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            Prologue: The Goddess, the Demon, and the Beast

          

        

      

    

    
      Vassilissa swam through the glittering sea, breathing in the salty air, so fresh, so sweet. The air filled her lungs like sails, cleared her head, gave her life. She was alive. Alive as only she had been long ago, when she’d lived in these very waves. She was home at last. Yes, she’d lost The Compass and without It she would not be able to wreak her revenge, but that didn’t matter right now.

      The twinkling lights of Mer sparkled behind her in the depths. Aquatamunicipalir… the words on the chart sprang to her mind: with lost souls lit, sins forgotten settle there… She spotted something on the horizon before her and swam faster.

      Twenty or so mermaids swirled through the foam around her, eyeing her suspiciously. When they tried to approach her, she ducked her head beneath the water and flashed a violet glare at them. They retreated but continued to follow her. Vassilissa’s cloak had soaked up water and now weighed her down. She ripped it off and let it sink, its purple ribbons trailing behind like the desperate arms of a drowning person. The mermaids circled it warily.

      A ship loomed ahead of Vassilissa, the only thing in sight on an endless, frothing stretch of ocean. The waves slapped against its sides, its sails bulged, and a lurid red flag snapped in a gale that did not touch the water around her. The flag depicted a black and white skull on a scarlet field.

      Vassilissa stroked towards it, grateful for its presence. She couldn’t swim forever, she would need somewhere to rest while she decided what to do. She could convince the crew to transport her to her ultimate goal, the Weather Casters’ ship. She wasn’t entirely sure what she would do then, or even if she should go there. She would figure it out once she’d dried off and had a nice cup of tea. She reached up for the bottom of the wooden rungs.

      Her fingers couldn’t quite grasp them and so she ducked under the water. A few mermaids were still following her. She spoke to one in their strange tongue. It shied away, but then she fixed it with her eyes. It swam over to her and helped boost her to the rungs.

      Vassilissa climbed up the ladder, stopping halfway to gaze out over the roaring blue. She smiled and continued her climb, clambering over the rail onto the deck. The closest sailor stopped scrubbing the deck and stared. ‘As well he might’, she thought, it can’t be every day a woman in a silk and silver-thread ball gown climbs aboard his ship.

      The sailor, or perhaps pirate, pointed and yelled, “Goddess! There’s a goddess on the deck!” The other sailors stopped their various labors and stared as well. They were dressed in an assortment of fashion, decades-old, embellished with gold earrings, swaths of brightly colored silk and pistols.

      Definitely pirates.

      Vassilissa smiled at them and turned to gaze upon the endless blue once again. The wide bright sky held the golden sun, which sparkled in the new day. She let loose a bell-like wail of unadulterated joy. The notes rose high into the clear azure sky, bounced across the glittering waves, and reverberated amid the ship’s rigging like ecstatic birds of paradise. The last echoes of the song warped into the distance, rolling like the waves that bore them away. Vassilissa’s chest heaved, her heart boomed like a cannon. Each breath threatened to overwhelm her. The Sea was where she belonged. Now she just needed to find her brethren and their ship and she would be complete.

      “A goddess has alighted our deck,” a horrible voice hissed from the stern. Vassilissa turned slowly to face it.

      A man stood on the steps that led down from the poop deck. Or rather, a hideous vestige of a man. His face was sunken and white, like a skull, with black pits for eyes, and thin lips peeled back from stained, crooked teeth. He was dressed in red and black, a festoon of ruby feathers fluttered around his head.

      Vassilissa was still smiling; the ugly creature could not dim her happiness.

      “Whom do I address?” she asked.

      The man laughed, his skull-face seeming to crawl. His crew joined him, guffawing like idiots. Vassilissa wondered if perhaps they were stupid. When the pirates finally ceased their mirth, the skeletal man stepped down from the stairs and stalked towards Vassilissa. He towered at least a head taller than all his crew.

      “Goddess,” he hissed in his hellish voice, “how can you not know of Captain Caspar? The most feared of all pirates that sail the Sea? The terror of the Port, the most evil, most foul being in all existence?”

      “Perhaps Heaven does not look upon you,” Vassilissa said coyly.

      “If that were so, why doth thou alight upon my deck, o goddess?”

      Vassilissa didn’t answer immediately. She breathed in the familiar air, the charged, living air of her home waters, and had to suppress a giggle. She spun around in a circle, letting the wind play in the wet strands of hair, which had fallen from her elaborate diamond studded hair. Finally, feeling nearly drunk and realizing she must look insane to the pirates, she turned and gazed at Captain Caspar. He regarded her with a dead look.

