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SEABORN

Nominated for 

Urban Fantasy Land's Readers' Choice Awards 
From the first page of Seaborn, you are immersed. Chris Howard navigates a wild ride through a brilliantly edgy and richly atmospheric alter-world. Here is a fresh, formidable spin on sf/f and Howard is a talent to watch out for. Seaborn will leave you spellbound.
—National Book Awards Finalist Adele Griffin 
Seaborn is a mix of The Little Mermaid story tossed with a limb or two of zombies and entranced with a crimson droplet of ‘I see dead people’. It is a refreshing step away from the cliché vampire or werewolf book; after all who really writes about things that go bump in the sea? In a tale of two worlds colliding, humans and the Seaborn battle for the control of Poseidon’s regime of the ocean, while bits of environmental controversy ooze through the pages like a hidden agenda.  —Angela Longstreet, BookFetish 
Dark and atmospheric, Seaborn is an imaginative new entry in the world of paranormal fiction. — Liz Maverick, author of Wired 
Seaborn is no regular fantasy. It is an epic, created with a linguist's, a sociologist's, and a poet's touch....Chris Howard has created a rich complicated world....We are obviously in the hands of a great writer... — Blogcritics 
This is a must-read, must-have and worshipped. This mythology junkie is more than satisfied and begs people to buy more than one copy as soon as possible. If I am correct, after several generations a first issue of this will be quite valuable. 
— Temple Library Reviews 
Chris Howard is someone I will be paying close attention to from this day forward. As a debut novel Seaborn succeeds where many others in the same class have not. It puts together a fascinating new world (within our own), drawing from Greek mythology and developing that into its own unique fantasy creation. 
— Fantasy & SciFi Lovin' Review 
A new world is born in this fantasy work of art. The sea has alot on offer in this fresh and unique debut book by Chris Howard. With some darkness, a lot of depth and some fantastic characters this is a must read for any fantasy fans who like the sea aspect or who just want to try something a little different. (A PNR Reviewer Recommended Read)  — ParanormalRomance.org 
I am not sure how Juno Books got their hands on this novel, but they landed quite the gold mine at least for urban fantasy readers. I may sound extreme, but here goes: This is a must-read, must-have and worshipped. This mythology junkie is more than satisfied and begs people to buy more than one copy as soon as possible. If I am correct, after several generations a first issue of this will be quite valuable. 
— UrbanFantasyLand Reviews 
As epic fantasy Seaborn is imaginative and flush with mythological detail. The ocean dwelling Seaborn culture is fascinating....a fresh and entertaining read...
— SciFiGuy
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I have been to the deep ocean, the Very Deep, and I have set my feet down in billion year old sand. I have kicked through the dark with blind animals that change shape with their moods, with fish ten meters long that glide through the deep sea without fear—and only eat microscopic food, with arthropods made of glass, and creatures that defy classification, I have touched the bioluminescent lures of fanged ambush predators in the abyss, and I still have all of my fingers. I have done all of this without equipment, without SCUBA, without feeling the pressure, or need for air. I am no longer a surface human—or as the seaborn, say—a “surfacer”, a “thinling”. I have become one of them.

—Journal of Michael Augustus Henderson





Anna Mallozzi knocked on the dark windows of Hovand’s Hardware Store, knowing it wouldn’t do any good, the glass hard on her knuckles, closed sign hanging at a slant. She cupped a hand against the window, peering into an inside world protected from the rainstorm rolling over coastal New Hampshire.

Her breath fogged the glass. “I’ll get here, honey—tomorrow when the store opens. Cumberland’s fine and dry.”

Anna turned for a reaction, expected tears, but Shelly wasn’t even listening.

A stab of panic, and Anna grabbed her daughter, pulling her close, away from three women walking without umbrellas in the pouring rain.

“Don’t stare at them.” Anna shook her head, displeased.

