvery lineon her skin.

“Kassandra?’ Gregor caled from the mast where he was helping Michael Henderson
furl themainsall. “ Areyou okay?’

Sheignored him, but everyone else on board turned to her as shelet her head fall
forward, and the teardrop dipped off her skin into the sea. Breathing in spasming sobs,
she dug something gold out of thetiny pocket in the shoulder of her long-deeved shirt,
clutching it in onefist, and without looking back, dove in after her tear.

The Rexenor guards moved to the starboard side, glancing at Lady Kallixene and
Phaidrafor cues. Kassandra surfaced aminute | ater, her eyesred and swollen, wearing a
defensdess amile. She sounded like alittle girl. “Comeonin. The water’ sgreat.”

Nicoledidn’t have to be told twice. She peded off her sweatpants and shirt, wearing
adark blue one-piece suit underneath, and dove in. She came up shivering, her teeth
clattering, cutting through her words, urging themto hurry.

Zypheria, Lady Kallixene, Phaidraand al but two of the guards went in at the same
time, hardly moving the surface of the ocean. Michagl Henderson and the remaining
Rexenors were going to take Stormwind for atrip up around Newfoundland before
returning to Rye.

Jll waslast, hugging Gregor, who jumped in just before her.

Kassandracircled and then surfaced between her sgters, pulling them together with a
hug. She kissed each on the cheek and whispered, “Be cam. Thiswill beover ina
minute. Afterward, well dive deep to the Rexenor stronghold. You aremy sigters. You
will be Seaborn. Y ou will have everything afforded to you by right.”

Shekicked to aposition behind them as Phaidratook hold of Jill’s shoulders and
Zypheriatook hold of Nicole€'s. Lady Kalixene faced them, but kept shooting
Kassandra suspicious looks. Then she noticed the thing that had come from Kassandral' s
tear, thundering out of the ocean like an idand. The Wreath-wearer couldn’t cry because
she used her tears as doorways for Ochleros, a king among sea demons.

Ochleros head and shoulders stuck up out of the blue right behind Kassandra, an
enormoudy muscular humanoid made of the waves and foam and turbulence. His head
was bald and splotchy gray, like a granite boulder rounded by storm waves, with a
craggy brow ridge over abyss-deep black orbsthat stared without pupils or detectible
focus. Ridges of clashing currentsrolled up his back. His shoulders tumbled into the
ocean five feet on elther Sde of Kassandra. Shelooked like achildin front of him, braids
swinging in the wind, innocently unaware that the shadow she cast on the face of the sea
had monstroudy long teeth and claws, but acloser look reveded adrop of it in her soul,
like agplatter of ink on white paper, astain of his power in her dark eyes.

Lady Kallixene snapped her hands open nervoudy, spraying water. “1 cannot
concentrate with him here”

“He' shelping me.” Kassandrarubbed her eyes.

JII and Nicole glanced over their shouldersto see what the problem was, but they had
met Ochleros severa timesand, onthelist of anxieties, ranked him lower than imminent
drowning.

“Heping with what?’

“Mind your own business, Grandmother. Get on with it, or | will doit for you.”



Phaidral s mouth dropped open, stunned a hearing anyone command her mother.
Zypheriashook her head, resignedly. Nothing Kassandradid surprised her.

Kdlixenelet out along controlled breeth, trying to hold on—with her iridescent
fingernails—to her patience. “Very wdl. My granddaughters, Nicole and Jill, you have
agreed to go with us, and we have selected your partnersin therite. Close your eyes,
take your final breath, a shallow one, and push as much of it out of your lungs asyou can,
then wewill begin.”

Nicole glanced at JlI, and winked before shutting her eyes and emptying her lungs.
Zypheriaflipped upside down, grabbed Nicole sanklesin her strong hands, and kicked
into the depths.

Nicole shuddered as the dark water closed over her head. The cold on her face was
like adap, and she opened her eyes because her lungsreflexively pulled in the sea. There
wasno arr left in them.

JIl gave alast exhde and launched afist-sized mass of bubblesto the surface. She
jerked her legs hard, trying to break Phaidra s grip, but kept her eyes shut tight.

Lady Kallixene dropped into the seawith them, starting her song about ahomein the
dark sea and bestowing the curse on her two beautiful granddaughters. She sang about
“the flow of life from birth to deeth, first to last breath...breathless breathing...doom of the
Cloud-gatherer, boon of the Earth-encircler.”

Kdlixene sang, her eyes haf-closed, and the Rexenor guard formed a semi-circle
around her, their hands white on the grips of their swords. They feared the huge demon
accompanying the Wresth-wearer, dthough al of them had seen this one and benefited
from his presence once before, in the final moments of the battle in Nebraska against the
king'sdead army.

Behind her back, Kassandratook asmdll curved knife from Ochleros, flinching as she
touched thetip to her skin. She cut an inch long crescent-shape into the meaty part of her
left pAm. Reveraing the step , she cut the shape into her own right pam.

JII's eyesfluttered open, snapped wide, and then relaxed as she drew the ocean
ingde her. Nicole closed her eyes as her lungs worked the fluid, straining to moveit.
Sharp cramps prodded and poked their insides, rearranging organ functions. A burn
raced through their bones, stepping up their spines, fanning over their shoulders and their
armsto their fingertips. Nicole made chewing motions against the achein her jaw, and
opened her eyes.

Kassandraswung her hands from behind her, blood following like a cape of sheer
black. She grabbed Jill by the back of the neck and cut asmall crescent in the muscle
tissue on the left Side, then the opposite with Nicole. She glanced down at the knife and
heaved it over her shoulder to Ochleros. Before Kallixene or Gregor could question her,
she placed the cuts seeping blood from her pams directly over those on her ssters
necks, digging her fingersinto their skin.

“Doit, Ochleros”

“Areyou certain, Lady Kass—"

“l sad, doit!”

Kassandra closed her eyes. Shefelt ajolt through her body that shoved her organs
around. There wasametadlic tastein her mouth. A burn deep in her somach...reminded
her that she hadn’t eaten yet today.

“What happened?’ she whispered over her shoulder, her fingers il clawed into
Nicole' sand Jill’snecks. “I didn't fed anything.”

Ochleros' voice was adeep volcanic rumble. “Y ou have not yet given up who you
are, Lady Kassandra. Perhaps that iswhen you will fed something?’

She whispered, her thoughts amile away, “ Or maybe nothing is exactly what you fed
whenyou giveit up.”



Kassandrareleased her ssters as Gregor swam to her, alook of horror on hisface.
“What have you done?’ Helooked at her hands and then a Nicole and Jill.

She sounded disgppointed. “ Nothing, apparently.”

She waved him away, holding one hand out to Ochleros. Her fingerstrembled and she
focused on them to keep them still. She held up her other hand. The blood and the deep
cuts were gone. There were no marks of the knife on her ssters necks.

She blinked away the rush of questions, and lifted her eyesto her grandmother,
nodding. “Please, put your bracelets away, Lady Kalixene. | have brought my own.”

Ochleros enormous fingers opened and asmdl jumble of gold fell into her hand. She
picked out two of the bracelets. Then she spun Nicole and Jill by the shouldersin
opposite directions so that they now faced her.

She held each of their gazes for severa seconds.

“Closeyour eyes, my sgters. Think back to lovely St. Clement’ s Education Center.
Dammit, JlI, you knew everyonein that school. Remember the day you two scared the
hell out of me, the day you brought me to the administration office to meet Mrs. Lindsgy,
the day she dug out my persona effects envelope and gave me my name bracel €,
collecting dust for years. It was the day you ended my sentence, the day | discovered the
school was no longer my prison, that | wasfreeto go. | had my name back. | became an
Alkimidesagan.”

She flipped over the faceplatesin her palm, pushed one over JilI’s pale hand and the
other over Nicol€ s brown hand. They looked down &t them, bright against their wridts,
daring at the Alkimides samp.

Kassandratook their hands, tugged them around so that they faced their grandmother.
“By the grace and generosity of Lady Kallixene, we are Rexenor and Megalesos. We
are dso Dosianax, the house of the current king, may hisrule end soon. But abovedl,
we are Alkimides, the roya house of the Thalassogenéis, the chosen of the Lord of the
Sea, may hisrule never end.”

Lady Kalixene bowed to Kassandra, and then to her sgters.

“Welcome, Jill and Nicole, to our world.”

Nicole turned to Kassandra, opening her mouth, releasing the heavy fluid, an
expression of wonder struck deep into her features. “ So, thisis what you' ve been doing
al thistime?’

Kassandralaughed. “ Thisisn't half of it. Wait until you see the Rexenor fortress or the
Nine-cities” Her eyeswent unfocused at her own mentioning of the city, asif aparticular
distant memory had the power to magneticdly attract all of the thoughtsin her head
toward asingle point on some menta horizon.

JII put her hand on Kassandra s shoulder, bowed her head to Lady Kallixene, and
tried out her voice under the sea. “ Y ou took my bresth away, Grandmother.”

Kdlixene started to smile, but at that moment Kassandra—in aburst of possessed
rage—threw onefist above her head and half-sang haf-screamed the Alkimides war cry,
her voice asiren’s song that hooked their senses and chilled the thoughtsin their heads.

“On Alkimides!” She was ayoung woman on the outside. “Right of the
Earth-encircler, dark-haired Lord of the Seal” On theinside, part of her had been there,
storming the walls of Telkhines outposts with three thousand of the drowned dead—the
seed of the Olethren. “ Souls arise, with third fore-fathers by our sdes...” She drovethe
Tdkhinesfrom the Nine-cities, led the hunt for them to their old homesin Rhodes, and to
the ends of the earth.

“Wewill kill the old kingd”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

HOUSE REXENOR

Thefood of the Seaborn is smple, fish and arthropods making up the main disheswith
various plants of the sea—grownin thelight of Helios' Twin—used for flavoring. | have
heard that there are confectionersin the Nine-cities that create wonderful gelatin cakes,
but over dl, Seaborn fare appears very limited. It can be assumed that some Seaborn
traveling to the surface have found the cuisine above the waves so superior that living out
of the oceanis preferable.

—Muichael Henderson, notes

The Rexenor fortress blended into the volcanic stone of a serrated branch of the
mid-Atlantic mountain range, thousands of meters below the surface of the ocean, high
wallswith concave faces and needle-like spires shooting into pure black hydrospace. A
dance of light hit the Lasthenes Massif, a centra tower of lumpy rock rising above the
walls and capped with asmaler fortress. A cold blue orb floated a few hundred meters
abovethewadls, sporaying light in dl directions, mimicking the sun Jill and Nicole had | eft
behind. It shimmered in velvety bands off a protective shield that domed the entire
fortressand haf the mountain.

Lady Kalixene s party dove through the night, gliding on abarge as big as a school
bus on currents that knew no sun, through afluid asblack asink, adarknessthat played
with the human sensesin waysthat Jill and Nicole had never experienced. Light blinded
and hurt the senses. Darkness thrilled them until they spent every moment triving to
percelve. The sensesddighted inits purity.

JII suddenly understood why Kassandrareferred to anything that went up, rose, or
lifted aswrong or bad in some sense. Thin was evil and depth was good for people who
lived &t the bottom of the ocean.

Nicole pointed at asmdl array of lightslikefirefliesfanning out in the blacknessamile
way.
“Thosearemine,” said Lady Kallixene. “The perimeter guard has detected our
presence and they’ re preparing for our arrival, two lines of guardsto guide usto the front
getes.”

“What if it was atrap? What if we kidnapped you, took al of your guards hostage,
dressed up as Rexenors and came caling asthe Lady of the fortress?” Nicolesaditina
haf-joking tone.

Kdlixene stared a her with a serious expression. Shelet it fadeinto asmile. “Whois
this‘we' that will do these things?’

Nicole shrugged. “1 don't know. Me and Kass.”

Kallixene nodded. “We have ways of verifying our numbers and condition long before
we gpproach home.” She pointed into the nightwater, and Nicole, leaning forward,
caught faint outlines of soldiers, glints off pears, the flat mammdian cauda fins of
dolphinsand killer whales enlisted in the service of Rexenor. “They havetrailed usfor
miles. Not al the flashes of bioluminescence you see are anglerfishesand comb jllies.



Some of them are my own scouts, and...you and Kass do not know the codes with
whichwesgnd inresponse”

Nicole shook her head at what appeared to be bitter sarcasm in her grandmother’s
voice. “It just occurred to me, Lady Kadlixene. | didn’t mean to upset you.”

“Nothing ever just occurs when Lady Kassandra—or any Wreath-wearer—has a
finger init. Do not forget that.” She didn’t want to say it, but the words spilled out like a
tipped box of needles. “Y ou can bet that she has dready planned her own funera.”

Asif on cue, ablaze of pale bluelight streaked acrossthe night like a comet.

“Speak of the devil.”

Kassandra had not ridden the barge on its descent, instead bolting off to the east
without a goodbye-wave right after the ritual. Shetired of Kallixene's snippy tone and
her father’ s concerned questioning glare—which made her soul curl into ahot lump of
torment every time he caught her attention. Fear weighed down every word from hislips,
but it was something in his eyesthat pleaded with her to let him help her, that some
madness had crept into his daughter, and if she would just cometo her sensesfor a
moment, he would explain the method for expdlling it.

Of dl those present at the ritual, Kassandra felt her father might be the only onewho
had a hint of what she was planning. He had been the one with the bleed in the family,
and he was as accomplished a sorcerer as she knew—outside of her own head. She
couldn’t risk his questions. At least not in front of others.

She had kicked into the night—passing between the water as Eupheron put it, not
through the water—sobbing without tears, circling the coastline of the Bay of Biscay
twice before returning to meet the party asit arrived at the rebuilt fortress of House
Rexenor.

The pae green glow of the Wreath faded and went dark hafway through aspiraing
path under Lady Kallixene's party, and her persona guard snapped aert, drawing
swords at asignal from Phaidra.

Kdlixene had one of her guards signa the scouts to expect Lady Kassandraand let
her through their defenses, but frowned when they reported their ingbility to find her.

Just as Kallixene passed an angry reply to her sgnder, ahugekiller whae swept in
from theleft hand Side, gliding up to the edge of the barge with a saluting Rexenor soldier
in the saddle and Kassandra standing in a crouched position right behind the orca’'s
dorsd fin, her armstucked in hydrodynamicaly.

Asthey approached and s owed, Kassandra danced out of the archer’ s stirrups,
dipped around the front of the armored orcaman and pushed up the cheek-guards on his
helmet, leaning in to kiss him. She closed her eyes and kissed him again, harder. Then she
danced away, dapping the soldier on the shoulder before landing on Lady Kdlixene's
barge.

“Did you seethat?’ she said to Nicole and Jill. “King Eupheron has taught me to
suppress the damn Christmas-tree glow of the Wreath so you can’t see me coming.”

“Great. Just what we need.” Kalixene gave her sgnaler’ sarm asqueezeto tell himto
cancel her message to the scouts. She glared at the departing killer whae and itsrider.
“Who wasthat?" She snapped each word off like a prisoner’ sfingersin the hands of a
torturer. “How did you manage to—" She struggled to find aword other than infiltrate.
“—qget aride from one of my own house lords without gpprova ?’

Kassandrawaved in her escort’ s direction with apuzzled look, blinking asif hurt by
her grandmother’ s suspicion. “ That's Nereus, Menophon’ s handsome youngest son, the
escort you chose for me.” Then her confused expression and tone did into open
contempt. “1 thought we were supposed to be friendly. | arranged to meet my assigned
escort before he departed, and he happily agreed—more than happily. | believe his
wordswere, ‘| would do anything for you, Lady Kassandra.” | thought it was part of



your purpose in bringing three noblemen to my father’ s house, pairing them up with your
granddaughters. Please, | beg you to correct meif that was not your intention.”

Nicole shook her head, wondering how Kassandra had the audacity to schedule an
assignation with the young man, apparently for the sole purpose of using him to mock her
grandmother’ sfortress defenses.

Lady Kallixene closed her mouth, collected the line of attack she had organized, and
threw it away. She displayed a sharp smile and bowed her head. “I am pleased you
understood my intention so thoroughly, Lady Kassandra.”

“What are you girlsgoing to do first?” Gregor dipped back to St next to Kassandra,
his purpose to break up the tenson his biologica daughter had smuggled aboard. Jill and
Nicole sat cross-legged on the barge' sfloor, staring into the black space above,
occasiondly pointing out flashes of light.

Nicole glanced at Kassandra, held her eyesamoment, and then turned to Gregor and
said, “What did you do first when you came out of the sea, Dad?’

Helaughed bitterly. “1 was one of the king’ s porthmeus daves.”

Kassandra flinched and grabbed his arm, shaking him asif to jog something loose.
“The very fird time above the waves?’

He shook his head asif that set of memories belonged to another life and he had to
plugitinand giveit aminuteto come online. He blinked. “ Oh, yes. Mother took me
shopping in Boston when | was eight. We walked right out of the Charles River, into
downtown traffic, and ataxicab dmost hit me.” He laughed. “ She dragged me up and
down streets with nothing but clothing shops—and all the surfacers stared at us.”

Kdlixene sface brightened. “ And the only place you wanted to see was the store with
the big meta bear out front.”

Phaidralaughed. “ Thetoy store. | remember that!”

“F.A.O. Schwartz,” said Kalixene. “1 bought him a submarine made of little yellow
plastic blocks. It had little surfacers that went inside and they wore masksif they wanted
to explore our world.” Anticipating the next question, she added, “It survived the
Olethren and the destruction of the old fortress, buried in the sand.”

Gregor stared off into empty water with areminiscing smile. “1 remember how difficult
it wasto put together because there were so many little pieces and the box and directions
disntegrated before we reached home.”

He said theword “home” and squeezed his eyes closed to hold off tears.

“1 am deeply sorry.” Gregor blinked and looked at his daughters. “ Thereisareason |
do not visit the fortress often. The painted plaster wals of our housein New Hampshire
do not invade my dreams.”

Kassandratilted her head back, suddenly under-standing. “ The stone. Walls of
sone”

Hiseyesdid over to her. “1 have nightmares.” He nodded to JiI’s puzzled look. “The
lithotombs. | spent twelve yearsin them.”

“But they’refilled with air, | thought,” said Nicole,

Kdlixenefdl slent, folding her aams asif shewere cold, staring down at them.

“I cannot imagine the pain of the lithotombs,” said Phaidra

Kassandralooked at Kalixene, but she spoke to her aunt. “How long do you think
you could endureit, Lady Phaidra?’

“Not an hour!”

“No,” said Kassandraserioudy. “I mean redly. How long?’

Phaidralooked at Gregor who stared at the barge’ sfloor. Kallixene came out of her
daydream scowling at her granddaughter.

Kassandra asked her question again. “How long would you be able to survive the
lithotombs, Aunt Phaidra?’



“Why do you pressme, Lady Kassandra? | do not plan to find mysdlf insde one. Any
answer isirrlevant.”

“I would expect that very few of thosein the king' s prisons anticipated finding
themselvesthere, and yet, there they are, inside ablock of stone without the water on
their skin, screaming in panic, clawing their fingernails raw on the walls of asedled stone
box swinging from chainsin thefloor of the abyss. Punishment worse than death.” She
leaned toward Phaidra. “Guessif you must. Y ou know how curious | am. How long
would you last, Phaidra?’

“Kassandral” Kallixene s voice trembled with the shout, asif the question burned her.
“Pleage”

Kassandraleaned back. “It' sfunny, Grandmother.” There was nothing funny in her
voice. “Have you even been to the lithotombs? | can till hear the painin my father's
voice, shouting a me, caling me alia—through the stone wall, because he thought | was
another of King Tharsaleos ' tortures, the voice of agirl with his daughter’ s name taunting
him, trying to trick him. | relive the nightmare of running to find him in the prison. Of
running away from Nebraskainto an ocean | didn’t know with ademon | met the day
before to find my father in the abyss, and no matter how fast | swim, no matter how loud
| plead with Posaidon, | never makeit intime. | dways arrive minutes after the king has
taken him away. All | can hear isthering of the chainsthat once held the tomb to the
floor as Ochleros moves them with hisclaws.” She held her mouth shut, holding her teeth
so tight they hurt, locking eyeswith Kadlixene. | didn’t see any goddamn Rexenors
down there looking for him!

“I don't havetime, Lady Kassandra” Kallixene kicked away, grabbing athick waxy
tablet out of an assstant’ s hands, marking it with astylus, and handing it back.

“When?’ Kassandratrailed her.

“Y ou have done nothing but torment me since we came above the waves. Please give
me some peace.”

“Not until | get what | camefor.”

“And then you will give me peace? What isit? More about your father?” She
beckoned her to one side of the main assembly hall, avast room with raised benches and
her throne, and then into an empty dining hall.

Kassandrafollowed, shoulder to shoulder, glaring at her. “Torment you? Y ou saw my
father on the barge. Y ou did that to him, Grandmother.”

Kallixene held ahand up while she sealed the door behind them.

Kassandra continued in an enraged whisper. “Y ou fed my father to the
Wreath-wearer.” Everything that had been building since Kallixene had cut short their
argument in the backyard stacked up in the front of her mind.

Kalixene whirled with an accusing finger pointed at her. “Heloved Ampharete, and
hewilling—"

“Hehad nowill!” She shouted at Kalixene. “ Once my mother wanted him, he had no
will. Shut up, Mother!” Her gaze flew back to her grandmother. “Y ou might aswell
have cut him up and fed him to sharks. They would have treated him with more
kindness.”

“How dareyou!”

Kassandrathrew her arms above her head in exasperation. “Why does everyone use
that phrase with me? Asif you or anyone can do anything to limit what | dare.”

Kalixeneglared a her, grinding her teeth.

”Go on, Grandmother.” Kassandra stone softened. She's bluffing. Call her oniit,
steer the talk toward bleeding. “1 can see plainly how you maneuver. Y ou think you
dill have enough to take me on?’



“The Megdesiosline does not bleed quickly.”

“Quicker than you think.”

“And you have your father’ s bleed.”

“Nearly dl of it.”

Kallixene accepted defeat, dropping her shoulders. “With two bleeds you are—"

“I havefour of them.” The shock of risng emoation frightened her. She tried not to sob.
“I amamonger, Kdlixene. My head isso full it fedsasif it will explode.” Sheloosened
her fists and took in adeep pull of the ocean.

Kdlixene s shock tightened al the musclesin her face. “Four? Isthat even possible?’

“Without losing my sanity?1’m not sure...I’ m not sure I’ d know it when—or if—the
answer ever comestome.” Usetheword ‘trust’ in a statement. She will follow,
defeated. Chase with an apology. “Or if I'd even trust you enough to tell you.”

Thefury died in Kalixene seyes. “Y our anger frightensme. Y ou are nothing like the
girl who followed Ephorosinto the sea.”

“No, I’'m not...anymore. Ephorosisdead, and | have grown up. I’m sorry. It'snot as
if I'm angry enough to kill you—I wouldn't have given you this much time to argue about
itif that weretrue. | wouldn't even be speaking to you if | did not think—"

“If you did not think you would get something from me?’

Kassandra hit her with ahard focus, nodding. “Y ou do have ingght into what the
Wreath-wearers are like, Grandmother. It will makethiseasier.”

“Eager towhat?”’

“Asyou said, hurt you.” Kassandra whispered the words. “1 love you, Grandmother.
If I had achoice, | would not ask anything of you. Y ou have dready given onelifeto the
Alkimidesline”

“I have given many.”

“1 am gpeaking of your own blood. Of your own flesh, my lady.”

Her grandmother lowered her eyes. “In private, cal me Kallixene. Y ou did amoment

Kassandra leaned forward, about to say something, and stopped hersdlf, sudying her
grandmother. That was very smooth. It’s some kind of reliance-building tactic she's
throwing back at me. Does she keep up the title and formality in order to have this
kind of disarming leverage when she needsit? | was close to accepting it without
thinking. She offers a high value gift that creates an obligation, and obligations
can be called in. Damn, you are good at this, Kallixene.

Kassandra gave her aquick bow of her head. “1 cannot get a straight answer out of
the othersinside, but | think | have finaly figured what the Wreath redly is—part of its
purpose & least. It' sa strategy engine. An instant generd—just add seawater. It was
Lord Poseidon’ s attempt to better the ruling power of the Seaborn, something likea
benign monarch development process. | want to do the right thing...only there are days |
think that...” She shook her head, hesitating over the rest of her statement.

“What?’

“Benignity isoverrated. | have athousand plots going, Kdlixene, dl in pots on the
gove, and haf of them are on high—everything eseissmmering. | have ascheduling
system in here—" She tapped the side of her head. “—that giganto-corporate project
managerswould kill for. | have the generdship of Andromache plugged so far into my
brain, she can become a part of me any time | wish. | haveimmortals at my beck and
cal. The ocean has submitted to me. | can open my eyes acertain way and see
walkways right through the air...because thereismoisturein it. And | cannot stop until
Tharsdeosis off thethrone. | have four bleeds of power coming into me at once.
Compared to my mother, compared to any of the Telkhines, compared to any other
Wreath-wearer, | am amongter.”



Kdlixenelooked at her interror. “ Or agoddess.”

“And the differenceis?’

Kallixene scowled, confused, and her eyes sarted filling with tears. It waslike some
devil’ s bargain, coming back to haunt her, returning again and again, taking more. “What
do you want from me, Kassandra?’ She sobbed the words.

“Y ou bargained with her. | want the same thing the last Wreath-wearer wanted.”

Kalixene seyesfilled with agush of fresh tears, but she didn’t understand, shaking
her head. “Y our father?’

“One of your children, Kalixene. I'm talking about Phaidra.” Kassandra brought out
the third bracelet with the Alkimides name on it and handed it to Kalixene. “Thisisfor
Aunt Phaidra. | need her to be my eyesinsde the City, and shewon't be ableto get in
with her head on her shoulders as a Rexenor.” Kassandraturned at the door. “I love
you, Grandmother. | promise you that | will do everything in my power to seethat aslittle
harm as possible comesto her. If | succeed, Rexenor will return from exilein greater
gtanding than any other house in the Nine-cities. | will seeto it personaly.”

“Why don't you get dong with Lady Kallixene?’

Nicol€' s question took afew secondsto penetrate Kassandra s mood as they kicked
across the assembly hdl, weaving through smal groups of Rexenors awaiting judgment or
approvas from the Lady of Rexenor. Some looked up, staring at the two ssters asthey
passed.

“Itisnot your enemieswho are most likely to thwart your plans, but your friends.”

“Okay, now try answering me without maxims, Ms. Bonagparte. And that’ sit. You've
used up your ‘thwart’ ticket. Y ou only get onethwart in alifetime. I’ d better not hear that
word out of your mouth ever again.”

Kassandra stopped in the water, one side of her mouth turned up, afinger crossing
her heart. “Not aslong aswelive. | promise. ‘Frusirate’ ?’

“‘Frugrate’ isfine. How about just plain old ‘ prevent’ ? What’ swrong with
‘prevention’ ? Why should anyone suffer the indignity of being thwarted?’

“How come you get to use thwa—the T-word so much? And | only get one?’

Nicole shrugged smply. “I’'m on the Dean’s Ligt. Y ou' re not. Honors students get
certan privileges”

“Speaking of, has anyone mentioned the library?’

“What library? Whoa.” Nicole grabbed her shoulder. “No changing the subject. Not
until you tell mewhat’ s up with you and Lady Kallixene.”

Kassandra' s thoughts had aready started plodding down amenta side street. “Didn’t
Napoleon crown himsaf emperor?’

“Something like that. Pope Pius the Seventh wasn’t good enough. Napoleon handed
over apileof land to the Vatican in exchange for the approval of placing the crown on his
own head. Thinking of doing the same?’

Kassandralooked at her with an unreadable expression. “1’m not asking anyone's
approval. It sthe former king or queen—or someone honorable—who traditionaly
crownsthe new one, but there’sno way I’'m going to let my murdering grandfather place
the crown of the ruler of al the Seaborn on anyone' s head. | will do the crowning
mysdf.”

Nicole elbowed her. “Enough. Tell me about you and Lady Kallixene.”

“Okay.” Shelooked around to seeif anyone was watching them. “ Thisway.”
Kassandragrabbed her sister’ swrigt, turned, and hauled her to the end of the crowded
assembly hal, down abrightly lit tunne and into alarge room with alow celing, full of
armor on racks.

“Where arewe going?’



“Where we can't be overheard. Sound travelsfast through water.” Kassandra
snapped the lock on the door, turned and gestured over her shoulder, in the direction of
the hal where Lady Kallixene oversaw dl of House Rexenor’s adminidiration. “1t' s not
that we don’'t see eyeto eye. It' sthat we do.”

Nicole frowned at her.

Kassandra frowned back. “1 would trust her with my life, but not my schedule or my
plans. She meddiestoo mu—"

“Kassl Ligten to yoursdlf. That's shit and you know it. Y ou tell methe real reasons.”
Nicole glared, her fists going tight. “ And you better not give me one more bullshit
Wreath-wearer line.”

Kassandrajabbed afinger at her. " Then you better be damned sure you want to hear
this” she shouted, holding Nicol€ s eyes, surprised at the strength of her mental
defenses.

Nicole swallowed, leaned back, and nodded her head. “ Please? It hurtsto seeyou
two fight. | fed the anger whenever you're in the same room. | thought you loved her.”

“I do, okay?’ Kassandra nodded. “ K&l lixene made the decision to bring meinto this
world.” Kassandra glanced around the empty room. “ And she traded my father to
Amphareteto have me.”

“Traded? To your mother?’

“Do you know why my mother named me Kassandra?’

“After the greastest Rexenor lord. You' vetold me.”

“But do you know why?’

Nicole shook her heed.

“Because my father, Gregor Lord Rexenor, was going to be the next Kassander, but
she knew he wasn't going to makeit through al of this...intact. | amn named after my
mother’ sand Kallixene' s two-bleeds-in-one-person experiment! | am named after the
origina promise of the man who got used up in the research, Nicole.”

“But Dad’ sawesome. HE s—”

“Dad isn't even atenth of the man he was when he was our age. Dad was one of the
most powerful sorcerersin this place. Dad could talk to the old ones of Rhodes, what
remains of the Telkhines. Dad had his own seadragon. Do you know who carries around
the other ninety-something percent of what used to be his power? Me! | dieevery timel
look a him—becauseit'smewho’skilling him. And | can’'t even cry about it! | am his
destroyer, Nic, and my mother and my grandmother made mewhat | am. Isthiswhat
you wanted to hear?’

Nicole shook her head, her mouth open but empty of words, her eyesfilling up.

“No Wreath-wearer bullshit, Nicole. Welcome to my family. Just desperate plansfor
regaining the throne and restoration of an exiled great house—and we' |l walk over our
own goddamn children to get there.”

Nicole grabbed Kassandra by the shoulders, her tears smearing the water in front of
her face. She embraced her Sster and held her so tight that the wound on her right side
throbbed.

“I'm sorry.” Kassdug her chininto Nicol€ s shoulder. “1 should havetold you this. |
need you. To hold me together. Just for alittle while longer. Y ou are the smart one.
You'retheartist. Y ou're the Renaissance Woman. Y ou' re on that damned Dean'sList.”
Her voice dropped to awhisper. “Please. | will give you anything. Just promise me you
will help me get that murderer off the throne.”

“I promise” Nicolereleased her, holding her at armslength, trying to read anything in
her dark eyes. “We'ressters. | promise.”

Kassandra closed her eyes, shivering, her face going pae.

“Areyou okay?’



Kassandrawaved at her wearily. “Fine. | did something...and | don't think it worked
theway | wanted it to. Besides, you want to ask me something.”

“1 do?1 mean, yes, | do.”

“What isit?’

“Areyou...” Nicole heditated. “ Are you the disease or the cure?’

“I'm the Wreath-wearer. Part of me doesn’'t even think in those terms. Part of meis
scared that | am thefirg”

“Okay,” shesad dowly. “I don't understand why you don'’t take the throne right
NOW.

Kassandra pointed to her head. “Becauseit’ stelling me I’m not ready. | ill need
many things. Some of the thingsit wantsmeto do | can’t even tel you—or I'm ashamed
totell you. Onel can. | need an army—either created and trained by me, persuaded to
fight for me, or somehow compelled or paid to fight. Less than five thousand.”

“From where?’

“I’ve answered that a hundred ways. Everything from kidnapping Navy SEALsto the
appearance of an entirearmy out of thinair. A hundred paths. I've set them dl in motion.
One of them is bound to succeed.”

Nicolelooked doubtful. “ SEALs—asin dite fighting forces?’

Kassandra placed ahand on her hip. “Not redlly kidnapping. Y ou don’t think | could
persuade them?’

“How?" Ananswer shot to the surface of her mind and she blushed.

“What do you take mefor?’ Kassandra s mock anger did off her face, replaced with
ascheming smile. “Sure, | could do them dl. | did think of that—but only because | was
listing every possible method of getting them to fight for me.”

“And how would you actually doit?’

“Givethem the curse. If | have assessed them correctly, very few would refusetojoin
mein return for the powers you now have.”

Inawhisper, Nicolesaid, “I guess | can seethat. One more?’

“Sure” Theword was bright, aforced cheerfulness, and the effort it took was
obvious.

“I haveto know. Did you plan to tell methis? | mean what you said about your
mother and Lady Kallixene. Isthis part of some schedule?’

Kassandra nodded before she even considered alie, and then alook of panic hit her
features. “I’m s0 sorry. | am the Wreath-wearer. | can’'t turnit off. | haveit dl in here.
Down to you standing up to me and squeezing metight and forcing me to shed my tear
and summoning Ochleros with—"

“Lady Kassandra,” said the demon’srumbling voice. “1 have brought Lady
Nikoletta s armor and sword as you requested.”

Nicole spun away from Kassandra, glaring at Ochleros.

“Pleas=believeme, Nic.”

“It'sokay.” Nicole sounded distracted, and held up one hand approvingly. “1 stood
up toyou. | think | expected it. | would have...I had aready made up my mind not to
believeyou if you said thiswasn't planned. | promised without making it acondition on
therest. | will help you.” She stared at the knee-length hauberk of silver scales Ochleros
held out to her. “Y ou' re giving me my own armor?’

“And asword.”

Nicole kicked up to Ochleros, unafraid, and took the armor off a tiff frame made
from what looked like atree of somewoody kind of cora. There was more scale armor
clothing folded over one of the branches.

“Pantstoo?’

Kassandra nodded. “Put them on. Thisisathree-dimensiona world. They can come



at you from any direction. An attack from underneeth is especidly effective. Y ou don’t
want a spear up your twat.”

“That's—" Nicole stuttered the next word. She squeezed her legs together, looking
down with aworried look. “—d-dishonorable!”

“To say theleast.” Kassandralaughed.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

TRIBUNAL AT SEA

The Wregth of Posaidon was agift of the Lord of the Seato the Alkimidesfamily for
their victory over the Seaborn Roya House, Telkhines. Bitter, asare many gifts of the
seq, the Wreath quickly became aburden to the new Roya House, steering the
Alkimides more than guiding them in their rule over the Seaborn.

—Michael Henderson, notes

Deputy Art Ramirez of the Monterey County Sheriff’ s Department stepped cautioudy
from his patrol vehicle, coming around the back to use the armored sedan for cover. He
twisted up the magnification on his lenses and scanned the spectral data of the compact
car parked in the weeds next to a couple of wind-gnarled cypresstrees. A week’slayer
of sand and dust coated the old Toyota compact, opaquely sheeting the windows. He
noted the lack of footprints near the vehicle and approached cautioudy.

Nothing appeared out of the ordinary in the scan of the car, blocks of color with alot
of warm pink because the sun had baked the metal and plastic body for . . .

SaStat cut into his comm in a pleasant woman' svoice with, “The target vehicle
appeared in its current location between 08:14 hours PST October 4 and 17:50 hours
PST October 4.”

Deputy Ramirez crouched down and wiped the sand from the Toyota srear license
plate with one gloved hand, and whispered, “ Nine days.”

Satellite Status continued after acomputationdly intensve pause with, “Single
occupant for the target vehicle, possibly femae, shoes. no, footprints lead west from
vehicle, terminate in the Pacific Ocean.”

Ramirez stood up, turning to face the low wind-smoothed dunes. Nothing but the gulls
crying and grass shooting from caps of creamy sand.

The plate-run status service cut in, thistime in aman’ s clipped tones, “ Target vehicle
registered to CorinaLairsey. C-O-R-I-N-A. First name. L-A-1-R-S-E-Y . Last name.
Femae. Age Twenty-two. Height: five feet seven inches, one hundred and seventy point
oneeight centimeters...”

Helet the voice dide into the background as he scraped the powder off the rear
driver’sssdewindow and peered inside. Corina Lairsey’ s clothes and shoes had been
thrown into the backsest on top of what |ooked like alarge musical instrument case, and
next to it, awad of eastic webbing used to hold scubatanksin place.

Ramirez straightened, achill running under hisarmor. “ Repest that, Status.”

The service paused for context and then responded. “ Report filed October 6 with
MPU. CorinaLairsey reported last seen AM October 4.”

Ramirez stwelve-year-old daughter, Catherine, was taking diving lessonsin Sand
City while he stood beside the vehicle of adiver who had gpparently gone into the Pecific
nine days before and never come out.

“Stat, | need a Coast Guard notify on CorinaLairsay, and avehicle pick up.”

The deputy climbed to the peak of the dunes and stared out at the Pacific Ocean,
empty except for rec traffic, mostly sailboats. “Where did you go, CorinalLairsey?’



“CorinaLarssy?

She couldn’t focus, her thoughts gathering too much momentum to stop when she
needed them to, stumbling by like adrunk trying to stick akey in alock. She heard
someone caling her name through the ice-cold a cohol rinse she seemed to be soaking in.
It was aman’ svoice, with an accent she couldn’t place, something close to Spanish. For
amoment, she dreamed that the voice was Aleximor’sreal one, that she' d been rescued
and Aleximor had been expelled, and her body was hers again.

But it wasn't hisvoice.

Therewas atorrent of thoughts doshing around her mind, the rush of afear so
deep-cutting it hurt to remember, and looking back meant blindness.

Don't look back. You're not going back. He's going to kill you. He' s going to kill
you slowly.

The scenein front of Aleximor’s eyes pushed through her defenses.

She saw the captain of a ship and two other officers ditting across from her. Corina's
thoughts coal esced, and took in the scene as clearly as she was able to through whatever
psychologica game Aleximor was playing. What' s wrong with you? Did they give you
something to...um...calm your nerves? It doesn’t feel like you're pretending. After a
moment’ s consideration, she added, | don’t need you weirding out on me.

He rocked back and forth, staring vacantly at the table, occasiondly glancing up at the
three men.

Shedidn't like the cold bureaucratic looks the officers wore.

Oh my God, they're going to try me and execute me.

They’d caught her with scissors, blood everywhere, running down her arm, Pinnet’s
body on the floor—obvioudy one of the crew—and there she was with the murder
wegpon. Thoughts piled up in her mind, tumbling over one another. What kind of laws
prevail at sea? Can they hang me from the yardarm? Plank walking. International
waters. Whose jurisdiction? No passport, sold into slavery, Interpol, South
American prison, Count of Monte Cristo, nameless grave. She thought of never
seeing her sster or aunt again. She thought about the cool Pecific on her skin—her own
skin, about her music, about her car parked next to a cypresstree, baking in the dry
Cdiforniasun.

Cypress branches, the symbol of mourning.

The oldest of the ship’ s officers, agray haired grandfatherly man, watched her with
intense rust-brown eyes. He leaned across the table, diding his hat aside and patting the
arm of the man on hisleft, ahuge angry bald man in an officer’ s uniform with ahandgun
inaholgter on thetablein front of him.

The captain said softly, “Miss Lairsey? Please tell uswhat happened.”

A sharp hiting anger uncoiled insde Corina. When did you kill Mr. Pinnet? How
many days have passed?

She remembered adream of night, infinite darkness, loose gravel under her bare fest,
blindness, and a strong wind at her back, asif she had been teleported somewhere
outside her body.

Where have | been?

Aleximor wastight with his memories and thoughts, and it was only when helet his
guard down or in his dreams that Corina picked them up clearly. He opened something
up in hissoul and told her, Two days have passed, Corina. | thought you might tell
me where you have been. | have called for you. | thought you had somehow fallen
into insanity or...departed.

She spent afew seconds entertaining insanity and how pleasant that might be.

What do they want? Tell them that Pinnet tried to rape me, he touched me, tried
to rip my clothes off.



Her own voice, rough with pain, echoed her thoughts for the uniformed menin the
room. “Pinnet attacked me and tried to rape me, he touched me, and tried to tear off my
clothes”

Corinawondered if Aleximor had been playing the confused victim in order to buy
timefor her, because he suddenly lifted his head, making eye contact with the officers
and spoke clearly.

“He held my hands down, and then | kicked him.”

Say in character. You need to put some pain back in your voice. Look, the older
one’ s shouldersjust dropped. He' srelieved to hear you say Pinnet attacked you.
This was self-defense. Tell them that everything happened so fast. The man pinned
you to the bed and the next second you wer e grabbing the scissors out of the
bathroom drawer. Tell them!

Aleximor dided up the menta disarray. “ Every...thing. It happened very quickly. He
pinned meto the bed. | did not know what to do. |—"

The next thing you remember!

“The next thing | remember...| was taking the scissors from the drawer and...and...”

You don’'t know what happened next. It's all a blur.

He brought her voice down to awhisper. “I do not remember what happened after
thet.”

Now, cover your face with your hands. Can you cry?

Aleximor gasped loudly and sobbed into his hands.

Not bad. Don't overdo it.

The captain cleared histhroat. “| gpologize, MissLairsey. | am so sorry.”

Don’'t look up. Keep your head down. It’ s the older one in the middle speaking.

“I am Martim Teixeira, Captain of the Maria Draughn. Mr. Pinnet was a...violent
man, and | am terribly sorry for what has happened.”

Corinawondered what kind of name Ta-shay-rah was.

“MissLarsey,” sad the skinny boyish looking officer to the captain’ sright in a polite
British accent. “I...er...have afew questions for you. I’'m Second Officer McHutcheon. |
cover themedical needs of the crew. Can you explain the skin between your fingers?’