      “You must be some new terror, Captain Caspar,” Vassilissa said, “for I do not recall you.”

      “I am the terror,” Captain Caspar growled. Vassilissa laughed, the sound like tinkling glass.

      “You are young, oh, Hideous One,” she said. “There are things much older, much more terrible than you!”

      Vassilissa looked into the pirate’s eyes. Dangerous shadows slid in and out of view, a malignant fierceness burned within, but gave no light. She realized beneath her boundless joy that she had best treat him with care, like a thunder storm: if you misplaced a thread, it might explode in your face. But it was so hard to treat anything seriously. She felt she might float away, she was so light.

      “Yet your countenance is most frightening,” she said, trying to recover from her mistake of insulting his evilness. “Not many demons, no matter how old, could match it.”

      Captain Casper grimaced, and Vassilissa could not tell whether it was a smile or a frown. So she decided to change the subject. “I thank you for your convenient proximity to the City of Mer,” she said. “If I may ask, why are you sailing so close? You must be exceedingly mad.” This seemed to please the demon pirate, for he laughed again.

      “I will gladly answer, goddess, if you will enlighten us to your identity.”

      “Pardon me,” Vassilissa said, “I overlooked polite introductions. I am Lady Vasille—” she stopped herself. She would not use the invented title she’d used on Land any longer. “Vassilissa,” she amended. She wondered if anyone one would know her name after a thousand years. Captain Caspar didn’t seem to recognize it.

      “A pleasure,” Captain Caspar said. “Now, why do we sail so close to the City of Mer? It is unfortunate, but our quarry has fled to these cursed waters in a desperate attempt to save themselves. But I would question why you swim alone here? Are the legends true? Can the Mer assimilate human form?”

      The crew, which had been slowly gathering about her, backed away and pulled out their swords or pistols.

      “No,” she said, “do mermaids weave such garments?” she lifted the edge of her gown, holding out the silk and exposing her smooth shin and ankle.

      Captain Caspar eyed her leg. She dropped her skirt and smiled. She could sense the presence of an old friend. She could hear the distant water thunder as tentacles thrashed.

      “Took that off a drowned person, I shouldn’t doubt,” Captain Caspar said.

      “I am no mermaid,” Vassilissa said.

      “Then what are you?”

      “A Wicked One.”

      All the pirates stepped back.

      “That is a bold claim,” Captain Caspar said, fingering his red sash with a bony, black-nailed hand. “No Wicked One roams the Sea freely, at least in original form…”

      “None save Psiphytus,” Vassilissa said. “He was condemned only for aiding in stockpiling weapons and sentenced to float in a coracle, deprived of his power. But he is male. I am Vassilissa.” She turned to face the water and smiled. “Dévid,” she called. She hoped he could still understand telepathic calls in his… altered state. “Dévid.”

      She felt the sea move as Dévid turned away from his pillaging and swam towards them.

      “Is that a sail?” Captain Caspar said.

      “Wait,” Vassilissa said, “it is too late. Someone has beat you to the prize. Dévid!” she called the name aloud for the pirates’ benefit. She could see the tiny sail on the horizon, but it was beginning to sink. “Dévid! It is I, Vassilissa!”

      Between the distant ship and theirs, the sea began to boil. Huge waves foamed up and down as something surfaced.

      “It’s the beast!” one of the pirates screamed. “It’s Davy Jones!”

      Vassilissa looked sideways at the man. Davy Jones? Why would they give Dévid a cute nickname like that?

      The beast, Dévid, rose from the water, a monstrous mass of seaweed, slime, carapace, and tentacles. Two red eyes gleamed from beneath an armored shell. The monster moved towards the ship, plowing huge waves before it.

      “Run out the cannons!” Captain Caspar screamed.

      “No, or I’ll have him destroy you.” She fixed the captain with her eyes.

      His evil eyes gazed back, unrelenting. She smiled, bending… his resolve wavered. His eyes registered panic for a second and then relaxed. He was silent for a moment, but she kept her eyes locked on his.

      “Everyone back to the deck!” Captain Caspar shouted.

      Dévid came up to the side of the ship, his personal tidal wave rocking it. He rose in putrid glory, his eyes glaring, red and ferocious. A tentacle reached up the side of the ship, its slimy tip rising to greet Vassilissa. She grasped it in a trembling hand and rested it against her cheek.

      “Oh, Dévid!” she gasped. “Look what they’ve done to you! You used to be so beautiful!”