Shelly couldn’t help staring at them, a spine-straightening creep of daring that drove her to study the women, each of them in turn, not quite alike, but close enough to be sisters. They all had their hair tied in braids that hung down their backs, rings of gold and seashells bound in them. Their clothes were soaked, shorts and long-sleeved rashguards—surfer-girl wear, and they walked past, chatting casually as if they didn’t notice the water on their faces, rolling off their chins, off the ends of gesturing fingers, rainwater sheen on their bare legs. And all three wore expensive watches, blocky steel timepieces, too big for their wrists.

One was barefoot, and Mrs. Mallozzi made a sour face, the side of her mouth tightening. She clutched her umbrella handle, shaking it, emphasizing that she had one, nylon-shiny black wings folding over her and her daughter, protecting them from the rain.

She lowered her voice to complain, “Even worse because they can afford to keep dry, but choose not to.”

One of the sisters stopped, turning to Shelly and her mother—and the water drummed harder on Anna’s umbrella.

“What did you say?”

All the courage puddled out of Shelly. She backed into the rain, under the clouds, against Hovand’s dark windows. Her mother didn’t follow her.

Anna Mallozzi’s body stiffened, her shoes rooted to the ground. The umbrella slipped from her fingers, falling to the sidewalk, cartwheeling into the street, cars honking and metal spiny claws scratching for a hold on the asphalt.

A dark bloom of wet material spread along Anna’s shoulders, down the back of her raincoat, and Shelly smelled her mother’s perfume and fear, thistle sharp and deadly like insecticide.

“Mom?” Shelly reached out a hand, fingers stiff, crying, a prey animal’s shuddery bleat.

Her mother couldn’t move.

“Don’t, Kass. Come on,” said one of the sisters, reaching out for her.

Kass pulled out of her grip. “Answer me!”

“I said you can... afford to... stay dry.” Anna’s voice stopped and started between each word as if they were being tugged out of her mouth. “But you choose not to.”

“And why is that worse, Annalisa Mallozzi?”

Shelley went cold, caught in freefall helplessness. Her arm dropped. How did this stranger know her mother’s name?

Mrs. Mallozzi shook her head stiffly. “I—I don’t know.”

A smile touched Kass’s lips. “A little rain on your skin will do you good.” A roll of thunder started at her stress of the word “rain” and slipped into the sound of her voice—and the rain poured harder, opaque sheets of silver, milk white splattering on the concrete, swirling an inch deep around her toes.

Shelley closed her eyes and tilted her neck back, sticking out her tongue to taste it. “It’s bitter.” She made a face, and then panic hit her, as if it wasn’t something she was supposed to say aloud. She blinked to clear her eyes, trying to see if anyone had heard.

Kass turned and looked right at her—really looked, locked eyes, and wouldn’t let her go.

“Just like the sea, Shelly Mallozzi.”

“Kassandra, stop it. She’s a kid.” It was one of the sisters, but her voice was faint, miles away.

The hard shell of the world crumbled under Shelly’s feet. She fell into a rush of surf, dead cold water on her skin, a burn of salt in her throat, darkness and pale fingers slipping over her hand, and somewhere a thousand miles away a man was drowning, sucking in seawater with wet, choking sobs, fighting the heavy pull of the ocean on his ankles—and oh, god, there’s blood, I’m going to die. Shelly tried to pull away. The surface of the ocean was above her, ripples and bolts of trapped sunlight, the taste of ancient names in every roll of saltwater.

Is your name Kassandra?

Kassandra nodded. “Do not let go, Shelly. The Ocean obeys me and few others—as long as you hold on to me. I can show you things, cliffs of ice blue at the world’s end, the Nine-cities on the Atlantic’s floor, fire in the ocean’s heart.”

They were over the continental shelf in seconds, diving into the purest black ocean.

Kassandra’s crown glowed through her hair, and her body was covered in interlocking plates of armor, knobby like a crab’s carapace; segments of armor curled around her arms, across her hands, extending past her knuckles into claws of bone white.

A teardrop rolled thick like mercury along Kassandra’s lower eyelid, trapped a moment in her lashes, a silvery bead that slipped away, released into the dark turbulence of her wake—and something like thunder kicked in the sea behind them, following them into the abyss. Speeding up, Kassandra glanced over her shoulder and laughed, “Ochleros, you slowpoke. I’m always waiting for you.”