Smile sheepishly. Corinafdt Aleximor tense up. Don’t know what a sheep is?
Guiltily, asif your friends talked you into getting your nipples pierced. More
musclestensing. Didn’t you do anything outrageous when you were a kid—just to
piss off your parents? Hurry! Make a face. Say, “ It's all the rage in Hollywood.
Cosmetic mermaid surgery. All the girlsare getting it done.” Say it just like that.

“..dl thegirlsare getting it done.”

McHutcheon stared at Corinaasif an eye had opened in the middie of her forehead.

Shrug your shoulders and glare at him defiantly. Do it!

“Fine” said McHutcheon softly, not knowing how to respond to someone who
purposefully mutilated her hands. Cdlifornians, they were notorious for such behavior.
“Canyou tdl me, Miss Lairsey, what happened to Mr. Pinnet’ s eyes?’

Oh shit. He ate them?

“Miss Lairsey, we looked around my cabin when we cleaned up...after the mess, and
hiseyes...they’ regone.”

Tell themyou don’t remember. Say it, “ 1 don’t know.” Put your face in your
hands, sob a little.

“I don’t know,” whispered Aleximor, curling into a shuddering knot, burying hisface
inhishands.

The room was il except for Corina strembling and sniffling. The three officers
watched her with varying levels of concern. The second officer, Trevor Aldrich, wason
Teixeird sleft. Hisfingers played with the snap on the holster strap, hislittle finger tapping



the handgun’ s black plastic grip.

Aldrich cleared histhroat. “Miss Lairsey. | have a couple questions.”

Aleximor looked up, eyes puffy and red, then hewent into afull breakdown with tears
streaming down hisface. “ Stop staring a me, please. | am not amongter. | don’t know
what happened. | don’t remember.”

Yes, you are.

The captain and M cHutcheon looked away, uncomfortable. Aldrich seemed unmoved
by the display. “Thisdoesn't have anything to do with Pinnet’ s attack. I'm smply
curious”

Corinafelt something heavy drop inside her body. Aleximor sensed danger in
Aldrich'stone.

Aleximor brought Corina svoice low and solemn. “What isit?’

“We brought you on board and you had a sealed container for your driver’slicense
and afew other possessions.” He gestured casudly with an open hand. “Why are there
two ringsin the pouch when, with the skin between your fingers, you cannot wear rings?’

Ha! Get out of that one. What you get for fucking with my hands!

Aleximor nodded, relieved, wiping the tears from his eyes. “They belonged to my
mother. She and my father died ina...terrible. . .

Fucker! Car accident. Say it. A drunk driver killed them.

..and | carry themfor...” Aleximor’ swhispering voicetrailed off. He wasfishing for
something to say.

Damn you! You carry them because they mean a lot to you, it’s like Momiswith
me, when | carry them.

“...because they remind me of my mother, asif sheiswith mewhen | carry them.”

“Return everything to Miss Lairsey,” said the captain, annoyed a Aldrich’ s question.
Aleximor’s eyes dropped to his hands, but he looked up at the dim watertight pouch
Aldrich did acrossthe table, grabbing the gun on the return trip and putting it out of Sght.

“I’'msorry,” said Aldrich roughly. “1 didn’t mean to upset you further.” Hedidn't ask
his last question—why there were four pieces of what looked like bonein the sedlable
pouch.

“| think we are done for now, MissLairsey,” said Teixeira, turning to McHutcheon.
“Can shereturn to your cabin, Daniel ?’

“Yes, sr. Theroom’ s been cleaned. We don't have any women'’ s clothing on board.
Sorry, Miss Lairsey, but we have collected something for you to wear.”

Aleximor bowed Corina’ s head dmost to the table and whispered dejectedly, “ That
will befine. Thank you.”

M cHutcheon continued asif speaking of nothing more serious than the wesether.

“We ve zipped Pinnet in the bag and put him in the cooler on deck three. Phari turned
the refrigeration on for me. | can perform a cursory examination for cause of death, Sir.”

Teixeracleared histhroat, indicating with asour look that, athough aresponse was
required, he found it distasteful. “ The insurance company suggested it and more. | told
them we would do what we could.” He held up ahand to stop M cHutcheon from
continuing the discussion, and turned to Aldrich. “ Seethat Miss Lairsey getsto her room
sdfdy, Trevor.”

“Sr.” Aldrich stood, scraping his chair againgt the rough wood floor.

Heled Corinaup aflight of metal sairsinto the sunlight. Aleximor, stunned for a
moment, held his hands over his eyes, squinting painfully at the dark blue surface of the
ocean off the starboard side the Maria Draughn. He breathed in alungful of the seaair.

“Beautiful.”

“Thisway, MissLairsey,” said Aldrich, directing her aong the open corridor to a
white painted meta door standing gar at the other end. They went through it, down a



flight of stairs, turned right at the crossing of two long hdlways. They made aleft down a
short hal with awhite meta wall a the end, blank except for abig red fire extinguisher
below asign that had theword “Fire” in haf adozen languages.

He opened McHutcheon' s cabin with his set of keys, and held the door for her. At
the threshold, he gave Corinaa curt nod, his face tight with something he wanted to say.
“I don’'t trust you,” he managed in alow voice. “1 don't know what it is about you, but
you haven't been truthful .”

Aleximor took thisin with an appropriate blank stare. “I am not certain | understand
you.” His gaze dropped to the name badge. “ Officer Aldrich.”

Aldrich didn’t answer, but gave her another nod and extended hisarm to the door.

Corina s thoughts sharpened to abitter edge. Which means you will be thefirst to
die, Officer Aldrich.

Aleximor latched the door and made acareful circuit of the room, looking in al the
cornersfor intruders before smiling to himsaf and responding to Corina. “Y ou heartless
villain. Aldrichisnot next.”

It seemed to me your obvious next move. Who then?

“The physician, McHutcheon.”

Why? | liked him. He scared me the least of the three.

“Did you not catch the current—the curiosity—in his tone when he asked about Mr.
Pinnet’ seyes? Not Aldrich, but McHutcheon. He is meddliesome, but incautious. Aldrich
iswary, and anticipates amove againgt him. It will not comefor days.”

Saving the best for last?

“I would not say best, but the one who possesses a moderate amount of common
sense. Intelligence, wisdom, these are smpler things to manipulate. Common senseis
another matter. The captain is another oneto watch.” Aleximor stopped to ponder
something. “Corina” He paused asif sdlecting hiswords carefully. “Y ou have astonished
me severa times...in the great similarity in the turn of our minds.” He actudly sounded
nervous, which scared Corinamore than hisanger. “We are dike in many ways, and, in
such ashort number of days, | have come to have a high opinion of your judgment. So
much, that | cannot help fancying that with enough time together you and | will grow
to...enjoy each other’s company.”

Please...Her thoughts begged for aresponse, rolling awkwardly over each other.
Don't. | can't...Shereined in every stray notion, held them in mentd fistswith knuckles
going white, and then continued in acontrolled manner. At thistime | can only consider
you an unavoidable evil. | see no resemblancein our characters, motives, or
judgments, and certainly nothing that approaches a faithful portrait. And because
nearly al of her thoughts surfaced as something Aleximor heard: Why am | speaking like
this?

“Haveit asyou choose, dear heart. We must dance together for sometime. Until |
can devise amethod for extracting you.”

Shedidn’t want to pisshim off, either. What did you expect? That my acceptance
of thiswould be ready, that | would be grateful? | said unavoidable. It doesn’t
mean | won't speak to you. Or think to you...or whatever thisis called.

“I happily accept that, Corina Lairsey.”

Go to themirror.

Shefelt her body tense up. * For what?’

Normally one stands before a mirror to see what one looks like. | just want to
see what you’ ve done to me.

Aleximor made hisway to the alcove that served as the cabin’ s bathroom, pushing the
accordion door back as he stepped insde.

| look like shit! | have bags under my eyes. Ponytail’ s still tied—and a Bride of



Frankenstein stripe of white hair. I’ m still wearing the sweatshirt and pants you
killed Pinnet in? And that’ s blood all over me? You didn’t change? Shedidn’'t wait
for himto answer. You' ve let me go to hell. Open my mouth! Holy fuck! Brush my
teeth! You let me sit in front of those three—and speak—with my teeth looking like
that?

“How do | brush my tegth?’

Corinasighed. You sea people—they must be rotting in your skulls.

He grinned, showing her teeth again in the mirror. * Sharks do not clean theirs.”

They also have several sets of them. There should be a tube of something. Thisis
the doctor’ s cabin, so there must be toothpaste. Look at the bed. | think someone’'s
laid clothes out for me. There may be other stuff.

There were two pairs of sweatpants about her size, two T-shirts, one afaded black
cotton, another with jVamos a vacilar! in bold white letters. Aleximor picked through a
plastic baggy full of what looked like supplies someone had accumulated from various
Mexican resort hotels, a toothbrush, tube of toothpaste, hair brush, shower cap, arazor
and little bottles of shampoo and lotion.

Helooked at therazor curioudy.

That’s for my legs.

Corinafdt the musclesin her face tighten into aquestioning scowl. Aleximor twirled
the handl e between two fingers. “How do you use thisfor your legs?’

Shaving. Underarms too.

“Must 1?7’

Yes, it is...expected. With you in here, | am dreading taking a shower. | don’t
even want to think about...other things.

“A shower?’

People up here take a shower or bath, get in the water once a day to clean off.

“Do they redly? And Mr. Rinnet?’

Apparently had a disregard for society’ srules. Probably didn’t brush his teeth
either. Most people take a shower every day. They get up, they brush their teeth,
they take a shower, they go to work or school.

“And what did you do, Corina?’

God, it sthe weirdest thing, hearing my own voice ask me questions. | went to
school. | worked in a coffee shop in downtown SJ.

“What sort of school ?”

Music. | play the cello. I'ma comp major.

Which meant nothing to Aleximor. “Comp? What isa chello?’

Composition. It means | am being trained to compose, to make music. Acellois
a string instrument, usually played with a bow.

“I have not played in many years.”

Centuries.

“Yes” hesaid dmogt sadly. He made a defensel ess gesture toward the baggy full of
bathroom supplies and the sink. “If you would, Coring, instruct me in what to do.”

Teeth first. Get the tube and the little brush. The big brush isfor my hair. Open
the cap. Squeeze a little onto the bristles. A little! Okay, wipe some of that off. Not
on the damn towel! Scrape a little off with your finger and let it go down the drain.
Turn the water on. Right knob is cold water. Now brush.

Aleximor stuck the brush in tentatively and the toothpaste spread over her molars. He
pushed harder, rubbing the paste into the teeth.

He gagged, hiseyeswatering. “ Buggering Hades!” He bent forward and spit foam all
over the counter. A spray of white hit themirror. “It hurts! Thispasteis poison.” He
cupped water in his hand and durped it into her mouth, spitting and coughing.



It's minty. All toothpaste is like that. Don’t be such a weakling. You didn’t even
start brushing. At least two minutes in there. Come on.

He reluctantly stuck the brush back in her mouth, pushing it long her teeth and gums,
making painful faces, glaring at himsdf in the mirror—and in effect, glaring a Corina. “If
thisissome sort of trick, | will make you pay.” He used the same tone he had used with
the corpse of Pinngt, tdlling it that he would make them al pay, but with the toothbrush
and amouthful of foaming toothpaste, Corina had trouble understanding his threat, and
s0 sheignored him.

Soit it all out. Rinse the brush. Okay, let’s move on to the hair. Take the ponytail
out. Let’s see what we have to work with.

Her hair came out of the ponytail like an unfolding dragon, snapping and shuddering
like chiropteran wings—everything short of breathing fire. Her hair stuck out and poked
her shouldersin stiff wiry bundles.

That’sjust gross. My hair’ s crunchy. $hit, | need a shower.



CHAPTER TWENTY

AT THE CAPTAIN'STABLE

Naiads are long-lived river witches, descendents of the Potameides, with far-reaching
powers over freshwater lakes and rivers. Some of them have cultivated powers over rain
sorms. They aretraditionaly at odds with—and sometimes outright enemies of—the
Seaborn, but Kassandra managed to sway an entire family to help her fight the greeat
army of the drowned deed, the Olethren, carrying out her plans with freezing rain and
wegther.

—Muichael Henderson, notes

Bend over. Place the towel evenly on both sides, bring them together at the
forehead and twist. Tighter. Okay, now straighten up and push the top over my
head. That'sit.

Aleximor stood in front of the mirror with a decent towe twist. The black T-shirt,
which smelled strongly of laundry detergent, wastoo short, curling just above Corina' s
navel. The faded blue sweets were baggy, bunching up around the ankles, and hung so
low on Corina' s hips, it showed the top of the V-cut of her pelvis. She sighed to herself
when Aleximor’ s eyes dropped to the skin above the waistband.

Fourteen or four-hundred, that's still all you males think about. God, I’ m totally
skanked in these. Maybe you can make a belt or something.

“If thewaist of the pantsis excessvely low, that is skanked?’

Something like that. 1t s not something |—or even you—should strive for. Open
the drawer next to the sink. See if the doc has safety pins.

Five minuteslater, with blood 0ozing from pin sticksin both thumbs, and Aleximor in
asour mood, Corina had her way and the sweatpants clung nicely over her hips. They
dill belled around her feet, but that couldn’t be helped without cutting them, and they had
probably confiscated al the scissors during Pinnet’ s cleanup.

A knock on the door brought Aleximor around, bringing his webbed hands up into
claws. Hefroze, a song starting in histhroat.

Say, who isit?

Hecleared histhroat. “Whoisit?’

“Aldrich, MissLairsey. The captain has asked meto escort you to the dining room for
lunch.”

Aleximor turned to look in the mirror with aquestioning stare.

Don’t you know anything? Tell himwe' re not ready. Come back in ten minutes.

“We re—I am not ready, Mr. Aldrich. Will the captain alow me ten more minutes?’

“Certainly. I'll wait hereinthe hdl.”

Let’slook at my hair. Hang the towel. Don’t just throw it on the floor.
Let’s...um...run my fingers through my hair. Oh. It doesn’t work with the mermaid
hands. Get the brush. What do the Seaborn do with their hair?

“Braids, for the most part.” He brushed her hair straight and used onefinger to split it
into three even sections. “Most commonly in three braids, two on the Sde, oneinthe
center.”



Interesting. Do you know how to braid hair? And keep it down. Mr. Common
Senseisright outside the door.

“Certainly,” hewhispered. “Men braid their hair aswell.”

Really? I’ d like to see that.

“Itismainly a preparation for war—or specia occasions.” Aleximor stared into the
distance, hisvison going foggy as he concentrated on twisting and looping Corind s hair
into braids. He found rubber bandsin one of the bathroom drawers and tied them off.
“Wewill not remain herelong. Y ou will see many of them—as soon asmy work hereis
complete”

Shewas afraid she already knew the answer, but asked anyway, “Work?’

“Gathering the dead,” he said casually, pausing because her question interrupted his
thoughts. “What was|...oh, yes, braids. The king’ strusted, the oktoloi, wear theirsin
braidsevery day. They arekillers. Every day iswar for them. They arethefront lineto
theking.” Asif he couldn’t remember mentioning it, hesaid, “I am going to kill the king,
you know.”

Yes, | am aware of your...displeasure with the Seaborn royalty. And some group
called Rexenor. That Kassander, the one | saw in your dreams, he was a Rexenor.
Then there's a guy named Strates Unwinder. You sure hate a lot of people.

With avery satisfied voice, hesaid, “Thenit is settled.” Hisvoice dropped. “Let uskill
everyone on board the Maria Draughn. Wewill then go the Nine-citiesand find away
tokill the King of dl the Seaborn.”

Corina s soul shuddered, nothing settling insde her.

Barefoot, in baggy blue sweats and atight black T-shirt, Aleximor stepped Corinas
body into the hall, looking up and back for Aldrich. The officer stood in the shadows of
the nearest junction of hallways, holding his open hand in the direction of the sairs.

“Thisway, MissLarsey.” He gave Corinaaquick, professona look. “I seethat you
have found everything. I’'m sorry about the clothing. Captain Teixeirarequested the
gmdlest szesof the crew.”

Aleximor looked down at Corina s body in the somewhat skanky attire. “ These work
quite well, thank you. And please thank those of your crew who provided them. | shall
find away to return the favor.”

I"'m sure you will.

The dining room fdll silent when Corina stepped through the door with Second Officer
Aldrich, forkslifted hafway to mouths, heads swivding toward her, eyes narrowing. The
captain sat at atablein one corner with two officers and five empty chairs. Eleven of the
crew occupied three more tablesin the room. Aleximor looked around, taking in some of
their expressons. Mogt of them puzzled him, but he thought he saw admiration in one or
two, deep curiogity in several more.

It appears that Mr. Pinnet was not well liked among the crew. Thereisfear in
their eyes, but praise as well. Corinahuffed—in her imagination. Praise? Are you
making me talk—think like this? Her thoughts seemed to come out normally, but then
they quickly adjusted to some kind of mold imposed by Aleximor’ sthought patterns. It
was like hearing the echo of her voice—she shouted her thoughts across the canyon and
somehow the canyon walls changed them on the bounce.

Captain Teixelrastood, folding awhite cloth ngpkin. He placed it next to his plate,
pulled out the chair to hisright for Corina, and held it while she tried to figure out how to
use one. She gripped the seat asif it was going to buck her off it. She had trouble diding
it closer to the table. Wedged between the chair’ s back and table' s edge, she picked up
the dessert spoon, saring at it, an inch from her nose, put it back in its place. She shifted
theforks, clinking the salad with the entree. She looked around the dining room asif she
had never seen one before.



“Iseverything fine, dear?” Captain Teixeiraleaned toward her. “ Y ou look lost.”

Aleximor snapped straight, diding up inthe seat. “Yes, Captain Teixeira. Aswell as
any can expect after the journey | have had. | understand that | have you and your
generous crew to thank for finding clothes for awayfarer on such limited notice. Please
pass on my gratitude.”

“I...will,” said the captain roughly, put off balance by her formal tone. “I would ask
you afew questions, Miss—"

Aleximor put one hand on the white linen next to hisarm, folding the web of skin
between each finger neetly into the pam. “Please call me Corina”

Are you flirting with the old man?

“I am Martim.” He bowed his head formaly, hisgray brows curling into each other, as
if to say that it was perfectly acceptable to use hisfirst name. Helifted hisheed, his
rust-colored eyesfixed on her face, thinking that he had been at seafor three of this
young woman'slifetimes. “1 have worked on ships of every type on every ocean in this
world, Corina. | have the seain my soul. | have lived near the water or on it over sixty
years. So long, that | cannot help but imagine ocean in dl directions, and the Sight of
brown rock and sted cities standing above the blue always surprises me. | won't say that
anything | have witnessed in the last two days surprises me because | know the Sea, |
have felt her fingers, and her clay. The medium in which sheworks, is the unimaginable”

Aleximor tensed up at the mention of the Sea, taking his hand off the table and placing
itinhislap.

Teixeirapicked up her tension and patted the table where her arm had rested. “Y ou
have nothing to fear now. | have aerted Interpol and the American embassy in So
Paulo. We are scheduled into S2o L uisin three days and Porto Alegrein eleven. | will
seetoit that you have transportation from there to Séo Paulo.”

“That isvery kind of you,” said Aleximor in awhisper, eyes on the empty ornate
china, hisfingers absently pleating the hem of the black T-shirt. Corinaheard the Stream
of thoughts flowing in hismind, awaterfal’ s noisy rush for the bottom of the gorge.

Corinaanswered a couple of hisobvious questions. Interpol is the international
police. They will question you about the killing. And they will mean business—not
like the officers on a merchant ship. That talking to earlier was more likely a
standard questioning with witnesses for insurance purposes. If Interpol doesn't like
what they hear, we could end up in jail.

Aleximor twitched a the last word, making fists and curling histoesinto the plastic
tiled floor.

Captain Teixeirawent on in acam grandfatherly tone. “When you have settled in, |
would loveto hear your sory.” Hiseyesmet Aldrich’s on the other side of Corina. “We
al would. We have asked ourselves how isit that you managed to swim closeto eighty
kilometers offshore? We have found no acceptable explanation.” He hoped thiswould
be enough to spark the answers to questions he felt uncomfortable asking, such as how
she had managed to survive the drag beneath the ship. “Do not answer now, or give
thought to it. Please eat. Mr. Wilkins has made excellent chicken sdlad sandwiches.
Thereisaso agreen sdad, apple pie”

The captain waved for the tray and poured ice water into the glassin front Corina.
The sandwicheslooked good, even with the wilted lettuce and skimpy amount of
chicken.

Damn, I’'m hungry. | love chicken salad—you love chicken salad. Take two.

Aldrich sat on Corind sright, hisface impenetrably serious. He picked at a couple
potato chips, pushing them around his plate, breaking them one at atime with hisindex
finger.

Aleximor hdd atriangular cut haf a sandwich inchesfrom Corina sface, sniffing it,



fingers snking into the bread, swallowing dryly at the thought of putting it in his mouth.
What was this hideoudy creamy chunky mixture squeezed between two wedges of astiff
foamy substance? This did not even look like food.

Take a bite! I’'m starving! Are you the Bone-gatherer or aren’t you? You work
with rotting human corpses for a living—you raise them from the dead! And you're
going to let a little chicken and mayo hold you up?

Hetook abite, teeth sinking through bread into the fibrous meat. The gush of tart
creamy mayonnaise over histongue made his ssomach lurch. A dippery piece of lettuce
poked at his gag reflex. He clamped his mouth shut tearing the rest of the sandwich
away, fingers shaking as he dropped it onto the plate. He held hisface still with intense
concentration and chewed, crushing the mix with hismolars, grinding it into smaller
swallowable lumps of sour buttery fibrousness.

He managed to get one bite down, and by the way he glared at the remains of the
sandwich on his plate, it was clear that he wasn't going for seconds.

The potato chips, on the other hand, he adored. He munched them, snapped them
into pieces between hisfront teeth, licked hisfingers, let them soften into a salty potato-y
paste on histongue.

“Thesearedivine!” Aleximor declared, diding another pile onto his plate and
devouring them, ignoring the stares from around the dining room.

Officer Aldrich, Corina sunofficid escort, led her to Maria Draughn’s bow to show her
the coast of Panama off the port sde. The ship was enormousto Aleximor’smind, even
with Corinateling him thet, asfar as modern shipswent, it wasrelatively smdl. Like
Officer McHutcheon's cabin, everything wasflat and angular, painted dull red or yellow.

“That is Cambutal and there’ sVVenao coming up.” He pointed over the bow. “We're
heading into the Gulf of Panama.”

Aleximor was slent, content to listen to Aldrich’ s geography lessons, astounded that
the surfacers had managed to carve achanne through the land, joining two seasin the
process.

Officer McHutcheon made hisway through the containers on the deck to the bow.
“Miss Lairsey, the captain has asked me to check on your wounds.”

Aleximor turned, and Corina hoped her own effort to put aquestioning scowl on her
face helped. “What wounds?’

McHutcheon looked at Aldrich with a puzzled expression. His gaze swung back to
Corina. “Your back, Miss. | stitched four lacerations and bandaged the rest. Y ou don't
appear to bein discomfort. | can provide medicineif you like”

Tell himto stop calling me “ Miss’ . Corina’s fine. So, you managed to
“lacerate” my back on your devil-and-the-deep-blue-sea hull-length joy ride? Why
don't | feel anything?

“You may cal me Corina. Please do. And | fedl fine, Mr. McHutcheon.” Aleximor
tilted his head back, which Corinarealized was what sea-people did to mean the same
thing as shaking the head. “What would you have me do?’

McHutcheon looked at Aldrich again for approva, but spoketo Corina. “If you could
come back to my—uwell, your cabin for afew minutes, I'd liketo seeif the gtitching is
secure. I'll dso change your bandages and check for infection.”

“Verywdl.

She followed Aldrich and M cHutcheon aong the hatch covers, through shadowy
passages between deck-mounted containers, forty-foot long orange and blue metal
boxes.

Some nice dark hiding places there, said Corinain mock suspicion as Aleximor
took in every detail of the ship’s crowded deck. He didn’t answer her.



M cHutcheon shut the cabin’ s door and Aleximor—apparently without
thinking—pulled off the thin black T-shirt.

What the fuck are you doing! Cover yourself. McHutcheon wants to look at your
back. Not your front. Corinacollected her anger, and commanded Aleximor. Ask him
where he wants you to sit.

“Where would you like meto sit, Mr. McHutcheon?’

“Danid, mdam,” he said, eyes averted, cheeksalittlered. “ Anywhereisfine.” He
pointed to the edge of the bed and opened akit of first aid supplies and stainless stedl
tools, mainly tweezers and scissors.

Aldrich, who had stopped just inside the door, took afew steps closer, frowning and
jutting his chin at Corina s back. Two gtrips of cotton gauize with thin brown lines of dried
blood ran at opposite angles across her scapulas. Seven clear adhesive strips
crisscrossed her back. There had been other scrapes and bruising when they hauled
Corinafrom the Pecific.

They were gone.

M cHutcheon nodded to Aldrich with ascowl, pedling off one of the bandagesfor a
three-centimeter long gouge that he' d sewn together. His mouth parted, dropping al the
way open by the time he worked halfway through the gauze removad. “ Th—the stitches
aregone?’

Aleximor looked over hisshoulder. “I hed quickly, Daniel.”

The officer’ s hands trembled and he let go of the bandage.

Aleximor added an ingstent look. “ Can you remove them? They itch.”

“Sure, Miss...Corina.” He removed both inch-wide strips of gauze and tape. Her skin
was unblemished beneath them. He removed the other bandages, |eaned back and
attempted, unsuccessfully, to shake his head. “ Quick—quickly isonething. Y ou don’t
even have scarring. Nothing. Very unusud. It sasif...“ Hisvoicetrailed off. He sarted
over. “When we took you from the water, the back of your wetsuit wasin shreds. The
skin on your back—from your shoulders to about your hips, was scraped and ripped in
twenty places. | soaked up atowe-full of blood.”

“And now they’ re gone,” added Aldrich, his voice dripping suspicion.

“I hopeit will not Ssnk mein your esteem,” said Aleximor with a pause and atightening
at the corners of Corina smouth, ahint of asmile.

What was that? Are you getting snarky?

Aleximor ignored her. “May | replace my top?’

M cHutcheon stuttered something and nodded, packing away histools.

Officer Aldrich rubbed the back of hisbald head, atired I-realy-don’ t-need-this |ook
on hisface. Hefolded hisarms and glared at her as she stood up, waked to the
curtain-covered window and put the black shirt back on.

McHutcheon left the cabinin ahurry, and Aldrich, filling the doorway, pointed at
Corina. He kept hisvoice low. “ Y ou' retrouble. | know it when | seeit. | want you off
thisship.” Hisvoicewenticy. “And I'll dowhat | think necessary to remove you.”

“My thoughts are clearly bent the same way, Officer Aldrich.”

He spent a second wondering if shewas referring to getting hersdlf off the ship or him.
He went with thefirst and held out his open handsin an I-don’ t-want-any-trouble
gesture. “If you are not the evil | fed you are...”

Aleximor turned. “In which case you may be sure of my pardon.”

Boy, he' s got you pegged. You're sure McHutcheon's going first?

As soon as Aldrich left the room, Aleximor lifted his eyesto the center 1-beam and
caled down hisfamiliar, the meta crab thing. It dropped to the al-weether industria
carpeting, landing inacrouch. “1 am certain, Corina.”



Aleximor fared better at dinner because the ship’s excellent cook, Mr. Wilkins, made a
broiled white fish for the captain and his party. The wine went straight to hisand her
mind, and haf an hour into the med, they were durring words and making up afabulous
tale of their gppearance e ghty—no one-hundred—kilometers off the coast of
Guatemaa

Corinalistened with the rest of the crew—except those who manned the controls—as
Aleximor, who wasin top form, explained how he had been diving off Southern
Cdiforniaand came up to find his boat missng.

Pirates took it?

Corina helped out with modern terms and places, because left on hisown he came up
with wilder tales: How he was picked up by fishermen—Corinahad to red himin alittle
at this point—and how they “sailed” to Mexico, where they dumped her overboard when
sherefusedto“. . .work thefishing nets.”

Corinainterrupted him and demanded that he change the action to working instead
of...performing something e se—knowing that the East Coast Swing and congalines
weren't high onthelistin Aleximor’smind of things she was expected to perform
with—or on—the crew.

Thisis getting more ridiculous with every word. But Aleximor plodded on. They
dumped you overboard with your wetsuit on?

“...and to my inexpressible vexation, | found mysdf far at sea—at night!” he made a
gasping expression, and turned up thetension. “ A shark circled threetimes. | went very
gill and he departed without my blood.”

Look at them. Do they really believe this crap?

McHutcheon caught Teixeira s eye from the door, and the captain waved the second
officer over. Aldrich wasright behind him. The officer who doubled as ship’s physician
looked sick; hisfingerstrembled, hisface bone-pale with sweet dripping from hischin.
He held hishandsin asurgeon’ sjust-scrubbed arrangement, stiffly in front of him.

Teixeirastood up, looking past the doc to Aldrich. “What isit?’

“Hedid aprelim autopsy, captain.”

Teixeiraleaned away from them. “ Already? | thought it wasjust an examination.
Where?’ With afrown at McHutcheon, “Y ou dways are an enthusiagtic fellow.”

“Inthe cooler on deck three. | think you should hear thisdirectly from McHutcheon,”
said Aldrich, pushing the doc forward.

“What isit, Danid?’

“To rule out some kind of food-borne poison ...

Pinnet’ seyes, Sir.”

Teixeirawaved dismissvely. “MissLarsey gouged them out, | know. It'sa
horrendous thing, but look what he was about to do to her.”

“But the eyes, sr.” It looked asif McHutcheon was going to lose hislunch. All of the
blood drained from hisface. “1 found them in his ssomach, Sir. Pinnet ae hisown eyes.”

Teixeird s mouth dropped open, and then hefdl back into hischair.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

DREAMING

Since once | sat upon a promontory,

And heard amermaid on a dolphin’s back
Uttering such dulcet and harmonious breath
That the rude seagrew civil at her song

And certain gtars shot madly from their spheres,
To hear the sea-maid’smusic.

—A Midsummer Night's Dream, Shakespeare

Spend your time and thought—and energy—wisely.

Kassandrafrowned at her mother’ swords.

She means spend them on the war, said Praxinos. Not on that young man.

The Wreath-wearers were divided over where she should spend her time and thought
and energy.

Heisasoldier. Learn from him, said Andromache.

He' s gorgeous. Eupheron mimicked Andromache sstern voice. Learn from him.

Kassandrasmiled, liking Eupheron more and more. “Nereus.”

Her whisper became a shape in the water that darted in the darkness before her. She
indicated adirection with afinger and it swam off like afish seeking Nereus, dipping
under doors, passing guards, courtyards, windows, until it found the son of Menophon
degpingin hisbed.

Her whisper circled hisbody, gathering dl its remaining power, then droveinto his
chest and touched his heart.

Nereus woke, clutching hisbed, his blood thumping in hisears.

“Kassandra?’

Hefdlt her, an echo of her warmth, asif she had been in his bed a moment before.

After caming his heart, Nereus kicked across his room, changed into something
presentable, and left hisfamily’ s house. He found Kassandra perched on the south facing
wall of the Lasthenes Massif, the tower of rock that loomed over the rest of the Rexenor
fortress.

Helooked left and right as he swam to her. “Where are your guards?’

Shedidn’t turn around. “I sent them away.” Then, understanding his question, she
added, “1 don't think they’ re protecting me, so much as protecting the rest of Rexenor
from me.” Before he could ask why, she glanced over her shoulder and said, “1 don’'t
just bite.”” Then clicked her teeth.

Shejust caught hisgrin before shelooked away. Herolled in the water, landing with
histoes right on the edge of thewall on Kassandra sright. To athinling, the move would
have been acrobatic, but al the Seaborn moved as he did.

So smooth in the water. She looked down at his feet, and then let her focus wander
up to his shoulder before she turned away. “Why aren’t you afraid of me?’

“I am. Why don’'t you ever look mein the eyes?’

She felt her neck musclestense, wanting to turn toward him. 1 want to.” She stared at



his open hand instead, the gesture he’ d made with the question. “1 can’'t. Because | can
turn you ingde out with alook, Nereus.” Sheliked saying hisname. “Because | can
make you...do things you don’t want to do...with alook.”

Eupheron chuckled in her head. Let’s see if we can get him to turn you inside out.

Eupheron! Ampharete shouted and Kassandra bent against the pain in her head.

“Shut up, al of you.” She grabbed Nereus by the arm, and he leaned back to hold her
up.
Thetwo of them stood on the edge of the battlement, staring into the pure night of the
abyss. Nereus sang softly about seabirds, the wet sand capturing their prints, the hollow
roar of the waves, and the cry of atern flying over the ocean, through storms and arctic
winds, abird that flies away and never returnsto land.

There was no magic in him. He did not have ableed from either of his parents, but
there was something in the song. Shefdt it in the water, then ingde her, afluttering in her
stomach, a sweetnessin her mouth.

“Theair issoweak.” She whispered her thoughts aloud. “It cannot carry asong like
the seadoes. Music' s effect on surfacersis so diluted, yet it till has the power to capture
their souls—even my soul.”

After afew minutes, Nereus pulled her fingers off hisarm and took her hand. “I
wouldn't mind it.”

“Mind what?’

“If you...turned meinsde out.”

Kassandrawas silent aminute, then looked down at the Rexenor fortress. “Not here.”

“Anywhere. | will follow.”

She gripped his hand tighter and went headfirst off the wall, straight down into the
dark. They were through the front gate, saluting guards, and into open water in seconds.

Kassandra squeezed with her fingers. “ Do you trust me?’

“I am here, milady.”

She frowned at the formality. “Want to go to the surface? Not to my house. There's
some witch watching the place. Let’ sgo someplace dse.”

Nereus smiled. “Lead on.”

“Okay. I'm il learning this. I’ ve never taken anyone aong with me—so hold on.”

He bowed his head to her. “Always.”

Shetook in the solemn expression on hisface. “Redly. | mean, whatever you do,
don’t let go of me. The Ocean will rip you into piecesif we are not in contact. We'll be
going fast. Even with practice I’ m not dways certain where I’ [l end up.”

Kassandra embraced the young man and sang the song that dimmed the glow of the
Wresath. Holding Nereus with both hands, she called on the Ocean.

Nereus gasped, then shut his mouth. They were rocketing through the sea. He closed
his eyes againg the gtrain, hisfingers digging into her skin.

It was over inwhat felt like minutes.

They surfaced dong asandy beach with tal buildings and bright city lightsto their
right, Kassandra stepping out of the water, bending once to get the seaout of her lungs.
Nereus, not nearly as accomplished an interfacer, took afew minutes, coughing out
water and sucking in gurgling lungfuls of air before he was ready to discover where she
hed taken him.

Kassandra grabbed Nereus hand and led him up a set of stairsto an esplanade that
ran aong the ocean. She waked up to aman in asuit who wasjust putting away his cell
phone. She smiled and said, “ Buen dia sefior. ¢Seriatan amable en recomendarnos el
mejor hotel de laciudad, € mas|ujoso, con unagranvisaa mar?’

The man looked at her for amoment, startled by her appearance. She was strangely
dressed and soaking wet. But then he nodded knowingly, pointed in the direction of the



city lights, and spokein the same language.
Kassandra thanked him and pulled Nereus after her. “Come on. Thisway.”

“What did you ask him?’ Nereus|ooked around, jogging aong with her. “Where are
we?’
“Just south of Buenos Aires.” She ran ahead, stopped and spun on her hedls, closed her
eyeswhen she kissed him. Digging one hand into the pocket of her shorts, she took out a
smdll plastic packet. “1 have my dad’ s credit cards. Let’s get the biggest, most expensive
room we can find.”

Lord Gregor and histhree daughters from the surface stayed for twenty-one days before
Kalixene wanted a break, wanted her quiet fortress back to hersalf, and politely told
them to go home—at least for afew days. The formalitiestired her, the constant
swimming around, and every family with aboy—and even afew with girls—begging an
audience.

The young men of Rexenor kicked after the young ladies with their old-fashioned
manners and formalities, Snging them songs, asking permission to hold their hands, trying
to catch their eyes when they passed by, fighting each other to be thefirgt to bring them
giant blooms of bristly serpulid wormsthat looked like bright red and yellow Christmas
trees.

JlIl was gill the most gpproachable, perhaps because shefit in the least. Lady
Kassandra—although obvioudy Seaborn, fluent in their native tongue and
manners—scared them. Her ever-present crown—the Wreath—glowing green around
her head, the gift of agod. Only Nereus asked for her hand in any of the dancing at the
fegtivals. Nicole kept trying on her armor, in love with its smooth pligblefit on her body,
appearing at one of the celebrations with her sword which, for some reason, put the boys
off. She blushed when one of them, at Kassandra singtigation, called her basileia
—princess—and then word got around that she, too, understood Hellene,

Onthefinal evening, Gregor and his daughters met in the open fortress at the top of
the LasthenesMassif with Lady Kdllixene, Phaidraand asmal party of noblesand
important friends of the family. The Lady of Rexenor gave each of her granddaughtersa
long dress of gold brocade, smilar to the one she wore at her entrance in New
Hampshire—which quickly jerked Jill from her steep envy-dive over Nicol€ snew
amor.

Previoudy unaware of JilI’ sfedings—and angry at hersdlf for not seeing
them—Kassandra left in the middle of the party, returning lessthan an hour later with a
small gold ring with an ova-cut emerad, presenting it to JIl without telling her that she
had dug it out of the sand under the wreck of a Spanish ship.

Nicole nudged Kassandra. “ Aunt Phaidra slooking for you. She was frantic when she
heard you' d l€ft. Y ou didn’t tell anyone where you were going.”

“But | didn’'t say goodbye,” said Kassandraasif this should have been enough for
them to anticipate her quick return.

JlII 'and Nicole shouted back at her at the sametime, “Y ou never say goodbye!”

Phaidraswam up, excited, ablaze in her eyesthat Kassandra remembered from their
initial meeting in the shalows off the coast of Texas, back when Phaidra hated her niece
onfirg sght.

She surprised Kassandra with a hug, flashing her Alkimides bracelet, and putting her
lipsto her ear, whispering, “The City! | have never been there. Why didn’t you just ask
me?Why go through mother? I'll bet she gaveyou aterribletime.”

Kassandralooked sad for amoment. Recovering, she said, “Oh, comeon. She'sa
pushover.” She cleared her throat. “We |l be back from New Hampshirein afew days,
and we'll plan the whole thing. | chose you because...” Kassandra drew away and



showed her aclever amile. “Because | know you’ re not one to cower down herein the
dark.”

Phaidrajerked back, stunned, then grinned when she recognized the words. “Y ou
accused me of doing that when we first met.”

“Remember that?1 thought you were going to kill me—with your bare hands—and |
had my sword out.” Kassandrashook her head. “I think | said, | give you permission to
cower down in the dark, which is even worse.”

“Gods, even then you were a...What is the word surfacers use?’

“Bitch?’ Kassandra ventured.

“Bitch! Yed” Phaidralaughed. “Mother saysyou are different now. No, you're just
more of one. That damned Wregth isabitch maker.”

JIl and Nicolefloated off to one Sde, mouths open, frozen hafway to laughing.

Kassandralooked at Phaidra sagely. “Not its primary function, but | will add that to
my list of thingsit doesto me.” She gripped her aunt’ s shoulder tight and pulled her
closer. “Now, before we return from New Hampshire, you must participate in the
assembly here, learn the rules of conduct, the order of presentation, what your mother
saysin response, how sheis addressed by those who wait on her. Everything that you
can learn here. | need you to know it.”

“What?" Phaidralooked sickened. “Why?’

“It' swhat surfacers call homework. Five days. WEe re going to back to New
Hampshire to check on the house, find out more about one of the king's spieswatching
the place—the woman with long black hair we saw in town—then we' re coming right
back here.”

Kassandrareleased Phaidra and kicked to Jill and Nicole.

“We haveto go.”

Nicole stared straight up at thousands of meters of pure black ocean, opening her
armswide, abroad smile on her face. “1 wish | could stay hereforever.”

The silence made her look down, her eyes wandering to her ssters. Jill grinned,
understanding, but Nicole regretted saying it because she didn’t like the sudden intensity
in Kassandra s eyes. She attempted to recover with, “I mean, | don't fed like returning
to the mundane. | know it'sjust afew days on the surface...we' |l be back here soon.”

Kassandralet half asmilereach her lips. “1 know what you meant, Nic.”

The house in North Hampton, New Hampshire gave her nightmares. Kassandra
whimpered and made a growling noise deep in her throat, but she didn’t wake up.

Tharsaleos. Fucking murdering Tharsaleos. She pictured his snarling gaunt features,
his coiled gray hair and jutting beard. She hated calling him king, and stopped hersdlf
whenever theword cameto her lips. He was her grandfather—the only living one she
had because this one had killed the other one, Nausikrates L ord Rexenor.

In her dream, the kitchen downstairs swung into view and four soldiers, al with
Tharsaleos face, came up the stairs, spears stabbing at her. She had her sword out,
ready to lop heads off shoulders. Their hands would be next—take their identifying
bracelets. Shelet loose her battle cry and swung at the first to reach the top step.

Then their faces changed, becoming different soldiers. They were men with families.
They had children. They had mothers who worried when they Ieft the Nine-citieson a
secret misson for their king.

Stratolaos, their commander, at the bottom of the stairs, reloaded his crossbow.

Thethree others, two with blue eyes, one with milky greenish-brown irises—these
men were not the king, but in his service. They were loya House Dosianax
soldiers—some of the deadliest killers known to the Seaborn.

She shouted a them, warning them off. “ Don’t make mekill you!”



She had to fight them aswell as her own sword skills. She had to fight Andromache
ingde her, who wanted to end this quickly. She had to placate the Wreeth, which had
other plans for these men. She steered the blade away from athrust that would cut
through the man’ s spine, driving it into his shoulder instead—something from which he'd
hed.