      Dévid made a sound like rumbling that ended with a dolphin’s squeak and a steaming release of foul green air from vents along his shelled flanks.

      “We’ll make them sorry for what they’ve done to us,” Vassilissa said.
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      “So much for getting back to Dr. Liam and Sir Oaktree,” Balder said. “Unless you fancy a swim.”

      Parsifal shuddered, taking in the view of the dark water and chunks of ice. In the darkness it was hard to make out much, but Parsifal thought he could see a stretch of pale ice beyond the swelling black waves. Chunks floated about, but the formerly unbroken stretch of ice was gone. They were stranded on an island, maybe two hundred feet in diameter, with a loose collection of tents in the center. There was no way back to Siberia. Sir Oaktree’s men would never be able to find them out here, not in the endless expanse of ice and sea.

      

      “Suppose we could jump from floe to floe, but…” Balder trailed off as one of the floating pieces rammed into another, making a cruel crunching noise.

      “How did it happen so fast?” Parsifal wondered aloud. It hadn’t been like this the day before.

      There had only been a few cracks; it had been traversable, if you were careful.

      Parsifal wandered back to the tents. He tried to reassure himself that it was October. It could only freeze back up. Just not before they ran out of food and fuel. The ice beneath him shifted.

      He froze, his heart pounding. The thought of the black depths below made his stomach flip and contort. The ice made no more threats, so Parsifal moved on to the tents.

      On the edge of the little camp there was a perfectly symmetrical hole, about six feet across. Even in the gloom of pre-dawn he could see the otherworldly blue of the water in the hole. Very different from the water around their island. This water moved gently, caressed by unknown currents. Gooseflesh spread across him as he looked on the blue water.

      He’d fallen in yesterday.

      The memories flashed across his mind: Lady Vasille’s imploring gaze, the sunlight glittering golden in the water droplets flying through the air, the wetness enveloping him, Balder’s hand grasping him…

      Balder joined him in regarding the hole.

      “What if she comes back out?” Parsifal asked.

      “If she was going to, she’d have done so by now,” Balder said.

      “I wish it would freeze over,” Parsifal said. “We can leave it, but if it’s still open, who knows what might come out. And what will happen in the summer? When all the ice melts will the opening dissolve? Or will it still be there, so anything can swim in or out?”

      “Don’t ask me,” Balder said, “I don’t practice witchcraft.”

      “We should have stopped her before she opened it,” Parsifal said, turning away from the hole.

      “We did what we could,” Balder said, “and you got The Compass away from her, that’s something.” Parsifal barely heard Balder mutter, “The best thing, of course, would have been to bash her brains out with a storm lantern.”

      Parsifal shivered, this time from the cold. Only two of the tents had fires in them, to save their rapidly diminishing fuel. Last night they’d all crowded into those two, Balder’s three men and the group of Russian guards. Parsifal didn’t go into either of those tents. He entered a cold tent; the one Lady Vasille had used as a changing room. Her trunks were still slumped in the middle of the small space. They lay open, exposing her fashionable clothes and legerdemain instruments, which glinted evilly. He looked away from the trunks. The walls of the tent were growing paler as the sun crept up towards the horizon. Parsifal pulled Lady Vasille’s glove out of his pocket and ran its silvery fabric between his gloved fingers.

      He had pulled the glove off Lady Vasille’s hand when he’d desperately grabbed The Compass from her before she jumped into the hole. He’d lost his balance and fallen in behind her, but Balder had fished him out. He held the glove up to his face where he could feel its slippery smoothness. It smelled like her, strange and sweet, the deep scent of a flower sitting on the edge of a garden path, waiting to ensnare you…

      He accidentally touched the raw side of his face, where he’d scraped it on the ice when he’d been thrown from the reindeer during the polar bear attack. He’d fled Lady Vasille on the reindeer, only to be betrayed by his uncle. He grimaced and stuffed the formal glove in his pocket, next to The Compass. His eye and cheek were sore, and stung if he touched them. Fortunately, the perpetual cold helped keep them mostly numb.

      Parsifal sat down on a pile of furs and took out The Compass. He turned it slowly in his hands. It gleamed metallic brown and green. He flipped down the catch and opened the lid. He lifted the magnifier that was hinged to the side. The Compass’s face was a rotating glass with a metal rim. There was a notch in the metal rim and under the glass, a wheel with cardinal marks spun in faintly glowing liquid.

      It looked much like a broken compass, but It was not.