They went straight down into the deepest channels in the Atlantic, bubbling plumes of black smoke and raw fiery wounds in the earth’s crust splitting open, scabbing over in buckles of ocean-cooled rock.

Kassandra touched down, danced off the floor, and tossed a ball of pale blue light high over her head. It lit up walls of molten rock gone dark and cold, and revealed a giant human-shaped thing with huge pointed teeth and eyes like infinity. The creature was made of rolling lumps of seawater hide, twisting thin fibers of ice, bundles of it spun into muscle and bone. Kassandra, dancing in the abyss, came up to its knee.

She laughed again. “What took you so long, Ochleros?”

She kicked higher, pulling Shelly by the hand, one foot bounding off Ochleros’ arm, up to his shoulder where she set her feet down and leaned an elbow against the sea-demon’s ear.

Then she said something in another language—and Shelly understood her, a precious question asked in jest, encased—perfume in a bottle—inside a laugh, “Old friend, how shall we go about setting things on fire?”

Kassandra didn’t wait for a response, bent to her knees, and kissed the demon on the cheek. “Just visiting, Ochleros. See you around.”

Kassandra shot straight up, her armored claw fingers twined with Shelly’s. “Is there anything you wish to see? Anything I can give you?”

Shelly squinted up at Kassandra’s blinding white crown, and she wanted to ask what was going to happen to the drowning man, but sobbed instead, “I just want Cumberland.”

A jolt ran through her body, knees bending, and Shelly felt the concrete hard and real under her shoes, the windows of Hovand’s Hardware Store at her back. Cold fingers slid from her grip. Kassandra stood over her without her armor and crown, eyes like the abyss looking back into hers. The rainstorm suddenly shifted, cutting them off from the rest of the world; silver curtains and rushing water on concrete, sparks of headlights shooting electrically charged beams through walls of rain—so much like sunlight in the deep.

“Meow. Here he is, Shelly Mallozzi. Cumberland wants to go home.”

Shelly flinched in surprise. Kassandra held out her orange tabby, her stuffed kitten with stiff fishing-line whiskers, and she took it, digging her fingers into its soft body, pulling it under her chin.

Then all the shifts in reality caught up to her, and she grabbed the last one sliding by, propping up a few bricks of defiance. She lifted her chin, indicating Kassandra.

“How did you do that?” Shelly spun to look through the dark windows of Hovand’s. The store had been closed for an hour, the lights out, doors locked; old Mr. Hovand had gone home for the night. She had left Cumberland on a stool next to the files and rasps, rows of red wooden handles along a wall of dark brown perfboard.

Cumberland the kitten had been locked inside the store a moment before. Stores had alarms. Doors had keys. Mr. Hovand wouldn’t be back until tomorrow.

Kassandra smiled. “There is no door in this world that can keep me out.”

The rain dropped to a steady splattering on their shoulders. The walls of water washed away, and Kassandra turned to the other two. “It’s never too early to plant the seed, my sisters.”

Shelly felt fear unfolding inside her, something with bones and tendons popping, fingers slippery on the walls of her stomach, blood thumping hard through the rest of her body.

Plant what seed?

Kassandra slid a hand along Shelly’s shoulder, one cold finger touching the side of her throat, moving in circles, working a series of letters, and the fear drained out of her, into the street, away with the rain on the sidewalk.

“Shelly?” Kassandra whispered her name. “Your mother loves you, but that doesn’t mean she always knows what’s right for you. Sometimes mothers do interesting and awful things to their children—even in the name of caring for them. Mine did. And look what happened to me.” Kassandra fanned her fingers open under her chin. “What am I?”

Shelly stared up at her, felt a burn in her throat, something trying to stop her from speaking. Her voice came out in a hoarse whisper, “Someone who can afford to keep dry. But chooses not to?”

Kassandra waited for her to continue, and when she didn’t, said, “Now, tell me what you really want to say. You have many things to fear, but not from me.”