Then shefdt light, her feet leaving the floor. Theworld tilted steeply. All the air left her
lungs. Her back hit the kitchen idand counter, and it shook every thought from her head.
Her sword clattered on the kitchen tiles. She stared up &t the celling, wondering what had
happened. Minutes seemed to pass before she noticed the spiky end of the bolt sticking
out from her armor on her right sde.

Shetugged at it curioudly, then climbed to her feet, anger flooding into her mind—an
anger that overwhelmed her, that could wipe continents off the earth. She begged the
other wearersin her head: Please make it stop! The anger took control of her. She
didn’'t even fed the bolt standing stiffly from her side; the endorphin drive had kicked into
high.

She screamed the Alkimides war cry and hacked into the right arm of the nearest
Seaborn, into the bone, cutting away armor scales. Blood ran down her sword, globs of
it floating off the edge, hitting the floor in little drumbesats. Her voice came through the
noise of blood cold and clear, and she caught Stratolaos eyes before he could ook
away. “ ...té kreagrai ton orchipeddn helkoimén es abysson.”

Zypheria grabbed Kassandra by her shoulders and shook her. “Milady, wake up.”

Her eyes closed tight, Kassandra screamed, “ Don't make mekill you!”

“Comeon, Kass,” said Nicole.

“Please, milady, wake up.” Zypheria shook her harder.

Kassandra grabbed her attacker’ sthroat with one hand, blocking her left, and swung
her legs around Zypheria s middle, locking her ankles behind her back. She shoved
Zypheria s head back, releasing her throat, lining it up for aclean cut. Her sword dapped
into her fist in the middle of her swing.

“Kass!” JlII’s shriek broke her dream.

Kassandra stopped her sword at Zypheria s neck, drawing aline of blood that
dribbled aong the edge to the tip, staining the sheetswith adark bloom. Kassandra
jerked back in horror, throwing the blade away. It hit the plaster and fell into the space
between her bed and the wall. She held her hands open and climbed off Zypheria,
sheking uncontrollably.

She staggered away, getting her back againgt her dresser. There was ahint of
recognition in her gaze asit darted to Jill and Nicole and then back to Zypheria

“Isit her? Or isit Andromache?’ Nicol€ svoice camefrom far awvay.

Kassandra blinked, focusing on Zypheria. “No. It isme. | would be holding
Zypherid s head right now if Andromache had been here. | am not half the
swvordswoman sheis”

Thefour of them stood rooted to the floor for aminute, sllent, wondering wheat to say
next. Kassandra dropped her gaze to the floor, ashamed to look at them. She sat down
on the bed, her facein her hands.

Michael Henderson and Gregor reached the door at the same time from opposite
ends of the hdll, jolted out of deep, Gregor tying his robe closed.

“What' sthe screaming about?” said Michael groggily.

Gregor stared at Kassandra, but said nothing.

Zypheriagave them each alook that clearly told them to get lost. “It’ s girl talk. Go
back to bed.” She said something about caling on the Dark Mother and some nonsense
about the Mysteries, nothing for the men to see.



Henderson and Gregor exchanged glances and wandered back to their rooms.

Zypheriakept one hand to her neck, nodding to Nicole. “ Can you get me atowel ?
Jillian, please heat some water, enough for al of usto have hot chocolate.”

With the ssters out of the room, she sat down next to Kassandraand put her arm
around her. “What iswrong?’

“1 killed them,” Kassandrasobbed. “| killed their wives, their children.”

“You let them go, milady.”

“So that the Nine-citieswould findly have news of me and my grandfather could do
something far worse. | used them. | should have beheaded them and taken their bracelets
when | had the chance. They would have died honorably—in battle. But | am evil.” She
gave Zypheriaa pleading look. “What iswrong with me? Why would | do that? | knew
what the king would do. | decided their fates while their spears were pushing a me. |
stopped Andromache from taking their lives and let the king do it for me. If only that
damned Stratolaos had missed me.”

“How would it be different? Eupheron has healed you.”

Eyesred and swollen, Kassandra clutched at Zypheria s knee. “ Something happened
when the bolt hit me...went through me. The Wregth took control of me. Have you seen
the paint on the calling in the kitchen?’

Zypheriascowled, shaking her head. “I noticed the holein the wall over the basement
dars”

“I melted the paint. It dripped from the ceiling. It had me like amonster—I am that
mongter. For aningtant, | could have sunk continents under thewaves. | could have
killed ahbillion people without athought.”

Therewas doubt in Zypheria svoice. “Y ou are the Wresath-wearer. It isaburden.

Y our mother fought it al her short life.”

“But my mother had no bleeds”

“And you have Gregor’s?’ Asif broaching a ddlicate subject, she added, “Do you
dso have Lady Kdlixene s?’

Kassandra hesitated, shaking her head to one of the other wearers. “1 have my
father's, Kallixene' s, Isothemis and Tharsaleos bleeds. Four of them.”

“What!” Zypheria gasped, terror on her face. She jumped to her feet, whirling with
onehand in afist. “How did this happen?’ She didn’t expect an answer and, by the way
her brows knotted angrily, she had concluded much of it aready. She suddenly
understood Kassandra s unpredictability over the last year, especialy when shewasin
the same room with Lady Kallixene. She opened her mouth to curse the bloody stupid
Rexenors. Then she realized she couldn’t because Lady Kassandrawas one, and the
tangle of deeds and desire so tight and intricate that it would only cause harm.

She wiped her expression clear when she heard footsteps coming down the hall. She
stood and went to the door to get the towel from Nicole. “Can you start afirein the
fireplace, milady? Wewill be down in afew minutes”

Nicole nodded and went downstairs.

Zypheriacursed the universe under her breath and sat down on the end of the bed.
“People say the Telkhines went bad because they could host more than one bleed. Two
bleeds and they went insane. They ended up like King Eupheron, who could not have a
normad life. Y ou know what heislike. He was king in name only. Queen Daphneruled
the Seaborn. Thetaes| heard from Lady Ampharete made my thoughts freeze. Power
beyond his control—and he could not stop.”

That sounded familiar.

Kassandra started to nod, then went till. Her face went gray. She jumped up, holding
her mouth as she raced for the bathroom to throw up. Zypheriafollowed resgnedly with
achange of pgamas.



Zypheriatook acautious sp of hot chocolate, swallowed it, then cleared her throat to get
the attention of the three ssters. They sat around the fireplace next to the kitchen,
Kassandrain abig leather chair, JII and Nicole sitting together on a couch. Zypheria sat
on the coffee table between them.

“Michael has asked meto marry him, and 1...” She bowed her head to Kassandra. “I
have comefor your consent.”

“Congratulations” said Kassandra, raisng her mug with Jill and Nicole. “I wishyou dl
thejoy inthesea”

She bowed her head. “Milady. | appear to have dl of it dready. | only wish | could
return someto you.”

Kassandra stared at her. Choking back emotion, she said, “ Zypheria, you'relikea
mother to me. Y ou were asster to Ampharete. Y ou are my family. | would not expect
Jill or Nicto cal me‘milady’. | want you to stop caling methat.”

“I amyour maid and your soldier. | will do anything you ask but that.”

“Please?’

“Do not ask it of me, milady. | could no more do that than call the queen by her first
name. It would be scandalous.”

“Since when does scanda bother you? Y ou don't call Tharsaleosking.”

“Heisnot Alkimides. And heis not the Wreath-wesarer.”

“I'mtelling youit' sokay.”

Zypheriashook her head. “Instead, if | could ask onething?’

“Nameit.”

“Please...please don't ever ask me to make you a peanut butter sandwich again.”

Completely serious, Kassandra bowed her head. “Y ou have my word.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

MCHUTCHEON’SFIRE

Within the abyss, Lethe, measurdessin sweep, glides smoothly on with placid stream,
and takes away our cares; and, that there may be no power to retrace the path, with
windings manifold it takesits duggish way, even asthe vagrant Maeander with its
inconstant waters plays dong, now retreats upon itsalf, now presses on, in doubt whether
to seek the seashore or its source.

—Seneca, Hercules Furens, 679

Daniel McHutcheon nearly fainted when he walked into the cold storage room on deck
three, hisfootsteps echoing off the insulated uminum walls. It was empty on the Maria
Draughn’sreturn trip, large enough to store two hundred pallets of boxed fresh fruit, and
could be sealed and gassed with ethylene and other decay inhibitors. It was aso
supposed to be cold, which made M cHutcheon pause at the open door.

He backed out and looked along the metal walkway around the forty-foot wide shaft
into the lower decks. “Who' sthere? Aldrich? Why' d you leave the door open? The
stink’ s bad enough.” Hafheartedly, he added, “Now you let the cold out.”

It was hot and humid above decks and even the closed hatches didn’t keep in the
cool. McHutcheon walked in, the temporary fluorescents he had clamped to the beams
buzzing like insects above his head. Dua haogens on atripod, hot bolts of sunlight
standing at the head of the table, hit Gabriel Pinnet’ s decaying body in hard white light as
it lay in the black zipper bag, the abdomen diced open from McHutcheon' sforay into
forensics. He had taken three anatomy coursesin college, two with red corpses—pieces
of them actualy, and severd passesin complete virtud. He had performed an abdomina
section twice, and so that was where he started with Pinnet, stopping as soon as he
discovered the eyes melting in digestive juicesin the somach.

Other things had come in with the warm air and M cHutcheon, while he snapped on
aurgica gloves, bent closeto Pinnet’ s gaunt face to ingpect the tiny squirming white
barrel-shaped thing. It looked like agrain of rice, moving clumsly along Pinnet’ sright
nodril.

A spasm of disgust rolled up McHutcheon’ s throat, and he swallowed a sour fluid
surge from his stomach. He had seen maggots before, but not on a dead human, and
even on ahuman asfoul as Pinnet had been, thetiny crawling thing made him shudder.
He noticed more of them, acluster around one of Pinnet’ s eye sockets, glistening and
00zing over each other, making faint wet crackling noises. Not strong enough to eat
through the skin, the larvae gathered at the openingsinto the body.

M cHutcheon stretched his hand out, extended one finger and tugged on Pinnet’ s chin.
The jaw wastight, but he worked it open, using two fingers, while keeping his distance.
The teeth parted and a swollen maggot-covered tongue filled the space.

“Oh, God,” whispered McHutcheon, turning his head. At the same moment, aflood
of incongruous thoughts piled into each other in his head. How could anyone decay this
quickly? Pinnet had been stuffed in the body bag an hour after Miss Lairsey had killed
him, and from there straight to cold storage. There were no flies down here, not insde



the cold room. It didn’t make sense.

McHutcheon got afirm grip on his somach, kept his eyes away from Pinnet’ sface,
and lifted the right hand. Pieces of skin doughed off in hisgrip, dipping fluidly away like
piecesof an oily surgica glove.

Pinnet wasfaling gpart in front of him. It was asif, instead of lyinginfrozendegpona
rack in cold storage, they had thrown Pinnet on deck, exposed to the humid air, tropical
temperature and flying insects.

M cHutcheon backed away, turning his glovesinside out and tossing theminto a
cardboard box he was using as atrash bin. There was no sense proceeding if the room
wasn't being chilled. He followed aweb of conduit to aweatherproof box on the far
wall, closing the thick insulated storage room door on hisway over. He cut histhumb
shoving the didelatch up, but that was enough to open the thick metal cover. There were
two rows of black rocker switchesinsde and afaded handwritten legend on the insde of
the door. He scanned theillegible list and then went with hisimpulseto try al of the
switches. He found six loose levers and moved each oneto theright in turn. The last one
in the row seemed broken, unfastened from the hinge, and it wouldn't stick when he
thumbed it to theright.

McHutcheon fiddled with the bresker, shoving the lever back and forth, frowning up
at the chiller. If he could not get the storage room cold again, Pinnet was going to turn to
soup in the body bag. He heard the drip of fluid from the table to the floor. The corpse
was dready well along the autolysis cycle, in which the body’ s enzymes ate through the
cdl walls, rdleasing adl theinternd fluids, and heading—at agood pace—for bloating. At
thisrate, the body would be adack salf-digested liquid mess by the time they made their
first port. He doubted if the coroner in Sdo Luis would even be able to recognize Pinnet
when they showed up with abag of rot and bones.

So it was quite a shock to Danid McHutcheon when he felt Pinnet’ sfirm grip on his
shoulder.

Aleximor lurched, grabbing the first shelf in the bookcase and tipped dl of
McHutcheon’smedica books onto the floor. The musclesin the host body’ slegs gave
way and he tumbled over the corner of the bed, somersaulted, and landed on his back,
played acrossthe thin blue industria carpeting.

What the hell isthis? What are you doing! Corinafelt atingling dong her spine;
deep cramps uncoiled in her somach. A hissing sound filled her ears, going thin and
ginging, anoiselike needles.

Aleximor couldn’'t answer in words. Herolled on hisside, curling hislegs up in agony,
queezing his eyes astight as the muscles would push. He made some deep grunting
noises with Corina sthroat; eyesfilled with tears that dribbled down her face. Her body
shuddered and twitched. A dark bruise blossomed on her forearm, another one, sickle
shaped, spun blurrily around the right side of her ribs.

In Corind s pain-twisted voice, he said, “He has acquired hisfirst one.”

Who? Acquired what? A deep chill swept through Corind s mind.

“Mr. Finnet has killed and performed the binding.”

Who? McHutcheon?

“That would be...my...presumption.”

Corinafet adozen separate dull pains shoot up through her feet, asif shewas
gtanding on afloor of small knuckle-sized cobbles. Lifting onefoot transferred al her
weight to the other, making it worse.

Therewas darkness al around her.

“What are you doing?’ Corina svoice wasloud in her ears, but it was her own voice
under her control.



Aleximor did not answer.

“Shit.” She fdt mentdly cold. Her first thought shoved dl the others out of her head.
“I'velost touch with my body.” Shetried to bend the last word into aquestion, but didn’t
have enough evidenceto turn it dl the way into one. She couldn’t move her body’s
fingers or open her eyesto take in McHutcheon’s cabin. This must be somewhere else.
Am | in some other body?

Shetried her voice again. “ The place with the roaring black wind.”

She had abody of some kind. She could not seeit, but she fdlt its presence, gravity
weighing her down, pressurein her lungs, the touch of astrong wind on her skin, the
emptiness around her. She crouched down—her toes spreading painfully wide over the
rocky ground, sharp points sticking into her bent knee—and picked up a handful of
stones; some of them were jagged, stabbing her fingers, but most were rounded smooth
by the constant wind.

A mordant question shot directly from her mind to her mouth: “Wouldn't it be grossif
these turned out to be knuckle bones, billions of them?”

She was mildly disappointed when they turned out to be Smple gray-mottled,
non-ossiferous beach rocks. She could see them suddenly, dark againgt her hand, asiif
someone had switched on adim light.

She dropped the stones and jumped to her feet, wincing at the sharp points pressing
into her bare soles. A bright yellow gtar fdll in theinfinite night, acrossthe sky, flyingin
thewind sdirection, avay from her. It lit the ground under her, just enough to dlow her
to make out details. Corinareached for the star, not wanting it to leave her donein the
dark—and because of the lack of reference pointsit appeared to be right overhead.

The black wind shifted and dapped her in the face, roaring stronger in her ears,
whipping her hair. Dust blinded her, blotting out most of the star’ slight. Shetook astep
back, swinging around to find a softer foothold, but she kept her hand out, grasping for
the only thing that seemed divein this place, the bright ball of light passing over her
head.

She blinked in the dimness, glancing down to keep her balance. There was an edge to
her new dark inner world, cutting a sharp black emptiness through the gravelly surface
under her fest.

The rocky platform brightened, going gray and shadowy while the void beyond its
edge remained perfect black. Shelooked up in time to catch the star...sort of . It passed
right through her grasping hand, through her wrig, to lodge in the center of her chest just
abovethe curve of her breasts, knocking her on her back.

She opened her eyes, and for amoment she thought the blindness had returned. Then
shelifted her hand and saw it glowed with an inner light. She had fdlen inchesfrom the
edge of nothing, one shoulder and her head hanging into it, her open eyes staring into the
abyss.

Corinarolled and clawed frantically away from the edge, shoving rocks and
hand-sized plates of loose date-like stone over the edge. She waited, holding her breath,
but never heard them hit the bottom.

She stood and looked down &t her glowing body, adim gold light spreading from the
core—where the star had landed in her chest—out to her limbs. Her bones and muscle
were pale shadows against her skin.

Corinasighed with asharp annoyed edge.

Why is one dways—always! —naked in dreamslike this?

She glared up at the pure black sky. “Fuck naturd! Where are my damn clothes?’

She cried the words to the endless gusting night.

She hdd her arams up, flexing her hands. A spark ignited her anger. The webbing
Aleximor had added to her fingers had come through with her.



“Whose body isthis?’ She demanded to the darkness. “1 want my old one back!”

Corinasat down angrily, ramming asharp stone againgt her tailbone and cursing
Aleximor. Shefolded her legsin front of her, bresthed the night’ sair and stacked flat
stones on top of each other until she had adightly lopsided tower over two feet tall.

The second movement of Beethoven's“Opus 130" played in her head. She tapped
the rhythm on her bare knee, thinking that it felt asif she had broken up with Alan Y eater
ayear ago. There was afant melancholy accompaniment, not enough to rile her, just
enough to bore her. It seemed along and uncomplicated time ago, aminor ripplein the
pond, awisp of low dtitude cloud in an otherwise full sky of meteorologica activity.

She got to her feet, holding back the urge to kick over her little stone tower, and
marched off dong therim.

She walked the perimeter of her sharp, rocky...un-world...counting paces, determined
to caculate its Sze. The glow from the captured slar—or whatever it was—allowed her
to see ten feet around and she stepped and stubbed her toesin a circuitous march aong
the edge.

“The circumferenceislittle over three hundred paces,” whispered Corinawhen she
came upon her stone tower from the opposite direction. “What would that be? A good
step isthree feet. Nine-hundred feet around. Circumference divided by pi—3.14 equas
the diameter...alittle over two hundred and eighty-six feet across.” She madeamildly
impressed frown, thinking that un-worlds usualy comein smaler sizes, and that she must
have done something right in life to be upgraded to aroughly circular platform nearly
three hundred feet wide. “Okay, so the radiusis half the diameter. Oneforty three.
Ared' s pi-R-squared. Three point one four times one forty threeis...four hundred forty
nine point zero two...times one forty three ...sxty-four thousand two-hundred nine point
eight sx squarefedt.” In thetone of aperky rea estate agent, she said, “ Spacious|living
area, open concept design, upgraded kitchens and bathrooms, stone entryway, views of
eternity from every window.” Her voice went higher and perkier. “I loveit! When can |
movein?’

Shelooked down at the ten-foot section of illuminated gray rock around her,
shrugging. “It could beworse,” she said and began counting theways. “1t’ s like prison,
but without the three hots and a cot—not to mention the benefits of companionship.”

A réttle of stones off to her |eft broke her concentration right in the middle of debating
the up- and downsides of being |eft here done or exiled with someone she hated.

Corinafet the mentd chill again as she walked carefully over theloose sonesin the
direction of the noise. She reached the edge before she found anything.

She looked over the broken lip of stone and jerked back. The floor of her ssomach
was pushing at the back of her throat; araging fear of faling off shook her and she
backed up several steps.

Her eyes chased a sound into the blackness. Something was moving...out there,
acrossthevoid.

“Who'sthere?’

“Corina?’ It was Aleximor. She heard his unique pronunciation, but hisvoice had a
rough wet rotting qudlity. It was hisorigina voice, hismalevoice.

“What do you want?’

There were sharp clicking and scraping noises like meta on stone. “Y ou must return.”

“You'relying. Why?’

“Y ou have something of mine.”

“Y ou have something of mine!” She shouted back at him.

“We can cooperate, kill the Seaborn king and House Rexenor. | sensed that you and
| are dike, and now you have provenit. | don’t want to make you join me, Corina. |
could do that, but that would break you, and | do not want to.”



“I don’t want to have anything to do with you. | don’t know where | am, but until a
minute ago you weren't here, so | was starting to fed comfortable again, something |
haven't felt Snce you got insde me—you...killing, raising the dead, soul binding—and
you'redowly killing mein the process. | don't want to have any part of it—or you!”

“You are part of me, Corina.” She could hear ahint of laughter in hisvoice. “After
what you have done, | am not certain | could extract you from your old host body. Y ou
have made your decision to help me, to become like me.”

“Fuck off! I'll never doit! I am not like you!”

“Y ou aready have. Y ou are. Y ou made your decision when you reached up and
plucked him out of the sky, dear, dear Corina. Y ou see how smpleit isfor you? Hewas
mine, but you took McHutcheon inside you and bound him to your soul.”

She looked down, horrified at her glowing body, at the star burning inside her, at the
pale glow she gave off, lighting the gray stone around her.

“You see. You aremy Melinoe. Y ou would make afine ostologos. Your dave's
physica formishiding below the deck, but he isfree to roam the ship—and he will. He
must live off something. Even | cannot control him in death. McHutcheon isyours,
Corina”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

THE CANAL

| call onyou Mdlinoe, saffron-velled, of the earth, to whom dread Persephone, venerable
gueen, gave hirth at the mouth of the mournful river Kokytos, on the bed of Zeus
Kronion. Zeus deceived with guileful arts dark Persephone, mating with her in the guise
of Hades. Hence, partly dark thy limbs and partly white. From Hades shadow, from
Zeus ethered bright. Thy colored members, men by night inspire when seen in spectered
formswith terrors dire; Now darkly visble, made of night. Shining in darkness they meet
the fearful fight. Terrestrial queen expel wherever found the soul’ s mad fearsto earth’s
remotest bound; With holy aspect on our incense shrine, and blessthy mystics, and the
ritesdivine.

—Orphic Hymn 71: “To Mdinoe’

Corinawoke insde her body, the fluorescent glow from McHutcheon’sformer cabinin
her eyes. It took her afew minutesto figure out she was on her back. Her first impulse
was to get up and run; there was a hint of hope that she had control back. Her eyes
blinked. Hope died. Aleximor moved in just before her, taking the reins, and shutting her
out of the control room. Then he made good use of her happily gloating voice. “Y ou will
see, intime, wewill make awonderful pair.”

Her second impulse was to go with the sillent treatment, but questions were piling up
ingde her mind and demanding answers. Besides, she hated the silent trestment. It wasa
total coward’ sway out.

Where were we a second ago? The darkness, the rocky sixty-four thousand
square foot shelf in space? What was that place? What wer e the clicking noises
coming from you? Why were we both there? They sounded likeidiotic questionsand
something told her that there might be an advantage in keeping them to hersdlf, in
alowing Aleximor to believe she knew exactly where she had been. But shedidn’t have
atrace of athought to pin them to. Nothing in her head had prepared her for
instantaneous appearance in a place so strange and then, in another instant, to be back to
earth.

A man'svoice, rough with the lack of deep, answered Aleximor. “Intime, Miss
Lairsey? The captain has paired us up for the entire journey to S&o Luis, which iswhere
I”ve convinced him to drop you off—not waiting al the way to Séo Paulo.”

Aleximor sat up, getting his bearings. He remembered fdling on the floor, but couldn’t
account for asignificant gap in time during which his host body had apparently been
moved to the bed.

Hesmiled flirtatioudy at Officer Aldrich. Scary as hell, thought Corina “That iskind
of you, Mr. Aldrich. To look after me for the journey—even a shortened one. And you
areright. We dready make awonderful pair.”

“I know you won't try anything now,” said Aldrich with awarning finger pointed at



her, trying to ignore her light tone.

Tegting the waters, Aleximor raised one eyebrow, did one of Corind s hands along
her hip down her thigh. “ And what makes you so certain, Mr. Aldrich?’

Suddenly you' re the femme fatale. Corinacouldn’t believe how quickly the monster
ingde her had grown accustomed to her skin, known how to use every muscle on her
face.

The officer jutted his chin at the ceiling, which presumably meant the control room
forty feet above them. “The pilot from the canal authority is aboard. There are security
boats on both sides of the locks. The ship won't be entirely under Captain Teixeira s
command until we' re beyond the Port of Cristoba.”

“Locks?’

He might have had a secure lock on her body and its expressions, but he knew
nothing about the world above the waves. Corina cursed, but couldn’t help hersalf. We
are going through the canal, the Panama Canal, a channel cut through Central
America from the Pacific to the Caribbean Sea. A lock is like a big room without a
celling—big enough to fit the whole ship inside.

Aleximor couldn’t keep the wonder out of Corina svoice. “Into the Caribbean Sea,
and from there into the Atlantic Ocean.”

The ship sailsin, the door is closed, water is pumped in, the ship floats to the
next level, the door opens on the other side, and the ship sails on.

“Thelocks are aseries of stepsto bring the Maria Draughn to theleve of Lake
Gatun in central Panama—the lakeis about eighty-five feet higher than the Pacific,”
Aldrich explained. “ Then there’ s another set of locksthat step us down into the
Caribbean. While we re going through, there' salways a crew from the Panama Candl
Authority aboard.”

Aleximor looked at him with more interest. “Now, why would you tell mesuch a
thing?’

Aldrich started to shake his head, not understanding her question. “1 want to be here
when you make your...next move. Then | will stop you.”

“Next move?’

“McHutcheon’s missing. Officer McHutcheon. | know you had something to do with
it”

“Danid? The doctor? Missing?’ Aleximor put on hismost convincing clueless posture
and tone of voice. He covered his mouth with one hand, horrified. “And you suspect me?

That | had something to do with it?”

“More than suspect.”

It took amoment too long, but Aleximor managed to raise one of Corina s eyebrows.
“Redly?’

“You killed Pinnet, Miss Lairsey. | knew Pinnet for ayear—but I’ ve known violent
men likehim al my life. | knew what he was capable of. Sure, hetold usall stories, and
he lied and exaggerated on aregular basis, but | have seen the red thing with my own
eyes. | knew what he could destroy with hisfigts. | have been deceived by him—right
under my own nose. And then you come dong...Y ou didn’t just kill him. Y ou butchered
him. Gouged his eyes out and shoved them down histhroat. Y ou cut the tendonsin his
arms S0 that he couldn’t use them. | think you tortured him. | don’t know how you
managed to surprise him, but you did. He grew up in some of the worst boroughs of
London, brawling and bresking bones since hewas nineyearsold. Thereissmply no
way you could have overpowered him without...| don’'t know, some extraordinary
ability.”

Aleximor stared a him, face expressionless. With some effort, he forced aweary
gmile. “Oh, very wdl, Mr. Aldrich. Think what you may. For now, | fed cramped in this



box. If we areto be paired up, can you lead me outside? | would love to see the water.
And these locks, these stepsto the lake.”

Aldrich got to hisfeet, holding one hand to the door, still the gentleman with the enemy
right infront of him. “After you, MissLairsey.” He said her name with astiffnessthat
discouraged familiarity. “We have passed Miraflores, and we' re just about to enter the
Pedro Migud Locks. If you' ve never been thisway before, it' sworth seeing.”

Theair wasthick and moist, and squeaks and shrieks—strange to Aleximor’'s
ears—came from the trees that lined the narrow channel leading to the Gatun locks.

Aldrich pointed out one of the security boats keeping pace with the Maria Draughn,
but Aleximor couldn’t take his eyes away from the car carrier passing them, heading out
of the Pacific-bound locks. It was larger than the Maria Draughn, not longer, but its hull
towered over them, shiny blue and gray wallswith long black dotted vents and windows.

One of the carrier’ s crew—or one of the cand authority’ sline handlers—waved, and
Aleximor lifted one open hand, webbed fingers stretched gpart in the air.

He had counted at least four handlers aboard the Maria Draughn and, as Aldrich
had given away the plans, he had no intention of causing trouble before the ship finished
itsjourney through the land of Panama.

Hewas dso interested in the skill and technology required to bring ships from one
ocean to another by cutting channels through the land. The surfacers, he redlized again,
had progressed so far from his day.

Smdl noisy machineson railsrolled dong with the Maria Draughn, pulling the ship
through the locks on braided blue cords as thick around as Corina sarm. Doors as large
asthe front gates of the Nine-cities opened and | et the ship pass into another long narrow
box.

Every haf hour one of the crew of the Maria Draughn stopped to convey orders
from Captain Teixarato Officer Aldrich, or receive a status from him. Aleximor watched
them openly, taking in the kinds of clothesthey wore, their hair and skin color. The
surfacers skin ranged far beyond the medium browns of the Seaborn, from nearly black
to paeliketheinsde of ashell. Some spoke English in accents so thick he couldn’t
understand their speech. They camefrom al over the surface of the world, mostly from
places he had heard of, like England or Indiaor Africa, but afew had comeinto the
world on tiny idandsin the Pecific or in central Asafrom countries he didn’t know
exiged.

The crew members glanced at Corinarepeatedly in the few minutesthey spent with
Officer Aldrich. Pinnet was dead, Officer M cHutcheon had vanished. The trouble was
obvioudy caused by the mermaid they’ d mistakenly—or stupidly—taken aboard. The
question was clear on dl their faces: Who will be her next victim?

The Maria Draughn entered alarge forest-lined |ake with clumpy idands at the
edges, asteady dow ridge of green water |eft in her wake.

Aldrich leaned on therailing, watching his charge.

CorinaLairsey stared out at Lake Gatun, her focus darting to every boat, every
shadow under the surface, like achild who has never seen so much water in one place.
Her obvious sense of wonder took him back to histeensin Portsmouth where—not
paying attention—he nearly ran down ayoung Roya Marine standing on the shoreline,
garing out at the wide sea. Instead of getting angry, the Marine smply asked himif he
“lived around here.” When he nodded, the Marine caled him lucky, explaining that he'd
never seen water wide enough to not “have land at the other end.”

“Have you any shipsthat go under the water, Officer Aldrich?’

“Have | been on one, asubmarine? Never.”

“Submarine.” Aleximor said the word dowly, savoring it. “How deep do they dive?’

He shook his head, frowning with aguess. “Regularly, athousand meters, probably



moreif they wanted to. Research subs go much deeper, to the abyss, the bottoms of the
deepest trenchesin the Pecific.”

Aleximor pressed the heds of his pamsinto therailing, looking dong the Maria
Draughn’s hull. “Meters?’

Aldrich shook hishead. Americans. “Thirty-nineinches. About thishigh.” Hehdd his
hand flat at hip level.

“To the ship’ sdeck? Hdlf of afathom or so?’

He nodded, his brows rolling into a suspicious scowl at the question. Who understood
afathom’slength but did not know what a meter was? He shook off the obvious answer.

A mermaid.

He saw thefear in the crew’ s eyes, and where there was fear, there would be hatred
and violence. Half the crew were as certain as he that Corina had something to do with
McHutcheon'’ s disappearance. The other half went all the way over to the other side,
declaring Corinato be a sea-demon in the form of awoman. This brought Aldrich’smind
around to the reason he was guarding her. He paused. Or was he guarding the rest of the
crew from her?

Aldrich cleared histhroat, and let hisangry scowl settle into place. “Y ou know, there
isavery old rule that goes back to Admiraty Law, and probably earlier, that goes
something like, “He who kills aman on shipboard, shal be bound to the dead man and
thrown into the sea.”

Aleximor leaned away from therailing and looked down &t hishost body, thinking that
it wasfortunate that it would not apply to Corina, being awoman.

Helifted his gaze and smiled, saying ingtead, “Wdll, that would be something to
experience—at least once.” His gaze dropped again, but to Gatun’s swirling dark green
water. “1 imagineit isquite painful to hit the water from this helght—especidly since
everything fdls so eadly through thisthinar.”

Aldrich’sfocus swung to the lake—but only for amoment. “Probably bresk haf the
bonesin your body.”

“How do you get off of aship, once on one?’

“The tugboats push us up againg the pier, wetie up, and lower the walkway.”

“ And when thereis an urgent Situation?’

He hesitated over explaining emergency procedures, finaly deciding to just point the
lifeboats out. “ The orange boat there, mounted on those rails—that’ s the starboard
lifeboat. There s another on the portsde.”

Aleximor stared hard at the two bright orange eliptica pods, trying to guess how they
were used, but decided to cut his curiosity short. Aldrich was suspicious. There was no
sensein handing him fuel for more suspicion—or any other advantage.

He mimicked Aldrich and leaned on therail, watching the other cand traffic passthem
in the opposite direction, agleaming white yacht, asharp gray military vessd with missile
tubes and aforest of antennas, and two other cargo shipswith orange, red and blue
boxes stacked high on their decks.

The pilot boat came alongside just before the Gatun Locks, and another pilot
boarded. A security boat made a pass as the ship dipped into the first chamber, and
Aldrich led Corinato the bow where they would be able to look over the top of the lock
gates, into the chamber below. The Port of Cristoba stuck up through the hazein the
distance, and beyond that, the Caribbean.

“I lovethe Pacific,” whispered Aldrich, dmost to himsdf. “But thisismy sde of the
ocean. I’'m just more comfortable here.”

“Thisismy Sdeaso,” said Aleximor. His prison had been in the Pecific. Thiswaslike
coming home after atwo hundred year absence. He looked back adong therail, most of
hisview blocked by cargo containers. “ Extraordinary, Officer Aldrich. That you



surface—that someone had the skill to cut achannel of water through the land, joining
two oceans—and for ships of thissize. Magnificent.”

He stared at her, getting the I’ m-not-from-this-planet feding again, aong with adeep
out-of-time vibe. “Wherein Cdiforniaare you from? I’ ve visited the Port of Los Angeles
and Long Beach many times. | have sat in the backseat of acar on asix-lane road full of
carsthat did not move for fifteen minutes. I’ ve walked down Hollywood Boulevard, seen
amovie at Grauman’s Chinese Thesater. | don’t know much about Cdifornians, but, Miss
Larsay, you have...unsettled me severd timeswith your questions and replies.”

Tell himyou're from Berkeley.

“I amfrom Berkeley.” Aleximor said it flatly asif that would settle dl manner of
bizarre behavior. Aldrich nodded, accepting this.

That was easier than...What isthat?

A spasm of pain swept through Corina’ s middle, cutting deeply, asif someone had
shoved aspinning circular saw blade into her kidneysand let it rip up through the bottom
of her rib cage. Shefdt heat and adull thudding in her bones, then something hot and wet
lesking ingde her.

Aleximor clutched at therailing, fingers dipping on thethick paint. Thered meta deck
swung into view. Hefdl into it, and everything went dark.

Corinashoved her handsinto the gray dabs of stone. She was on her knees, sobbing
because the glow around her in the lightless space had doubled.

“Why? Another one!” she shouted into the night. The question filled a deep cup of
anger and she stirred in the answer. She didn’t want to ask who. Officer
M cHutcheon—dead Officer M cHutcheon—had killed someone and passed the bound
soul to her.

“l am as bad as you are, you fucking mongter! Y ou have done thisto me!”

Thewind howled past her, throwing smaller chips of stoneinto the air and over the
edgeinto nothingness. A rain of gray flaky materid dissolved into cloudsin the gusts. She
picked afew bitsout of her hair, twisting one braid around to examine itswhitetip. More
of her hair had lost its color.

“Corina, please.” Aleximor’s voice came from the black space beyond the edge of
her prison. She heard clicking sounds as he moved. “Y ou have succeeded where |
expected you to fail. | have given you the chanceto live for athousand years or more.”

“I amnot dive. Thisisnot living!” She looked down at the doubly bright glow coming
from her body. There were deeper shadows at the edges of the flat gray stones under her
feet. Shadows from the light coming from me—from two souls | have stolen from
their original owners.

“Thisisyour life, Corina.” Aleximor’svoice was calm, bordering on amused. “Y ou
madethis place. Thisis you. The black sky, thisroaring wind, the sones underfoot.”

Her anger died and her voice came out in awhisper. “You seethisas| seeit? This
placeismine?’

“Wedl build theworldsin our own souls”

“But then why isthisplace...so wrong?’ My favorite things are music and the
Pacific. Where are the violins and surf? Where' s the concert hall in my head?
Where' s the ocean? Where' s my damned Pacific Ocean? She spun away from
Aleximor’ sdirection and walked to the other end of her plot of soul-space. There was
something right in Aleximor’ swords. She could fed it. The deaths of my mother and
father are here, not buried in memories, but part of the air | breathe, part of the
earth under my feet. Everything, it's here.

Shefdt aflash of shame at the thought that her parents might show up, like something
out of adream, and boy would they be disappointed when they found out their



daughter’s GPA had dipped to 3.24 last semester, not to mention she was now joyriding
through Panama on a cargo ship, steding the souls of the crew.

After aminute of gppraisal, Aleximor answered her. “Interesting. It is not unformed.

Y ou are acomplicated soul.”

“Go fuck yoursdf,” she muttered.

She reached the edge, the sharp line separating rock from nothingness, then turned
and walked back. Shelooked up from the the gray stonesto the clicking in the darkness.

“What are you? Why are you making that noise. Are you waking?’

“In amanner of spesking.”

A bright tar blazed into existence alittle to the | eft of the direction she wasfacing.
She squinted againgt the stab of light, its beams fiercely attacking the pure black space,
clawing for something to perceiveit.

Shewhispered in awe. “Isthat you?| can’t even look directly at you.” The cause
suddenly hit her. “Holy shit! How many souls have you...taken?’

Aleximor stood up, hislong black hair twisting around his shouldersin greasy clumps,
athin black cloak tossed over one shoulder and across his body, one hand raised in
greeting. The ground at hisfeet was smooth, flat, and gave off ametdlic sheen. Then she
redized he was standing on top of ahuge machinewith legslikeacrab. It wasagiant
verson of hisfamiliar, the crab thing he had summoned to walk al over Pinngt, cutting
tendons and gouging eyebals asit went. He had been indgdeit, driving it—inside her
soul-space, and then like an armored-divison commander surveying abattlefied, he
popped the hatch and climbed out to take in the view.

“I have lost count, Corina. Tens of thousands at least.”

Stepping away from the edge, she headed toward the center of her space—giving
new meaning to mooning. Kiss my glowing ass, Aleximor. Over her shoulder she
asked, “Who isMdinoe? Y ou caled methat just before | eft this place thelast time.”

“Mélinoeis abeautiful queen of the dead.”

“Redly?’ she asked, distracted by an unexpected flash of color in her empty black
and white and gray world. She nearly tripped over the leg of aburgundy velvet chair with
carved wood legs and back. The chair looked familiar. She had sat in thisvery
one...somewhere.

She stopped and grabbed the chair for support. In front of it wasamusic stand and
her cello. She leaned forward to read the sheets. Beethoven's String Quartet, Opus
130, Second Movement at the top of the page.

“One of thelast things | remember hearing before you showed up.”

She resisted the urge to sit and play, but not for long. “Oh, dl right. Onetime
through.” Shetook her cello off its stand, tuned it, and closed her eyes. As soon asshe
jumped into the first bar, the sound of aviolin began accompanying her. Then another.
Thenaviola

Her tears started halfway through, but didn’t run down her cheeks. They drifted off
her face into the air. She dumped over the cello after the last note, exhausted, the bow
dipping from her fingersto the rounded gray rocks.

Her head shot up when the sense of disembodiment returned, thefedling of being
insde her body without control over it. The view of her soul did away and when her eyes
opened, a chipping, dull-red painted surface came into view, unfocused at first.

Aleximor dragged her body to its knees. Aldrich, wary of atrap, had let Corinadide
off therailing and fall to the deck. Hed left her there after turning her over and cdling for
an ice pack for the swelling on her forehead.

“How long?’ Corind s voice was dry and choked with mucus. Aleximor looked over
a Officer Aldrich’ s shiny black shoes and coughed. “How long have | been lying here?’

“Thirty minutes.” Hisvoice was dow with indecison.



Aleximor waved away Aldrich’s help and climbed to the ship’srailing. “Y ou left me
lying on the deck? Exposed to Hel—the sun? A gentleman would have carried meto my
room.”

A gentleman would have caught me, said Corinaas Aleximor gingerly touched the
knot on her forehead.

Aldrich stood back, hisarmsfolded, glaring at her. “1 had one of the crew carry you
into the shade.” Heindicated apair of shipping containers stacked two high and casting a
dightly cooler shadow over the bow.

“The crew? I find your behavior to be nothing like agentleman’s.”

| think you're overdoing it.

“And | find yoursto be nothing like alady’s. It was my opinion that you were faking
anillness—and that | was again to be the dupe. Pinnet fooled me afew daysago. Y ou
have fooled us al—including Captain Teixeira, whom | consider near unfoolable. | won't
let it happen again.” He paused, hismannerskicking in. “1f you are truly not well, and this
isnot part of some plot of yours, then | gpologize.”

Aleximor looked up into his clear gray-blue eyes and held them defiantly for a
moment. “I accept your conditiona gpology, Officer Aldrich.”

Aldrich nodded, swalowing dryly. Despite al, he found something innocent
and...melancholy about her that made him clamp histeeth shut to keep anything he might
say frombeing said.

Aldrich nearly choked when, in aquiet, lost voice, Corinasaid, “A gentleman would
have caught me.” But then Aleximor spoiled the moment by adding, “Everything fallsso
quickly inthe Thin—through theair.”

Aldrich replaced his I’ m-babysitting-an-aien scowl. Or mermaid, or
whatever-mongter-from-Berke ey-in- human-form.

He gestured to the bow. “We will enter the Caribbean shortly. A day and ahaf out
from S8o Luis.” He swung his hand to the stern. “1 think you should get somerest. The
captain is expecting usfor dinner.”

Dinner was quiet and later than normd, nearly nine o' clock in the evening. The only
peoplein the dining room were Captain Teixeira, Corina, and Aldrich. They atein silence
and when the captain departed for the bridge, Aldrich told Corinato return to
McHutcheon’ s quarters.

Aleximor fell adeep quickly and Corina spent another few hours playing her inner
cdllo, some Shostakovich, parts of a Beethoven sonata with the accompanying piano
supplied by her own imagination—although she dso imagined the possibility of awhole
network of peoplelocked ingde their heads with some kind of link between them dl, and
gpparently there was at least one pianist among them.