      He’d known It was strange the moment he’d picked It off the bathroom floor in his uncle’s country house where Sir Oaktree had dropped It. It pulsed under his touch, like a heartbeat. If he’d given It back to Sir Oaktree, he wouldn’t be here. He’d stopped having nightmares about killing Sir Oaktree with The Compass, since Sir Oaktree was actually alive, but he could still see the insects swarming at Sir Oaktree’s command and The Compass’s green flash that felled him.

      Parsifal lifted It to his eye, gazing through the magnifier, hoping to erase the image. Through the magnifier, the familiar whirl flashed across his vision. Light glowed, cities rose, people streamed, storms raged, thoughts flickered, feelings swelled, sounds blared, scents enticed.

      If he turned the glass face and aligned the notch with the ‘N,’ he could see bits of the future, if he aligned it with the ‘S,’ he could see the past, to the ‘E,’ he could see the present; the ‘W’ would make walls transparent. But he didn’t move the face. He just let the whirl froth like the sea.

      The whirling view convalesced into a single image and the hair on the back of Parsifal’s neck stood up.

      A sparkling tune, sad but bright, tinkled through the unnatural blue depths, in which Parsifal floated, pulled down by webbed hands. Light played amid the blue, outlining Parsifal’s straight nose, full lips, and floating blond hair. His eyes were nearly lost in the blue around them.

      He’d seen this in The Compass many times before, it was why he feared the hole… Balder had saved him when he’d fallen in before, but this was still going to happen; he knew he couldn’t stop it—he’d seen similar things in The Compass that had come to pass, whether he had liked it or not.

      The Compass’s view shifted abruptly. Parsifal was gazing at himself once again, only now his hair was pasted to his forehead and his eyes squinted against the lashing wind and rain. His head was above the water, but only just, as the waves bore him and a grey clad man through a swirling tempest. The man had a black streaked beard, a sharp knife-like nose, and dark eyes. They seemed to be trapped in a riotous whirlpool.

      Lightning lashed above them and waves crashed about them, but they never went down; the storm seemed to be carrying them… the image faded, leaving Parsifal staring at the magnified cardinal markings on the wheel of The Compass.

      He lowered It from his eye.

      Strange. There was no telling what It was going to show him at any given time. What did that image mean? Did it mean the mermaid image was not the end for him? Or was the storm going to happen first? He didn’t see how it could, what with his proximity to the hole. Unless a storm came through and swept him off the ice. But then where had the man come from? Parsifal had never seen him before.

      He remembered the stories about the Weather Casters, beings who stole men’s souls to weave the weather. He’d seen their ship in The Compass, a huge ship, larger than any other vessel Parsifal thought existed. Could the man in the image be one of them? Riding a storm? It had looked more like he was a victim along with Parsifal.

      He shivered. He wanted to go join the others by a fire, but he was almost afraid to go outside. The hole could be spitting out horrors from the deep, or he might find the ice had melted completely away, leaving him stranded with the tent.

      Hopefully, the sea would freeze again. It felt cold enough. He stood and shoved his way out past the stiff tent flaps. The sun shone orange; it would slink along the horizon for a few hours before slipping back below the fractured ice.

      Parsifal spent most of that time huddled by a stove in a tent that stood in the middle of the small cluster. Wind whipped at it, but the temperature remained bearable due to the little stove and the seven men, including Parsifal and Balder, huddling together.

      “Why is the hole still there?” Parsifal wondered aloud. “I mean, we’re a floating chunk of ice. But the hole in the ice hasn’t moved away from the Sea’s water.”

      “Once again,” Balder said, “I haven’t a notion. I don’t practice witchcraft. Perhaps the hole has moved. We might not have noticed, and wherever we move, the water in the hole is still in the Sea.”

      “We haven’t budged,” Balder’s navigator said. Parsifal had forgotten his name. Lewis, perhaps? “I took our position earlier,” he continued. “And the tents are still in their relative positions to north.”

      “Inquisitive minds,” Balder complained. “Who gives a dappled duck? We’re stuck on a fluking floe!”

      “Just be glad Dr. Liam isn’t here,” Parsifal said, referring to his old tutor, who was safe in Siberia with Sir Oaktree.

      “Oh, I am,” Balder said. “He’d be conjecturing about all kinds of freaky stuff. Relative dimensions and whatnot. Load of Français, if you ask me.”

      “Excusez moi, monsieur?” the navigator, who was French, said.

      “Oops,” Balder said.