The words slipped easily into Shelly’s thoughts, drawn from the last few moments that Kassandra wanted her to experience. It was like a bitter gift from the sea. “Someone who can feel a man’s final drowning breath a thousand miles away...” Shelly stopped because her hands were shaking. Kassandra nodded at her encouragingly. “But is powerless to do anything about it.”

“Brave girl. Give your mother a paidarion from me—a kiss on the cheek, and she’ll wake. See you around, Shelly Mallozzi.” Kassandra gave her shoulder a squeeze and walked away with her sisters.

And the rain followed her.
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I have experienced, l'ivresse des grandes profondeurs, Jacques Cousteau's “rapture of the deep,” but not as the nitrogen narcosis that Cousteau described in Silent World. Say, rather, that I have experienced the rapture of the unexpectedly normal in the most unexpected place on earth: the deep sea.

—Journal of Michael Augustus Henderson





Nikasia followed her mother’s phosphor trace three thousand miles across the Atlantic’s floor, over the deep mountains, up the steep rise of the continental shelf, into the shallows off the coast of the Americas.

She closed her eyes, planted her toes in the sand, and stood up in the thin, into the air above the surface, years since she had been above the waves. The last time she had been holding her mother’s hand.

She knew what would happen next.

The ocean inside her climbed into her throat. A spasm of nausea shoved her organs around. Something had her stomach squeezed in a fist. She threw her braids over one shoulder, bent forward, hands on her knees, and vomited everything out of her stomach and lungs, gushing seawater and her half-digested lunch. Her eyes watered and then went burning dry in the wind.

“Air.” She whispered the word as reverently as she could with her mouth hanging open like a cave, all teeth and molars and her tongue pressed flat, saliva dribbling over her lips.

Cold sweat beaded up on her forehead, damming against her eyebrows, running down her nose.

She spit, wiped her face, and stood straight, her toes digging into sand. Then she sucked in her first breath above the sea.

Cold razorblade air caught in her throat, slicing flesh raw. She tilted her head to the sky, the sun bright enough to blind her through her tightly closed eyelids, and she sang a note. Then another, higher that came out sour.

“Cut the balls off Kronos’ daddy.” A wet rasp edged her voice, and she spit again. “I can scarcely hold a note. Won’t do at all.”

Nikasia walked out of the surf, black braids flying in the wind, her hands over her face to block out the day—the day was coming through a sheer spread of skin between each of her fingers.

“Lamporos...”

Squinting at the strip of bright she let in under the palm of her hands, she watched her toes sink into the wet sand, and listened to the voices down the beach, the cries of birds, the sharp rush of the sea against the land.

“Beautiful and...”

Then she tasted it in the wind, something sweet and ancient allowed to develop, someone else from the sea, but untouched, lungs that had never taken the water inside. She licked her lips, and sang the softest of notes, threading the breeze in order to control it, directing its currents to her so she could determine more about... him. She found him by the trace of his curse in the wind.

He walked out of the waves, stopping to look back at the Atlantic as if called, one hand shading his eyes.

“Yes... that’s him.”

She licked her lips, tasted a bitter edge. To herself she whispered, “Perhaps he has taken the sea inside once, but he is unaware of his curse?”

Nikasia blinked, took a slow deep breath, and sang against the brightness of Helios pure and burning in the heaven, that it would direct its rays elsewhere and allow her to see, and she felt the man with the seaborn curse look away from the Atlantic, and up at the gathering clouds.

Nikasia let her hands slide cautiously away from her face. Then she bent low and sprang into the air, startled by the quick pull of gravity, the jolt of her heels hitting the sand. She paced up and down the slope of the beach to get a feel for it in her legs, kicking dried strands of seaweed and gull-cracked mussel shells. She still felt water-dizzy; the thin air didn’t hold her up like the sea. It forced her to spend some thought on keeping her balance. Then there was the creep of a headache starting in her temples.

She sang a short hopping string of notes, curled in her fingers one at a time, and then stretched them open as wide as they could go, a tight pull of webbing between each of them. The ache in her head drifted away along with the wobbliness in her knees.