Aleximor woke suddenly in the middle of the night. Corinasurfaced with him, taking in
everything he sensed. He jumped off M cHutcheon's bed, pulling the swest pants higher
S0 as not to appear the least bit “ skanked.”

Someone was trying to get into the room.

Corina heard them outside the door, but Aldrich hadn’t. The second officer leaned
againg thewadl on astool, dozing, his eyesfluttering every couple minutesat smal shifts
inthesea

Is my hearing this good?

There were four of them in the hallway. She heard their breathing, the mingled
thumping of their troubled heartbests. One of them wore flip-flops—and he was pacing.
Anather kept running hisfingersthrough hishair nervoudy.

What timeisit?

Aleximor looked over at the clock. Four-twenty in the morning. He swung his gaze



back to the cabin’ s door.

Therewas araw scraping metalic sound, but not of keys. They were diding
something into the lock, trying to pick it, but it was clear there wasn't consensuson the
next step.

“What'll wedo?’

“What if she' sawake?’

“She' savampire. We must take her—"

Someone shushed him.

Aleximor, who had no ideawhat avampire was, distinctly heard, “We must take her”
while Corina, who did, heard, “We must stake her.” Aleximor was curious enough to
open histhoughtsto her directly.

Where would they want to take me, Corina?

Stake me. They want to put a thick piece of wood—a stake—through my heart.

Why in the sea would they want to do that? That is folly. Besides he did not say,
stake, but take. Why else would the other one make the shhh noise to quiet him?
Your argument rests on the fal se assumption that the speaker had finished
speaking, when he obviously had not. “ We must stake her” isa complete
statement, while, without the mention of a location, “ We must take her” is
incomplete, hence the shhh to stop the speaker from continuing.

Jackass. How about “ We must stake her through the heart?” My statement is
incomplete as well.

You knew, simply in the context of four words, that the target for this assumed
stake would be the heart. Why would you presume that these men would require
elaboration? Where else would they put the stake?

Corinathought of severa places she'd like to put the stake—once Aleximor was out
of her body. Shut up. We're missing their conversation.

A new voice from the welcome committee in the hall whispered, *Y ou saw Pinnet's
face after she was through. Eyes ripped out. Skin blue, blood drained. I'm not saying he
didn’t deserveit, but shedid that to him.”

“Y ou could be next.”

“Also, Pinnet’ s corpseis gone.”

“The doctor’ smissing. And now Phari, t00.”

Corinabrokeinto Aleximor’s planning for combat againgt four armed lantswith, |
think you should wake Aldrich.

“Why would | want to wake him? | have no fear of these four.”

Corinasighed. Because you do not want to reveal your power in front of Aldrich.
Not yet.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

FUTILITY

One of thefirg activities that take up anew Seaborn ruler’ stime, shortly after crowning,
isto tear down the former king's or queen’ s “Protection,” aclear, permeable shield
wider than thewadls of the Nine-cities, and higher than the highest of itsfloating cities.
The Protection typicdly alowsinanimate objects of a certain sizethrough, aswell asfish
and other sea creatures who do not pose athresat to the Seaborn. The original purpose of
the Protection was to shield the city from the dead army, the Olethren.

—Muichael Henderson on Seaborn tradition

“Thereis something in the seathat wants me, Nereus.” Kassandra stared out from the
battlements of the Rexenor fortress, arms folded across her chest, her fingers gripping the
smooth materiad adong the deevesof her shirt. “1 canfed it...looking for me.”

Nereus, standing behind her, did his hands across her shoulders, down her arms, and
pulled her into a protective hug. “Y ou are shaking?’ It came out more of aquestion than
he d intended, running rough over his effort to keep the surprise out of hisvoice.

She nodded, leaning back against him, her toes hooking the edge of the south-facing
wall. She stared into the deep, and | et her braids cail in the water, sending oneto circle
Nereus, winding loosdly around his neck, binding him to her.

“It wants something from me.”

He looked doubtful. “It?’

“Inthe sameway thereisan it aout me. | am she—mostly. But thereis apart deep
ingde me, acontrolling part that isan it, the part that has plans for thisworld.”

Nereus closed his eyes, his breathing dowing as he focused histhought on her
explanation. “Y ou are the Wreath-wearer.” He pretended to know what that really
meant, while relying entirely on the legends and rumors of Alkimides power. A long
moment of silence, then he whispered, “Perhapsit isyou?’

“No. What | fed is outside, something else in the ocean.”

He bent down and kissed her behind the ear. “I will protect you from it, my love.”

Kassandra kept her first reaction to herself—she wanted to laugh—then his statement
unwound, athick rope unraveling into separate threads, becoming a hundred paths
winding through theinterna ocean of her soul, touching many places she didn’t want
touched. Hiswords stabbed into shadowy fedings, unlocking them, letting them loosein
her head to displace other thoughts. There was aroar of chaos that made her wince and
close her eyes. She wanted to weep over his sentiment, cry with joy, dip helplessy into
hisarms. Another part of her wanted to hide insde his soul, where no one would ever
find her. Sherolled in the water to face him, aquick look up at his seriousface, hiseyes
searching for some hint of her fedingsin her expresson.

She glanced away, giving him asmileinstead. Her voice came out hoarse. “Why?’

Hefinished her question. “Why do | love you?’

Shereached up and buried her facein histhroat, kissed him there, her fingersworking
through hishair. “And do not tel meit is because Lady Kalixene wishesit.”

A little jump ran through his body, the start of alaugh. “The Lady hastold meto stay
away fromyou.”



Hefdt Kassandra s amile againgt the skin under hisjaw, fdt it sharpen mischievoudy.
“And you, my dear Nereus, do not heed her command? Y ou defy your Lady?’

“No Rexenor lord or lady may demand such athing. It is her wish not her command.”

Kassandralet afew moments pass to think about this. “Did Lady Kalixene give you
her reasons?’

“Oneonly: If | amtoo closeto you, | will perish. Y ou will not hestate to lead meto
my death. She grew angry when | compared our love to her great love with Lord
Nauskrates—he gave hislifein order to save hers when the Ol ethren stormed our
fortress”

Startled, Kassandra pulled out of hisarms. “ Just angry?’

He nodded sadly. “ Angry at hersdlf for alowing usto meset, for playing her partin
bringing ustogether. Then at me..well, us...saying | was cursed to fdl inlove with you
and | would get in return what | deserved for my stupidity and blindness.”

Horrified, Kassandralet her focus dart to Nereus face, then away, sensing the turmoil
inhissoul, but not catching enough to understand it. “ And you do not fear that thisis
true?’

“Fear?’ Hisfingersdid under her chin and tilted her face up to his. 1 hopeit is, my
lady.”

She kept her eyes closed tight, squeezed them tighter when his lips touched hers. She
kissed him harder when she fdlt the approach of an orcateam, some pressing business
she would—no doubt—have to immediately attend to. She didn’t open her eyes and
look away until Nicole had cdled her athird time.

“Yes?' Shefdt Nereusdrift from her, but grabbed him back to her, unashamed of
their embrace on the battlements overlooking the great Rexenor fortress and the distant
practicing teams of hoplites, orcariders charging targets with lances down.

Nicole stood up in the fore saddle of her own orca, gave Kassandra a quick nod, then
pointed behind her a an older man in blue scaled armor and long gray braids, dozens of
them hanging down his chest, over his shoulders.

“Milady, we have discovered the trace of intruders from the south in our netsaong
the mountains”

“King spies?’

“Yes, milady.”

“We brought Nereus' orca, hisarmor, and lances,” put in Nicole, swinging around to
motion another team up with aready mount. “\We re doing a sweep of the outlying sees.”

Kassandra closed her eyes amoment, her body going still, while her armor dipped up
her legs, dong her arms, encasing the rest of her. She kicked off the stones, twirling over
Nereusin acartwhed, to land in the archer’ s firrups behind the long deek mamma’s
dorsd fin.

Nereus kicked to his orca, planting hisfeet in the saddle. He pulled his hauberk over
his head, jamming the long line of snaps closed with the hed of his palm. He jumped into
blue scaled leggings, drawing the straps tight, snapping on his sword and the extraarmor
orcaridersrequired.

Kassandra turned to the commander of the team as she loaded the pair of crossbows
cabled to the archer rack. “Lead on, Lord Meidimos. Let us hunt spies from my
grandfather.”

Meidimos smiled, and she returned it, grabbing the rail as Nereus darted with a deep
roll into the formation of outseariders.

The team shot to the floor, some of the Rexenors singing up lightsto seek ahead,
smoldering pinpointsthe orcas could follow in the pure darkness.

They rode for hours, then Meidimos cdled the lights back and snuffed them out as
they drew near the spelInets guarding the edge of Rexenor’ s province. He waved some



of histeam off on the flanks. They’ d come back in at the right timeto circle the enemy.

Kassandraused hand signalsto talk to Nereus, pointing off to their right. The message
went out, and Meidimos swung histeam in for the attack. It was over in seconds, the
flanking orcas swept in, riders with strong bleeds launching binding spells,

There were two of them; one—a thin wiry man with hishair cropped likea
criminal’ s—wore the green scale armor of House Dosianax, rows of sheathed knives
strapped to hislegs and arms. He couldn’t move with the wrapping job the Rexenors had
performed on him. He floated, struggling in abluish cocoon of woven threads. Everything
above his shoulders was uncovered, and he twisted his neck thisway and that, trying to
get abetter ook at his captors.

Meidimos stood in his saddle dealing with the other spy, who looked to bein far
better condition. He had long light brown hair in braids and bright blue eyes, somekind
of vison enhancement he’ d made permanent. Meldimos sang something about opening,
prying the seamsin the man’s menta shielding. The spy had been hit with astun attack
that left hisarms and legs dangling heavy and usdless from his body, but his menta
facultieswereintact.

Helaughed at Meidimos, curling hisfingers, the paraysisin hislimbs dready wearing
off. One of the Rexenor scouts, holding the spy’ s weapons, asword and apair of knives,
sang afew sharp notes, intending to shut the spy up. It had the opposite effect, making
him laugh harder.

Meidimosturned to Lady Kassandrawith a questioning gesture.

She had been standing in the archer’ sstirrups on Nereus' orca, arms folded, making
little huffing noises, alabored display of her crumbling patience.

The captured scout turned with everyone else to Kassandra, and gave her adefiant
sneer. “Rexenor witch, you can't find my thoughts. Y ou can’t—"

She caught hiseyes, fdt him struggle againgt her will, and then she sang ashort string
of notesthat lit up her crown, pale green bands of the Wreath of Poseidon.

“I’'mafraid | fail tofollow you,” she said with ddliberate formdity. “What can’t | doto
you?" Shemade aspird flexing of her fingers, curling them into afist, opening them again
likeaflower. A burst of pae blue light floated above her, casting sharp shadows across
her face. Only her eyes glowed through, fixed on the scout of King Tharsaeos.

All the blood drained from hisface. He made gasping noises, jumping in short violent
gpasms, trying to break away, while Kassandracalmly folded her arms, her toes diding
down the orca s smooth flank, pushing off. She drifted closer to him, one sde of her
mouth sharpening as shefdt hiswill give way, broken, dribbling like sand through her
fingers

“What isit | can’'t do?’ Then she pulled everything she wanted to know out of his
head, including hisname. “Tell me, my good Bistharos, how many veteransintheking's
train? How many on orcas, how many long spears, how many heavy armored, how many
light? Which Houses does my old grandfather marshal against Rexenor? Does he or does
he not bring my dear Alkimides sisters and brothersinto the fight?’

Bigtharos opened his mouth, histongue thrashing behind histeeth. Kassandralifted
onefinger and hisbody went rigid, histhroat contracting and expanding, hisvoice
working. The figures spilled out of the spy’ s mouth, his eyes going wide at the sound of
his own voicetdling the Rexenors everything he knew. She watched his face tighten with
the struggle—enjoying it. He couldn’t stop the words: the story of the muster of Dosianax
and Aktaios and Demonax, how many archery barges, one of the king' strusted Eight to
lead the campaign. He talked for half an hour, giving Rexenor everything he was privy
to—not the king' s detailed battle plans, but enough to be useful.

Kassandra nodded to the Rexenor soldier holding the spy’ s weapons, and took them
from his shaking hands. The Rexenorsfeared her powers as much astheking's. Shejust



happened to be on their side, the daughter of the Rexenor lord.

Kassandralet the spy go—lifted her focus and released her hold on him. He brought
his hands up to hisface, to cover his shame. The pardysis had worn off entirely, and the
Rexenor outsea guards brought their spears and crossbows up, ready for
anything—anything but what Lady Kassandradid next.

She turned the sword point down, and handed the spy his weapons, the sword and
two knivesthat he mechanicaly did into shesthesaong hislegs. Heimmediately turned
his sword around, point driving &t her throat.

Hefrozein thewater, thetip an inch from her skin.

Kassandrasmiled crudly. “Now, now, Bistharos. That isnot nice at al.”

He struggled againgt her control, ablur of sweat coming off hisbody in ashivery halo.
Hiseyesfilled with tears a a silent command she’ d passed to him—tears that shimmered
inthewater around hisface,

He shook hishead. “Please,” he begged. “Do not make me.” Hisvoice came out thin,
words grinding through histeeth.

Hands shaking, he spun to his companion, the scout in Dosianax green, bound and
floating on hisright, and without hesitating, drove his sword through the man’s chest high
on theright side. The blade punched through the chest plates, did out of the back of his
armor with aburst of blood and a confetti spray of scaes. The Dosianax scout shrieked,
wriggling pathetically. He cursed Bistharos, Rexenor, Kassandra.

Bistharos kicked reflexively, pulled his sword free, and brought it back for asweep
through the man’ sthroat. Hiswhisper came crawling from hislips. “1 beg you, milady, do
not do thisto me.”

“Kass” Nicole shouted at her, acommand that hit her sister like adap.

Kassandra blinked, throwing her arms out for balance as if waking from adream
worlds away.

Nereus kicked in and grabbed the weapons from the spy. Other guards closed on
Bistharos, binding hisarms and legs, taking back his knives. He sagged in their grip, his
head lolling to one Sde, trying to focus on the Wreath-wearer. Hiseyes still held adim
hatred he was now too weary to pursue.

Kassandraraised her hand, pointed one shaking finger a him. “Do not tell mewhat |
cannot do, Bistharos. | will have every thought in your soul spilled out before meif that is
my wish.” Her voice rose, and the ocean around her glowed a brighter green with the
Wresgth. “1 can cut everything out of your soul and leave you empty, dave of adoomed
king. Do not tempt me.”

When she turned to Nereus, she found him staring at her, the spy’ spair of knives
forgotten in hishands. He was playing with them absently, one of hisfingers bleeding.
She looked away, sartled at how close she had come to pushing right through his gaze
and into hissoul. “I’m sorry, my love.” Shelooked into open ocean, but leaned in close
to Nereusto speak to him. “Who will protect you from me?’



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THE CREW OF THE MARIA DRAUGHN

Out of Erebos and Chaos she called Nox and the Di Nocti and poured aprayer with
long-drawn wailing criesto Hecate...A groan came from the ground, the bushes
blanched, the spattered sward was soaked with gouts of blood, stones brayed and
bellowed, dogs began to bark, black snakes swarmed on the soil and ghostly shapes of
glent spiritsfloated through the air.

—Ovid, Metamor phoses 10.403

Aldrich shot awake in an ingtant and stood up, smoothing his uniform. He rubbed his
knuckles over hiseyes, blinked, and it was asif he' d never falen adeep.

It must be a sailor thing, thought Corina.

Aldrich grabbed the knob and opened the cabin’ s big wooden door.

“Gentlemen?What can | do for you?’

Four of the crew crouched in front of thelock, staring up at the biggest baldest officer
on board, shock and fear frozen on their faces. They had not expected Aldrich...but the
harpy.

Their surprise wore off in seconds, and they backed away to line up against the far
wall, their eyesremaining with Aldrich most of the time, occasionaly wandering off to the
room behind him, trying to caich aglimpse of the vampire mermaid.

Aldrich’s eyes stopped on each of them, taking their names, Jan Achille, Brendan
Cortner, Elijah Doubrava, and Emilio Poma.

Achille, afirst engineer, stepped forward and gave Aldrich anod. “ Sir, we were
just...discussing the trouble we are having with...” Hisvoicetrailed off and hejutted his
chin over Aldrich’sshoulder. “The...er...missing crew.”

Aldrich, stepped aside, giving them afull view of McHutcheon’s old cabin. Corina
stood againgt the far wall, one hand pressed flat against the cool metd, the other clutching
the bookcase for support. Aleximor was doing an exemplary job of radiating fear and
vulnerahility.

“Jan, you can seethat MissLairsey iswell, and not amongter.”

Achille nodded, embarrassed. “I can see, Sir.”

Corina studied the expressions on the faces of the crew. Whatever you' re doing,
keep it up, Aleximor. Do not say anything unless they ask you a question—because
you'll just fuck it up. Let Aldrich handleit.

Aleximor let tears cometo hiseyes, and let hisfocus drift left, listless, wronged, the
accused victim in al the nonsense about the crew disappearing.

Aldrich glanced over hisshoulder a Corina. “I have not left Miss Lairsey doneina
day and ahalf.”

“But you know Phari’smissing?’ one of them asked indignantly.

Aldrich glared ast the man and nodded. “I do and | cantell you with dl certainty that
Miss Lairsey could not have been directly involved, because | have not left her without a



guard inthat time.”

Corinatried to focus on Aldrich, who was a blurry human shape at the edge of
Aleximor’ s gaze. Something was wrong with his speech. He spoke carefully, alittle too
dowly, even for someone wrenched out of deep. Hiswordsweren't durred or halting.
Aldrich spoke them surely, but there was something wrong. Corinafdt it in his choice of
words and the spaces between them.

Aldrich took the lock-picking pins from the door and handed them to Achille. Then he
gave each of them a stern look, nodded his head, and said, “Goodnight, gentlemen.” He
closed the door firmly and turned the lock.

He only gave Corinaa passing glance as he headed for the phone and called up a pot
of coffeeand rolls.

Mr. Wilkins knocked on the door twenty minutes later with atray bearing astainless
stedl pot of coffee, two mugs, and aplate of dinner rolls and butter. Hewas athin old
man with watery blue eyes. He' d dressed in ahurry and his shirt was untucked, the
deevesturned up. He wore sanda s instead of shoes.

Corinadidn’t like the annoyed look Mr. Wilkins shot her, but the coffee smelled so
good that she urged Aleximor to smile. Tell him the coffee smells delicious and thank
him.

“I thank you, Mr. Wilkins, and | am terribly sorry for waking you a such an early
hour.” Aleximor said nothing about the coffee. He didn’t think the coffee smelled
ddicious. There was athick toasty smell, but somewhere twined in with the rest was
something that smelled like sour urine.

“Coffee, Miss Lairsey?’ Aldrich flipped the mugs over, raised the pot, and stood
poised to pour.

Yes! Drink some coffee. Everyone on the surface drinks coffee, so Aldrich will
suspect something if you refuse.

“Cream and sugar?’ Aldrich filled her cup then put the pot down. *How many?’

Two spoons of sugar.

“Two spoons of the sugar, if you please.”

Where are you? Corinafet Aleximor'sfocusdip away as Aldrich stirred in the sugar
and cream.

Aleximor?

Hedidn't answer or give any sign he heard her thoughts.

Aldrich was dtirring cream and sugar into his own cup, talking about their location, just
this Sde of the cana, heading into the Carribean. He took asip, swallowed, and said,
“It'snot that hot,” when he noticed Corina sitting dtill, staring down into her coffee.

Aleximor snapped back into control amoment later, lifting hiseyesto Aldrich, and
blinking. “1 am sorry, Officer Aldrich. | appear to have dozed off right in the middle of
what you were saying. | beg your pardon.”

“No need to gpologize. We' |l bein open seain afew hours and will then take an
easterly course.”

“East.” Aleximor breathed the word in apleased tone. He picked up the coffee cup
delicately and touched the surface of the brown fluid with thetip of histongue. He
blinked, scowled, and dipped histongue in further, tasting the hint of sweetness. “This
coffeeisgood, very good.”

He watched Aldrich drinking, and copied him, letting asmall amount pour into his
mouth, even copying the little gasp after swalowing the sweset liquid.

| told you coffeeis good. Now, where were you? She didn’t want to say shewas
scared. She hadn’t consdered the possibility of Aleximor leaving her body without first
alowing her to regain control. What would happen if it went on for an extended period?

Answer me! Where did you go? Corina started off angry, but al the tone dropped



from her thought as she felt the stabbing pain. She knew where Aleximor had been. He
had somehow communicated with his dave Pinnet, who had just killed someone.

Aleximor set the coffee cup down roughly, nearly tipping it. He grabbed his host body
around the middle, wincing as another stab of pain rammed hisinsdes.

Who is Pinnet killing? Corina screamed the wordsin her thoughts. Shefet aburnin
her chest, not painful, but hot and living—and knew it was't Pinnet alonetaking lives.
She sank into hersdlf, part of her dropping softly into her soul-space. Another part of her
remained in her body, shuddering at the thought that the pain had not been as severethis
time, that she was getting used toit.

Aleximor blinked & Aldrich and said, “I am not feding well. This coffeeisddicious,
though.” He opened histhoughts briefly, enough to tell Corina, | had Pinnet lure the
four below the deck where your slave McHutcheon was hiding. They have killed all
of them. | amsorry to say that | didn’t receive Mr. Wilkins' sneer very well, and |
sent Pinnet to kill himaswell. It is unfortunate, because this coffee is exceedingly
flavorful—and now, | fear he will not survive long enough to make us another pot.

You...animal!

Thinking that Corinawas upset about his error, the sudden loss of the coffee maker,
Wilkins, helifted hiseyesto Aldrich, and asked, “Is coffee difficult to create?’

Aldrich stood up with hismug and walked to the smal porta window over
McHutcheon’ s bookcase, frowning at her use of the word “create” to refer to making
coffee. He pointed a the pot with hismug. “That'll last usawhile, but we can dways cal
Wilkinsfor another pot.”

No we can't.

“Sunwill beupin lessthan an hour. Do you want to get somefreshar?’

“I would loveto, Officer Aldrich. May | bring the coffee?’

Heindicated, with tightening fingers, that he was bringing his mug, but Corina picked
up thewhole pot, and carried it with them to the deck.

The sun was just burning through the haze at the horizon when they reached the bow.
Thewind was light, but the morning was too cool to be outsde for long. Aldrich looked
over at Corina, who appeared not to fed it, while he huddled over hismug of coffee,
trying to hold onto any stray warmth coming off it.

Both of them turned at the sound of hurried footsteps. A thin dark-haired manin blue
coverdlsran up, bresthing hard and looking behind him fearfully.

Aldrich crouched, set his mug on the deck, and shot to hisfeet, stepping forward in
one motion. The morning chill vanished, replaced with a hot rush of adrendin.

“Bhavesh? What isit?’ He grabbed the man by the shoulder, but leaned right to get a
better view between the containers.

Bhavesh tilted his head back and forth, pointing back the way he had come. “Itis
Finnet. | saw him. Whet remainsof him.”

“Where?" Aldrich was aready heading down the aide between the double stacked
containers. He glanced back, waving Corinato follow him.

Aleximor set the coffee pot and mug on the deck next to Aldrich’s, singing lightly as
he straightened. He twirled hisfingersin arhythm, tapping his palm.

Bhavesh folded hisarms, faced Aldrich, and shook his head vigoroudy. “I am not
going back.”

Aldrich stopped. “What did you see?’

“Pinnet. | saw Pinnet! He jJumped on Wellard outside the laundry. He broke
Wellard’ sneck.” His hands shook. “I heard the bones snap. Pinnet wrenched his head
around till the neck snapped.”

“Finnet’ sdive?’

Bhavesh shook his head. “Not that | could tell. Half hisfaceisrotted off and a sour



gray liquid dripped out of him when he waked. He should be easy to follow, but | won't
doit”

“But...” Aldrich’seyeswent to Corina. He turned to go, then spun back around and
pointed a shaking finger. “What have you done?’

Aleximor just smiled, finishing up his shifting dance, hisarms swaying, fingers
spreading, webbing tight, until all the movement passed through his body.

A worried look came over Bhavesh' sface. He gestured toward Aldrich, tilting his
head to one side. “ Sir, you have something on the back of your neck.”

Aleximor sang acommand and Aldrich’ sbody gtiffened. Hiseyesbulged. Hisjaw fell
open. His eyes shifted to one Sde then the other, trying see what held himin place.

Aleximor used Corind sgentlest voice. “Not yet, Officer Aldrich. Y our time has not
come.”

Bhavesh turned dowly around, redlizing his mistake too late. One of Aleximor’s hooks
fired from apoint in front of hisfingers, flattening out asit crossed the space between
them. The point caught Bhavesh in the throat, tearing half of it away with a spray of blood
and tissue. His head snapped back with another gush of dark red.

Bhavesh turned as he fell, eyes staring, hisarms spirding, hisfingers clawing at theair.

Aleximor stepped over Bhavesh' sbody, up to Aldrich’ sfrozen form, lifted one hand
to hisface, and with theflaking blue polish till clinging to the nails, ran the tips of
Corina sfingersaong his cheek. Aleximor sang another song, and the musclesin
Aldrich’ sface rdaxed. The officer turned to theright and Aleximor released him.

Themeta crab peeked above Aldrich’s collar, four of itsfront appendages burrowing
into the skin at the nape; another two had burned right through the bone at the base of
the skull. Skin mushroomed around the hard tubes of metd asif adapting to theforeign
invader, growing over the legsinserted up to the middlejoint into flesh and bone.

Aleximor turned away from Aldrich, and waked back to the bow. He lifted the coffee
pot, invitingly. “Ancther cup, Officer Aldrich?’

Before we kill the rest of them.

Corina sang asong, avariation on one of Aleximor’s, pleading with him to spare
Captain Teixeira, to send him instead to the Sea.

Corinacopied his dance in her soul-space, snapping her webbed fingersinto her
pam. Her voice passed from her inner throat into her living muscles, causng Aleximor to
flinchinsurprise.

But hewas dso curious, and he et the words and tones flow from hislips, doud, into
the cool morning air.

Aldrich nodded dowly asif he was agreeing before he had finished comprehending
the command. “1 will passyour offer dong to Captain Teixeira, MissLairsey.”

Aleximor stared at Aldrich, picking at histeeth with histongue as he thought it over.
“Coring, | have underestimated your intellect and musical abilities. Strange that you
should choose to reved them to mein such an honorable way. | will seeitisdone, if the
captain choosesthat course.”

Heisa surfacer in name only. You heard him. He haslived on or near the ocean
since hisbirth. If heisto die here, it is only fitting. He was meant to be with Her.

“Y ou have deprived me of another soul, Corina, but in a manner that is not
unpleasing.” Helooked up at Aldrich’s compliant features, and filled the officer’ s coffee
mug. “ Come, Aldrich. To Captain Teixera, the one you claimed could not be fooled. We
have granted him awish. When | can arrangeit, he will get his chanceto fed the embrace
of the Sea”

Aleximor up-ended the mug and swallowed the last of the warm sweet coffee, then
threw the empty mug over the sde into the Caribbean. He handed the pot to Aldrich,
waving him away. When he had some room, he swayed forward and back, pullinginan



invisble net, snging into his hands, extending hisfingers and blowing the song into the
wind.

Pinnet shuffled forward between the containers toward the bow. His hair was pasted
down on one side with someone else’ sdried blood. Half hisjaw hung loose, broken
down the middle. His skin was transparent in places, speckled with maggots growing
large on subcutaneousfat. His blue coverdls hung off his shrinking shoulders.

McHutcheon followed him, his eyes colorless, the whitesdry and caved in. His hair
was gill relatively negt, parted on the left and combed over. Hisface was gray, lumpy in
places where decomposition had begun. The bacteriain his mouth had chewed through
the paate and his brain was|eaking out, globs of it oozing over hislipsand off hischin.

Seven more of the dead followed, two more officersin their uniforms, thefirst
engineer, and al four of the men who had cometo pick the lock and stake the vampire,
Achille—till holding the lock picking tools, Poma, Cortner, and Doubrava, terror in their
dead faces. Combined with Bhavesh, Aleximor’ s crew outnumbered the living crew.

They stormed the bridge, killing those who remained. They shut down the engine, and
turned the ship into a northeasterly course. One of the deck officers attempted to get to
the portside lifeboat, but Pinnet caught him at the launch controls. Captain Teixeirawas
the second to the last to die, his skull crushed, one eye shattered, his shaking hands open,
pleading for CorinaLairsey to stop the pain. She pulled her braids off her face, nearly as
much white as reddish-brown in them, and smiled down a him. Then shewaved to
Aldrich to proceed. The second officer asked the captain if he would like to see Akasté,
the Sea.

Aleximor took the lack of an answer as an affirmative.

Trevor Aldrich wasthefind living member of the crew. Aleximor ordered hiscrab
deviceto extract itsdf; he alowed Aldrich to have afew moments of horror, hiswill
restored, hismind hisown, then took hislife swiftly.

Aleximor ordered his davesinto the lifeboats, and they rode the drop cablesinto the
water. He cast off and then took them all over the side, beneath the waves, leaving the
Maria Draughn to drift free in the Caribbean.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SX

GATHERING FORCES

It is common among the Seaborn to believe the Wreath-wearers are mortal gods, with
powers bestowed on them by the greatest of immortals, the god who was the Sealitsdlf,
Posaidon—the “ Earth-encircler.” The wearers possess much of the knowledge of their
ancestors, ready in their minds. They have direct, sometimes“merged” accessto the
knowledge and power of those ancestors, ancient kings and queens, the past wearers
who have awakened in the new Wreath-wearer. Beyond these abilities—known to
amogt al Seaborn—what the Wreath-wearers can do is clouded in rumor and
exaggerated tales. The belief that the wearers cannot die—cannot even be killed—is
strong, and that each has selected his or her own time to pass the crown on to the next
generation.

—Muichael Henderson, notes

Nicole threw her arms out to catch her balance in the Thin. She was getting better at
pushing the water from her lungs, moving between the seaand surface and coughing up
seawater, but thistime the lack of substancein theair caught her by surprise.

Her brain spun around in her head dizzily. Shelooked down, asif by the strength of
her will she could tell her feet to keep her upright. She discovered that she was standing
on gritty painted metal, the deck of aship. She said “Oh” out loud without meaning to,
redlizing that it was the movement underfoot that had hit her equilibrium wrong.

Nicole looked up at Kassandra. “Where are we?’

Her sster moved cautioudy between the towering stacks of orange and blue painted
sted shipping containers, wiping seawater from her mouth with the back of her hand. “A
ship in the Caribbean Sea. Something happened here. | fed it—I’vefdt it for days.”

Looking over her shoulder, following thetrail of water to the railing, Nicole asked,
“How did we get here? | mean, so high up?’

Kassandra crouched to peer around the corner of a container into awide aide that
ran up and down the ship’ s deck. She straightened, satisfied that the coast was clear, and
turned around, scanning the high sted walls. Then she looked directly at Nicole, put a
finger to her lips, and fed her along stream of words.

Nicole jerked back, found hersdf nodding, taking in the information, then caught up to
her sister, who had turned on her hedl and walked down the aid e between the containers
toward the stern.

They stopped at one point, and Kassandrawent to her knees, smelling something,
running her fingers along the deck to smear what |ooked like blood—wet
blood—swirling it into various shapes, | etters, whispering a song that Nicole couldn’t
catch over the background roar of the sea.

Kassandrajumped to her feet and marched on.

Nicole followed, hopping over the mess, staying close, glancing behind her repeatedly.
They jogged through the lower decks, up brightly lit stairwells where even the soft touch



of their bare feet made loud brushing noises againgt the metal walls.

The ship was empty or, Nicole surmised, had been emptied by someone or
something, probably from the sea. Kassandra' s motivesfor being here still baffled her,
something about “ hearing the call” and that the Ocean told her hints of thingsgoing onin
its relm—things that were wrong. But wasn't this above the Ocean’ sredlm? A ship on
the surface?

Kassandra spent half an hour exploring the bridge, the highest point of the vessdl, a
big room capping the tower &t the stern with broad windows that gave them a panoramic
view of the container-filled decks and sea beyond. She waved Nicole back, while she
tiptoed around the room, ran her hands up the walls, her fingers coming away with more
blood.

Nicole paced up and down the walkway outside, coming back to the open door to
whisper, “The portsde lifeboat isgone.”

Kassandra stepped through the door on the other side of the bridge, nodding when
shereturned. “ Gone on this side, too. There' sanother ship out there. | can heer it.”

She grabbed apair of binoculars off the console and scanned the horizon. Then
waved Nicole insde while she turned dowly from one side of the bridge windowsto the
other.

“Two of them.”

Kassandra pointed off the port. “A US Navy destroyer there.” Then swung her arm
around to starboard. “A Chilean destroyer alittle ahead of us over there. Part of aNorth
and South American joint task force in the Caribbean.”

Nicole frowned at the bizarre military details her sister seemed to know more and
more about as the days toward the coming battle with the Seaborn passed.

They both looked up asif they could see through the celling. The dow thumping of a
helicopter, dull black and nearly invisblein the night, did right over the bridge to hover
abovethefirst stack of containers.

A blast of white light flooded the passageways between the giant steel boxes, and a
group of soldiersin black, lumpy in battle armor with gear and guns dangling from their
harnesses, shot down droplines from the helicopter into the maze of containers below.

Kassandra touched Nicol€e s shoulder. “Come on. Timeto go.”

They met one of the commandos on the airs. He looked like something out of an
dieninvason movie, dl in non-reflective black, helmet, facemask, gloves. Hewent into a
defendve crouch when he saw them, short perforated gun barrd aimed right at them
while herattled off statusinformation into hiscomm gear inalow voice.

Kassandra shifted on the stairs, getting in front of Nicole, holding out her open hands.
Then she said something that made the hair on Nicol€ s neck stand up, more the way she
said it than her actua words.

Kassandra calmly took another three steps toward the soldier, and whispered, “I'm
not going to hurt you.”

He hesitated a second, then lowered his gun. Kassandratook another step, singing
softly. She closed the space between them, drifting down the sairsfluidly, her gaze fixed
on the man’ s eyes behind his mask. He nodded at something shewastelling himto do. In
the same steady voice, he said, “All clear. I’'m on the port stairwell up to the bridge.
Repeat. All clear.”

“Thank you.” Kassandratook two more steps and reached him, put one hand on his
arm, ran her other hand up hisarmor. Shelifted hisfacemask over hisforehead, letting it
hang free on straps at the back of his neck.

Then she kissed him, leaning into him hungrily, her mouth on his, fingers dimbing into
his hair. Nicole watched her with arms folded and a disappointed sniff.

Kassandrareleased him. She backed away, let her hand dide dong hisface, running



her tongue over her lipsasif tasting something. “ Thank you, Lieutenant.”

Then she turned and took Nicole' shand and led her to the deck leve of the ship.

Nicole shouldered her, and said with clear sarcasm, “What did you do back there?’

“Asked him afew questions. The Chilean ship found both lifeboats empty.”

“Seaborn?’

“Still apuzzleto me. | need to giveit some thought. And we don’'t have much
time—we have a battleto win.”

Kassandra gripped Nicol€e' s hand harder, and yanked her off her feet. They jumped
therail, the searushing up in aspout to meet them, to break their fdl, to hide them from
watcherson the circling warships.

They vanished in the deep.

House Rexenor gathered its forces, one thousand on orcas, many of whom had never
seen battle before. Some were veterans of a hundred skirmishes and battles, the
survivors of the failed defense againgt the last assault of the Seaborn armies—and the
destruction of the old Rexenor fortress by Olethren. Many of these had aso fought at
Kassandra s sde against the Olethren a second time, above the waves in the heart of the
land above, the near-fabled Nebraska. A few hundred more soldiersloyd to Rexenor
trickled in over several days from outpostsin the North Seaand off the coast of
Greenland.

“Not enough.” Kassandrawatched them form ranks, charge fences of targets dressed
in Dosianax green. She swam in circles—shark-like—over the training space with Nicole
and her persona guards and advisors.

Gregor Lord Rexenor came out every other day with ahandful of old abyss magesto
practice combat casting, conjuring walls of defensive netting to stop crossbow barrages,
invoking spdlsthat sent coils of boiling seawater shooting across miles of open ocean.
Even Jill swam out with agroup of dolphin trainers, daysinto the strategy sessions,
kicking slently at Kassandra s Sde, watching her sster nervoudy asif a any moment
she' d be ordered back inside the walls. Kassandra had become overprotective,
gationing guards with Nicole, commanding Zypheriato watch Jll.

Days passed and the training progressed dowly. “Too dowly,” said Kassandrato
Queen Andromachein her head. “They will not be ready.”

They will be asready asyou are, said the old warrior queen.

Kassandratook that advice to heart, spending more and more time in her head with
King Eupheron, learning how to be ready for war, learning things no sane ruler of the
Seaborn would want to know. She kept coming back for more. Eupheron even created
aquiet space, walled off from the other wearers, where she could explore her powers
without criticism.

Then in asurprise move, Kassandra reinquished al command over the Rexenor
forcesfor aweek, turning the training over to Nicole and her advisors, swimming north
by hersdlf, telling everyone that she needed to practice afew moves that might be
dangerousto perform anywhere near the Rexenor fortress.

When she returned, she pronounced House Rexenor as ready for battle as they would
ever be, and for days afterward, Kassandrawore a strange smile that hadn’t been there
before, and not even Nicol€e s angry rant about being deserted by her sster could take it
off her face.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
THE LIVING FORTRESS

My inclination—the word reminds me of the“clines’ of the ocean: thermocline, halocline,
pycnocline—my inclination isto begin at the bottom, the deep ocean, for thisiswhere |
find mysdlf, at some extreme dark depth, the abyss, breathing fluid which by al physica
studies should not contain enough dissolved oxygen to sustain an adult human. | pull the
seaingde my lungs and expd it with each breath. The water feds heavy in my mouth, a
fullnessthat somehow makes mewhole, asif by taking the ocean into my lungs, | have
become aliving breathing part of the three dimensiona hydrospace, the plenum, thefluid
continuum.

—Journd of Michad Augustus Henderson

It wasthe presence of life that frightened Aleximor. He reached out one of Corina's
hands, |etting her fingertips dip along astem of soft flowery cord, frayed dippery fronds
of pae pink and white ruffled edges. Theflexible stak grew where nothing should grow,
where nothing had grown for thousands of years.

There had always been bacteria, tiny scavenging crabs, and marrow-hungry worms,
lifea the edge of death, al of it small and tuned to feeding off the dead, but nothing
higher, nobler—nothing that lived off life, the wanderersin the currents, or the chemicas
inthewater.

He swam along thefoot of the great fortress of the Olethren, thousands of stone
blocks, each one astall as Corina, fitted into smooth vertical facesfifty times her height.
Deep water coras blossomed in the channd that ran aong the base of thewalls. Clusters
of tube worms danced in the current: flexible, impossibly tal pae lipstick tubeswith
buttery rich red tips,

The solid rush of noise hurt Aleximor’ s ears, exoskeetd scrapings of amillion foraging
arthropods. Tendrils of dusty pink bacterialeached up the dark stone like blood poison
tracery across hard flat skin.

The living sea had returned to claim the dead army’ sfortress, afierce chemosynthetic
nature, immune to desth asit wasimmuneto the scalding fumes of the vent communities
or the chemica mix of cold seeps and, like degth, preferring certain colors, bleached
whites and dark blood reds.

Aleximor stared stupidly &t the wedlth of life, hiswhole world turned on edge, an
offensveimpossbility madered.

Helooked over his shoulder at the crew of the Maria Draughn, eighteen of them,
following him, bones and rotting tissue hanging off them as they ssumped through the silt
to thefoot of the fortresswalls.

Aleximor turned his back on them and kicked off the ocean floor, pulling water past
him. Corina sarms ached with strain as he swam straight up the west wall, eyesfixed on
the crown’ s edge.

He reached out and touched the stone facing, passing in blurry date smears. His



fingers connecting then drawing back, afraid of the soft carpet of dgae and theliving
things—unimportantly smdl, hatching, growing, thriving and dying in the space of months,
building on each other—life blooming out of death; the tips of his murderer’ sfingers
brushing againgt it and snapping back, identical magnetic poles, repellent because they
werethe same.

Thewalls of the fortress of the Olethren, the army of the dead, rose out of the plane at
the foot of the mountains many miles south of the Nine-cities. Vast walls of death’s
tyranny, towering over thousands of rows of wired-together rotting human forms, split
bones, streaks of dusty whiterot, limp tendons, soft digested threads of muscle tissue,
and hollow eye sockets.

Aleximor kicked desperately. He needed to see them, the dead that filled the central
planeinddethewals.

“A light perhaps...” Corinaheard Aleximor’ s distressed mumbling through his
unintelligible, wild guessesto explain life where degth reigned.

The Nine-citieswas not distant enough to dispel Aleximor’ s caution, but he would
venture alight. He prepared the song in his head, his voice dipping and winding in the
filmy shalows of his power, fingerstapping rhythmicaly, constructing achannd,
intravenous-like, through the skin that sufficed for most work, to draw from the depths
where hisreal power raged hot and violent. It would take more than asmple light to
show him what was wrong with the Olethren and their fortress.

He reached out, hooked his fingers on the hard stone, swinging his body over. He
paused on the outside edge of the wide stone cap, high over the plain, fearing to look in.

Thefaint presence of the Nine-cities caught his attention again, but when he faced
north, it vanished. If he held Corina s head at an angle to the north and east he could just
make out amountainous outline, the light of the city behind them, serrated date blue
againgt pure black.

“Not far enough.”

Isthat the city, the Nine-cities?

Hewaved absently. “Y es. North and around a bend in the mountains. Quiet, now, my
sweet. | need to cast alight.”

Corinawas about to answer him but stopped her thoughts. Aleximor seemed to be on
the verge of tears, something she wouldn't have thought possible from something like
him. He sounded genuindly distressed.

“Itisdl wrong.” He whispered the words of a child faced with aworld he didn’t
understand.