      Parsifal stretched his hands toward the stove. He should check on his hands. They were still wrapped in silk. He’d ripped most of his skin off when it had stuck to the metal ladders in the airship that had carried him and Lady Vasille into Siberia.

      The airship had been amazing enough. He’d have thought them a load of Français, in Balder’s words, but the Russians had really managed to make the dreams of science fiction author Sir Erasmus Qéhn come to life.

      Parsifal wondered what Dr. Liam would say on that score. The shouting in Russian from outside broke in on his reverie.

      “What’s going on?” Parsifal asked. “I thought everyone was inside?”

      “Someone probably went out to piss and froze to the ice,” Balder said. Everyone spilled out of the tent. Parsifal came last, the cold wind bit him viciously, burning his sensitive cheek.

      “What is it?”

      Parsifal went cold; everyone was gathering over near the hole. The other tent had also emptied, and Parsifal couldn’t see the round opening.

      “Siryéna,” a Russian said.

      “Meerjungfrau,” one of Balder’s men said.

      “Sirène,” the navigator said, and Parsifal hoped his French was mistaken, but Balder dashed his hopes.

      “Damn mermaid,” he said. Parsifal joined him in the front of the group, six feet from the hole.

      Water rippled, the top of a head hovered at the surface, the water just below its eyes.

      It was not the blond mermaid that had taken his uncle, Lord Keazund. Its ebony hair flowed around its head in a halo. Its skin was delicate looking and white as a sun-bleached seashell. Its eyes were malevolent black drops of wine on the white cloth of its face. Its slim nose emerged from the water, its dainty tip followed by an ivory cupid’s bow. The aquatic creature stared at them, the gills in its neck flaring open and closed. Everyone stared back. Wind howled across the semi-frozen sea, the sun sank at the edge of the world, casting the mermaid in shadow.

      Silently, the mermaid slipped back beneath the water, leaving tiny ripples.

      “Just exploring?” Balder muttered.

      Parsifal watched the blue waves. Balder huffed and stomped his feet as the wind rose. The men behind them began to murmur. The setting sun cast a red reflection on the unnatural water. The water rippled again as three heads emerged. The same dark haired one was now accompanied by a doll-faced mermaid with auburn hair and a third elegantly boned mermaid whose hair seemed colorless and whose scarlet eyes gazed at the humans hungrily. All three mermaids smiled sweetly. The dark haired one had mostly normal teeth, but with elongated canines. The doll-faced one had something like baleen. The last one, the red-eyed, grinned with two rows of fangs.

      “Not attractive,” Balder said.

      “C’est ne plus attrayant pas,” the navigator agreed. The three mermaids continued to smile as they rose higher above the water, exposing their scaly breasts.

      “Um,” said Balder, “I still dunno.”

      “We should get back,” Parsifal said nervously.

      The mermaids were scanning the arrayed men just as the other one had before it took Lord Keazund. The red-eyed one’s gaze settled on Balder. It looked into his eyes and Balder gasped.

      “Balder?” Parsifal asked, his chest suddenly shrinking. Balder was staring at the mermaid the same way Lord Keazund had, entranced… Balder stepped forward. The mermaid held out its arms. “Back to the tents!” Parsifal yelled.

      He leaped to grab Balder’s arm, but Balder stepped to the side and Parsifal slipped. He grunted as he landed on his outstretched hands. Fire flared along his palms. Balder was at the edge. Parsifal lunged forward on his stomach and caught Balder’s booted foot. Balder struggled to free his leg. Parsifal gripped tighter. Balder lost his balance on the edge and fell, his boot coming off in Parsifal’s hands.

      The mermaid caught her upside down prize and tried to right it. Parsifal scrambled to his knees and hit the mermaid in the head with Balder’s boot.

      The mermaid looked shocked for a moment then hissed at him, spitting bits of dead fish and seaweed. Parsifal reached in to grab Balder, but the mermaid snatched him first. Parsifal caught hold of Balder’s coat and tried to heave him back. The mermaid yanked from below. It was strong. Parsifal slid toward the edge.

      He groped at the ice behind him, trying to find something to anchor to. To his surprise he found a leg. He gripped it, wondering who had come to help him. Parsifal held on desperately as he fought to keep his footing.

      But the Russian hadn’t come to help him. They’d come to the other mermaid, the doll-faced one. The leg marched past him, dragging him, too. Parsifal lost purchase and fell. He let go of the man’s leg, and clung tighter to Balder’s coat. The mermaid heaved and he crashed into the blue water amid the alien bodies of the mermaids. Balder’s weight dragged him under the waves.

    

  