Then she walked casually up the beach toward the man with the curse. He was about her own age with light reddish blond hair cut so short it stood up in spikes.

“What an obnoxious color for hair to be.”

He held a flat elliptical board under one arm and he was wearing a tight blue and yellow suit that appealed to her.

Nikasia followed him along the beach, closing the distance between them, and when she was close enough, she sang to him, “Where is the murderer?”












Alexander Shoaler turned, startled, and almost lost his surfboard, just managing to keep his fingers on it. He hadn’t heard this scary-looking woman approach.

He was already scowling, staring at her, mouth just starting to part with a question that just seemed to hang there behind his teeth. Nikasia tilted her head to the side, slipped in a shade of mockery, and gave him back the same look. She was used to the staring; even in the Nine-cities she was an oddity, pale, a dusting of freckles over her nose and cheeks, and her orange eyes—gorgon-stare, fish-eyes, she’d heard them all. She had pulled her hair into three long braids, two draped over one shoulder and down her back, the other curled once around her throat, a choker of twined black and coral rings that coiled and rolled on its own like a tentacle.

Alex couldn’t look away from her eyes, cold liquid orange, an impossibility like glacial fire.

“I... don’t know what you’re talking about.” Whatever he had been about to say, that wasn’t it. He couldn’t find the right words. He couldn’t find the right anything.

He couldn’t breathe. Saliva collected in his mouth, slick against his teeth, and something was stealing the thoughts right out of his head. He felt them leave without a goodbye, fleeting chains of information—his name, where he lived, images of his mother, the tale told in his blood—it all skipped through his cortex and out the other end before he could seize them.

It was her. The blaze of sunset in her eyes unsnapped the links between his thoughts and stole them, fiery light, orange and slippery wet, and then he thought of Seph’s stupid sunscreen lipstick, and that was enough to break the binding set on him by this orange-eyed beach freak.

Alex turned, pulling his surfboard around, and forced his feet to move. Walk. Just keep walking.

He didn’t want to know if she was following him, just concentrated on setting one foot further along the beach than the other. He steered his feet toward three surfers, his friends lined up with their backs to The Wall facing the Atlantic.

Hampton Beach wasn’t crowded, a handful of surfers taking in the iron gray waves, some storm’s leftovers.

Halfway up the slope, Alex dropped his board in the sand without looking back, leaving the deadweight behind. Just keep moving.

He corrected his path over a line of sea-rounded gravel, straight toward Rude, Jadey and Seph in her tight as a corset black wetsuit, black gloves, dyed black hair, waterproof black eyeliner, and hot orange lipstick that allegedly did something to protect her lips from the sun. She held her board—midnight black—loose under one arm, pointed at the sand.

Seph did a slow practiced fluorescent pucker and snapped a kiss at Alex. “Who’s your friend?”

Alex forced himself not to turn around.

“I am Nikasia, Theoxena’s daughter of the Kirkêlatides.”

Way too many consonants, and Seph shook her head, lips sharpening at the corners, a line of perfect white teeth, almost a laugh in her mouth, “Kirkela—what?”

Nikasia fixed her gaze on Seph, eyes like the sun coming through amber, something feral and murderous behind them. “Where am I?”

“Hampton, New Hampshire,” said Rude—Rudolph, but he’d hit you hard if you called him that. He set his board down and stepped out of line to approach Nikasia, comfortable and tanned and still boyish friendly even into his thirties, with wavy dark hair a little too long and stiff with salt. He held out a hand. “Love your eyes. Where are you from, Nikasia?”

As soon as orange-eyes turned her gaze to Rude, Seph gasped for breath after twenty seconds of involuntarily holding it. Then dropped her board and fell to her knees.

Rude’s smile faded.

Nikasia looked down at his outstretched hand a moment and then leaned back to study his face. “Rudolph Guilfoyle, son of Tiana and Ellis Guilfoyle. Is your father still alive? I love your eyes.” She moved close, slipping one hand along his neck, fingers playing with the wetsuit’s collar. “Love your... warm brown eyes.” She looked over her shoulder, pausing as if reconsidering, and he brought his arm in, wrapping her waist, a mechanical movement he was forced to perform.