He madefidts, cleared histhroat, and sang atrigger. A burst of bright sickly green
flashed in his hands, and he pitched it into the darkness beyond the wall’ s edge. The ball
of light flew through space, angling up, growing, gathering speed. Haf amileaway it
exploded, an umbrd la-shape of light fragments ripping through water, smears of yellowy
green that rammed up and did around afixed diameter.

Aleximor drifted cautioudy to theinner edge of thefortresswall. He set Corina sfeet
down, toes diding along the stone, and he looked insdethewadlls.

Corinafdt him move her tongue, heard the starts of wordsin her throat. A shudder
rolled through him. Then silence. Corina slegs folded under him weakly, and he sarted
to sob.

Klonassa, aveteran rider aong the south plains abyss border, went gill when she spotted
the flare of green on the horizon. Then spat apiece of fish from her mouth, choking on
the chewings dready on their way down. She coughed out a command. One hand
dipped dong the smooth flank of her orca, Lochus, urging him into arapid caudal dash,
graight for the glow.



She bent forward along the whal€ s head, and shoved the rest of her meal into her
stirrup bag. Her fingers worked to loosen the straps on her lance. Shetook thereinsin
her teeth and dapped her cheek guards down over her face. In seconds shewasriding
an eight-ton bullet in the water, tucked neatly aong Lochus' body, her lance, thick
around as her forearm, sticking sharply into the night, four meters beyond the orca's
nose.

She knew these waters like the Dosianax fields—the playing fidds of her
childhood—where she'd played with daggers, and the training fields—playing with killer
whales taught to spot the armor and crests of enemy houses, and eat through them.

The watersfar to the south of the Nine-cities were hersto watch, serene with the
camness of desth. The Olethren had always kept the living away. She had grown up
daring her fellow guardsto run to the Olethren fortress—when it contained a quarter
million of the dead—touch the stonewadll, and return without shitting in their armor. Few
could stomach their presence, the stench of an army that decomposed asit stood in
ranks, the wrongness of so much death brought back into life, the wickedness of so
monstrous a crestion.

Klonassatugged at the reins, leaning to bring Lochus around. One pass at the
light-maker, loop, and run him through with her lance. Degth to dl who sought it. No
guestions, no right answers, no pleading, those were the laws for anyone caught near the
fortress of the Olethren. They were the king's property, not to be seen by others' eyes.

Klonassawondered if the laws il applied with the Olethren gone. It certainly did
while the army was off warring, but, as the king had recently admitted, they would war
no more, for the woman who was the king’ s granddaughter, enemy of al the Seaborn,
the Wreath-wearer, had destroyed them, brought them to her realm above the waves
and taken their power away, shattering their boneswith her fury.

Klonassa had read the Word of the King, had nodded in relief with the population of
the Nine-cities a the news of the dead army’ s destruction. At least it could not be used
againg them. The king’ s Word, along with an artist’ s sketch of an unstable-looking
woman with knotty brown hair, eyesfilled with evil, had listed her wrongs and
condemned her asatraitor, an enemy of the Seaborn.

Lochus banked sharply, charging toward the light-caster, a pa e figure knedling at the
lip of the battlements. As she siwung closer she saw that it was ayoung woman with pure
white braids coiling in the currents around her heed.

Klonassadid her hand down Lochus head, easing his speed. The lawbreaker on the
battlements did not look like something she needed to fear. She didn’t know what she
looked like. Klonassa had never seen anyone like her, awoman with milky white hair,
her skin smooth—she was young, but dying in her eyes.

The pale woman lifted her head from her hands, the seaa blurry mess of tearsin front
of her, and turned to face Klonassa, opening her arms and standing, inviting the lance to
dide through her body and take her life.

This, even more than the woman'’ s appearance, made Klonassa pull Lochus up and
guide her lance wide, halting the orca ten kicks from the pale woman.

“Who are you and what is your purpose here, witch?’ Klonassafdt thewoman's
power in the current, streaming off her, staining the water like her tears.

Aleximor straightened Corina s body, lowering the arms, fixing eyes on the border
guard.

“Corina.” He whispered the name.

“Your name?’ Klonasa s voice was demanding. “What house clamsyou?’

“Oneof theline of the ostologoi.”

Klonassa stared for amoment, acommand caught in her throat. “The
bone-gatherers,” she whispered, the name like something out of childhood stories. Then



she scowled at the way her own body recoiled at thoughtsinside her own head. “What is
your purpose here?’

Aleximor tilted his head to the Sde, agesture of questioning he had picked up from his
host. “Am | not permitted to see what has become of the army?’

Klonassalowered her lance, thetip afew fingersfrom Corind schin. “ The army
bel onged to the king, they walked for the king, killed for the king, and no one dse. Y our
lineispagt, ostologos, your family wasted, your power dissolved icein thewarm sea,
sdt melting in the currents.” She stopped her rambling words, vigoroudy stirring her
fedingsto dilute athick hemorrhaging fear. Her mouth tasted like bitter metd. The
womean did look like one of the dead-raisers. Not that Klonassa had ever encountered
onein or out of the City. “ Speak! What do you seek so far from your home?’

The pale woman dropped her shoulders and let her body sink, collgpsing on the
battlements, distraught. “1 had hoped...” She sniffled, trying to hold back more tears. “I
hoped, good lady, that | would find the army in place, at peace, in ranksin their home.”

Aleximor lifted hishead, displaying amix of expressons. betrayd, pain, afragile
rebelliousness easily conquered by the commanding presence of the border guard. He
dropped hisvoiceto alow whisper. “My father...” He broke down in tears. “My father
iscrud and will not permit meto go to the Nine-cities. | have heard no news, only rumor
on the current, the taste of war.” Aleximor opened one hand weskly, pleading. “Perhaps
you, good lady, could tell me what has happened here?’

Klonassa blinked, doubt raking through her resolve. “1 do not know what you mean,
ostologos.” It was atitle, arank onetraded for life. “Have you not heard the tales of the
Wreath-wearer?’

“Tdes?”

“Shelives among the thinlings. When little more than a child, she destroyed the army
of the dead, snapped every bone, walked among them and crushed them benegth her
hed, agirl with power beyond our imagining. They say shewhispers, and mile-thick ice
at the bottom of the world didesinto the sea. They say she owns the oceans, that she will
kill usdl, that her tears bring doom, her song emptiesaman’s mind. And she has
declared war, this Wreath-wearer called Kassandra. Even her nameisacurse.”

“Kassandra” Aleximor whispered the name, liking what it meant. “ And sheisnot a
queen, this Wreath-wearer?’

“No,” said Klonassa. “ Sheistheking' s granddaughter, the spawn of the king’ sfirst
wife, thefirst queen’ shidden daughter.”

“What twisty lives,” said Aleximor in avoicetoo light to keep Klonassa s suspicion
adeep.

“Who are you, Corinaof the ostologoi 7’ Her lance wavered, but thistimethetip
stood three-fingers from Corina s nose.

“I have given you my name, my family, even my purpose. Perhapsyou would like a
taste of the Strategy that buildsinsde me, that grows with this news of an enemy of the
king—and from the king’ s own blood no less. Isthat what you desire, border guard?’
Aleximor lifted hishead. “I do not hear your answer?’

Aleximor grabbed the lance from Klonassa s grip, tugging it free and releasing it into
the open water over thefortress edge.

“I dill hear no answer from you.” Aleximor pushed the guard’ s deeve up, reveding
the gold name bracelet. “Klonassa?’ He dipped the chain off her wrigt, placing it around
hisown. “What a pretty name.”

And Aleximor took on the new role he planned to play in the Nine-cities—and
beyond that if it suited him...or her, since he dready had the perfect costume. He became
the pale woman, and she bent her wrist back, fingers fanning, a dainty gesture to show
off her new trinket. “1 think | shall play the part of Klonassafor awhile. What fun!”



Klonassa, like astatue in her saddle, acold glare frozen on her face, made athin
gurgling noisein her throat.

The pale woman snapped the reins from her fist, and taking Klonassa s stiff
outstretched hand, eased her from the orca s saddle onto the wide stone of the
battlements.

Aleximor'sfamiliar had its spiky crab clawsinto Klonassa' s spine, cutting nerves,
snipping through bone to reach the core. Klonassa shuddered once, as the crab hollowed
out her spine. Shefelt nothing below her neck, but her eyes moved in jerky shots of
focus

The pale woman spent amoment weaving aspell of obedience on the orca, then
turned back to her prey. She knedled over Klonassa, looking closdly at her face. The
pale woman' sfingers did over the guard’ sthroat to the first bucklein her armor and
unsnapped it.

“I have changed my plans, dear Corina.”

You are going to enter the city? Dressed as Klonassa and riding her killer
whale?

The paewoman smiled. Still looking into Klonassd s frightened eyes, she answered
Corina. “I beievel will someday grow tired of finding | do not have to explain my plans
to you, dear.”

You talk too much. It’s clear that this Kassandra isn’t working alone. And since
she hates the king, she' s our friend. She's organized a revolt, probably has her own
army, and will certainly have spiesinside the walls of the city. We must find them.

The pale woman stood up and made her way to the edge of the fortresswall, a
puzzled ook on her face. “Are dl surface women this...”

Srategic?

“Yes, drategic.”

Where do you think our new friend, Kassandra, learned to destroy armies?

Aleximor dipped out of character for amoment, caught himself, cleared histhroat,
and became the pale woman again, asking with a sour tone. “Isthis mockery?’

Of courseit is, you dolt. You think they take all girls aside when they’re fourteen
for an intensive study of Clausewitz?

“I do not know. Who is Clausawitz?’

A military strategist.

“How do you—amusic student—know about war? Are you perhaps related to the
war-bards, the Kirkéatides?’

Corinadidn’t know what that meant, but she knew the answer to the question. My
uncle went to West Point. The military academy. He has all these books on military
history, huge books with maps of Napoleon’s campaigns and the Civil War. | like
maps. | read a lot.

The pale woman kept her festures relaxed because Corinawould be able to read
something in them from the insde, but Aleximor’ s hidden thoughts rolled and punched
around in hissoul, plots unfolding like wings, only to fly avay amoment later. He hated
knowing Corina could help him—had hel ped him—in so many ways, hated his
dependency on her, even hated her dependency on him.

Over the last month, she had grown more and more familiar with him, accustomed to
his presence, his moods, his plans, and—even worse—she understood them. She urged
him on. She pointed out weaknessesin his schemefor revenge. She understood his
world far better than he understood hers...and she could sing. She’ d memorized many of
his spell songs, many of his dances and incantations. She was becoming more like him
than he liked.



Corinasquirmed in abody that no longer fdt like hers. She was sharing it with Aleximor,
talking like him, becoming more like him, the two of them merging. She fdt histhoughts,
his reaction to her shift in power. Corinaflitted through his dreams, entered them at will,
steered them. She moved on agradualy tilting floor, forced to take a step closer to him
every day, and she knew he felt the same diding feding from hisside, the fear of losing
part of himsdlf to his captive—gaining advantages she had, but losing control of some of
his strength to her.

“Itismost disconcerting,” The paewoman said to herself, mirroring Corina's
thoughts.

Corinaignored her, sinking into her soul, running her fingers aong the neck of her
cdlo.

Thisisn’t even my life anymore. It’s not my body. It’s some other woman, a
dead-pal e thing with white hair—who kills people, and takes their souls. | ama
parasite, stuck in the corner of this thing’' s—this woman’ s—mind—while she plays
with human bones, knitting them together.

Corind sfingers plucked the strings, afevery cail of climbing notes; thelast note hit a
high G flat that led into alow A, starting the sequence over again.

Thereisno “ me”. | amjust something that annoys the pale woman. | am
smoke, a memory so thin and a presence so weak that it does not catch her eye.
The pale woman isn’t even alive. Even her body knows it’s dead. She cannot make
life, only death.

Corinacut her fingers on the strings and she stared at the mesty ridgesin her ghostly
glowing skin.

The music stopped. Her fingers shook on the frets and grabbed the cello, something
to hold onto, some piece of her life; she curled her legs and arms around it.

Shedidn’t unfold her body when something punched her in the shoulder. Something
hit her again, running up her back. Sheredlized it was her own body shuddering. Her chin
hit the smooth curved side of the cello. The strings thrummed. She clutched at the music,
shaking and holding on while her body shuddered and tried to freeitself.

From what? What would it free itself from?

The pain shook her violently, knocking the insde of her ebow againgt the soft wood
with alow boom.

| am broken.

Her mind shook out a string of related garbage. Glass splinters. Shards. Shattered
light bulb. Thelamp was broken and her father was going to be angry—the lamp she
knocked off the end-table during agame of living room baseball.

Broken pieces. Broke.

Corinalet dl the thoughts dide out of her soul, dl of them except one.

Fix it. She wanted to, but then the pale woman would kill her.

Shewill kill me anyway.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

NINE-CITIES

Thethree greater “houses’ or poleis (pl. of polis) of the Seaborn are Telkhinos,
Alkimides, and Rexenor, and the rivalry between these three accounts for most of wars
over the last two thousand years. The hatred of Alkimidesfor Rexenor goes back to the
first Wreath-wearer, Polemachos, the bastard son of the Alkimides princess and aminor
Rexenor noble—although the rift slems from Rexenor refusing to join forceswith
Alkimides againg the old roya house, Telkhinos.

—Michael Henderson, notes

The paewoman smiled pae lips at the Roll Seep Gate guards, eighteen of them in
blue-scaled armor, protectors of the rarely used southern entrance into the Nine-cities.
They formed up in two neat rows, passing information to each other with hand signals.

And they were going to die. Not dl of them. She would leave one or two dive, bound
to her, toolsto help her swim deeper into the city, keysto other gates.

She paused just outside the wall to catch the tone of the water, feeling for the wash
and wake of any other Seaborn nearby, and when she knew she was aone with the
guards, she donned a mien that intermingled impatience and tenderness, asharp lust for
something she didn’t make clear.

Her look told each of them that shewould like to kissthem all, and that she would like
to ram sharp objectsin their ears—and then sing of love.

She whispered, “Come bloody, come strong, come aong my pretty soldiers.”

She opened one hand with aflourish and brought the inside of her delicate writ into
her teeth, tearing the skin, bright red globules, aspray of life that she sucked into her
mouth. The wound closed as soon as her lipsreleased it.

“Come.” She showed them red teeth and ashy girlish amile.

The guards stared, and the woman with hair the color of bones danced among them,
dithering againg their armor, pursing her lips, planting akiss on each of their cheeks, a
dab of her blood like atiny blossom.

She ran bone-white fingers—unmercifully cold fingers—aong the throat of the
youngest guard. Hislips moved, the words caught in his mouth.

“Comedong my pretty soldier.”

He gave her an eager nod.

Aleximor’ s song dithered between the guards, separating them, gliding into their
hearts, dippery knivesthat unhooked their thoughts, plucked &t therigid training in their
ouls

Her high voice did into them, dick fingersin ther ears. “ Separate and destroy, each
piece wesk onitsown.”

She rubbed in seeds of rage, adelicious pain with a shape, webbed branches, afan
gpreading, asharp burn of release, and her dow fingers wandered through their heads.

She left aflavor in their mouths, prickly sweset, candy and puncture wounds and glossy
slk, asugary ache degp in their lungs—and their breathing quickened, fingersflexing,
reaching for wespons.



Corinawatched asthe spell took hold, nailing their soulsto their physica forms. What
are you doing to them?

“Just watch, dearest.”

The pale woman pouted, sinking in the water, her head dropping to one shoulder, her
sadness shuddering through their servile minds, and her nimble words urged them to
make her happy and whole again.

“If only you can,” she sighed and kicked to the gate's commander, her lipsdiding
aong hisjaw line, agentle kissbesde hisear.

Then sheraked her nails over hiseyes, cutting though the lids, popping one eye with a
gush of fluid. His body went rigid, and the pale woman kicked backward and let the
other guardsfinish thejob for her.

The commander tried to scream for help, but the woman had paralyzed him. Blinded,
he felt combat motion in the water around him, spears drawn close for stabbing. He
tasted blood in the water, hisown and others' gushing from sword wounds; he tasted her
blood where her tiny red blossom kiss had burned a hole through his cheek into his
mouth, tendrils of it cutting into his tongue and throat and through the fleshy roof into his
brain.

The pale woman kicked into the Nine-cities, the youngest guard at her shoulder—in
tow—while the seventeen remaining guards of the Roll Seep Gate hacked each other to
pieces.

Aleximor sank deeper into the role of the pale woman, and went home with the young
guard, Theudas, into a poorer area of the city of House Aktaios, to dark tunnelsand a
sngle-room with clothes and trash strewn at various depths, most of it drifting around the
celling. The water inside stank and tasted sour, fouled by the remains of medlsand a
generd lack of cleanliness.

An old Seaborn woman who lived nearby called to seeif Theudas had eaten or
needed anything from the market; she' d been mothering him for months, plotting to match
him with one of her granddaughters. At the pae woman's command, Theudastold her to
never return or bother him again. Aleximor lit up the room, glowing yellow, and
commanded Theudas to clean while he plotted his next foray.

So much of what he had understood of the world above the waves had changed; so
much of the Seaborn world had not.

Thecities of each of the greater houses, Telkhines, Alkimides, Aktaios, Dosianax,
Rexenor, Lykos, Damnameneos, Megaesios, and Demonax endured in the deeps, and
little had changed about their walls, their floating towers, their streaming lightsand cord
garlands. The Telkhines city remained empty, locked and sedled, adeep asit had been
for thelast two thousand years—no spell being capable of unlocking its doors. House
Rexenor’ s city had been sacked, itswalls crumbling, itslights burned out, and nothing
floated in the water above it. Rexenor had been a dead house for nearly twenty years,
but it surprised no one that the Rexenors had somehow come back to life, rebuilding their
fortressin the north.

Aleximor became the pale woman, sent Theudas out for acloak with ahood, and
then with her white hair and death pale skin hidden, she killed and stole money, and
bought giftsfor the guards a other gatesin the city—gatesthat led into theking's
fortress.

She swam through the Nine-cities, picking up its currents, where the power had
shifted in the last two hundred years, picking up any news of the coming war in the north
with House Rexenor, and rumors of the Alkimides Wresth-wearer from the surface who
was plotting to kill them dll.

Days passed, and the pale woman found more paths closed against her, the



Nine-cities closing down in preparation for battle, suspicion at every turn.

The paewoman passed afunera procession high in the water, and had to stop and
watch, smiling when she discovered it was for aman named Eudoridas who had been a
guard at the Roll Seep Gate—but atinge of anger when the stories of the gate massacre
mostly laid blame on the mysterious Kassandra, the Wreath-weerer.

Everywhere she turned, every current he followed, the name " Kassandra’ surfaced,
the king’ s granddaughter, plotting revenge, powerful beyond their imagining. Kassandra
began to haunt the pale woman' s dreams...when she had dreams.

The pale woman rarely dept, feding less of the need to as she released more of
Corina slifeinto death.

Every few days Aleximor dipped out of the pale woman role, and tried to become
what he remembered of hisorigind manners and behavior. Part of him was aready
beginning to wonder if it mattered.

“Theking will pay,” whispered Aleximor and consdered everything he had |learned
about King Tharsdleos. Lord of House Dosianax, which meant he had been raised to kill.
Tharsaeos had the bleed in hisfamily, which meant he had some power. Nothing like his
own, Aleximor was certain, but magic nonetheless. Tharsaeos gained the throne by
marrying into the Alkimides royd family, first to Princess Pythias, and on her degth,
marrying Pythias Sgter |sothemis.

Aleximor learned the oktoloi were mostly of the king's own house, Dosianax, which
made them a particularly dangerouswall to break through. It would not be asimple task
to separate and destroy them, asit had been at the gate.

Every day he chanced more, testing the boundaries around the king, pressing acold
finger into softer layersonly to hit sonewalls, or whispering endaving spellsinto the ear
of one guard only to find that he had no keysto the next gatein.

Heimagined it might be easier to return to hisfamily stronghold, marshd hisown army
of the dead, and storm the city.

A new day, and Aleximor woke as the pale woman. She whispered, “Once more,” and
gathered up her cloak. “Come, Theudas, put on your armor, let us see how degp—how
closeto the heart of the king' s fortress—they will et us swim today.”

The pale woman noticed something e se that had not changed in the last couple centuries.
There were many gatesin the Nine-cities. Individual House domains had their own gates.
The central fortress of the king had well-trafficked gates that faced west, and a series of
“cold” gatesfacing away from the heat and light of Helios' Twin, guarded by those till
climbing the ranks, small teams stationed up the deserted backside of the fortress.

There were four guards at the Sixth Cold Gate, drifting opposite each other, each
taking a quadrant around acircle cut through thewall, talking in whispers. A lip of veined
white bricks had been fitted around the cut, capped with akeystone with acarved
Gorgon’ s tentacled cameo.

The pale woman'’ s eyes stopped on the blue transparent barsfilling the circle, and then
went to the lock—it looked like afist-sized blob of green foam. She had never seen
anything likeit, and spent enough time staring that she triggered the guards' suspicion.

“What isyour businesshere?” One of the Cold Gate guards swam forward, more
disgppointed than cautious. His eyes glowed faintly, avison spdl he' d cast on himsdlf to
augment the faint glow from two white globes high on thewall. The cold gates, a
staggered series of seven of them, faced east, and the beams of Helios' Twin never
reached them.

The pale woman smiled because the guard had fixed his eyes on Theudas, assuming
that he wasleading her.

Thesingle pair of eyeswatching the pale woman belonged to the only woman among



the four gate guards, an angry pinning stare, her three black braids sweeping around her
throat as she gpproached, sword down aong her arm, held like aknife.

The pale woman dropped her gaze, bringing her hands together; her white fingertips
touched and when she pulled them apart, a bar of darkness stretched the gap between
them, thickening to a soft-edged piece of nothingness shot with threads electric blue.

The water crackled, and at acommand from the pale woman, Theudas brought his
spear up and charged.

One guard amed a crossbow just in time and put abolt into Theudas' chest. It
punched through his armor, aspray of bone and blood exploding from the middle of his
back.

The guard didn’t get asecond shot. A dice of night black spun out of the bar of
nothingness the pale woman held between her fingertips and neetly severed the guard's
head. The crossbow drifted to the stone floor in front of the gate dong with itsowner’s
headless body.

Another night blade caught the closest guard, the first speaker, cutting through hisarm
at the elbow and then through his neck—and thelight in hiseyes died.

One guard kicked off thewall a asteep angle, fleeing the fight.

Thefemae guard cursed him and brought her sword up in front, hilt above her head,
point down, her left hand braced against the back of the blade near the tip. She brought
her knees up, did aweird shrugging motion that propelled her backward in the water,
and planted her feet againgt the gate’ s glowing bars.

A blade caught the fleeing guard through the ankles, and then arced into the back of
his neck.

Blood clouded the water and armored guards glided limply to the platform running the
length of the sixth tier.

The paewoman turned back to the last guard crouched in her strange stance,
perpendicular to thewall, sword point down, the sharp edge facing out.

A night blade shot at her, hit the sword, and spun off in two pieces, turning to smoke
before hitting the sonewall.

The paewoman’s arms shook with the effort of kegping the gap of night open. “Who
aeyou?’

“Phaidra” Shesaidit proudly, asif releasing some of the pressure of hiding her
identity for months.

“You arelucky only once, Phaidra,” said the paewoman in Corind s gloating voice.
Shetwisted her fingersin an arcane motion and four pure-black sickle shapes spun
through the water.

Phaidrakicked off the gate, her legswhedling over her head. She caught one of
Aleximor’sblades, but missed the other three. One clipped her helmet, tearing it from her
head with a spurt of blood from her scalp. Another diced deep through the scales
armoring her thigh. Thelast missed her, taking awedge of stone out of the wall.

Phaidra dropped her sword and fell into a curl of supplication, weeping. One hand
opened to the pae witch.

“Pleasa”

Her right hand, hidden from the white-haired woman' s view, sngpped and flexed. A
cable asthin asastrand of hair whipped across the space between them, towed by atiny
metal weight, and dragging a bulb the size of aballed up fist. The cable coiled up the pae
woman’slegs, spirding and tightening them together. The bulb popped, expanded with
gas, and threw her bound ankles straight up.

The pale woman logt her grip on the bar of darkness between her fingersand it
vanished.

Phaidrakicked off the wall, grabbed the woman’ swhite braids as she shot past, and



tugged her head and neck into awrestling hold, aknife againgt her throat.

“Do not move.” Phaidra breathed the words an inch from the pae woman'sear. “Or |
will. Say nothing, until 1 ask. Keep your hands free, away from your body. If you remain
il and silent, | will take that as assent. Otherwise, | will take your head and |et the rest
of you fly to the gpex of the King's Protection, where you can bounce around headless,
gpewing your blood until the guards cut the float from your legs. My blade will beinto
your spine before you can call on whatever power you possess. | am not some stupid
Dosanax. | an aRexenor. | have fought the Olethren. Twice.”

Phaidratightened her grip, chasing the twitch that ran through Aleximor’s bodly.

“S0, you know where we swim, Miss Pale Hair. Y ou know | am no friend of
Tharsdeos, and must also believe you are not. | havetold youwho | am, and in thiscity,
that knowledge will get me astone box in theking's prison—if | am not dain before that.
If you cannot gain my trust, | will kill you. Now, turn your hand so that | may see your
bracdet. Sowly.”

Aleximor twisted hiswrigt, kegping his fingers together, until the gold plate of the name
bracelet faced Phaidra

“Klonassa,” said Phaidrain an dmost friendly whisper, “of Dosanax. One of the
king's near-border scouts. | must hear your tale, Klonassa. How isit possbleto ride off
for duty in the mountainswith black hair and return with white?” Her tonethinned to a
knife'sedge. “I smell sourness on you. Bitter blood. Y ou are warm, but not with your
own life. Someone s’ syou have taken.”

Aleximor shivered again, and Phaidratook thisfor a spasm of fear.

“Do not fret, Pale One. | will alow you to speak. | hated Klonassa and bear you no
grudgefor killing her. Now. Very dowly. Very quietly. Spesk to me. Tell meyour story.
Begin with your red name.”

“Corina,” Aleximor managed to whisper. “1 am adaughter of the ostologos.”

“Youlie. You...look like one, so | am willing to give you another moment of life.
Thereisno ostologos, for dl of that work has been taken up by the king himself.”

“So | have heard.”

“My ancestor put yoursinto a prison on thefar side of the world, never to touch the
sedl swarmth on hisskin again.”

Aleximor held hisjaw tight to keep the smile pushing at hislipsin. “1 take you to be
some distant relative of old Kassander?’

“Hewas my great-great-grandfather.”

Aleximor’sbody jumped again, and he felt the knife push into his soft throat. “ Then
you are alady of Rexenor?’

“I am. Tell mewhy you are here, why one of the old line of the ostologoi would find
hersdf in theking' sfortress—and six gatesin?’

“We are here—six gates in—for the same reasons, lady.”

“I have not given you my reasons.”

“Our causes may differ, Phaidra of Rexenor, but our hatred of kingsrunsaparale
current. Rexenor was betrayed by them. My family was aswdl. Wefight them from
different sdes, but we are bound by our hatred.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

PHAIDRA

The lure of fire magic, the combining of the liquid eements of the seawith the solid earth,
was strong among the Telkhines, and there is universal consensus among the Seaborn
that the study and practice of fire magic led to House Telkhines' downfal. It was
forbidden among all the other houses, and al books on the uses of fire—aswell asany
Telkhines teachers—were destroyed during the overthrow.

—Seaborn history, Michagl Henderson

“Lady Kassandraismy niece,” Phaidraadmitted quietly, running her fingers over the
healed wound in her scalp. The pale witch, Corina, had fixed the degprip in her leg as
well, then led Phaidraback to Theudas former residence.

Aleximor stared with Corind s eyes, shark-like, ravenous, hislips parting for words,
more of histeeth showing.

“How young isshe?’

“Twenty.” Phaidradidn’t add that agedidn’t really matter to the Wreath-wearers once
they cameinto their power—not when they had thousand-year-old royalty in their heads
telling them what to say and what to do.

The pale woman’'s smiled even more like ashark.

Phaidracould only let her guard down so far before every interna signd blared
warnings and told her to keep it up. It’ s just information among enemies with a
greater common enemy. Sharing information. That isall.

She had to be careful, but even with the warnings, Phaidrafound hersdf wanting to
trust Corina, tiring of the months of secrecy, of wearing an agreeable mask when others
talked of ridding the world of Rexenor or the Wreath-wearer, Snging their songs,
clasping their hands, and chaining some piece of her soul to their sde. She had struggled
in her new life of twisted mirror loyaties. So much easier to hate your enemies.

The pale woman kicked closer, her expression softening, hunger till in her words.
“Arethere otherslike you in the City?’

Phaidra closed her mouth into atight cautious line. Do not answer the question sheis
asking, shetold hersdlf, but the sense of the question. “There are many discontented.”

“Of House Rexenor?’ The pale woman gave her an incredulous stare.

“No.”

Corinatilted her head back, understanding. “Y es, thisKing Tharsaleosis not that
Supid.”

Phaidra stopped hersdlf from grinning back, but alowed awary smile onto her lips.
“Even for aDosanax, yes”

Both of them laughed, cruel and happy and bitterly sad laughter that died as soon as
each heard the identicd feding of loss, adeep welling sorrow each of them had in their
ouls.

Phaidrawasthefirst to relax her shoulders. “ There is something...” She was about to
say that there was something about Corinathat reminded her of Kassandra.

“Something? Whet isit?’



“I think you areright, Corina. We are dike.”

Thetwo of them shared Theudas old room, went on night forays into the king' sfortress,
and nodded, unsurprised by the spread of rumors about the Wreath-wearer’ s agents
penetrating the Nine-cities. First, the Roll Seep Gate attack and now another unusual
attack sx gatesin toward King Tharsaleos. There was aguard from the Sixth Cold Gate
who had vanished, and—strangest of al—one of the attackersin the king’ s fortress had
been amissng young man from the Roll Seep.

Asfond as Aleximor had become of his Rexenor accomplice, he knew it wastimeto
change his strategy. He decided to return home to the old stronghold of the
bone-gatherers north of the city.

“I want to meet the Wreath-wearer, Phaidra.”

The Lady Rexenor gave her ahard ook, tilted her head forward in assent. She pulled
off her earrings. “I must remain here, in her service. Will you give her amessage for me?’

“How do you speak to each other or pass messages now?’

“Twice she has spoken to me...in my thoughts.”

Corinamoved closer. “ Commands? Questions? And do you answer her?’

Phadragtiffened and looked away, either unable or unwilling to explain.

Corinasmiled, soft and alittle hurt—then answered in a carefree voice, kicking to the
ceiling and waving a hand that dismissed any of the barriers between them. “Why
wouldn't | passdong your message?’

And for thefirg time since the kissing and killing a the Roll Seep Gate, the Corina
ing de the pale woman spoke, pleading with Aleximor, just four words: Do not hurt her.
Phaidrakicked off onewall and took Corina s hands, pushing her earringsinto her
palm and folding her white fingers over them. “Give these to Lady Kassandraas atoken
of my confidencein you and tell her exactly this Tharsdeoswill marshd al house forces
except Alkimides. He does not trust Alkimides, and will keep them in the Nine-cities,

fearing they will betray him by taking the Wreath-wearer’ ssdein the battle.”

There was aflash of anger on the pale woman' s face before she pushed away. “Why
did you not tel me this? Who will lead the king’sarmy into the north, the king himsel {7’

Phaidratensed, her knees coming up and hands curling into fists. “ Because Lady
Kassandraisto lead Rexenor in battle. | do not know who will lead the Seaborn army. |
suspect the king, but then he would take House Alkimides with him to remain under his
eye. And thereisone Alkimidesin the oktoloi, thefirg of theking' sEight, Sameramis.
Doesthe king go without one of his most trusted? Does he bring some of the Alkimides
but not the bulk of the army?’ Phaidra kicked away from the pale woman, sensing the
threat behind her words. “1 do not understand your reaction, Corina.” A sudden
shocking conclusion tumbled into place in Phaidral s mind, and she leaned forward
without meaning to, her eyes going wide. “Y ou are of the ostologoi. Do you have an
amy?

The pale woman smiled and closed her eyesto regain her sdf-control. “Rexenor,” she
whispered, and Phaidracouldn’t tell if shewastaking to her or someimagined historical
Rexenor. “Mogt clever beside the Telkhines. Only you could have devised away to
imprison...one of us. Why are you not the roya house?’

Phaidrareturned amusing smile. “Inaway, it was Rexenor who defested the
Tekhinestwo thousand years ago.”

Corinareturned a doubtful look. “How?’

“Thefirst Alkimidesking, Polemachos, was abastard of alesser Rexenor nobleman
and the Alkimides princess—and King Polemachos had the bleed off hisfather.”

Corinanodded. “Now you have an heir to the throne from a Rexenor Lord and an
Alkimidesroyd.”



“And sheisthe Wreath-wearer.”

“Whose bleed does she have? What are her strengths?’

The pale woman' s eagerness sparked Phaidra s suspicion, and she brought her fists
up again. “My brother’s. | cannot pin down her direction. Ask her when you meet her.”

Corinadidn’t notice Phaidra s uneasiness. She had afaraway ook in her eyes as she
gragped the earrings firmly in her hand.

“That | will, my dear PhaidraLady Rexenor. | will ask her when | see her.”

Phaidra opened her eyes, sartled by aheavy thud behind her. Someone was banging on
the door, trying to break it down.

Shetried to lift her head and then her hands, but her body would not respond. Her
arms and legs felt heavy; ahollow burning itch crawled around inside her somach,
something diveinjecting aboiling fluid into her muscles.

“Corina?’ Her voice sounded muffled and too dow, her tongue dropping to one side
in her mouth, garbling the words. Had she been poisoned?

A dow prickling started at the base of her spine and roamed hot up her back. She
knew Corinawasn't there,

She blinked and tried to hold her thoughts steady. Corina, smiling after their talk,
agreeable, too agreeable, taking her earrings. Phaidraremembered aline of fireand a
woman’ s demanding voice, and Corina bargaining with her—and the woman behind the
line of fire gave her something...something wrong, something that dithered into her head,
asegmented thing without aface, just rings of teeth.

Phaidra? Therewasavoicein her head, awoman’s concerned voice—not the
woman from behind thefire,

Phaidra, close your eyes. Let me show you something.

“Lady Kassandra?’ Her voice sounded clearer, the burning in her muscles easing.

Yes, it'sme. Close your eyes. Just watch. Thisisthe hard part.

“Watch?’

Wait. There' s something inside you. | think this was meant for me. Did my
grandfather do thisto you? Panic filled Kassandra s voice. Where are you? Has he
caught you?

“No. Cor...” Phaidracouldn’t say her name. “Pae woman.”

It's here. It has come across my link to you. It’sinside me, searching for
something...something it wants from me. | have taken it fromyou. I'll deal with it
later. You should be free of it. Now listen to me, Phaidra. Not much time. I’m going
to show you something that will happen in the future. You have to trust me. You
have to hold on...Oh, gods. It hurts now. What did this pale woman give you?
Phaidra, trust me. Watch. | will come for you. | promise.

Kassandra s voice faded and Phaidra saw aflicker of bluelight in her imagination, a
high stonejudge’ s segt, and the king' s guards were holding her arms. One of them hit her
in the face. Teeth loosening. The king was there shouting at her. The scene dipped away,
replaced by abright bal that filled the heavens over the Nine-cities, Hdlios Twin, and a
woman in armor like nothing Phaidrahad ever seen, flexible, shimmering gold, with vivid
blue at the seams. It was the Wreath-wearer and she was marching into the Nine-cities
with her army behind her. It was Kassandra, but she had cut off her braids, and there
were stresks of color in her hair. And there was the demon, Ochleras, monstrous teeth
and claws and fluid body oozing over buildings—and Kassandralooked up. She
commanded him, “Go, Ochleros, release Phaidrafrom her prison. Rexenor isready to
come home.”

Phaidra opened her eyes. Thething Corinahad put insde her was gone, transferred to
Kassandra She kicked into the water of Theudas room—then everything in the world



went wrong.

Shelooked at her wrigt, at an unfamiliar name bracelet.

“Klonasa”

The door shattered and abeam of light hit her. The king's guard flooded the tunnels
and tiny room, swordsout. A silky braided wire whipped over her head and tightened
around her throat, a noose at the end of along pole. Two more grabbed her arms. One
of the guards shot forward and jammed something in her mouth that hooked her tongue
and teeth and held them in place.

They dragged her through the narrow tunndl, into the squarein front of Theudas
house, and loaded her onto afloat barge that sped off toward the brooding walls
surrounding the assembly, the justice seats, and the holding prison for the accused.

Lord Gypsdlos, king'sjudge, leaned over the justice Stone, tapping afinger againgt his
bony jutting chin. Helooked over at King Tharsaleosfor thefina decison.

“Let her speak.”

Theking' sguard, ten of them, drifted at different depths around the woman accused
of murdering twenty-two gate guards and aborder guard, treason againgt al Seaborn,
and for being a Rexenor within the wals of the Nine-cities.

As soon asthey removed the gag, Phaidra stretched her mouth open wide to get
feding into her mouth and jaws.

“Speak, Rexenor, why have you come to the Nine-cities where you do not belong?’

Phaidraglared up at thejudge. “Ram your fist up your ass, Gypselos.” She fought
againg the noose bindings, twisting her head asfar around as they alowed. Theking
floated blurry in her peripherd vison.

“Lady Kassandra has a message for you, Tharsaleos.” She paused when the king
lifted afinger to one of the guards. A big bearded man in blue armor kicked up to her
and threw one of hisfistsinto the sde of her face,

“Youwill ushistitle. King Tharsaleos.”

Phaidra shook the blood away from her eyes. There was a sour taste in her mouth,
and awobbly motion in her head. “King Tharsa eos, these are Lady Kassandra swords:
Y ou make your own enemies. Y ou put me on the surface and from there you will dways
find defeat.”

King Tharsaeos smiled camly and tugged at his short white beard. His granddaughter
had obvioudy chosen her terrain and would wait for him to attack her, but he had no
intention of sending hisarmy above the waves—not when it had proven fata thefirst
time

Phaidragave him aknowing sneer. Lady Kassandra said you would smile at this
point. Now | am to tell you that—her exact words—you are afool to think the surfaceis
only above you. Look below your feet, old man, and tell me what you see.” She shrieked
the last few words through the repeated battering fists of the guard.

King Tharsaeos kicked up with his Eight, waving for Gypsdaosto continue, making a
strange cupped hand gesture, and saying aloud, “ She may be of use.”

Thejudge pointed through an arch cut through the north wall. * Lithotombs. Till death.”

Phaidra bit the hand of the guard trying to re-insert the gag.

“The Wreath-wearer is coming to get you, Tharsaeos!” Another punch to thejaw,
two of her teeth on the right side went through her tongue. Hot blood pumped in her
mouth.

She spat red and gave the Nine-cities something to talk about, an event so unusual
that news of it traveled to every didtrict in the city before the king' s guards sedled the
stone door of the lithotomb over Phaidra s head.

Phaidrathrew her head back and for thefirst timein history, a Rexenor screamed the



Alkimideswar cry. “Right of the Earth-encircler, dark-haired Lord of the Seal Souls
arise, with third fore-fathers by our sdeswewill kill the old kings!”



CHAPTER THIRTY

THE ARMY OF THE BONE-GATHERER

From hereisthe road that leads to the disma waters of Acheron. Here awhirlpool boils
with mud and immense swirlings of water, spouting up al the dimy sand of Cocytus. A
dreadful ferryman looks after theriver crossing, Charon.

—Virgil, Aeneid 6.297

The pale woman was not the last of the ostologoi. The last paddled feebly and curled
into aforma bow that obvioudy caused him painin hisold joints. The paewoman
amiled, enjoyingit.

The old Seaborn’ s voice was like ahandful of shells rubbed together, dippery and
hard and clattery, the voice of someone she did not trust.

“Midress...itisyou.”

“You have no ideawho | am, old man.”

“You are of the family, thereis no doubt. Y ou sent the dead here to open our
stronghold—although they would not alow usto enter. We knew one of uswould come.
Findly. Itistime”

The pdewoman stared a him and turned her mouth down in disgust. “My stronghold.
My time has come. My family.” She said each in avery exclusonary manner. “And there
was never any doubt.”

The old man flinched, stung by her tone. He bowed again, grimacing. “What would
you wish of us, milady?’

“Us?’

“My wife, Agathe, my sons, Pleistonax and Thennas, and my brother and his daughter
Phaudtine. All that remains of the ostologoi.”

“That isdl? What isyour name?’

“Sophess.”

“And your brother’ s?’

“Skyllias”

“Very good. What do | wish, Sopheas?’ The pale woman' s face brightened with
delight. Her eyes did not, her focus pinned to Sopheas asif sheweresighting a
crossbow. “I wish to seedl of you for agrand welcome home, of course. Findly, | am
home. Now get someone to tend to my orca.”

She sprang into the water, kicked over his head to ahigh ledge jutting from the side of
amountain. A glow like adragon’s mouth, heat-distorted water shimmering orange and
yellow, through a broad arched doorway.

The pale woman recognized a man’ s decaying bones and teeth on the ledge. She
amiled, agenuindy sincere amile, warm asthe light spilling from the gate of the stronghold
of the ostologoi.

“Wemeset again, Alois. | see you found my home without trouble—and even opened
the gatesfor me.”

Shewinked at the animated dead frame of afive-hundred year old Spanish soldier
who had drowned when his ship sank on the far sde of the world.



“Do not alow anyoneto passyou, Alois.”

Aloisreturned a smoldering soul-light stare, the glow of the arch behind him coming
through the holesin his skull and out of hisruined eye sockets.

“Unlike you, my dear Corina—" The pale woman frowned and glanced over her
shoulder at the decaying home of the remaining ostologoi . “—and what isleft of my once
great bloodline, you can aways count on the dead.”

Corinasurfaced in the body that used to be hers, wiping away her tears, leaving her tiny
gray idand to come back into her head, thefirgt time since Aleximor had fed an Akasté' s
parasite to Phaidra. Corina had cried and pleaded with him, trying to persuade himto
spare the Rexenor, but the pale woman had returned at that moment and betrayed
Phaidrato King Tharsaleos.