She turned back to explore him, looked at his throat, the jump of his Adam’s apple, fingering the shiny steel tab below his chin. Her breathing quickened and she leaned away. “Is this a zipper?” She pulled it down to his waist before he could answer, running her thumb along the thousand perfect steel teeth.

“Don’t—” He struggled to get the words out. “Call me Rudolph.”

“I will call you what I like, my new surface friend with the brown eyes.” She felt the thrum in his body, tuned her senses to the sound, the frequency shifts, the music in his bones. She cleared her throat and sang softly, a lovely twist of notes, pretty and painful, and the arm he had swung around her waist twisted wrong, wrist snapping, something bulging under the neoprene, sharp and stabbing from the inside. His hand clawed feebly at the lacing running up the back of Nikasia’s tunic, one finger hooking her braids, yanking her head back.

She laughed, her mouth open to the sky, and she sang louder. Rude’s face went white, a scream gurgling in his throat, trapped and ripping at the soft tissue of his windpipe. The bones in his forearm snapped, jagged fibrous ends poking through the sleeve of his wetsuit. Blood pooled in the cup of his hand, dribbling through his fingers to the sand.

Nikasia stepped away, keeping her smile after the last note faded into the sea air. Rude dropped to his knees, holding his ruined arm, panting and sobbing, strings of snot across his gaping mouth, in his hair, slippery trails of it down his chin.

Seph crawled to Rude, her fingers moving tenderly over his back. Jadey slammed her phone against her ear, the volume at max, the dispatcher’s voice clear, “... one, one. What’s your emergency?”

Nikasia turned to Alex. “You are seaborn. Why should you hide up here on the surface? Let me finish what I need to do, and I will take you home, Alex.” Her smile vanished.

He rushed her, a fist already coming around for her face. She stepped into his swing, ducking under his arm, and drove one hand flat into his chest, a thud of bone and emptying lungs. She dug her nails into his throat and walked him backward down the beach into the surf, whispering softly to him.

“I’ve been trained to fight since I was a little little girl, Alex. I can kill a man with my hands as easily as sing the blood from his ears. I’m going to guess the same is not true for you?”

The water hit him sharp behind the knees and he went down with Nikasia on top of him, foam and cold saltwater slap across his face. Panicking, he opened his eyes, but only saw her orange fire rage through the roll of the surf.

“Telkhines blood. I taste it on you, Alexander Shoaler, strong and sweet, lord’s blood. How is it that you live while the Alkimides have the throne? Is your father alive, Alexandros?”

And he heard her questions and the weird way she said his name with his ears completely under the water. She jumped on him, her knees on his shoulders, driving both her hands between her legs, pushed his head into the sand, fingers around his neck. The sea punched into the back of his throat, an ice cold rush into his lungs.

Nikasia got off him, staggered a little in the waves, and walked up the beach to Alex’s friends.

Seph noticed the sheer web of skin between each of Nikasia’s fingers and threw up. She heaved again.

“What the fuck are you?”

Jadey’s lips started moving soundlessly, her breath locked in her lungs. The phone slipped from her hand, the dispatcher telling her, “... patrol car on its way. Stay with me.”

As if suddenly remembering Rude’s question, Nikasia kneeled, grabbed a handful of his hair, and brought up his tear and snot covered face to look at hers. “I come from the sea, Rudolph. My mother is Theoxena, war-bard to Tharsaleos, King of the Seaborn. I am seeking Gregor Lord Rexenor, the murderer of my father. And you are going to help me find him.”

She stood, turning her back to them, made a gentle flaring gesture with one hand, and piped a few notes that finally allowed Rude to scream.

And he did.
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The Seaborn do not suffer from any of the effects of breathing compressed gases, for example the squeeze of barotrauma on descent, because presumably, these do not exist in effective amounts in their bodies?

—Journal of Michael Augustus Henderson





The old Ford pickup swung into the angled yellow lines of Hampton Beach parking, ramming to a stop against the concrete tire barriers. The engine rumbled loudly and then sputtered out. The weather had not treated the truck well. Sand was caked along the windows, paint peeling and New England winter rust streaks like blood along a predator’s flanks.

An old thin man with gray hair and arms like bones with stretched-over skin shoved the door open, limping around to the hood to dump out a black nylon bag of vials,d syringes and injection darts. He pushed a handful of the glass and plastic cylinders back into the bag, selecting a vial of clear watery liquid, letting the rest roll off the hood to the street.

Holding one up to the sky, he shoved a syringe through the cap and pulled. He tossed the vial away along with half its contents, and it shattered against the curb. He picked up one of the injection darts between two fingers, loaded it with the syringe, and limped toward the opening in the concrete storm wall that ran the length of Hampton Beach, leaving the truck’s door wide open and the black bag on the hood.












Nikasia heard the sirens long before she knew what they were. She turned to the only standing friend of Alexander Shoaler. “What makes that sound?”

Jadey shook her head, her short blond hair swinging over her ears, her earrings, clusters of gold stars on chains, making a soft metallic plinking.

She didn’t want to answer, but Nikasia forced the words from her mouth, horrifying threatening words that sweet Jadey would never have spoken out loud no matter how bad things got. “They’re going to get you. Shoot you for what you did to Rude and Seph and Alex. They’re going to lock you up, sick fucking bitch.”

Jadey’s eyes went wide at the harshness in her voice.

Nikasia frowned, mildly perturbed, and answered with a song that made Jadey ram her hand into her own gaping mouth, teeth gouging grooves into her skin. Jadey choked, muffled screaming and wrestling with limbs she didn’t control—and Nikasia made sure to work her jaw, molars crushing tendon and bone, a squeeze of blood at the corners of Jadey’s mouth, thick coppery taste over her tongue and down her throat.

Nikasia lifted her arms and turned in circles that carried her closer to the ocean, singing softly, preparing for the new threat.

Blood and tears streaming down her arm, Jadey had two of her own fingers chewed off, choking on the knuckles. She didn’t even look up when a team of Hampton Police came running down the beach, guns drawn.

“On the ground!” Three officers in body armor circled Nikasia; a fourth holstered his gun to help Jadey.

“Why in all the deep blue sea would I want to get on the ground?” Nikasia let her gaze stop on one officer, and then she was inside his head, tearing out secrets and killing warmth and giggling. “Lawrence Patteson. I’m going to call you Larry. You look like a very nice man, Larry. Too nice, really. Look what happened to your brother.” Nikasia paused to pout; a flick of webbed fingers and a few more notes trapped the voices in their throats, made sure she would not be interrupted by any more rude shouting or commands from law enforcement.

“Jeremy betrayed you, and after everything you did for him. Don’t you get tired of playing the hero, Larry? Jeremy’s in trouble again, and who bails him out? You. Poor tired, sleepy you.” Tears rolled from Nikasia’s eyes, wet in her lashes, thin silvery lines on her skin, the pale sun catching each drop off her chin in quick bursts of pain. “Larry, he’s using you, and you keep helping him. He’s in prison. He let you down, and you write him letters, and you cry, Larry, you shed tears for a brother who owes you nothing, just takes and takes, and you know in your soul, you are so tired. So, so tired. How can you live with his betrayal?” Her lips trembled, a child about to die, lost eternity in her eyes. “You wasted your life, Larry, threw it all away on a brother who betrayed you. You lost, Larry, a failure, and dying is such a release, Larry. Let it go. It’s so easy to drop the hold you have on this world and slip away. I will let you, and you won’t feel a thing.” She smiled, softly at first, and then dagger sharpness at the corners of her lips. “I promise.”

Larry brought his own gun to the side of his head, fingers twitching, sweat beading up on his face.

“Do it. Wouldn’t it be so easy to end everything, Larry? Go on,” she whispered. “End the world, Larry. I won’t watch if you don’t want me to. Death should be private. I can make everyone turn around, give you a little peace at the end. Finally, Larry, some peace.” She put a finger across her lips. “Shhh. Don’t try to speak. This is your time. Don’t waste it with words. Quiet, darling.”