Corina, broken and hollow, stared out of the eyesthat had been hers so long ago.
The stronghold’ s exterior looked like arough abyssa mountainsde. Insdeit wasa
palace decorated in arich but weird mix of rococo and the soft organic fed of theinside

of aseashdl.

The pale woman kicked down the long orange-lit centra hdl lined with framed
portraits of the bone-gatherers of the past, shriveled bony figureswith long stringy hair.
The celling was painted the dark red of bloodstains, the walls were as yellow as sulfur.

Unlit doorways broke up the procession of ugly ghost men and women every six
portraits, and the Greek key moldings along the floor lost their geometry at each one,
morphing into columns of carved lace, knobby cora polypsand crinoidal spirals.

The pale woman kicked harder, reaching her hands toward the bright open end of the
hall, where the wall design changed to arched folds of rock lined with carved human
figures, throats cut, bones bent at wrong angles, pronounced channels cut for blood and
the cooling ingots of their souls.

The pale woman swam through the arch at the end, entering a chamber asvast asthe
mountain itsdf, itswalls polished smooth, soft pink like the insde of aconch.

The floor of the chamber was hidden under the shadow of the army.

Corinaclutched at her broken menta space, trying to hold on long enough to see the
army of the bone-gatherer. There were thousands of them, straight formations of skulls
and dull black breastplates, spears butted, points up, three times the height of the tallest
skeleton.

“1 had not expected them all to be here—and hoped that some remained.” He sighed.
“lsn'tit glorious, Corina? Not one gppears out of place.”

How...how many are there?

“My synomoatia, bound to me. Five Khilarkhia, what you would call abrigade, each
containing over athousand, every single one of them with many times the power of the
Olethren. And in the front, two Merarches, commanders of two brigades each. The fifth
ismine, asisthe overal generaship.”

Corina s soul thawed. Saving them for the king?

“And Rexenor, dearest. Rexenor firgt.”

You...liked Phaidra—and then you betrayed her. | detected a hint of admiration
for Rexenor when you joined with Phaidra. What happened?

“They killed my old body and imprisoned me for two hundred years. That iswhat
happened. Strates was damned—I fed him through thefire to Akasté.

K assander—yprobably the very namesake of this bitch granddaughter of the king—ruined
me, bound my psyche insde the earth.”

Kassandra is both: royal line and Rexenor.

“Perhapsit will be sufficient to kill her? Isthat what you are saying? Sheis not
enough.” The pae woman laughed suddenly, cold knife laughter with teeth bared.



“Corina, you doubt my abilities. That iswhat you' re after, isn't it? Y ou do not want me
to pursue the king and Rexenor becauseif | fail you will diewith me. Have | discovered
another of your plots?’

Corinabegged, | just want to live. Please. | just want my life back.

“You are dead, Corina. Y ou were dead the moment you touched the lock, the
moment you freed me. Giveit up.”

| can’t.

The pale woman waved a hand through the water impatiently and kicked above her
amy.

“To the north. To battle. March now, and | will meet up with you before we settle on
aliesand a battlespace.” Shelaughed grimly. “1 have not yet decided who our enemy or
enemieswill be, not before meeting with Kassandra. Eis orthon apodunai !”

Theranks of dead lined up into four tight columns, lifting their spears off the floor of
the chamber, damming them down with thunder that shook the earth and lifting them
agan.

“Paragoge!”

The army moved, thundering footsteps and creaking armor, the left column firgt,
through the wide arch and down the hal. The othersfollowed in perfect ranks, the two
taller fiercer looking dead Merarches leading the way.

There were ahandful of living dead standing off to one Side, the remains of the Maria
Draughn’s crew in tattered uniforms and rotting strips of flesh, dong with three of the
Spaniards, nothing left but broken bones streaked with rust.

The pale woman smiled at them. “ Come, Captain Teixeira, | promised you a meeting
withthe Sea. Itistime.”

She swam from the army’ s chamber, down the hal and through the front gates, giving
dead Alois another wink. The dead followed, sumping and dragging dong the flagstones,
lining up next to the bone-gatherer on aflat siretch of ground hafway between the
stronghold entrance and the family home.

The remaning members of the ostologoi stood back, huddied together, fueled by the
excitement of one of their number returning—and with power enough to raise the dead
and bind psychai, enough to send the army forth.

The paewoman swam to them, smiling gently, running her fingersthrough the
white-blond hair of the youngest boy.

“What isyour name, beautiful young man?’

The boy looked up fearfully at his mother, who nodded back encouragingly.

“Thennas, milady.” Hisvoice was ahoarse whisper.

The pae woman curled her knees and dropped down to look into his eyes. “Now,
Thennas, | have atask for you. A specid task. Do you know how to feed an orca?’

Thennas shook his head.

“Would you liketo learn? It svery smple”

He stared at her, afraid the wrong expression or gesture might cause her to take away
her gift, but the pale woman put her cold hands on his shoulders. “ Do not be afraid,
Thennas. All you must do isride my orcato the east for aslong asit takes you to count
dowly to one thousand, and then turn her around and ride her back. If she hasn’t found
something to chase and eet by then, sheis not hungry. Can you do that for me?’

She gave his shoulders a squeeze and the boy dropped hishead in assent.

“Good. Now swim aong, count to a thousand and then you will return and we can
begin our whole new life together.”

Thennas kicked off enthusiagtically without looking back, and the pale woman leaned
in congpiratoridly to therest of the family. “Thisis not something the young one should
witness.”



Sopheas and hiswife and older son, and Skyllias and his daughter agreed with smiles
and murmurs of how thoughtful the pae lady was.

“Captain Teixera | need you to stand here, on thisside of my loyd family.”

Corina sthoughts withered in her head. You're going to kill themall, aren’t you?

Aleximor went through the steps Corinarecognized, cutting deep into her right wrigt,
switching the knife to the other hand and using thetip to dice open the vein in the pit of
her elbow.

Blood flowered and doshed in the water, rolling like clouds, dark murderousred, a
veil of blood around the pale woman.

Corinadidn’t even fed the pain. Her life was thin and barely noticeable, her heartbest
unnecessary, the even cadence of her lungs ahabit only. She watched the knife cut into
her skin, open veins, and vanish behind the pulse of thick inky red.

The pale woman sucked it into her mouth and sang of the door into degth, blowing
blood through her teeth like cigarette smoke. It was so much smpler to perform with
most of the origina Corina Lairsey, the woman from Cdifornia, dready goneto feed the
things beyond the door.

Theline of fire burst from the end of the knife, tearing wider as something on the other
sde smdled thelife of Sopheas and Agathe and their son, Pleistonax, and Skylliasand
hislovely daughter, Phaustine.

“Step closer, my family, and fed the warm touch of my lady, Akasté, the Sea.”

Thefire engulfed them, and Thennas, nine hundred counts away heard their screaming.

“Itisyour turn, Captain Teixeira, to meet her.” With aflourish, fanning one delicate
hand over her head, the pale woman laughed, “ Y our wish ismy command.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

THE HOLLOW MAN

My grandfather the king—Tharsaleos—is amaster of endaving constructs and spells. He
imprisoned Zypheriainsgde ashell, adave congruct, using her to control me, to keep me
in my prison, to break me. My grandfather did not know | possessed the Wresath of
Posaidon. He did thisto Zypheria because he thought she was my mother, and he could
think of no greater punishment for amother than to force her to break the soul of her
own child. She still has nightmares of the time she was told to kill mewhen | wasfour
years old—and quite helpless. | hear her crying over it in the middle of the night—as do
you, Michagl Henderson. Lucky for me, she chose drowning asthe way to do mein.
—Muichael Henderson, notesfrom a

conversation with the Wreath-wearer

Hiswife was amonster. He was convinced.

“Sam?’ Shetugged at her long black braids, something she aways did when shewas
uncomfortable. “ Sameramis?’

Sameramiswasthefirgt of the King's Eight, the most trusted of dl soldiersinthe
Nine-cities, sworn to give hislifefor the ruler of al the Seaborn. He couldn’t piece
together how it had happened, but somehow he had lost direction, lost control of hislife,
his soul tossed about in the currents of warring oceans.

Hehad killed for hisking, had dwaysled the Eight immediately againgt any of the
king' senemies at every command, but lately he had trouble svimming in his own house.
Hislife had become a dream—not even his own, but someone else' s dream.

He blinked and tried to focus on hiswife.

Isshereally this young? She could not be more than haf hisforty years. Beautiful,
painfully beautiful. Flawless monstrous beauty. She danced in the water. Her long dender
legs moved like the fluid around her, her bare arms opening, inviting, the sheer web of
skin between each perfect finger pulled tight, thin, transparent. It made him ache. It made
hisscalp tingle and itch asif he had just taken hishemet off.

He watched her hands. Her fingernailswere so small they frightened him, made him
bring up his own large hands and study his squared off broken fingernails. How many
Seaborn have | killed for my king with these? And somehow he knew that just one of
her soft hands could reach into him and squeeze his heart to astop.

Hisjaw hurt at the joint, a sharp needling when he opened it—a childhood injury, the
result of solid hit from his brother’ sfist. Why am | opening my mouth? | have nothing
to say to her. She fills my mouth with words not my own. She kisses me and | taste
how cold sheis.

“Y ou do not look well, dearest.”

Why is she speaking to me?

“| dreamed, dearest, that you went to war in the north and you did not return asyou
left”



“I leave to battle Rexenor soon. Y ou dreamed | returned?” Hefdt the heat of his
body coming off in waves. Do not say more! She will put your words in her mouth.
She will warmthemin her hands. She will take your words and she will use them,
twine themin her hair, make them part of her, make something that she will use to
draw your blood.

She pulled her hands back, adight pout pushing her lipsout. “ Perhaps | should tell
you another time. Y ou look ill, Sameramis.”

“A dream?What kind of dream?’ Is that really my own voice, so harsh?

“My dream was short and bitter.” She shrugged her pretty shoulders and her braids
twirled in the water around her head like tentacles. Her amile returned sharp, cutting into
him delicately, knife-swest. “ Rexenor set atrap and brought you into their fortressin
chains. They locked you in a prison and fed you only metal, gold and bronze, dull argent,
rare metdsthat broke your teeth—and still you ate them, you ate them dl. Y ou were so
hungry. Then they meted metd in acauldron, white liquid metd rolling to the brim,
breaking through the hard cooling crust, and they opened your mouth and poured it
ingdeyou. It filled you, and when you cooled, they sent you home, but not asyou are.
Asone of the machine-creatures of the god Hephaistos, creaking joints and soulless.”

He kicked away from her, knocking over atdl chair.

“What isit, Sameramis?’

She isa witch. Poison. She has poisoned you. Do not look at her. Poisoned your
eyes. Words coiled at the back of histhroat, but he was afraid to speak them. He kicked
harder, hit thewall behind him, and grabbed at the edge of adark halway. He forced his
body through.

Light spilled from an open arch on hisright. A boy looked up at him, carved stone
orcasin his hands, toy soldiers astride them with spears. Onetoy soldier fell to the floor
dowly, stiff and lifdess, seesawing in the water.

It was the boy again. He remembered seeing this one before.

“Héllo, father.” The boy smiled, aclever smilewith tiny white teeth showing. He held
up the orcaand rider in hisright hand. “House Alkimides has killed Dosanax again.”

“Wish that it were so, my boy.” Sameramis squeezed hiseyesshut. A son? | have a
child?

“What iswrong, father?’

Get out. Leave before Alkimides kills Dosianax.

Theking' svoice hed everything right in the sea, level-toned, paternal, deeply honest.
“Doyou trust me, Sameramis?’

“Asl trust mysdlf, milord.” He could think in the presence of the king, hismind clear.
His hands were not shaking.

“Qur houses, privileged among the Nine, have never been agreeable.”

“I amoneof your trusted Eight.”

“Hrgt among them.”

“But no more or lessworthy of trust than the eighth, milord.”

Tharsaleos kicked into the water over the balcony, smooth strong strokes that brought
him high above the royd keep to his study, his private apartment. He looked down,
tugging on his short white beard, waving Sameramis up. “ And Euchaon of Dosianax?’

“Will be ready to pledge hislife to you when there are seven of us.”

“Tell mehow your dear Aischyline of Dosianax behaves.”

Sameramis body tightened in surprise. Even her name stung him, an electric buzz
deep in hisstomach. “My wife sugpects something iswrong with me.”

“Wrong?’

“Intheway | look and act. Even my son has noticed.”



The king looked disgppointed. “Y oung Stasenor has said something?’

Sasenor? That is his name? How can | not remember my own son’s name? “He
fightswith toys, dways Alkimides and Dos anax, and—forgive me lord—aways
Alkimideskills Dosanax. His game never changes. Alkimideskills Dosanax. It frightens
me”

Theking ran histongue dong hislips, athoughtful look on hisface. “ Asit should,
Sameramis”

King Tharsaleoswaited for his most trusted warrior, most trusted among the oktol oi,
to land on the ledge outside his study, before swimming inside with afew strong kicks.

“Comeingde. Stand over there.” Theking pointed at a clear space against one wall.
The rest of the room was crammed with books, scrollsfaling off the ends of tables, two
desks covered in strange surfacer technology like clocks and electronic parts sedled in
plastic bags,; adull orange glow bulb drifted lazily around the center of the ceiling.

“I trust you, Sam, even though you are Alkimides.”

The king's carnivore smile made Sameramis’ lips draw back, ajest among rival
houses. The gart of alaugh dried up. Theknifein theking' shand sucked indl his
attention.

“Show meyour hands, Sam.”

Thefirg of the oktoloi held them up, callused, soldier’ s hands, lead-colored spots
forming around the knuckles. Sameramisfrowned asif noticing the spots for the first
time. “What have you done to me? Something monstrous.”

Theydlow in Tharsdeos eyeswas closer to orangein thelight, hisold man'sface
cadaverous, triangular shadows below his cheekbones, his beard fiery, smoldering. The
king was amonster, he was sure.

Quicker than Sameramis could react, the king’ sfist shot out and the tip of the knife
poked him squarein the chest.

“I am giving you the command of my army in the north. That iswhet is happening.”

Sameramis couldn’t help lifting the corners of his mouth at the gift, leading theking's
army, al houses—except his own. He would be the one Alkimides in battlespace, the
oneto make history against the Rexenors.

“Thisis about mongters. There are mollusks, animalsthat have the softest mantlesand
godwork in the colors on their shells, whose beauty will stun you. And some of them are
mongters. Some have asmal tube they insart into their prey, injecting the acid from their
somachsright into another animd. The acid dissolvesthe prey from the insde out,
leaving abag of fluid food behind for the monster to suck dry. What is happening to you?
| have ingtructed your wife to give you something to hollow you out to make room
for..wdl, for me”

The sllence lasted longer than Tharsaleos anticipated. “Do you trust me?’

Sameramis had no choice but to bow his head, assenting. “With al my heart.”

“Wdl put, Sameramis of Alkimides, Generd of &l Seaborn forces”

The king drove the knife through his breastbone, into his heart.

Tharsaleos, Lord Dosianax, King of al Seaborn, planted hiselbowson adesk in his
study, focused al of histhought, and bent his head into hishands. Theroom lit up and he
could see—see through the eyes of hisgenerdl.

He swam through the arch, over the ledge and dove straight down to the level of the
roya keep where seven of the oktoloi and their squires stood around waiting for
Sameramis.

The king' s war-bard Theoxena stood a one, one hand resting on the wall at the edge



of the patio, her gaze wandering over the Nine-cities.

Sheturned before thefirst of the oktoloi could speak. He dropped hisfeet on the
paving and bowed with an amost comicd flourish. “Theking wishes you to begin
assembly of the weapons, milady.” He leaned in and whispered, “Y ou know the ones|

She glared a him, baring her teeth. “The king commands me. No one else. Not
through anyone else. Speak to mein that tone again and | will flay you and press your
skin into paper.”

King Tharsaleos smiled up in his study, dl histhought bent on moving and spesking
through Sameramis.

“One day, milady, but for now the king would be displeased with you. For he has
granted me ahigh rank.” He spun and swam to one of the squires, ayoung dark haired
man in armor. “ Euchaon!” He placed one firm hand on the young man’s shoulder. “You
are now the eighth.” He turned to one of the trusted. “Polemakles. Y ou are now thefirst
among the oktoloi.”

Polemakles jumped away from the wall, afoot into the water, alook of concern on
hisface. “And you?’

“Our lord has gracioudy given me command of the army of the north. | am to lead the
final destruction of Rexenor.”

“Wél! Glorious!” Polemakles clapped him on the back.

“Yes Yesitis” sad Sameramis, the smile vanishing. “I ride in the morning. Good
night to you.”

“No celebration?” afew of them asked.

Sameramis returned a scheming smile. “Not tonight, most trusted. | mean to celebrate
it with my wife”

He threw Theoxenathe same smile and kicked past her, down the tower to the streets
where hejoined aflow of float-carts and dolphin teamsto the Alkimides city.

He swam around one of the finer areas |ooking for Sameramis’ estate, and kicked
right in when he found it. Servants bowed to him and he dismissed them as he passed.

A boy swam from an open arch, holding toy orcas and soldiers. * Father?’

“Who winsthe battle, my boy?’

“Alkimides haskilled Dosanax again.”

Hetook the boy’ s head in his hands, fingers digging into the back of his neck and he
twisted until the spind column snapped apart.

“How unfortunate.”

He released the child’ s body in the water and continued down the dark tunnel into a
broad room brightly lit, globesrolling around inthe celling in pairs.

Aischyline smiled and siwvam to him, and he took her by the wrigt, hauling her to the
bedroom. He locked the door and his smile was gone when he turned around.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

AN AUDIENCE

The Nine-cities—Enneapolis—is built on amass of deegp seavents, an upside down
root system of extremely hot water, some of it coming out over 370°C (around 700°F),
which nonetheless does not boil because the surrounding water pressure is o great.
—Michael Henderson, notes

Nicole opened her handsto dow her motion in the water, running her toes dong the
ceiling as she stopped Kassandrain the hal outside their bedrooms. “ Jill has some
competition.”

Kassandrastared at her amoment too |ong without answering, then caught hersalf and
asked, “What are you talking about?’

“Areyou okay?’ Nicole grabbed her shoulder, yanking Kassandra through the water
to get acloser look. “You'resick.”

“Nothing. Just something...| ate.”

Nicoledidn't release her, but answered her first question. “ There savisitor in the
gdlery, to seethe Lady of Rexenor and you.”

“Whoisit?’

“Some woman with hair lighter than JII’s. There sdready agroup of ogling men
around her, even with Lady Kalixenetelling them to back off.”

“Blonder than JII7?’

“Morelikewhite”

“Isshepde?

“Very”

Kassandralooked right at her, but her eyes weren't focused. After aminute, she said,
“Redly? Let’ sgo meet her. Stay with me.”

Nicole kicked hard to keep up in the long underground tunnels. She bumped
Kassandra s shoulder. “I’ m so nervous. Y ou going to be able to handle a battle?’

“I don't have achoice.” Kassandrahad lost her secret smile as the battle loomed. She
dowed to let her sister through anarrow door first, pressing her hand against asharp
painin her somach.

They kicked through crowded hdls of the Rexenor fortress, passing men and women
carrying armor and spears, through the crowded barracks, and into the training arena
wherethey found Jill playing with the teams of dol phinstaught to attack House Dosianax
oldiers.

Thetrainersreined them dl in with whistling noises when the Wreath-wearer kicked
into the arena. Jill looked up, curious, and then swam to her ssters, waving excitedly.

“Dolphinsare so cute, even when they team up and rip the Dosianax manikins apart.”

Green scales and parts of dismembered dummies littered the floor of the arena, and
Kassandra hugged her tight because she liked the blaze in her eyes.

JlI leaned back, studying her for amoment. “Y ou don't look good, Kass. You're
skin'snearly gray. Areyou deeping?’

Kassandra s eyes clouded, then cleared. “I don’t deep much anymore.”



“Thisbattle’ sgoing to kill you.” Jill said it lightly, an attempt at cheeriness.

Zypheriaand Michadl Henderson swam up at that moment. They didn’t hear
Kassandramumble, “Not like | haven’'t wished.”

Kasstook JlI’shand, tugging her up toward the holein the arena s domed ceiling.
“WE re going to meet avisitor from the south. Come on.”

Jll couldn’t hide the flash of surprisethat lit her face. Kassandra never took her
anywhere, aways preferring Nicole for any kind of audience, adventure, or battle
traning.

Zypheriaswam close, so quick in the water she dragged Michagl dong almost asan
afterthought. Kassandraglanced at Jill, noticed her joy, but she wasin the middle of
whispering something and fingering the weter, the gestures that hid the glow of the
Wregath.

Nicole watched her with sudden concern, then exchanged a concerned look with
Zypheria. “Do you know who it is? Why are you hiding who you are? How do you
know she sfrom the south?’

Kassandra shook her head. “I have some news of her, but not much. I’ ve dreamed of
her. | want you to pretend to trust her, but | don’'t know why.”

The paewoman’s hair was milky white, her skin soft, and even whiter than her hair,
nearly trangparent: veins and arteries visible beneath. There was degth in her eyes.

She smiled when three young women and an older couple swam through the wide
door at the hdl’send. Kalixene s guards fanned out, spears butted, standing on the
stones between their lady and the visitor.

Kassandrareleased Jill, kicking across the chamber at agood pace, inches off the
flagstones, directly toward Kallixen€e' s carved stone seat. She pulled up at the last
second, plucking adull metallic crablike device off the right wing of the chair, just asits
mandibular claws reached for Kalixene' s shoulder.

Holding the crab, Kassandratwisted upright and stood behind her grandmother,
placing one hand on her shoulder. Kallixene put her hand on Kassandra' s, and then
nodded, smiling at Jill on her right and Nicole on the other sde of Kassandra

Zypheriaand Michadl, arms around each other, stood immediately behind Jill.

The pale woman looked up at one person in the room and bowed her head in
reverence. “Lady Kassandra.”

Kdlixene ssmilefaded, aflight of questions swimming through her mind. She turned,
tilting her head up to give her granddaughter a sharp look and found that she had cast her
Wreath-hiding spell.

Had Kassandra met this strange woman before? Did the woman somehow see who
K assandra was without the glow of the Wreath?

The pale woman pouted, an exaggerated girlish expression, her gaze dropping to the
wriggling metallic crab in Kassandra' s hand. “Oh, you found my pet, Lady Kassandra.”
She moved to rise, but Kallixene' s guard reacted, blocking her path, and she sat back
down, dightly put out. “Forgive me. He hasamind of hisown, wandering off.” She
waved airily, but then assumed an uncomfortable pose and shamed expression asif some
impropriety had been exposed.

Jll leaned back to look over at Kassandra, rolling her eyes, muttering, “Trying abit
hard, isn't she?’

“Ouch!” Kassandra jerked her hand back, grabbing the crab by the rear legs. She
brought it close, ingpecting its mouth and the haze of blood around its mandibles.

“Itbitme”

A flood of anger raced hot through her veins. Kassandramade agrowling noise, a
rumblein her throat that flowed into ashort song. She flexed her fingers, made aswirling



gesture, and the mouth and mandibles of the meta crab retracted, burning and twisting
into white lumps. A wiry stream of gold and purple continued off her fingers, melting the
features off the face of the device. The metal cooled and flakes of silver drifted away in
the current.

When Kassandralooked up, she noticed Kallixene' s Sitting room was sillent and every
eyewason her.

The pale woman fixed her eyes on her, but her focus was inside, adding what she had
just witnessed into her strategy.

Kassandra kicked off the floor, shooting over the heads of Kallixene' s guards and
diding gently down next to Corina. She handed over the metallic crab.

“Please keep your petsto yoursdlf.” She gave Corinaameaningful stare. * Y ou don't
happen to have any other petslurking about do you?’

Corinahdd her eyes, but only for amoment, dropping them to her open hand. Two
linked gold beads rolled in the center of her pam.

Kassandra picked them up. “My aunt’ s earrings. A birthday present. | gave theseto
her, you know.”

Corinasat up straight, her voice chilling to an even controlled tone. * Of course. Thet is
why she sent them with me.”

Kassandradid them into her pocket. “Look a me, Corina. And answver my question.”

The pale woman stared at her empty hands for amoment’ sindecision. She lifted her
gaze. “The only other isthe oneyou carry ingde you.”

Kassandraplayed with her right braid, twirling it in her fingers. Behind her, haf the
guardswent dert a her signal. Zypheriahad her sword in her hand before most began to
react. She ebowed Michagl behind her, grabbing Jil by the collar, lifting her off her feet.
Lady Kalixene was dready into aspdll chant.

Kassandraleaned closer to the pale woman, whispering, “Are you so confident in
your power that you can enter Rexenor fortress by yoursdlf and believe you will leave
here with your heed?’

The Wreath-wearer pinned her to her seat with her piercing eyes. The pade woman
couldn’t move, she couldn’t use her voice to whisper the command that would wake
Akasté s parasite insde Kassandra. She couldn’t move her lips, her tongue dead in her
mouth; her heartbeat dowed. The water went till in her throat, her find breath awarm
swirl againgt the back of her teeth.

The pale woman was a prisoner in the abyss of the Wreath-wearer’ s eyes.

Kassandra caught her by the chin, steadied her face, and dug into her soul, a deep
and intricate dark space with idands and welling currents, something ancient and assuring
and so much like the space in her own soul that she gasped in surprise. Kassandra
picked up the woman's name from the currents.

“Corina?’

“y o7’

Yes?

Kassandra s eyes widened, and she kicked away in arush of fear, somersaulting and
landing on her feet beside Lady Kalixene.

“Aleximor! How?How did you break free from your prison? Strates used an earth
binding that I’ ve never been able to understand.”

The pale woman went stone still, but it only took her amoment to recover. She
crossed her legs and camly rested her hands on them. “Even | must admire Strates
depth of knowledge—used to anyway. |, on the other hand, understand exactly what old
Strates Unwinder did to create the prison. | had nearly two hundred yearsto study it.”

Kdlixene scowled, gripping thearm of her throne. “ Aleximor?’

The question was echoed around the room asthe lady’ s guard positioned themselves



to defend her.

Kassandraturned to Nicol€ s questioning glare. “Aleximor isavery old ostologos
Kassander imprisoned on the far side of the world. Lord Neokles' killer—ended up
killing Strates Unwinder aswell. He' s escaped his prison and he sinsgde thiswoman's
body. The ostologoi are the creators and minders of the Olethren. They were once
anyway.”

Kassandraturned back to Corina, jutting her chin to indicate the physical form.
“Where did you manageto find her 7’

“Cdifornia Shewasasurfacer.”

“Ah,” Kassandra nodded. “ She released you. Her name' s Corina. | saw you for a
moment, but not her. She' sl inthere, is't she? That wasn't some dead echo of her
that answered me?’

“Sheis”

Kassandratilted her head, smply curious, “Y ou don’t happen to have an army, do
you?”

The pale woman jerked in surprise.

The room exploded with motion, streaks of shiny armor and sweeping weapons. The
pale woman kicked into the water column, barking acommand with the name, “ Akasté’
init. Kassandra doubled over, grabbing her ssomach. Nicole gripped the back of
Kallixene sthrone and pulled her body over it, diving in front of her Ster.

The thing insde Kassandra—squirming in her guts for days—erupted with teeth,
gnawing through her core and into her head.

Kassandra spun, dapping her open hand on Nicol€ s back. Her own silvery-blue
scaled armor dipped over Nicol€ sbody dong with her sword. She jabbed an angry
finger a Nicole, mouthing the words, “ Protect Jill. Your life...”

Kassandra stood in the rushing black currentsingde the Wreath, inside her own soul.
She had only been here once before, at the end of the fierce battle with the Olethren, the
king' svast army of the dead—and it had been old Ephoras, brother of Ochleros, who
had died feeding her the last of his strength—just enough to push her up through the
center pit and into the raging torrent.

She looked around, knowing the room so well because she saw it in her dreams, felt
its current againgt her thighs when she used its power, dmogt asif haf of her self dways
stood in the whirl of turbulence in the ring-shaped room.

Feeling the stone floor with her toes, she made her way carefully to the edge and
dragged hersdf out of the water, onto the gray stone walkway that circled the whirlpool
and the black pit in the center.

Ninety-six tunnelsfed the circular room, and one of the doors on the opposite side of
the water seemed to call to her, the touch of a cold breeze and the information carried on
it, clicking crab noises, soft metal eectric on her skin, three points on the end of atall
Spear.

“Wonder what'sin there.” She breathed the wordsin the lowest voice she could
summon and every sound ricocheted off the hard walls, chorusing into aloud raucous
scream, an echo that didn’t merely return the original voice, but raised the volume and
pitch.

“You'reingde?’ The voice was strange, aman’ s smooth tone, every syllable correct,
perfect, and Kassandra turned to one of the ninety-six yawning black tunnelsthat entered
the room, the one that led to the water mirror door, and to the great abyss where the
past Wreath-wearers resided.

Four years before, she had goneinsde during the battl€' sfind moments. She had
wakened Ampharete, she had found her mother.



“Eupheron?’

“Who el se, dear?”’

“It'sjust, you sound different on the inside, maybe because | can't hear you in my
heed, just through my ears now.”

“You are louder aswell, but your voice isthe same. Where are you?’

“Next to the center pool. My bleeds have given me the strength to enter the Wreath.”

“We must met, then. | have never heard of awearer other than you entering the
Wresath dive. | remember...or dreamed...Y ou said something that wakened me,
something about coming inside to get Andromache, and it was enough to jolt me out of
deep.”

Kassandra was halfway down the dark hall when she stopped, turning toward a
rhythmic wet scraping sound behind her, following her.

“I’'mnot done.” Stunned, she forgot to whisper the words. She covered her ears
because her own voice hurt, Kassandra turned and ran.

“Who comesingde?’

“Theworm, the thing Aleximor fed to Phaidraiin the Nine-cities, the thing that cameto
me through the thread | stitched to Phaidra before she departed.”

“Ingde here?’

“Yes, it'sinddeme!” Panic edged her voice, and she dammed into thewall, off
balance as she held her ears.

“What doesit seek?’ Andromache’ s voice came down the hdl, a cutting commanding
tone.

“Hurry, Kassandra,” Ampharete urged.

Shefdt itsweight on the stones under her toes, and then she saw itsreflectionin the
mirror door, lifting its head right behind her.

A massve worm’ s body in segmented rust-brown armor, with arms, hundreds of
armswith human hands at the end, long rotten green fingernails clawing at the stone. The
worm moved in fluid ups and downs, its head extending and dipping to the paving, the
rest of its body lunging forward. It had no eyes. Itsface was agiant disk, wet and
drooling with open pores big enough to stick afinger into, athick ridge of bone wrapping
around the outside edge. Three concentric rings of knife-sharp teeth circled ahole that
wasits mouth.

A nightmare did through Kassandra s head, three seconds of the thing devouring her,
digesting her, and regurgitating her bones onto the floor—ad oppy wet stack of chaky
white and stringy yellow, mucous-dripping pick-up sticks.

“Don’t touch the door!” Eupheron shouted the command, her fingers an inch away,
ready to push through the silvery face of water.

She pulled her hand back asif burned.

“Why not?’

“Sheintendsto trgp you in here.”

“Who?" She asked the question and turned to face the worm, her legs unsteady. Her
vision blurred, the world jumping in pieces, diding too lateinto focus.

A woman stood where the worm had been, her long dark hair undulating and shifting
around her shoulderslike the ocean’ s surge, aspray of white a thetips. Her skinwasa
pale, creamy blue, and her fingers ended in nails like the teeth on the worm.

Kassandrareached for thewall for support. “Who are you?’

“Akasté”

“What areyou?’

“The Sea, Kassandra, | am the Sea.”

Eupheron beat her to it with, “That’ s preposterous.”

“No you're not. Lord Poseidon isthe Sea”



Akasté laughed, delicate clear water over astrand, burning cold, smooth violence, a
voice velvet oft, as cutting as agarrote. “ Please, do not make the mistake of thinking
that you—amorta with the Telkhines curse and atwist of seaweed—can instruct me. |
have come for what ismine. Give methe crown.”

Kassandrawas trying to look into the woman’ s eyes, but they moved and flowed in
their sockets, noirises, no pupils, swirling gray threads over blue, each an ocean world.

“Your eyes...”

“Look into them, Wreath-wearer...and dream.”

Kassandrafelt her hand dip on the wall, leaning toward the woman, trapped insgde
her ocean eyes. Shetried to shake her head, but her muscleswouldn’t work. Eupheron
screamed obscenities, but he wasfar away.

“Now, bring memy crown.”

Kassandra bit down hard, trying to tear away from Akast€ s eyes, managing afew
struggling grunting noises. She felt her foot lift and take a step...and the world split,
another young woman—adream version of her...

...turned her back and walked away from her.

“Don't leave me,” Kassandra pleaded with the woman who looked just like her.

The woman double tucked her armsin, leaned forward, and ran down the dark
tunnd, looking for the crown. She stopped at the ledge around the circling water and the
black pit in the center, inching her way around to another tunnel, the one that had called
to her when she surfaced inside the Wreath. She took a cautious step at first, looked
back to seeif anyone wasfollowing her before turning and running down the tunndl in
search of the crown.

The room at the end blazed with precious metal and mother of pearl, an emperor’'s
treasury—stacks of gold boxes, masks, musicd instruments of al kinds—leaning against
thrones, racks of weapons, and branched coral figurines. Armor that looked like the
gpiky shell of acrab hung on astand in the corner.

“Find the crown,” the young woman whispered.

“Bring methearmor,” another voicetold her, avoice that sounded exactly like her
own. “And asword.”

“But she wants the crown.”

“She can have any crown you find. Just bring me armor and asword.”

Inside the room across the water, the woman-who-looked-like-K assandra picked up
aheavy spear with athree-pronged head on it and leaned it againgt thewall. Shedidn’t
see acrown anywhere in the room—and she was afraid.

“Running out of time.”

She reached for the armor. Her fingers worked the clips up the back of the armor,
thumbing them open, ahundred of them popping and snapping.

Looking up, she saw ahelmet on the stand, lifted it off its peg and jammed it on her
head. The cheek-guards came aliveto curl over her skin, under her jaw line,

She pulled the armor off the rack and dipped her body insdeit. It waslighter than she
expected and so strange in appearance that she looked around for amirror. The armor
flexed and changed shape to fit her body. The fasteners up the back folded over and
locked her in, rolling up from her butt to the nape of her neck like a zipper closing.

“The crown. Where sthe crown.” She couldn’t return without it. “ She will beangry.”

“Tell her you don't have one,” said her own voice.

She nodded and drew along sword from its scabbard. She stopped to look at the
blade because it looked so much like the one she used to have.

“Nicole hasit, protecting you on the outside. Jill and Nicole are still out there with the
pale woman. Save them. Forget about yoursdf. They must not die—or al will belogt.”

“Whereisthe crown?’



“Forget the crown. Come back to me.”

The double hesitated, gave the room one more sweep of her gaze, and ran back to
hersdf ...

Kassandra stood in front of Akasté—with her ocean eyes and hair that rolled like the
tides—and blinked asif startled from adream...startled to discover that it had not been a
dream.

She was wearing the crab-like armor, itsknobby plates and pale bony points stuck
out past her shoulders. There was asword in her hand.

“Whereismy crown?’ The woman was getting angry—and she didn’t even seem to
notice any change in Kassandra.

“I don't have one”

Get out of here. Do not let her trap you in here. Kassandrajumped, grabbed the
wal with asharp intake of breath. It was Strange to hear her own thoughts and no one
else's, not the Wreath's.

“Give methe crown.”

Kassandrafet asurge of defiance asthe hold on her drifted avay. “I don't have one.”

Akagt€ s eyes changed from ocean world blue to something normd: ice blueirises,
dilated black pupils. Then, like aspill of mercury, silver spread mirror-smooth over the
whites, reflecting Kassandral s fear back at her.

“Find the crown and bring it to me, Kassandra. Do not make me angry.”

“I—I don’'t know whereto look.”

“Finditand | will dlow youtolive. Fal and you will bethe last Wregth-wearer.”

“You will addressme as Lady Kassandra. | don’t have your crown.” She threw the
words at the woman and managed to summon just enough anger to say, “Find it
yoursdf.”

Akagt€ sshiny slver eyes widened.

Kassandra swalowed the saliva pooling in her mouth. She was so used to hearing the
advice, directions from the other Wreath-wearers. The silence hurt, an absence so sharp
it cut into her.

She heard eight overlapping heartbests, different rhythmsflowing over each
other—like an eight-way intersection of speeding carstimed so perfectly that each did
between the others without touching—and every minute they merged into one hammering
thud insde her body.

“Family? Lovers? Who are these eight, Kassandra? Y ou care for them or their hearts
would not bein your soul.”

“What on earth would make you think | would tell you?’ She gripped the sword,
trying to ignore the tiny movements of the armor, which seemed to be dive, aliving shel
that fit her bodly.

Akasté stopped, clicking her yellow knife fingernail s together, her mouth turning down
sourly. “What an interesting choice of words. What on earth, indeed.”

Kassandra tensed because the armor sensed something. Akasté rolled in on hersdlf,
expanding into the worm with rings of teeth and human hands.

The worm’s head extended, crushing Kassandra against the sconewall. The teeth
curled in, each one fixed in a socket with muscles it manipulated, hooking her arms, her
shoulder, squeezing her into the expanding hole of its mouth.

It swallowed Kassandra slegs. The sword dipped from her hand, point down, ringing
off thething’ steeth.

Acid burn inched up her legs, digestivefluid, the somach wallsflexing and working its
prey asif to massage the flesh from the bones.

Kassandra reached for the sword but the blade went past her hip, insde the worm,
pinned between her armor and the stomach wall. She curled one shoulder over the end



of the grip and shoved the blade deeper, down, past her toes, into the aily dick lining, the
sword cutting throughit, into connective tissue and muscle,

Theworm arched in pain, agpasm that rolled through its belly from thetail. Every ring
of muscle contracted in sequence and gected Kassandra and the sword onto the floor.

“Kassandra?’

“Lady Kassandra.”

“Milady, wake up.”

"Kass? Comeon.”

She opened her eyes, ashock of adrendin, ahundred voices calling her name, insde
her head, outside, telling her to wake up.

She staggered to her feet, the skin of her legs burned white and peeling. The crab
armor and sword were gone. Her head ached asif someone had drilled afew holesinto
it.

She reached out, grabbing thewall of the tunnel. A long charred line marked the floor
and she scowled at it amoment until her memory caught up.

“Kassandra?’

“Yed Shut up. | hear you.” Her own voice was deafeningly loud and shefdll to her
knees, pressing her hands againgt her ears.

“Whereis Akasté?’ It was Eupheron’s concerned voice.

She looked down at thefloor. “ There' s nothing left of the worm but aburn mark on
the sone.”

“And Corina...Aleximoros?’

The name dtartled her, and without another thought she ran down the tunndl, thinking
of Jill and Nicole, and dove off the ledge into the whirlpool.

Kassandra opened her eyes, choking on the heaviness of the water in her mouth. She
kicked off thefloor, taking in the room in amoment. Corinawas gone. Jill and Nicole
stood beside Zypheriaand Michag Henderson.

Kdlixene held a spear and pointed through the roof of the room. “1 sent my guards
and ateam of orcas after her.”

“Let her go.” Kassandra stopped ten feet off the floor and spun upside down to drift
down to Kdlixene ssde.

“What happened to your legs?’ Nicole kicked up to her, concerned.

Kassandra blinked at her and then her eyes went unfocused. “ Eupheron, can you do
something about this? It burns”

Kalixene dismissed her guard, ordered the room cleared, then gave the Wreath-wearer
aknowing sare.

Kassandra stopped at the door with Jill and Nicole. “You go on. | need to talk to
Lady Kdlixenefor ahit.”

JlI frowned but had expected to be sent away. Nicole stopped abruptly, one hand
open, questioning, her face holding the same expression.

“Just me. | need to be done with her for amoment. Il catch up with you later.”

JII" sfrown deegpened with sadness, understanding that “you” referred to Nicole only,
not “both of you.” Her lip twitched and she turned and swam through the door. Nicole
nodded and kicked after her.

Kassandra closed the door and did the bolt, her fingers so tight on the knob that her
knuckles were white. She drew deeply of the ocean and turned to her grandmother.

Kdlixene, never oneto waste time, was hafway across the room, swimming to her.

“Kassandra”

“Kalixene.” Kassandrawhispered her name, so soft it barely left her lips.



The Lady of Rexenor held out her hands and Kassandra took them, fegling how
papery smooth her skin was. They kicked up into the dome of the room, wondering how
informal the other was going to keep it, offering little nods and shadow smiles, and
Kassandra couldn’t help noticing how much her grandmother had aged in the last four
years.

“My granddaughter, | counted our forces.” Her voice dropped to awhisper. “One
thousand, eight hundred and eighty, alittle more than half of them on orcas. Many of
them untrained. Do you know what Tharsaleos sends against us?’

“I haveanidea”

“Many more than we have.”

“I"'m expecting that.” She shrugged consolingly. “He has dienated House Alkimides.”

“Y ou are about to dienate al of the Seaborn.”

Kassandra scowled. “In what way?’

“Fire, girl. No onein the seawill trust you.” She grabbed Kassandra sarm, but she
pulled out of her grip.

“I wear long-deeved shirts everywhere. | have burn scars up my arms. They aready
know.” Kassandra shook her head.

“Rexenor is somewhat tolerant of ...abnorma behavior—and they keep their mouths
shut. Therest of them however...”

“What' salittle fire magic? | have four bleeds. What happens when they find out about
that? And they will. Two would be enough to mark me as abnorma—amonster, some
sort of throwback to the tyrant Telkhines. | will never betrusted, Lady Kallixene.” She
fdt her grandmother stiffen a the forma shift in the conversation. “Who will ever trust
me? | have aready put that into my calculations. However, | will befeared. They will dl
fear me beforethisisover.”

Tearsdrifted blurry into the currents from Kalixene s eyes, and she bowed her head
to hide them, sobbing, “I’m so sorry for doing thisto you.”

“Don't be” Kassandra squeezed her hands. “ Knowing what 1 now know, | would
have done the same thing.”

Kdlixene sobbed louder, her body shuddering. “ That iswhy | am sorry. | have turned
you into someone who will destroy the lives of her children, her friends, her
grandchildren.”

“If that isdl you are sorry about, then...I will just say that you have no ideawhat you
have done—or what | have aready done to mysalf and others—or are planning to do.”

Kdlixene withdrew her hands from Kassandra's. “Do not tell me. | only want to
know if you will be ableto defeat Tharsaleos. | have placed al of the hope of House
Rexenor inyou. | have given you nearly everything that ismineto give, my army, awhole
generation of Rexenors, my son and daughter, my bleed.”

“Nearly everything.” Kassandra nodded, understanding. “Then | will not fail.” She
tightened her lipsstoicaly.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

NO DIPLOMACY



True Heliosisthe star at the center of our solar system, the light of the surfacers. The
Seaborn refer to the“ star” set in ahemispheric path over the Nine-citiesas Helios' Twin.
This enables the Seaborn to grow crops— kelps and seaweeds — for food and textiles.
It soriginisuncertain, but islikely tied to the abomination of working fire magic. Helios
Twin was created by someone whose magic, whose own tools, devoured him—asiit
does al tempted by thefire.

—Muichael Henderson, notes

Kassandra kicked into the water column over the Rexenor fortress, flipped upside down,
and took Nereus hand loosdly. Sherolled, her fingers gearing through hisuntil her feet
touched the edge of the battlement. She pushed off with her toesto kiss him, her eyes
closed.

She glanced over her shoulder, noticing the anxiety in Nicol€ s expression, the way
she danced uneasily in the water, fiddled with the grip of her sword.

“Pease give me sometime with my sster, my love”

Nereus bowed his head. “ Anything for you, milady.” Turning to Nicole, he bowed
agan. “Andyou, milady.”

“Thank you.”

He released Kassandra s hand with afina squeeze. “Call on me, and | will return to
your Sde”

Kassandralowered her gaze to his hands. She closed her eyes, squeezed them tight,
nodding.

Nicole stared at the longing in her face, the pull at the corners of her mouth, asmall
shudder—her sigter holding back what would be tearsif she could shed them.

“I' will send for you.”

Nereus swam off, and when Kassandralooked up, any tendernessin her expression
was gone. The Wreath-wearer, the commander of al the forces of Rexenor, the heir to
the throne of all the Seaborn, was back. She motioned Nicole to her and turned to stare
south into nothing.

“Thereisnothing purer than this.”

Nicolelooked over at her, the Wreath glowing fiery seaweed green, casting light like
pale squirming ghost snakes over the stones at her feet. Shelooked around carefully
before asking, “Y ou scared?’

Kassandraturned and held her eyesfor amoment, deeper, crawling inside her to hold
her soul, tempted to curl up and remain there, then blinked and tore hersdf away. “To
death, Nic. Scared to death.”

“Thenwhy areyou so cam?’

“Y ou know thisisn't me on the outside.” She flexed her fingers below the collar of her
scalearmor. “1 amal of us. King Eupheron islooking at you at this moment through my
eyes. | have let Andromache take over some of my thought and movements. Thereisno
me left. Thereis only the Wreath-wesarer.”

Nicole looked away and Kassandrafollowed her gaze over the battlements.

“They'renct far. | can fed it. The ocean...tells me so many things.”

Nicoletried to |ook deeper into the perfect black. “ Do you know how many are
coming?’

Kassandra nodded. “ M ore than three thousand Seaborn, most of them trained
soldiers. | don’t know who leads. Some strange wespons. And they’ re bringing whales,
eleven of them, toothed whales that have endured the Telkhines curse, never to surface
agan.”

“Where' s Ochleros?’



Kassandra shot her a sharp look mixed with admiration. She' s already thinking of
the battle. You're the smart one, Nicole. What | would not give for ten of you.
“H€e srunning an errand for me.”

Nicole started to frown, and then both of them turned at the sound of an enraged
scream. A handful of Rexenor guards—K assandra s bodyguards—drew swords, but at
awave from the Wreath-wearer, did them home and backed away. Nicole moved
closer.

“Jill? What' swrong?’ Kassandra finished a cartwhed and gripped the edge of a
crendlated wall with her toes.

Zypheriakicked up the north side of the massif followed by Jll cursng her, tears
streaming off her facein long tendrils. Shetried to get by Zypheria, darting here and there
and spirding to get out of reach. Everywhere she turned Zypheriawas therefirg, kicking,
bending fluidly to block JlII’ s gpproach, deflecting her figs.

“Letmego!”

Zypheriadtiffened, her eyes going awide at some invisible command from Kassandra.
She held her hands up, fingers spread, a hands-off gesture, and turned to bow her head.

“Why can't | seeyou?’ Jill kicked past, right up to Kassandra, shouting at her, inches
from her face. “Why have you set her to watch over me? What is she, like my
babysitter?’

“| told Zypheria...” Kassandra svoicetrailed off.

“To protect me? | don’'t need protection.”

“I told Zypheriathat if anything happensto you | will kill her.”

JlI backed away with afrightened kick, too stunned to answer. She turned to Nicole,
her first friend at St. Clement’ s Education Center, her best friend, and she regained some
of her anger. “Why are you here, but | can’'t be?’

Nicole looked away.

Kassandralifted her handsin apped. “Jll, lisentome.”

“You listento me!” Fresh tears blurred the water. She screamed at Kassandra
through her sobbing. “Why are you doing this?| thought we were...ssters. What did | do
toyou?’

Kassandra reached out but didn’t touch her. “Nothing must happen to you.”

“Whét the fuck doesthat mean?’

Kassandra pulled her hand back. 1 should not have brought you, but the houseisn't
sfe”

Jill couldn’t spesk for amoment, shocked by Kassandra' s admission. She cried and
her body shuddered, then her fiststightened. “ So, you regret bringing me? What have
doneto you?Y ou ignore me, you give Nicole asword and armor—and who knows
what else. Y ou take her with you wherever you go. Y ou leave me behind. It hurtsme.”
Shewas pleading. “What did | do?’

Kassandralooked shocked, and stuttered afew words. “1 didn’t mean...” She looked
down at her shaking hands and told them to be still. Then she caught al her thoughts up
inanet and let them out dowly, oneat atime. “Jill, please. I'm not hurting you. Don't let
meinterferewith your life, becauseif you do, | will ruin you—and in ruining you, | will
ruin myself. You are my tieto the surface. | need you to remain asyou are asmuch as|
need Nic to go with me. You are...I know this soundsweird. | have givenyou
something. Y ou are my happiness, Jill—effortless happiness. Y ou are my sight abovethe
waves. Y ou are theincorruptible part of me. Hdiosisn't my true sun. Itisyou. You are
the brightness| cannot find in mysdlf. You are my sister. | am bound to you astight as|
am bound to Nic, and | cannot do thiswithout you or her. Please trust me and go with
Zypheriaand be safe. If anything happensto you, | will not survive.”

Jll only heard part of it, her anger boiling over. She pointed at Nicole. “And she



stays? With asword you gave her. In her shiny armor. Did you ruin her life?’

Kassandratucked her knees up, kicking to stop her forward motion. She rested her
toes on thewall’ s outer edge. A sad expression appeared on her face for an instant, and
then smoothed off her brow and out of her eyes.

“Morethan you will ever know.”

Nicole turned to her, frightened and in pain, clutching her somach. Kassandrafdt it
too, and kicked afoot off the edge of the parapet. There was athumping deep inside her
followed by awobbly rumblein her gut asif everything between her rib cage and pelvis
had turned to jelly.

She looked from Jill’ s stricken featuresto Nicol€' s. “ Y ou felt that?’

Both sisters nodded.

Well, well. Eupheron’s sarcatic tone cut through her thoughts, cold and unkind. The
old bastard never told anyone. It appears that King Thar saleos has two bleeds.

Kassandra s gaze wandered off into the black space above. “How do you know?’

Because you now have five.

Kassandrarode through the front gates on alarge orcato meet the king' s ambassador
and his entourage. The Rexenor standard-bearer rode on her left, Lord Gregor—the first
time she’ d seen him in armor—on her right. Nicole stood crouched in the archer’s
stirrups behind the dorsal fin of her orca. A hundred more ridersformed awall that
circled her; Menophon’s son, Nereus, was among them.

She looked over a Gregor, reached out ahand. “I’m glad you' rewith me, Dad.”

He gtared at her amoment, then took her hand, squeezed it, and bowed his head.
“Wearedl glad you are here.” Hislip twitched and he closed his eyesamoment. “Y ou
have my bleed, my father’ s bleed, his mother’ s bleed, her mother’ s bleed, her father’s
bleed—Kassander’ sbleed. Very pure. Very strong. Y ou are the Wreath-wearer. |
know you will do theright thing.”

She bowed her head and let go of his hand, wishing she could cry tears. She bit down
hard, gripping the reins, and siwung in the saddle to take in her escort, Nicole ready with
her crossbow, her standard bearer.

Sharp black birds followed the bearer’ s spear like a pennant in the wind, along line of
cormorants, cursed to remain in the sea, and trained to follow the bearer’ slead.
Kassandra watched them dance and coil, bunching up beak to tail, when the bearer
turned or dowed. She had seen other mammals with the curse, but never abird. It
showed how powerfully magical House Rexenor had been initsday. They were capable
of modifying the curse to apply to an avian, whereit had only ever worked on humans
and cetaceans.

A smilarly arranged group of Seaborn on orcas waited for them amile out and a
thousand feet above the Rexenor fortress, lighted globes floating in the water around
them.

Kassandrareined in and held up her right hand for her party to halt, nodding to the
king's ambassador, abony thin man in auseesdy decorated black helmet and billowing
cape.
He scrunched up hisnose asif he smelled something foul in the water, clearly an
expression he had practiced to show the Rexenors that he found them distasteful.

Kassandralaughed lightly, agirl’ sgiggle, calculated to frighten them. She smiled at the
Ambassador’ sjerk and the effort it took him to ignore her. She pulled her feet from the
stirrups and kicked closer, waving Nicole and her guards back. Now it was just agame
of who could push the other closer to the edge.

He glanced up at her, uncomfortable, his shoulders tightening. She wastoo close, but
he wasn't going to be the one to back away. He waved over one of the glowing bulbs



and unrolled along sheet of parchment, clearing histhroat.

“Theglorious and mighty King Tharsaeos, Lord Dosianax, Ruler of All the Seaborn,
has gracioudy offered these terms to House Rexenor: All males and femaes over the age
of nineteen will be put to death mercifully, al mages and their gpprentices of any age will
be put to death.” Kassandraraised an eyebrow at the lack of the word, “mercifully” for
the mages. “ The noble house, including Kalixene—"

The man stopped abruptly asthetip of Kassandra s sword did againgt histhroat. He
hadn’t even seen her draw it, and had no time to react, except to stop the wordsin his
open mouith.

Kassandra unclenched her jaw. “Now, my good ambassador, you will begin again
with ‘The noble house’ and you will say Lady Kallixene. Otherwise, you will lose your
head.” She gave him asmirk. “As|’m sure you understand, I’ m abit of astickler for
formdities”

The man stared at her, eyes wide with fear. He was afraid to move, so Kassandra
gave him a nudge with her sword to help him out.

“Come ambassador, you do thisall the time. Thisiswhere you bow to me, say ‘I
gpologize, Lady Kassandra, for my stupidity and rudeness,” and then you begin again
with the words, the noble house...”

Shewithdrew her sword and did it into its scabbard.

The ambassador bowed, swallowing hard with alittle growling sound. Hetried to give
her afiercdy defiant ook, but found his soul shriveling insgde him when he locked eyes
with thewoman. He looked down into deeper water. “1 gpologize, milady, for my...”

“Stupidity and rudeness,” said Kassandra hdpfully.

“For my stupidity and rudeness.” He held up theroll of parchment with theking's
terms, and continued with it rattling furioudy in his hands. “ The noble house, including
Lady Kalixene, will surrender themselvesto the king’smercy for fair judgment under his
law.”

Kassandra waited patiently for more, glanced over her shoulder at her father, gavethe
ambassador adight frown, and looked off into the black space above them asif thinking
it over.

She tapped her chin. “Uh...no. | don’t think those terms are acceptable.” She
dropped her cold glare to the ambassador, and jabbed afinger at him. “In fact, you tell
Tharsaleosthat he can bugger himself with his own spear for wasting my time.”

The ambassador kicked back, furious, his teeth making snapping motions. At asigna
from him, his crossbow guard raised their wegpons and fired at her.

Shefelt the casting of severd spells behind her, waves of them washing over her
armor, one from her father.

“Hdt!” She cried theword to her own crossbow guards, including Nicole. They were
afraction of asecond away from launching a counter attack, but her command aso
appeared to work on the forty barbed arrows coming at her. They stopped asif time
around them stopped. She kicked in acasud circle, plucking them out of the water, and
then smacked the bundle of them againgt her open hand, watching the enemy asif
deciding what to do with them.

She looked down into the blackness, sensing something, atide of thunder that rolled
from the abyss, and she kicked out of its way. Something made out of the water itself
roared up from the depths, sweeping claws herding men and orcasinto atight tumbling
ball. It opened its giant jaws, and sucked the screaming ambassador and fifty orcamen
and their mountsinto its mouth. Long sharp teeth, giant jagged peaks of ice, closed
around them.

“Nicetiming, Ochleros”

The demon turned to her, nodding and asking her something. She could tell it wasa



question by therisein pitch at the end of amangled string of growling noises, like gargling
with amouthful of armored soldiers and orcas.

She smiled and shook her head. “No. Do not eat them. Let them go. | can’t blame
them completely. They were acting on the command of astupid man. Nothing more.”
Something in the way she stressed the past tense of their ineffective action made them
stop struggling in Ochleros' jaws.

She closed her mouth, deciding not to enlighten them on the identity of the “ stupid
man,” whether she meant the ambassador or Tharsaeos.

Kassandraturned around, swimming to her orca, hooking her feet in the ftirrups.
“Come. Itisnearly time.” Sheled them straight down into the black, spirding north
where the ocean’ sfloor glowed faintly in the light of the Wresth.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

SEA BATTLE

The Seaborn refer to their ability to live underwater, in extreme cold, at extreme
pressures, in total darkness, asthe“ Telkhines Curse” Their formative myths posit Zeus
Cloud-Gatherer as the one who placed their ancestors under the curse, and drove them
from their homes. The Telkhineswere, after dl, surfacersfrom theide that we cal
Rhodes, but was at onetime called, Telkhinis.

—Muichael Henderson, notes

Kassandra kicked out of the stirrups of her orca, into the open, in front of the Rexenor
army, trying to take in the mass of the king' s forces forming up amile away. She could
make out their center block and wings, six of them, by the glowing orbs casting light over
thousands of helmets and glistening black and white killer whales, amass of blazing stars
in the pure night of the abyss.

Her eyes darted to every corner of arough €lipse shaped formation of adozen
different kinds of soldiers and weapons, and she felt the charge in her skin like eectricity,
atightening in her muscles, certain that if she touched anyone at that moment they would
burn to cindersin her hands.

That is a beautiful array, Lady Kassandra. Andromache was wetching everything
through some remote hookup provided by Eupheron. | must admit House Dosianax
knows how to fight. Knows how to assemble an army. Are you ready to face it?

Kassandrafet sick, thelegs of alobster unfolding in her ssomach. Part of her felt
horrified, wanted to curl into aball, peein her armor, and close her eyes. At the same
time, her excitement doubled, athrum in her bones, her fingersfidgeting with her sword.

“Why am | enjoying this?’

That is me, you fedl.

“Oh.” Kassandra pointed high on theright side of the battle array. “What isthat blur
of light there?’

Something in the water. Perhaps a chemical, a poison, something the king is
planning to use against us.

“What about them?’

Armored barges, crossbhow platforms. Watch them. They will be moved into
position somewhere in the middle of the battle. Beside them, and at the ends of four
of the six wings, he has arranged his phalanxes, many-sided, with sarissas.
Dosianax favors shorter, stouter poles, but Tharsaleosis unusual in his ability to
absorb new techniques and weapons. The phalanxes can form a ring, wrapping
around itself, points out, that can roll right through our infantry—and even do well
against orcas.

“How do you know dl this?’

Andromache laughed grimly at the obvious. | was part of your grandmother,
Pythias, and she married him.

Kassandrafound her eyes closing, sorrow weighing them down.

You could say that | know the man...intimately.



Her eyes snapped open. A shudder of disgust swept through her. “ Gross. Too much
info, Andromache.”

Keep your head on the battle. Thiswill begin at any moment. What unusual
weapons or defenses do we have that you have not shown me?

Kassandra s voice came out in a croaking whisper. “ Sunglasses.”

Andromache made amildly disgppointed humming noise. Something you and
Eupheron have cooked up?

“Y ou could say that.”

Good. More?

“There saways Ochleros”

That is what the toothed whales are for.

“I know.”

Toothed whales—the mightiest wrestlersin the sea. Bring them if your enemies
bring one of the sea daimones against you. For all his stupidity, King Tharsaleosis
an experienced strategos. A king among them. Perhaps fooled el sewhere, but not
in battlespace.

“We must send Ochleros out early, then.”

You have learned. Kassandrafelt Andromache smileinside her. That was your
thought alone—and the correct strategy. The loss of one so great late in the battle
will destroy us. Better to let him go before the Rexenor confidence and spirit fades.

“Right,” said Kassandrafirmly, kicking back to her orca. “Let’ sreview our sde.”

Lead the way, Lady Kassandra.

Nicole crouched in the stirrups behind her, a crossbow resting in the crook of her
arm, fingers tapping the stock nervoudy. She grabbed the saddle-ring just intime as
Kassandrasignaed the anima and they shot straight down, right along aline of Rexenor
orcamen.

They cheered as she passed, shouting battle cries, and she reached into the water with
one hand, as high as she could, because Andromache told her to.

Kassandraarranged her army in four wings, long lineslike spokes on awhed, with
Ochleros drifting in the center, the hub. She soared to the end of the downward face, and
then shouted for al wingsto rotate a quarter turn.

She watched the faces of the Rexenor men and women she passed, nods and secret
amiles, quiet “milady’s,” knuckleswhite on reins, handslifting to drop cheek guardsinto
place, eyeslike sained glass, smoldering, fearful, shiny bright dots of light reflecting the
gaaxy of theking' sarmy amile avay.

AsKassandraflew past thetail of thewing, one old soldier, a zoarches—commander
of ateam of orcas—raised apair of pink cat-eye sunglasses, asouvenir from the battle
on the surface againgt the Ol ethren.

Nicole tapped her on the shoulder. “They’ ve al got sunglasses.”

Kassandra nodded, pointing along the wing that now stretched out in northwest
direction from the hub. “Me and Ochleros picked those up over the summer.”

A dull boom sounded from the enemy ranks, followed by a sharp flash of blue alittle
left of center. Kassandra kicked her orca around, turning its nose toward the streak of
firehurtling a her southwest wing.

Something new Tharsaleosis using. Let us get closer.

She kicked after it, hoping to get near enough to see what it was. Over her shoulder,
shefdt Nicoletensing, risng alittlein her girrupsto aim at thelittle brick a the head of
thegraight line of fire.

“Clear!” shouted Kassandra, but her archers aong the southwest spoke were aready
kicking madly to get out of thething’sway.

It caught eleven of them. The brick stopped suddenly in the water, two pale umbrella



shapesfiring out of each end, expanding into a semi-transparent ball fifty feet across.

Kassandraraced up, jumping from her stirrups as Nicole climbed up the length of the
orcato take the reins. Put your hand against it. Andromache' s command fired through
her head, and she flattened her hand and fingers againgt the glassy smooth ball.

“Some kind of shield spell. Spherical.”

The soldiersinsde stabbed their spearsinto the barrier, ahard unbreakable
trangparent globe, the work of some mad neritic glazier. They clawed at theinside,
screaming for help as the seatrapped inside the sphere depressurized.

“The brick in the center haswires coming out of it. What the hdll isit?’

Eupheron’s smooth voice did by her. No idea. I’ ve never seen anything likeit.

Andromache’ s command went stiraight to her muscles. Back away. Now!

The brick exploded. Shefdt the concussion, asharp ring of motion fired from the
sphere srigid outer shell. It contained most of the shock, liquefying everything insde.

Kassandra swam up to the globe, pressing her hands against the hot glass surface, her
earsringing. It drifted in the middle of her southwest wing, half filled with athick dush of
blood and bone.

Nicolecircled around, gliding past Kassandra. “ Get on. They' re firing more of them.”
She pointed hdfway aong theking' sright wing. “They’ re coming from there.”

Kassandra grabbed Nicole by the shoulders. “Get meto Ochleros.”

The demon was aready on hisway, firing out from the center, nodding as Kassandra
pointed at the source of the new weapon.

She turned and ordered her spear-bearing cavalry to counter a charge of orcamen
from the king' sfar right, attempting to outflank them.

Eupheron’ svoice was like a smooth flow of water in the back of her head, describing
battle details to other wearers: “ ...with a spherical shield spell that envelops a group
of Rexenors, depressurizing the interior just as the explosive ignites.”

Kassandra pointed to the center of her army, guiding Nicole, then stood upright,
twidting to face thelines, sgnaling for al wingsto advance.

She turned back to Tharsaleos army to see the whales get Ochleros. The demon
grew, arms stretching across a hundred feet of ocean, claws cutting into their thick hide,
sinking into one whale, while the other whaes teamed up and took hisarmsin their teeth.
One had him by the throat, two more bit into his watery flesh and, asagroup, drove
Ochlerosinto the abyss, atwirling mass of giants, grunting, whistling, roaring like thunder.

One of the king's phalanxes broke and scattered to get out its way, ahandful of them
caught in the motion of thewhaes massive caudd fins, crushed in their armor, spears
snapping like toothpicks.

The entire battle hated, both sdes watching, fascinated, asthe grappling giantsfell
into darkness a thousand feet below them.

Eupheron was thefirst to speak. That’ s something you don’'t see every day.

Most impressive, added Andromache.

“He' sgone,” said Kassandrafindly, incredulous, staring into the darkness.

No time. There's a battle going on. More of those explosive things coming.

A flight of crossbow bolts swept across the Rexenor center, one glancing off
Kassandra s helmet, knocking her head back. A stab of pain fired down her neck.

“Holy shit! Nicole!” She swam through arain of arrows, snging adeflecting spell,
grabbing Nicole around the waist just as four bolts went deep into her orca, war-barbs
that ripped through the flesh, killingit.

Kassandrawaved her guard over, and Gregor kicked up with one of the Rexenor
mages. “Close one. Let’ sbuild abarrier across—’

Hedidn’t finish. The whole ocean dowed, coming into Kassandra ssensesina
smooth flowing crawl. She punched Nicole in the back, throwing her spinning through the



water, away from her. Her father was turning around, fear just starting to reach hisface.

Kassandrakicked, grabbed him by the arm, and propelled herself in front of him,
catching the brick of explosive just asits shield spell deployed.

A srong flow of cold meta burst through her fingers, expanding in every direction.
The globe formed, seding her father and the mage, and twenty of her own guards, insgde
with her.

Sng carefully. Do it right. Praxinos soothing voice wasin her head, but she was
way aheed, aready into the chorus, building her own shield around the explosive force
the detonator would unleash any second.

The noiseingde the sphere was deafening. Her guards cursed, hammering at the
shidd swall, breaking their swords againgt it, sobbing in anger and terror, kicking off one
sde of the shell and then stabbing with al their momentum at the oppositewall.

Gregor fired something like aneedle of ice. It shattered against the shield. Then heand
the mage discussed possible exit strategiesin arapid exchange of ideas, immediately
turning to share power and try some of them.

Kassandra closed her eyes, her song coming to an end. Shefelt the explosive's
ignition in her hands, running cold through her bones. There was a painful shudder as she
amost let it go, holding it tighter, humming againgt her skin. Then it stopped, frozenin
time, cupped between her fingers.

She opened her eyes, arching her back, sucking in water through her teeth. She
jerked her chinto her sword at her hip, glaring at the nearest Rexenor guard.

“Cut usout of here”

“Milady, swords do not—"

“Please.” She closed her eyesamoment to calm hersdlf. “ Do not make me repest
mysdf.” Jutting her hip out further, asnort of involuntary laughter over what Andromache
wanted her to tell the guard.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nicole hacking futilely at the sphere’ s outer
in.

The Rexenor pulled Kassandra' s sword from its scabbard, kicked up some
momentum and drove the blade, made by the Telkhines masters thousands of years
before, right through the glasswall.

The globe burst like abubble.

Nicole swam in, looking horrified from Gregor—the only father she had ever
known—to Kassandra—the Wreath-wearer, amix of fedings stricken in her features:
incomprehension, the pain of |oss, the notion that someone could kill Kassandra. The
Wreath-wearer cannot die! She held it asalaw in her soul, even when she knew there
were a hundred generations of dead wearersinsde Kassandra, four of them that talked
to her.

Nicole looked asif shewas coming in for abear hug and Kassandra edged away
fearfully. “ Please, don't touch me. Thisismy first time. Not sure how ddlicate thisthing
IS”

Then she noticed Gregor and the Rexenor mage circling, till discussing the nature of
the explosive—and how Kassandra had contained it.

She shook her head with a strange blend of disappointment and wonder. Moments
from decompression guaranteed to burst half the cellsin the human body swiftly followed
by fiery degth, and there they were spending—no, wasting—them trying to understand
how they were about die.

She echoed Andromache' sthoughts in modern terms. “Damn magic geeks.”

An orcadid up and hdted right in front of her, the rider one of the messengersfrom
theleft flank. The man pushed up his cheek-guards. “Milady, Dardanis has engaged the
king's phaanx, Grapte hasled his orcas around the far right of the king' s fourth flank.”



She nodded as he sped off, turning to Nicole. “ Signd Imeriaand Damo to advance.
Get me Nereus. We'regoing for aride. I'll be right back.”

Nicole frowned at the mention of Nereus. He was so obvioudy in love with the
Wreath-wearer, yet Kassandra seemed to have no trouble asking him to go on the most
dangerous expeditions.

Nicole waved to get her attention. “Where are you going?’

“I need to get rid of thisthing.” Kassandrajutted her chin at the frozen storm of
explosion between her fingers. “Then I’ll be right back to ruin my reputation. Just get
Nereus herein two minutes.”

The Rexenor army watched their strategos, with her Wreath glowing like acomet,
vanish hdfway to the enemy line. Kassandrarocketed through the water, carefully
creating enough of awake to make Tharsdeos army fed it, but not enough to dow her
down—or make her atarget. She wasinto their ranks, row upon row of
black-and-white killer whales blending together, and then she was through to the other
sde, behind the army, releasing the ball of fire. She swam away into an arc that took her
miles above the battle, soaring through the ocean.

She toyed with the idea of flying away and never returning. It would be so easy. Only
one of theimmortals could catch her when she wasingde the water, moving effortlesdy,
crossing oceans in minutes. Not the king. Not any other Seaborn. Only one of them.

She never dowed down, continuing in acircle that brought her right up againgt the
Rexenor fortresswals, tightening the arc to come through the center of her army, dowing
down, and looping to reclaim her momentum right in front of Nereus, Sitting ready on his
orca.

He bowed his head. Blood hung like a cloud around him, probably hisown aswell as
others . “My lady, what would you have me do?’

She knew he would do anything she asked.

She circled under hisorcaand came up feet first, whedling to lock them inthe archer’s
dirrups.

She smacked him on the shoulder playfully. “Let’ sgo kill the one who commands
Tharsaleos army.”

Without flinching, Nereus nodded. “Point him out and it will be done, milady.”

The storm of the explosion Kassandra had first contained and then freed finally broke
from the bond she had created around it, releasing al the energy on the far sde of
Tharsaleos army. Therewas afierce bolt of light, then ashockwave. A ring of rapidly
expanding firelit the seafor miles, waves of rainbow color, and the entire army of the
Seaborn king turned in confusion, wide-eyed, expecting a surprise attack from the south.

Kassandradidn't wait for the shockwave to wash over them. One hand still gripping
Nereus shoulder, she turned to Nicole and four of her messengers. “It istime. Send the
command along. Heliod!” She shouted the signd for putting on the sunglasses, apair
passed out to every Rexenor, thousands of them plundered from a shipping container
that—as luck would have it—fel| off the deck of an Atlantic freighter amonth before right
into Rexenor hands.

“Thisismy turn,” said Kassandraand Andromache completely withdrew from her
body and mind.

Then the Rexenor ranks heard the command and did their sunglasses over their eyes,
darkness complete.

Kassandra swam past Nereus, tossing her helmet to him as she went by, stopping a
hundred feet in front of her army, outside the shade.

Theking' s army recovered from the explosion, formed up, and readied to charge. The
fina charge that would destroy House Rexenor forever was a hand.

Kassandra sang long flowing notes at a high pitch while alow growling noise



accompanied it from the depths of her throat. Her fiststightened, and a deep volcanic
rumble made miles of Atlantic Ocean shiver asit rolled up from the abyss.

An orange glow danced off her armor, sllvery scalesturned to jets of reflected flame.
A bdl of fire, rippling tongues of scarlet leaping out of it, floated up from adegp seam in
the earth’ s crust. Then they dl knew—all of Rexenor and dl of the Seaborn host—that
the Wreath-wearer had doomed her soul, delving into fire magic that never failed to
consume the mage.

Kassandra floated between the two armies like Phaeton at the reins of anewborn
dar.

Theamiesonly had afew moments to ponder her fate before the cold orange skin
cracked open and white-hot light blazed in the space between her hands, the birth of a
gar in the depths of the ocean, fists of liquid light punching into the water around it, and
anyoneinsde two miles not wearing sunglasses threw their hands over their eyes, or
turned away, twisting in the water like sunned animals.

Kassandra somersaulted, waved her guard to her right, and signaed a hundred more
to fal in behind them. She dowed just enough to catch her helmet from Menophon’s son,
and then shot out in front, leading the charge straight up. She flew through the water in
front of Nereus orca, her sword out, the blade tucked aong her thigh.

High above the blinded armies, sheflipped on her back and headed down, her guards
wearing sunglasses, riding ablur of five-ton orcasin her wake.

She dipped back under Nereus' killer whale, rolling up into the archer’ stirrups as
they reached and ripped through the top of the king’ sarmy, punching through one
phalanx, broken spears and men scattering before them. The charge caught a House
Dosianax regiment of orcamen broadside, cutting it in half.

They crossed open sea between the orcas and amass of soldierswith very long
spears, forming up into a deep layered wall facing the charge. Kassandra kicked over
Nereus head, shot out in front, gathering asong behind her teeth, let it flow into her fist.
She punched the water and the shock wave hit the phalanx head on, scattering it with a
sheet of light off their spears, like silver schooling fish darting away from a predator. A
hole opened in the center of the fleeing spear brigade, ringed in afringe of kicking legs,
and Nereus led the charge right through it.

In seconds, they hit the vanguard at the army’ s center where atall commanding figure
stood on the saddle of hisorca, blinking and trying to see through the blaze of white light.
Blinded, he could till cast his explosves at Rexenor and released along sour note

that sent agrayish brick from his hands across the mile-wide gap between the armies.

Kassandraleaped over Nereus, abullet fired at the king' s generd. She tucked her
head down, flipping over, dowing down at the same time. She spread her legsand
caught him around the middle, gripping him with her thighs, knocking him off hissaddle.

The two of them tumbled, end over end, down through another blinded Dosianax orca
regiment, followed by Nereus and the rest of the charging Rexenors.

Kassandrafelt lightheaded, her rage like white hot threads running through her body,
tensing her muscles. One swift sword sweep and she was holding his gold name bracelet.
His severed hand, fingersin the middle of acast, flew over her shoulder, snapped up by
one of the orcasin her wake.

The enemy commander stared, hisface amask of frozen shock as she did the dull
sde of the blade along his shoulder, angling it enough to cut through his helmet strap. The
helmet flew off hisheed.

Then sheleaned forward and grabbed afistful of hair, pulling hisface close, locking
eyeswith him.

“Who areyou?’ She growled.

Kassandralooked deeper, digging into the pits of the man’s eyes, stunned to discover



that he was an Alkimides, aloya soldier, one of theking's oktoloi.

An Alkimides.

A thick aily fear dipped over her. I’'m about to kill one of my own house. Shewas
in hissoul and out the back of it in amoment. He was...thin, and she had just started to
roll some explanationsinto place when she saw the eyes staring back at her.

It was King Tharsaleos, contralling thisman's physical form. She saw him weatching
her with hisburning grayish yellow eyes, hollow cheeks, a carnivorous smile. He spoke
to her. “Y ou are about to kill one of your own, granddaughter. Isit not asign of the end
of your line, Wreath-wearer, when Alkimideskills Alkimides, and the one who craves
my throneisabitch with fire magic burning in her soul?”’

Doit, or let me do it for you, Kassandra.

Kassandrajerked in shock at Andromache’ s command. “1 thought this was you!”

Take his head now!

Shethrew her head back in anguish and screamed the Alkimides war cry. Shelet the
bracelet go, catching it in her teeth, and shoved the genera’ s head back, exposing his
throat. Her sword was adark blur, astrong controlled arc, and just like her push into his
hollowed-out soul, the blade was into his neck and through the other side in amoment,
his blood washing through her mouth, her braids, her armor.

She spat out hisbracelet and it fell, heavy in the water.

She was gtill vomiting when the charge returned to the Rexenor line, her somach
empty and heaving, her sword shaking in her hand.

She had nothing more to lose when Dardanis messenger rode up on hisorca,
frantically waving his hdmet. “Milady, Dardanis pleadsfor help. We have lost hdf our
hundred riders. An army of the dead has come from the south, anew Olethren are upon
g



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

THE INNER OCEAN

Hekate Einodia, Trioditis, lovely dame, of earthly, watery, and celestia frame, sepulchrd,
inasaffron vell arrayed, pleased with dark ghosts that wander through the shade;
Persas, solitary goddess, hail! The world’ s key-bearer, never doomed to fail; in stags
rgoicing, huntress, nightly seen, and drawn by bulls, unconquerable queen; Leader,
Nymphe, nurse, on mountains wandering, hear the suppliants who with holy ritesthy
power revere, and to the herdsman with afavoring mind draw near.

—Orphic Hymn 1 to Hekate

“The palewoman' sback.” Kassandra pushed the words through her teeth, lifting the
cheek-guards on her hemet.

“Who now leadsthe king'sarmy?’ Gregor pointed at the troop movements.

Kassandra—with Praxinos guiding her—cast severd combinations of sghting spells.
“Whoever it is, isweighing down hisright and bottom wings”

Her blinding star burned in the space between Rexenor and the king’sarmy. Her four
wings of orcamen and phal anxes had engaged four of the king's. The remaining two
wingsof Tharsaleos army did not wrap around the Rexenor lines, seastar-on-a-scallop,
as she had anticipated, but folded back, directed to the bottom and right.

Kassandra pointed, squinting through the glare. “ They’ re engaging Aleximor’ s dead
amy there”

Gregor finished asong that did something to hisvision, kicking forward, usng her
shoulder asleverage. “ The ostol ogos has brought hisarmy against both of us?’

One of the Rexenor abyss mages spoke up. * Perhaps with the dead againgt the living
it isunavoidable?’

Kassandrakicked in front of her guard’ s position to take in her lines of battle, sensing
something big moving in the water. She waved the others back, including Nicole.

“Ochleros?” She cdled his namein three high-pitched notes bending low in the
middle

Off to her right, another of the king’ s phalanxes pulled back from Rexenor. “ Orderly
retreat.” She pointed. “They' refdling back and rolling behind their linesto shore up the
ranks against the dead army.” Shelooked over her shoulder nodding to amessenger.
“Cdl Bryanthis wing back. Do not pursue them. Fold in. Guard our flank. | goto
Dardanis ad.”

Her guards exchanged looks with Gregor and Lady Nikoletta, pausing for direction as
Kassandrathrew her arms over her head and pointed her toes, dropping below their
position, farther out of range of their protection.

“By hersdf?’” Nereusturned to Nicole, now riding archer on hisorca. “What is she
doing?’

Nicole watched a second longer and shrugged.

Kassandra bent her knees hitting, something solid in the sea, putting one hand out to
dig her fingersinto Ochleros upper arm. Her feet wereflat in the palm of hishand, and
shewas smiling grimly up at hisface.

“Y ou’ vefinished wrestling a bit sooner than | expected, old friend.”

“Whaes have long memories.” His deep voice made the water shiver around him.



“One of them owed me adebt of life. | once saved her mother from the harpoon.”

Kassandra nodded, pointing down. “ The story another time perhaps. | would give
nearly anything to heer it. Battle calls”

She waved her guard over, shouting “To me, Rexenor!”

The vanguard spun to face the floor amile below and dove straight down, ahundred
on orcas following one side of the rage and blood of the left Rexenor wing and two of the
king' s phaanxes.

Praxinos' voice rode smoothly through her thoughts. Rexenor has fought the dead
twice. They do well.

No. Andromache corrected him. The bone-gatherer has weighted his ranks
against the king more than us. See, the dead have outflanked them.

“It does not go well for either of us.”

Hearing her, a Rexenor mage pointed out, “ Dardanis’ line holds.”

“Dardanisisdead,” said Kassandra quietly. She turned dowly and shouted over her
shoulder, “1 want the pale woman aivel” She held out her |eft arm, directing them to
broaden the face of their attack.

With Kassandra s burning star behind the charge, it waslike diving out of the sun.
They could seewdl, but their enemies had to look into the blinding light.

“Who knows what the dead can see,” said Kassandragrimly.

The Rexenor charge swung under a column of the dead, punching awide gap through
them. The orcas, blinded by Kassandra' s star on the last charge and directed entirely by
their riders, werefinaly ableto seetheir prey. The second ranksin the charge held their
lances out, ducking againgt crushed plates of armor and high-velocity broken bone.

Nearing the command formation of the dead army, Kassandra dipped out of
Ochleros figt, her sword gliding through bone and armor. A spear point caught her inthe
shoulder, sending her into arapid spin.

The ocean rolled in front of her, blurs of shiny black orcaand bone white, the battle
roar so loud she couldn’t hear Ochleros over it. A blink of time showed her his mouth full
of giant teeth closing over twenty of the dead. The pale woman spun by, asamswide,
fingers curled into claws, caling something darker than the abyss between them.

Kassandra cupped a hand to dow her spin, the cry of her senses jumping right to her
muscles, throwing her body sideways, upside down.

A thin dice of darkness, the size of asmal ship, winged past her. She turned to follow
its path through twenty orcas and Rexenors, cutting them into pieces, acloud of blood in
itswake.

The Rexenor charge broke into ared ocean of screaming, dodging, tumbling orcas
and Seaborn. Another black sickle shape shot through them, taking Ochleros’ left arm
off at the elbow.

Kassandra ducked atangle of spear-length claws il curling around a handful of dead
in broken armor.

“Nereus!” Kassandralooked around for him. One of the pale woman’ s blades came
a her. Shetucked in her legs, turning sdewaysto it, bracing the back of her sword with
her feet—an old trick Phaidra had taught her. The dice of dark split on the edge of her
Tekhines blade, firing off in opposite directions. She followed one shard whirling through
the middle ranks of the bone-gatherer’ s own army, arow of fifty skullsin hemets
popping off in sequence.

Nereus rode up with Nicole firing boltsin every direction. “My lady! Theking'sarmy
isinflight!”

Kassandra pointed vigoroudy away. “Get her out of herel”

Sheblinked, startled, ajolt of electricity. Nicole dropped her crossbow, a bolt
shooting wide, agony on her face, and Kassandra clamped her teeth shut against the rage



that seized her.

A flood of heat did up her spine, ahot current firing along her back into her brain. The
ocean went silent, the battle frozen in time, the only movement was Ochleros solid black
eyesdiding toward her, agrimace of pain on hisface.

Kassandra opened her mouth to scream, and a storm two miles above her on the
surface of the Atlantic Ocean flattened to glass.

“Kalixenel” She cried her grandmother’ s name, feding thefull bleed of the Lady of
Rexenor ram belligerently into her soul.

Therewasaclick in her ears, deep and needle-like. Time started and the battle noise
hit her like afigt, shaking her senses, a sudden blur of motion, orcateeth and twisting
armor, and thick red blood everywhere.

Kallixene had taken her own life, giving her granddaughter every last thing she
possessed.

Kassandra turned and charged through athick ring of the dead, one sweep from her
shoulder that ended with her holding the blade point out, both hands white on the sword
grip as she broke through theline.

The pae woman spun dowly toward her, her mouth just starting to open for a song,
teeth glistening, her tonguelifting. The thick black bar between her fingers shattered and
drifted away like smoke, and Kassandra drove her sword to the hilt through the center of
Corind schest.

Kassandraswung her legs up to circle Corina swaist, locking her ankles behind her
back. She uncurled her fingers from the haft of her sword and dug them into the pae
woman’ sface, tilting it back to force their eyes to meet—and then she was swimming
into Corina ssoul.

Corinascreamed, abolt of agony shooting through her body. The scary woman,
Kassandra, rammed the point of her sword into her, through her breastbone, cutting her
heart into pieces, diding through muscle and vertebrae, sticking three feet from her back.
Blindness and crushing painin her chest, the taste of her own blood in her mouth, then
the water tilled behind her teeth.

End it. Even the Pacific, my protector, has abandoned me. My body’ s dead.
Destroy me, destroy my soul.

“I was already dead.” She cried the wordsin despair, dropping solidly onto the gray
rocks of her inner world. She twisted her ankle and fell to her knees, sobbing, tears and
snot running off her chin.

The jagged flat stones cut her skin, and she ran her fingersthrough it, streaking blood
up her thighs. She snorted something bitter about shock and internal bleeding, and stood
up on wobbly weak legs.

“| died the day...” Shewas about to say, | placed my hand on the print in the cave
in Monterey and released this monster into my body, but paused and said, instead,
“My mother and father died. What made me so specid ?”’

Hope essness emptied her mind, nothing but arunning dick of pain pooling inthe
bottom. She ran screaming for the edge of her gray inner world. The rocks cut her toes.
The roaring wind hit her in the face, throwing her hair back. She wanted to fal forever,
through the pure black space.

A dim linefrom the glow of her body showed the edge of her gray idand. She kicked
her legs harder and ran off the end of her inner world, into the void.

Corinawasflying.

Theroaring wind lifted her initsarms, a smooth certain grasp on every inch of her
body. She tumbled forward and the wind flipped her upside down and pushed her back.

Not falling.



She was caught in a current that threw her toward her idand. She dowed as she
approached the rocky edge. Too slow.

She stretched out her arms, her fingers stiff, reaching for her barren haven, tears
streaming off her facein blurry tendrils, her hair coiling around her head like tentacles.

Shewasfaling, dowing down, headed directly for the cliff face, along wedge of
blackness cut into it, the opening of a cave the same shape asthe one that had once held
Aleximor.

A blast of wind hit her in the back and threw her into the dark. She tumbled over the
rocks, skidding up to wall, scraping her chin and knees.

She brought her hands up, bloody and raw. Beyond them she saw a smooth blank
space on thewall of the cave, right where the handprint had been, where Aleximor had
been locked inside the earth.

She gave it another glance before sumbling to the edge of the cave. Leaning out, she
found a handhold, reached up, and began to climb.

Corinareached for aridge of rock, hooking her toesin adepression in the cliff face.
“I hateyou!” She screamed it to the world—her inner world. “I hate you, Aleximor!” It
made her fed strong to hear her voice. “Thekilling, betraya, binding souls, waking
armies of the dead, to the bottom of the seaand into a battle where the woman leading
the Rexenor army runs her sword through me! | hate you! Do you hear me! All of it for
nothing. | should have given up the day you took my body over. | havetried to fight you
and look whereit ends.”

She was hdfway to the top when her killer floated up behind her.

“You're nearly there,” said Kassandra. “Don’t give up.”

Corinalost her footing and made a panicked grab for any knob of rock in reach. She
pressed her body againgt the cliff, breathing hard.

When she felt safe again, she threw Kassandraan angry look over her shoulder. The
murdering bitch drifted ten feet away, in her fish-scale armor.

“Y ou'retrying to make mefdl! Have you cometo gloat? To drop meinto death?’

“Fall?" Kassandradidn’t understand. She extended her arms over her head, rubbed
her fingers together, and then stuck out her tongue. She closed her eyesand took ina
deep breath. 1 recognize this, Corina. It appearsthinner, but it isnot air or wind.
Currentsin the Pacific Ocean off the west coast of America—that’ swhat you havefilled
your soul with.”

“What?’

“Thisisthe Pecific. Y ou have the ocean in your soul.”

Corind s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. “Y ou found it. My ocean. It's
been herethewholetime. | just didn’t know it.”

“Swim up to me, Corina. All of thisisyours. Why would you adlow yourself to fall?
Why would you even think that?’

“But I’'mnot likeyou. I'm asurfacer.”

“From California, right. | am asurfacer, too. | grew up in Nebraska, asfar from the
seaasmy grandfather could arrange.”

Corinareached out one hand and kicked away from the cliff. “Who are you?’

Kassandratook her hand. “Y ou know my name.”

They dropped down smoothly onto the gray stones of Corind sidand. Kassandra
looked cautioudy around. “Whereis he?’

“Aleximor?’

Kassandra held up ahand. “Do not say hisname.”

“He s on another idand over there,” whispered Corina, pointing.

“Hecan'tjust swim over?’

“He doesn’t know—or hasn'’t guessed—it’ s the ocean any more than | knew.”



“He thinks because you are a thinling—a surfacer—that your inner world must be
filled with ar. Another fool.”

Aleximor’s cold voicefilled the space, alittle dow, groggy-sounding asif hewasjust
waking from adeep deep. “ Corina?’

Corinagrabbed Kassandra'sarm, pleading. “Don’'t leave me! He' sgoing to kill me.
Please”

Kassandra shrugged her off, fingers working the buttons and clips down the front of
her armor. She stepped out of it and pulled the thigh-length underpadding over her head.

Corinawatched her, panicking. “ Then he' sgoing to kill you. He s bargained with
something called Akasté. Shelooks like awoman...but she' snot.”

“Wevemat.”

“Corinal” Aleximor roared her name. “Silence!”

“Heplanstokill theking! Thisisal about revenge. Stop—"

“Tdl her nothing!”

Kassandrarolled up the underpadding in her fingers, pushed it over Corina s head,
and guided her armsthrough the deeves. It was dmost like dressing adoll.

“Hekilled everyone on afreighter that went through the Panama Cand. Thewhole
crew. Killed them.” She sobbed. “He even tricked meinto binding aman’ssoul.” Tears
poured out of her eyes. “1 didn't mean to.”

Kassandranodded. “I know. Just get thison. It will protect you.” She bent down to
steer Corina slegsinto the armor, straightened to tug the collar even, then pushed every
clip closed.

“Hekilled the rest of the ostologoi. All of his descendants except onelittle boy.”

Kassandra grabbed her wrist and pushed the handle of aknifeinto her hand, folding
her fingersover it. “Don’t give up. Don't let him get you, Corinafrom Cdifornia. | will do
what | can on the out—"

Kassandra vanished.

The pae woman pulled the sword from her chest, first by the hilt, then grabbing the bare
blade and jerking it through the bone and tissue.

She sang of death and the path that leadsinto it through the throne room of the Sea,
and then brought the Wresath-wearer’ s sword down to dice open the world. The fiery
glow blinded her, and the hollow noises and demands of the things beyond the door hurt
her ears.

The pale woman brought up her elbow and knocked Kassandra' s head back,
unhooked her legs, and kicked the granddaughter of King Tharsaleosinto thefire.

Kassandra opened her eyes, stunned, her armor gone, her grip on the living world
lost. Sheturned her head to Ochleros, her fingers grabbing at the edge of the dark sea,
the rest of her body burning in the fire beyond the door.

“I command you! Protect her—Corinal Do not let any Rexenor come near her! |
command you, Ochlerosl” Her eyes, wild with fear, shifted and she saw Jill swvimming
right behind the demon, her blond hair blazing bright, lit up against the dark ranks of
bone-gatherer’ sarmy. Kassandra s voice begged her. “Why are you here?’

Zypheriakicked up and grabbed Jill by the shoulders. Nicole had her sword out,
charging Corina. “Do not hurt—!”

The fire sedled around the Wreath-wearer and she dipped away.

“Onedown...”

Aleximor sood on the edge of hisidand indgde Corina s soul, making growling noises
and kicking stones into the abyss, the glow of ten thousand bound soulslighting her inner
world likeasun.



His eyeswere fixed on Corinain the distance, across the void, on her idand.

“1 will destroy you! Y ou told her everything!” Heroared at her.

“And you killed her! Y ou fed her to that thing!”

Rage burning in hisveins, he backed up fifty paces and made arunning leap.

Aleximor spread hisarms and he was flying across the space. He landed on her idand
on hisfeet, kicking loose stones behind him, chasing her. The ground of her soul shook
under him.

Her cdlo fdl off its stand, hitting the rocks, the strings pulsing with a.discordant moan.
Corinascreamed and ran for the far edge.

He saw her clearly now, her glow diminished by something she waswearing. “ She
gaveyou armor!”

Her breathing came quick, short frightened breaths as she ran. He was faster than
Corina. She heard him right behind her, hisfingers extending, inches from her shoulder.
She hooked her foot on the edge of the world and leaped off it into the void, Aleximor
one gride behind, hisfingers catching her hair and the scales covering her shoulder.

Then the roaring current caught them both.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

A MINOR REXENOR NOBLE

Thetae how at the very first the mighty god Poseidon smote the mountains with the
three-forked sword which the Telkhines fashioned for him, and wrought theidandsin the
seq, and from their lowest foundations lifted them al aswith alever and rolled them into
the sea. And them in the depths he rooted from their foundations that they might forget
the mainland.

—Cdlimachus, “Hymn IV to Delos’

Kassandra dropped to her knees and vomited a thin bilious fluid onto the stone floor.
Her lungs erupted and liters of seawater followed the meager contents of her sscomach,
washing some of it into adark band of shadow against the wall.

She coughed, ragged sour firein her throat. She choked on another cough because
something moved in the shadows at thewall’ s base. She pushed herself backward afew
inches

“Put your mind at ease. The few who pass thisway do not hang about.”

Shethrew agtartled look at an old man on abed against the wall to her |eft. Her voice
came out in araspy whisper. “Why don't they...hang about?’

“She comesfor you quickly—not directly. No. Shewill send aguard around shortly
to take you to see her.”

“Why has she not comefor you?’

Helaughed, ashort choppy sound. “ Shetellsme, ‘It isnot yet your time.” Between
you and me, | don't think - she even knows what that means. | think she cannot kill me.
I’m cursed, or don't taste good.” He rolled over, clutching at his blanket so that it did not
touch the floor, but his hands worked absently while he stared at her, his mouth open, his
short gray beard twitching. “Do you know what shetellsmewhen | ask her for asign
that itismy time?’

Kassandragot to her feet, eyeing the shadows warily. She turned to a heavy wood
door, like something out of a castle dungeon. She frowned and pressed her hands against
it. “What?’

“A woman who asks the wrong questions will cometo me.”

Kassandra glanced over her shoulder. “Am | asking the wrong questions?’

His gaze shifted from her eyesto the glow of the Wreath. “1 wouldn’t know. Different.
Y ours are different. Others who find themsalves here always ask for the way out.”

She eyed him suspicioudy. “| dready assumed you wouldn't be hereif you knew the
way out.”

Helaughed again and it stirred up the sounds in the shadows. Kassandraspun at a
man’ s screaming voice, “ Use the key before he escapes!”

Shereached for her sword but it was't there. Her voice came out in abrittle shriek.
“What wasthat?’

“The shadows, they stedl the prisoners last words—and then repesat them. They lurk
inthe corners. Those are my fina words, acommand to my greatest student.”



“And did he usethe key?’

“That isthe wrong question.”

“Answer it

He dismissed her command with awave. “ Answer some of mine.”

Sheleaned her back against the door and nodded for him continue.

“What isyour name?’

“Kassandra”

Hejerked away, asif the name burned him, grabbing the blanket closer. He stared at
her, dazed and wild, fire on the edge of an open grassy plain, hurricane winds screaming
through the trees, thunder waves grinding everything they touch to sand. He whispered
her name, dow and reverent.

“Kassandra”

She pressed her back harder against the door, frowning with her teeth showing. He
was starting to creep her out. “Why are you talking like thet?”

“Y ou have answered your own question. Yes. The answer isyes. He did usethe
key.”

“Y ou got that from my name?’

The old man nodded. “ His name was K assander.”

“Rexenor? Lord Kassander is my namesake.”

The wildness blazed higher in hiseyes. “He must have used the key in time because if
he had not, then you would not be here.” He eyed the glow around her head again. “Y ou
are Alkimides.”

“My father is Gregor Lord Rexenor.”

“Of course” He nodded, smiling ddlightedly, aman at the end of along life that
somehow al made sense minutes before hewasto die. “1 am Strates Unwinder. | have
been waiting for you, Kassandra.” Hiseyeslooked far away. “A long time.”

Her voice dropped to awhisper. “Old Strates Unwinder. | have heard your name
many times over thelast four years. Why have you been waiting for me?’

“Another wrong question,” he said absently, but he didn’t look upset about it. “I
believe you are supposed to kill me. | need to die by your hands. | don’'t know much
more than that.”

Kassandradropped inginctively into afighting stance, bringing her fists up.

“Why?

Strates vanished in acloud of blue that momentarily held his shape and then drifted
away. The blankets on the bed sagged, empty woolen folds.

Kassandrafdt cold on her neck and turned, cupping her hands asif she was lill
underwater. Too dowly. Strates hadn’t vanished. He moved faster than she could track
with her eyes. He climbed the walls. He stood, feet planted to the ceiling of thejail cell,
upside down, hisdender brown fingers digging into her hair, unweaving.

She pulled her braids out of hisreach. Hisfingersweren't in her hair, but in the
Wreath, fistfuls of seaweed tearing loose and apain in her head like serrated metal
cutting through bone.

He screamed in anguish aong with her, and yanking harder, grabbing desperatdly a
the wound bands of her crown, green blades, shiny wet with seawater, popping and
breeking, bloody in hisfingers

The voicesin her head screamed.

Kassandrareached up and dug her fingersinto hiswrists, hiswiry muscles throbbing.
She couldn’'t get enough leverageto hit him. “ Stop! Y ou' re hurting me.”

Hetwisted her neck, ripping more of the wreath loose. Sat water and blood streamed
down his hands, trickling dong her arms.

“| said stop!” Kassandra kicked off the floor, using Strates' arms for support, and



clawed hisface. Shejumped again, jabbing her fingersinto histhroat, crushing his
windpipe.

Strates’ eyesclosed, il holding the wreath, and hefell from the ceiling, crashing into
Kassandra. She closed her eyes and both of them fell.

Then she wasfighting to keep her feet with thigh-deep raging black water rushing
around her, and Strateswasin front of her, triumphant, holding severa long strands of
green and brown and red seaweeds. They coiled up hisarms and over his shoulders,
sharp stripestrailing in the current.

“What have you done!” she screamed angrily a him and brought afist up to hit him. “I
didn’t will this. Y ou have sent meinsdel” Then she noticed that Strates was here with
her, in the currents, inside the Wregth of Posaidon.

He shifted to steady himself againgt the strong moving water. Looking around the
room, he saw acircular ledge of dark stone surrounding araging torrent that spilled into a
pit in the center, black arched doorways leading into the room on al sides.

“What isthis place?’ He whispered the words hoarsdly, rubbing his throat.

Kassandraturned away, walking against the current to the ledge and climbed out of
the water. She sat down, dropping her feet back into the swirl of black. “Thisisthe
Wreseth, insdeit.” A horrible thought jumped to the front of her mind. “I have not killed
you. You'vejud killed me”

He climbed out, carefully wrapping the seaweed around his shoulders so that he
wouldn’t loseit, and then he sat down next to her.

“Do you often go insgde the Wreath?’

“Only twice. Once, several years ago—just before we defeated the Ol ethren—and
yesterday.”

“And you lived through it?’

“Twice”

“Why, then, would you assume that you will not live through this?”

Shelet out an infuriated breath and moved away from him. “ Because thelagt timel
wasin here, some sick old man didn’t rip the Wreeth off my head. That’swhy.”

He laughed and stood up. “Where are the past wearers? | have heard that they can be
found ingde your soul. | must seethem.”

“Why?

Heindicated the seaweed. “I need to use thisto wake the first wearer, Polemachos.”

“That’ snot enough of an answer.”

“Thefirg Alkimidesking will tell you what he knows. All I know isthat | had onefina
purposein life, to remove the sea-wreath and use it to wake up the first wearer.”

Suspicion nearly blinded her and she brought her fist back to hit him. “What do you
know about dl of this?”

“We do not havetime, milady. She will come for you and you must beready.” He
saw the doubt in her eyes. “Y ou are not dead. | am Strates, old Strates Unwinder. You
know who | am. Trust me. The crown has been reveded. We must wake thefirst, and |
need your hdp.”

“Through that doorway.” She pointed behind her, but her gaze didn't move froma
door hafway across, and the dim glow spilling fromiit.

He saw her hesitate. “We must hurry.”

Kassandrastood, pushing past him. “How did you do that moving very fast thing?
Andwaking ontheceling?’

“Anoldtrick. Run.”

“And how did you manageto follow me insde the wreath?’

“1 am the Unwinder, the accursed. | was born to follow you insde here. | just did not
know the course would be so long and twisting.”



“Accursed?

“1 gave my only son to the Earth-encircler. | was young and stupid, and could not
deny animmorta. | gave him what he camefor.”

Kassandra stopped at the entrance to one of the dark hallways leading into the room.
“Y ou've met the Lord of the Sea.”

“Please hurry, milady. | have met the Sea sruler twice now.” He smiled sadly. “My
son was Polemachos, thefirst Alkimidesking. They cal me old Strates, and | am
old—redlly old. I was aminor Rexenor noble with a solid bleed from my mother, and |
fdl inlovewith the Alkimides Lord s eldest daughter, Philista. The rift between Rexenor
and Alkimides began with me. Philistadied soon after giving birth to Polemachos, and
Lord Poseidon paid the price | set on my son—that | wasto live and keep my bleed as
long as Polemachos soul remained in thisworld. | have died, but not for long, and my
bleed isintact...because Polemachos has remained in your line, the Wreath-wearers.”

They marched deeper into the dark tunnel with rough date-colored stone. Kassandra
sped up. Somewhere outside, there was awar going on, and Nicole wasthere, and
Ochleros—and Jill!

“And you're here to return the Wregth to Polemachos?’

He shook his head. “ Just the wrapping, the seaweed that L ord Poseidon twined
around his own crown to conced it.”

Kassandra stopped, grabbing the wet stone wall to keep her balance.

“Milady, we must hurry. Polemachos needsto tell us something when he wakes.”

She waved him on. Following, she suddenly remembered she could cry red tears
whileingde the wreath. They streamed down her cheeks and off her chin, and she gulped
air, sobbing and cursing her life.

She looked up from the floor when the walls became smooth gray stone under her
fingers. They were nearing the mirror door, asheet of water that allowed her ingdethe
abyssa chamber where the past Wresth-wearers dwelled after they passed away.

“What do we do now, milady?’

Shelooked up and walked past him, straight through the shiny wall of liquid, into the
dark seawater beyond. Strates followed her, clutching the coil of seaweed, looking back
at the glowing rectangle with curiosity.

The wakened Wreath-wearers met them afew kicks away, standing at the crest of a
sandy hill, Kassandra' s mother, Ampharete, King Praxinos, the grandson of Polemachos,
Queen Andromache, and findly King Eupheron, hurrying up with agravelook on his
face.

“Hello, Mother.” Kassandra swam to Ampharete, hugging her, but she felt the
diffnessin her embrace. “What' swrong?’

When she pulled away, and let her gaze shift to each of them, she read every thought
intheir heads. A suffocating fear dominated the mix, bright threads of wonder, an
overwhelming urge to not say the wrong thing. Then she noticed that they had not said a
word...inalong time.

“Why aren’t you spesking to me?’

Praxinoswas the first to move forward, drifting lightly over the sand. He bowed his
head. “My lady,” wasdl he could say.

Before any of the others could speak, Strates took her by the elbow. “Come, Lady
Kassandra. We must find Polemachos adleegp on his stone bed.”

Kassandra kicked away, stirring up alittle vortex of sand. Glancing over her shoulder,
she frowned at the other wearers, unmoving on the hilltop.

She waved them to her. “Comeon. | want you al to seethis.”

After exchanging looks of surprise, they kicked after her, following along row of
acoves carved out of the cliff face, each onelit dimly by phosphorescent growth on the



walls. One of the Wreath-wearers of the past lay on a stone platform in each one. Four
alcoves out of aseemingly endless procession were empty—one for each of the
awakened wearers,

They stopped before the first a cove where a gray-bearded man in armor rested on
the platform. Strates pushed himsdlf into the shalow depression in the wall and leaned
over the man, pulling off hishelmet, and laying his head back on the stone.

“Polemachos? My son? Wake.”

Kassandra moved into the acove on the opposite side, annoyed that none of the other
wearers—even her own mother—were bold enough to stand near her.

Strates |ooked down at the bundle of seaweed asif he wasn't certain what to do with
it. He placed it square on Polemachos chest, over the shiny breastplate with the face of
Poseidon stamped into it.

Polemachos' fingers tirred and then reached up and curled around the coils of
seaweed. He opened his eyes, cold iron-gray eyes, staring straight up at the glowing rock
only for amoment. Then they shifted to Kassandra sface.

“Itistime?’

She shook her head, mouthing thewords, “1 don’t know.” And she was crying again,
tears blurring around her face.

Polemachos sat up, holding the seaweed tight in one hand. “ So, the Lord of the Seaiis
truly gone out of the oceans?’

“How do you know?" Kassandra sobbed.

“Because you are here, wearing the crown of the seas’ ruler. They belong to you

“But | don't—"

“In the moment he placed the Wreath on my head, he commanded meto say these
wordsto you. These were for my earsaone, for | wasthefirst of theline, and | held the
command in my soul, and let no others heer it. * Find Wreath-wearer, my throneisyours,
my kingdom isyours, dl of the things others have givento mel giveto you. Do not tarry,
for there are otherswho crave these things.’””

Kassandrawaited amoment longer. “That’ sit? | wasjust getting used to—"

Eupheron kicked closer—but not too close, panicking and pointing back along the
line of dcoves. “Return, milady. Someone on the outside is coming for you.”

She sprang into open water, and without looking back, swam away. The bright line of
alcovesblurred into astreak of fire and she was through the water door, hunched over in
the stone hallway, coughing up everything in her lungs.

Sheran, seawater running off her, pae stone wals darkening to the rough date. She
crossed the ledge in one bound and dove into the whirl of black water, dipping
effortlesdy through them, into the pit in the center.

Kassandra opened her eyes at therattling of keys, staring up &t the prison cdll’ s ceiling
for asecond before realizing where she was.

Shejumped to her feet, nearly tripping over Strates as she moved to get her back to
thewall, opposite the door. It swung in on smooth hinges and ahuge guard in scaly
armor and helmet stood in the doorway, bared sword in one hand, keyring in the other.

Helooked up from Strates, dead on the floor, to Kassandra, blood streaming down
her arms. He stared harder, leaning forward. He opened his mouth, athread of saliva
sretching between histop and bottom teeth. Then he turned and ran, leaving the door
open, dropping his sword and keys halfway down along corridor.

“Y eah, you better run.”

She wiped her hands on her shirt and stepped over Strates to peer out the door. The
long hallway was empty and dark, the guard’ s sword glinting on the stones between her



cdl’sdoor and awider open archway—qglinting with the light her crown threw off.

“And | thought | waslit like adamn Chrismas tree before.”

Lady Kassandra?

It was Strates’ voice, insde the Wreath, insgde her head, arough thrum that ran
through her jaw. “What isit?’

Take my body home to Rexenor. Please.

Without thinking, Kassandra turned back, and crouched to pick up Strates' body. He
was astal as she was, and weighed quite abit more, but she lifted him into her arms
without feding the weight. His head sagged over her elbow, and she shifted him so that
he leaned against her shoulder, eyes closed, peaceful, dead.

“Can you help me get back to my battle?’

You must find a way to re-open the outside door—the one through which you
came.

Shefollowed thetrail 1eft by the prison guard, kicking the sword to the Sde as she
passed, turned right, stepping over the keys on their ring. The rustle of clothing and harsh
whispering helped her navigate a course through the halls until she cameto agiant gilt
door carved with shell spirds, tentacles, winged creatures of the sea, shark’sjaws; and
everywhere wove the curls of waves, the dominant feature of an ocean world, tribute to
the most important substance in the universe.

Water.

Kassandra kicked the door and a dull boom echoed into some vast empty space
beyond.

She backed up quickly as the huge gold door swung open. K assandra took another
step when she noticed agray haired man in amodern white ship’ s officer's uniform
pushing it open for her. He wore around white hat like a captain with leafy brass
decorations. There were black bars with more brass on his shoulders.

“What isthis,” she said under her breath. “ Thefucking Love Boat ?’

She scowled at him, and he returned acalm smile asif there was nothing out of the
ordinary—ayoung woman carrying an old man with lines of fresh blood down her ams
and acrown that blinded him.

Kassandra gave him anod. “Who are you?’

The man in the uniform bowed low. “I am Captain Martim Teixeira My migress, the
Seaq, bids you welcome, Wreath-wearer.”

She gave him acurt we'll-see-about-that nod and entered ahdl as big asafootball
field with aceiling she could not see—even with the light her crown gave off.

“Where sthewater?’ She breathed the wordsto the past wearers. “Everything hasa
seatheme, but thereisn't any water.”

It'sasif it used to reverberate and move with the tides, said Eupheron with an
awed tone she had never heard him use before. But someone has removed the sea.

At thefar end, Stting on athrone made of white polished shells was the woman with
ocean eyes and hair that roiled and lapped around her shoulders. And her mouth was
wide open, shocked at the young woman with the crown.

Sheisone of theimmortals, said Eupheron. After astunned pause, he added, Sheis
on your throne, milady.

“Akasté.” She let the whispered wordsfloat out of her mouth and somehow made
them coil back into her own ears so that no one el se could hear them. “1’veleft Jill and
Nicole aone againgt an a'my of the ostologos and what’ sleft of my grandfather’ sforces.
| do not havetimefor this”

Tell her that.

Kassandra placed Strates' body gently on the tiles and stepped to one side of him.

“I amthe Sea,” shouted the woman petulantly, jumping to her feet. “ Give me my



crown!”

“l don't...” Kassandrawaved a hand around the room. “I don’t see any water. I'm
not surel likewhat you' ve done with the place.” Anger rosein her throat, aburnin her
veins. She watched the woman standing in front of the throne. “I am more of the Seathan
you will ever be. Y ou' vejust had moretimeto play with your hair.”

Kassandra s voice broke at the end when her fingers curled around something heavy
and ice cold. She looked over at athick shaft of smooth black meta in her hand, a spear
much taller than she was, capped with three squared sharp tines. Startled, shelet it dip
through her hand.

The shaft of the trident hit the tiles and the earth shook. Kassandra grabbed it tight,
fearing that dropping it might bresk the world.

Akagté jumped back, her fingernails clicking nervoudly.

Kassandra didn’t bother looking up at her. Her attention was on the crack the trident
had made in the tiles and the ocean pooling around her feet, dipping up the sides of
Strates' body.

Then she knew what to do. Shetook the trident in both hands and dammed the end
into thefloor.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

BATTLE SEND

Two thousand years ago, the Alkimides stormed the Telkhines outpostsin the
Mediterranean Sea with the seed of what was to become the Olethren, an army of three
thousand deed, gathered off the ocean’ s floor and brought back into thisworld to kil
anything thet lived.

—Muichael Henderson, conversation

with the Wresth-wearer

Aleximor caught Corinaby the arm and spun her around to face him, hislong black hair
like bands of seaweed ink curling around hisface and neck.

“Ruinous untruting bitch.”

Corinasaw her captor’ sfacefor thefirst time, clear, up close, chalky white with
bruised purpling around his cold eyes. Histeeth were yellow, pointed, amonster’ ssmile
goreading on hislips.

“You are mine. Do not forget that.”

Theroaring black current caught them both and threw them into the wedge cut into
the cliff face, and Corinajerked her body to one side to shift their weight. She landed on
top him, diding across the cave floor, damming into the back wall.

Aleximor, hisbody blazing white, shoved her off him, springing to hisfeet, her wrist
gripped in one strong fist. Sheturned, jerking away, breaking hishold. Squinting against
the glare, she sprang at him, and brought the Wreath-wearer’ sknife around, cutting into
histhroat.

The blade caught on something in his neck, then cut completely through.

His head flew back, eyes wide, mouth locked open in surprise. He released her wrig,
kicked away. Corinadropped the knife and lunged at him, blood gushing over her hands.
She found a song somewhere deep in her soul, a song she had heard Aleximor Sing many
times.

Corinareached up, and closed her hand over Aleximor’ s open throat asif trying to
stanch the flow. His eyes pitched back in hishead. A thick red cloud pumped through
her fingers.

Thelight died in the cave. The blaze of captured souls went dim, and the blood on her
hands roiled and glowed like lava.

She pulled away from him, spun to the clear areaon the cave wall, and dapped her
open hand hard and flat againgt the unyielding surface.

She closed her eyes. Her body went cold, her arm numb, and the thing that wasinside
her—Aleximor on the cave floor—went screaming into the earth, into thewall in the solid
world she had created insde her soul.

Her body shaking, Corinalifted her hand away and stared at the blood print on the
cavewall, awoman’'s hand, blurred between thefingers.

CorinaLairsey rubbed her hands together, sobbing softly. She turned and swam up
through the Pacific and into her own senses, her own body, commanding every piece of
ground and every ingant of timein her soul.

Then she was...back at the battle. She blinked to make sure she was awake, and her



mouth dropped open. Aleximor’sarmy of the dead surrounded her, spearsthrust out.
Beyond them was aone-armed mongter the size of an gpartment building circling her,
teeth bared, roaring at the living soldiers of Kassandral sarmy. The battle noise was
deafening, and the bright star the Wreath-wearer had conjured burned and blinded her.

They're going to kill me!

Sheraised ahand, and she knew what to do. She sang a short command, and her
army of the dead froze.

“Analabeto doru!”

Panic drove through her for amoment at the thought that she might not be able to
control them.

Each dead soldier in the army of thousands shifted hislong spear to one bony hand,
ganding it on end, straight up.

The ocean went Slent.

The Rexenor army eased back, spears out, orcas reined in, but ready to charge.
Corinalooked around, paddling dowly. They were waiting for her.

“I...” Her voice sounded tiny. “1 am back...insde | mean. My nameis CorinaLairsey.
I’m from Cdlifornia. Aleximor wasingde me, controlling me, but I have imprisoned him.”

A young woman with short black braids kicked to the giant demon’ s hand.

“Lady Nikoletta,” said the huge demon warily. He still wasn’t going to let Nicole near
the pale woman.

She bowed to it, and then looked down at Corina.

“What have you done to the Wreath-wearer?’

“l didn’'t do anything.” She pointed to hersdlf. 1t was him, Aleximor, doing it. Didit. |
didn’'t—"

Nicole pointed her sword at her. “Bring her back!” She turned to another group of
soldiers swimming up. “Father? Kassandra s not...”

A stream of black like squid’ sink blossomed in the ocean next to Corina, soft velvet
petals unfolding, curling around itself. Corinakicked back in fear, running into arotting
soldier and knocking his spear loose.

Kassandra swam through the ink and it flowed away in the currents behind her. She
wasn't wearing the Wresath, but a blazing white crown, and she hedd aman in her arms.

She glanced around, taking in the stand-down and tens ons between the two armies,
making assumptions about the situation. She looked at Corinaand gave her aclever
qmile

“Wherein Cdiforniaare you from?’

“Uh...Co—Coyote. South of San Jose.”

Kassandrafixed her gaze on her for aminute. “Can | get you to withdraw the army of
the ostologos?”

Corinanodded and turned to shout orders at the dead.

The Rexenor army positioned itself around Kassandra, closing ranks, to hear over the
murmurs of guesses, of the return of the Wreath-wearer, the man she held in her arms,
and the brilliant glow around her head, which atwining of seaweed anymore, but an
actua crown that looked asif it was made of ice.

Kassandra spun dowly in the water. “Where are you, Father?’

Gregor pulled off hishemet and swam up with Michael Henderson. Jll wasright
behind them, dragging Zypheria

“Stand with me, Dad. | have a couple thingsto say to al of Rexenor.” Kassandra
swam higher in the water, dropping her feet on Ochleros shoulder, leaning her ebow on
hisear.

“House Rexenor, you have defeated the army of the King of al the Seaborn.” She
gpoke right over their cheering, and it dried up like adesert. “ But thisis asad day for our



house. We have lost our Lady.”

She waited while the rush of whispering flowed and ebbed. “1 would tdl you
something. It is not something we normally spesk of.” Shelaughed grimly. “But what
does asurfacer know of Seaborn etiquette?’

“What do bloody Rexenors know of it?” Someone shouted and there was a murmur
of agreement.

Her lips sharpened at the corners. “| have Lady Kadlixene sbleed.” She glanced
down in timeto see Gregor’s mouth drop open. Behind him, Michael Henderson was
sobbing and he had no intention of hiding it.

“| felt the rush of her bleed during our battle. She gave me...everything. She created
me, made mewhat | am. | would not be here without Lady Kallixene. In return, |
promised her—and | promise you—that | will bring House Rexenor home, that we will
again be honored in the Nine-cities”

They waited because she obvioudy had moreto say. Her crown was blindingly bright.
There was a dead man draped in her arms—and she hadn’t said anything about him yet.

“I made another promise, just alittle while ago, that | would bring the body of my
friend, Strates Unwinder, hometo hisHouse.”

Gregor’ s mouth opened wider, and Kassandra handed over Strates' body to him.

“I went beyond the door of fire, into the halls of the Sed sruler, and | have returned. |
found Strates Unwinder there, waiting many yearsto perform onefind task before
returning hometo Rexenor.”

She stopped there, closing her mouth, not certain of how much she needed to share
about Akasté and the throne of the Sea—or the new look of her crown.

She straightened and let her gaze take in the Rexenor army, then she bowed to them.

Jll rushed up, crying, “Kallixene sgone. | can't believe she sgone.” Even Nicole
couldn’t hold in her tears, her body shaking, and Kassandra threw her arms around both
of them.

“I know,” she said softly. “Ephoros. Kalixene. | am cursed—cursed to have all who
lovemediefor me”

Nicole sobbed louder, barely getting out the name, “Nereus.”

Kassandralifted her head. “Whereishe?’ Shetook in Nicole€ sexpression of pain,
but didn’t understand it for amoment. Then the blood drained from her face. Her
stomach lurched. She shook her heed, lost. “But...I need him to...No!”

Nicol€ s pleading voice was like sandpaper on her nerves. “Kass, he thought you
were dead. Thought you weren’'t coming back. | told him...I told him you always|eave,
you never say goodbye, you always come back. | couldn’t stop him, charging by himself
into thearmy.”

Kassandra pushed her sisters away, kicking into clear water above Ochleros. Her
hands were shaking and she couldn’t stop them. Her heart pounded like a hammer in her
chest.

Don't let it take hold of you! It was her mother’ s panicked shriek.

Kassandraignored her. Enraged, she threw back her head and screamed.

The Rexenor army shoved their hands againgt their ears. The dead stopped in their
tracks. The temperature of the sea dropped, and the brilliant star she had had summoned
during the battle burst, oozing whitetrails of hot light, cooling to black asthey fell into the
abyss.

And the seawent dark.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

THENEW ARMY

“Glaukos, look: waves are troubling the deep sea.”
—Archilochus, Fragment 103

Kassandra smiled wearily a Nicole and Jill seated &t dinner across the wide table. Both
of them waved back, eager to swim over and ask her about going through the line of fire
and finding Strates Unwinder—and her new crown. Every moment of time sincethe
battle had been filled with audiences, forma dinners, healing Ochleras, and mourning
Nereus and Lady Kallixene—and no time for questions or answers.

Gregor was now Lord of Rexenor, and Kassandrawould sit in assembly with him,
judging grievances and helping with adminigtration tasks. She had hardly seen her ssters
over thelast two days, pending alot of time with Corinaand Aleximor’sarmy of the
dead. Zypheria, on the other hand, would not leave Corinaaone.

“Will you giveit ares?’ Kassandragave Zypheriaan annoyed shove.

Zypheria bowed her head with aquick glance, tapping the hilt of her sword, her focus
diding right back to Corina

She hadn't left Kassandra' s Side since the battle' s end, making bitter remarksto
Corinathrough the night and the next morning. “Y ou may have fooled Lady Kassandra.
Tdl me something that will earn my trugt.”

Kassandraturned to Zypheria hovering next to her chair inthe dining hall. “What are
you doing?’

Zypheriabowed. “Milady. Please. Not until we are certain that sheredly isthe
surfacer, CorinaLairsey. How do we know the bone-gatherer is not playing a part,
biding histime?’

“Because | climbed ingde her soul. | have seen with my own eyesthe binding that
holdshim.”

Zypheriadidn’'t move.

Kassandra placed her hand on Zypheria sarm. “ She has given me an army—an army
of the dead. They are bound to me, not her. Three thousand remain of Aleximor’sfive
thousand. A fitting number, wouldn't you say?’

“Indeed.” She nodded Hiffly.

Kassandraturned to Corina, who didn’t appear to be enjoying the medl. “ She can’'t
eat with you hovering, Zyph.”

“It'snot that,” said Corina, looking up at thetiled ceiling of the dining hall.

Kassandralooked straight up, her brow wrinkling, her gaze appearing to go through
the ceiling into ocean above. “It' saround lunch time in New Hampshire.”

“Lunch,” Corinagasped the word, pushing away her food. “1 fed hollow, emptied
out. | want a cup of coffee so bad.”

Kassandra smiled sadly and squeezed Zypheria sarm. “Would the bone-gatherer
want coffee?’

“I’'m s0 hungry, and |—except for on the ship, he ate nothing but raw fish. | can’'t go
home—at least not yet—he did something to me. I’'m not even sure I’ m living—that | am



alive anymore. He gave so much of me away. But | want to go back up there.” Corina
looked up.

“Tothesurface,” said Kassandra helpfully.

“Thesurface,” Corinawhispered asif it wereamagica place. “ God, what I’ d give for
abagd or spaghetti or Thai food or a nice thick peanut butter and jelly sandwich on
toasted diced sourdough bread.”

A sad smile appeared on Kassandra' s face, and Zypheria pounded her fist on the end
of her sword, disappointed.

“Good enough for you?’

“Milady,” said Zypheriasourly, nodded to Corina, and swam off.

Kassandraturned to her ssters, bowed her head to them, and then waved them over.

The next day Kassandra summoned House Rexenor to an assembly in order to dedl with
the three hundred and eighty-four prisoners from the king’ s army, captured after the
battle.

The vast arena, open to the black heavens, was booming with noise. Every Rexenor
able to swim—including children—turning out to see the Wreath-wearer who had used
red fire magic in the battle—to see someone more damned than themselves.

The hall went silent when Kassandra sivam into open water with her father, the Lord
of Rexenor, in hisformal brocaded tunic with the black seabird on his chest, athin gold
band on hisbrow. She was dressed plainly, along-deeved top and tight black leggings.
No jewery, no armor, no weapons. Just her blinding white crown.

Kassandraturned and called her sstersto her side, Nicole on her right and Jill on her
left. “I am going to introduce you. Do not be afraid,” she said softly, taking their hands,
squeezing tight. “When everyone dseis afraid, you will not be”

“Your handsare so cold.” Jill let the words drift from her lips, barely audible, looking
from Kassandra s crown to her fingers.

“Itisyoursthat are warm.”

Nicole squeezed back. “What happened? On the other side of thefire? It'slike
you're older. Y ou' re not the same Kassandra. Y ou're different.”

Kassandraturned, her face expressionless. “1 was given something—armor, weapons,
new enemies. I’ll show you some of it in amoment. Therest we' |l speak of another time.
Today...today | want everyone here to know who | am and who my sistersare.”

She released their hands and they kicked higher, Kassandrawaving at her guard.

“Bring them before me.”

The prisoners kicked into the arena, ringed by Rexenors on orcas with lances down.
Haf of the three hundred and eighty-four were wounded on litters borne by those with
lessdehilitating injuries.

Kassandrakicked alittle higher. Shelet aminute dip by asif turning something over in
her thoughts, pausing over adecision.

“Do you know who | am?’ Her voice cut through the water, clear and icy.

The prisoners stared at her crown—or tried to. They knew the rumors of the woman
from the surface who would destroy them all.

They were afraid to move.

“Y ou do not have to fear speaking to me. | have released you without ransom or any
other condition.”

That was news to the Rexenors. The noise of athousand voicestalking at once spun
through the hall, and Kassandra raised her hand to quiet House Rexenor.

“I have released you. Y ou are free to return to your homes. | just wanted you to
know who | am before you go.”

“Y ou are the Wreath-wearer named Kassandra,” said one defiant old soldier in



Dosianax armor, his head bandaged and his arm broken.

Two Rexenor guardslooked to her for acommand, something to punish the Dosianax
for not using the right tone. She waved them back.

“Very good, kinsman. But | want to give you a clear message that you can take home
with you.” She paused and shefdt every eyein the room on her. The sllence was
complete.

Kassandra closed her eyes, lidsfluttering againgt an inner strain. The crab carapace
armor dipped around her body, knobby and purple, bleeding red into white around the
sharp edges at her shoulders. Her fist tightened around the trident, cold and metdl,
somehow floating, weightless, and at the same time as heavy asthe world in her hand.

She opened her eyes and every current in the water stilled, every heart in the room
paused between beats. The orcas closed their eyes. The column of water that held her,
miles from the ocean floor to the surface, went perfectly ill, and sunlight passed through
it, awhite bar of radiance that shimmered around Kassandra, Jill and Nicole.

Her voice was soft, the roll of clear seawater on time-smoothed sand.

“I havetwo sgters”

Sheturned to her left. “ Jill ismy voice above the waves, brilliant as Helios, true and
far-ranging as any tide, the moon in the night sky.”

Jll floated behind Kassandra, wanting to curl insde hersdlf, but frozein the water,
something firm inside her keeping her back straight. Nicole glanced over and winked,
and the fear melted away. Jill smiled and looked down at the staring faces of the
Seaborn.

Then Kassandraturned to Nicole, indicating her with a push of her fist with the trident.

“Nicoleis...my right hand, storm bright, unyielding current of the deep...” Kassandra
stopped asif she had moreto say, but after aquick shuffle of thoughts, had decided that
she had said enough.

Shelifted the trident above her head and continued in the same quiet tone.

“| am Kassandra Alkimides. | am the daughter of Gregor Lord Rexenor and Lady
Ampharete of Alkimides. | am the granddaughter of Tharsaleos of Dosianax and Queen
Pythias of Alkimides.” She held up her left hand, spread her fingers, showing them the
scar tissue lining each. “Y our king had the webbing cut from my handswhen | wasan
infant. | grew up adave—with the Porthmeus surname—as far from the nurturing sea.as
your king could arrange. But | have broken my bonds. | have returned to the deep. |
have five bleeds, including two coming from your own king. | play with firein the abyss. |
am the chosen of Lord Poseidon. | was the Wregth-wearer. | am the Sea”

She nodded to her guardsto | et the prisoners go.

In asofter voice that dtill carried like the tide through the vast hdl, she said, “Wewill
al meet again soon, and | would like you to remember me—and my sisters—when you
decide whose side you are on.”

TheEnd