Larry’s lips shivered, stretched thin, trying to form words, and the pleading moved into his eyes.

“That’s right,” Nikasia nodded. “The time has come, Larry, dear. It’s time to—”

She blinked. Something sharp poked her in the shoulder. She reached up and pulled out a funny little feathered stick with a needle on the end. She turned... and the dry surface world kept turning, a dizzy spin of the Thin, a blur of clouds and a gush of black ink unconsciousness.

Nikasia’s knees buckled. She hit the ground, and she tasted sand in her mouth, grit under her tongue. She tried to sing, tried to open her eyes. There was an ache like hollowed-out bones started in her neck that spread into her shoulders, down her spine.

With a sharp punch of sound, there was a gust of wind and sand, a deep thump like canon fire; a blue smoky blast ring expanded up the beach like a vaporized roll of the Atlantic. A battering ram of blurry moisture hit the officers, throwing them into the air, tossed like leaves, arms and legs twirling, bodies tumbling over each other, and the only one left standing was Jadey with her back to The Wall—far enough up the beach, sobbing and shaking and staring at what was left of her hand.

The skinny old man with gray hair stepped across the sand with a casual stride, over the police officers, to Nikasia of the Kirkêlatides. He crouched, lifted her into his arms, and carried her to the ocean.

Water bled dark blue up his jeans, the untucked tails of his shirt slapped wetly against his stomach and back, clinging to his ribcage. He was up to his elbows in seawater when seven seaborn, three of them in silvery-green scaly armor, stood up out of the Atlantic. Two of the soldiers waded forward to take Nikasia’s limp body from him, bowing to the old man.

The third in armor, an old soldier with a braided gray beard, nodded. “Mr. Fenhals, the king wishes you well.”

“Sympheres.” Fenhals acknowledged him, but let his gaze scan the others in the party. He jutted his chin at a balding seaborn in a black cape-looking thing that—out of the water—clung to him like folded wings. He stood well back from the others, panic in his eyes, obviously uncomfortable in the Thin. “Who is he?”

Sympheres didn’t turn, just let a sharp smile touch his lips. “Her lawyer.”

“The king allows this?”

“She is a Kirkêlatides,” he said resignedly, and then lifted his chin, fingers playing with the braids. “Was Lady Theoxena like this when she was young, I wonder?”

“Just the same,” said Fenhals. “Right up to Lord Epandros’ murder. That sobered her up.”

“Sobered?” It was a strange word.

“Her husband’s death brought her soul around to serious things, protecting the king and throne.” Fenhals looked at the ripples, a slow circular flutter in the Atlantic’s surface where Nikasia had been pulled under the waves. “It is a shame that she gets her mother’s bleed, has so much of it already, and we will have to manage a new Kirkêlatides all over again. In some ways sad that their line has not died out.”

“Truly,” said Sympheres, pushing back in the waves but gazing up at the sky, looking for the proper farewell. “Good... day to you, Mr. Fenhals.”

“The tides are yours, sir.” Fenhals waved and turned up the beach, the sea running out of his jeans and over his pale bare feet.

He glanced down at the bodies scattered on Hampton Beach, dark uniforms like indigo smudges of ink against the sand. He pushed his old legs harder, the limp from an old wound throbbing. He didn’t want to be here when the officers came around.

Mr. Fenhals ignored the blond girl standing against the seawall, sobbing and shivering, blind with fear. He walked right past and she didn’t even see him.












The fog crept in fast, rolling over the gray sea, blanketing Hampton Beach, swallowing all sound, dulling the sun, leaving a gray mist twilight and the pulsing blue glow from the patrol cars on the other side of The Wall.

Jadey looked up, a tight pull on her skin, and the gnawing pain in her hand faded away with a cool rush of water up her arm. She smiled at a woman’s face, a cold and serious face even for someone who was probably as young as she was. She recognized that face, but it was only a hint, and her memories still weren’t coming in clearly.

“Your hand is fine, Jadey.” The voice grew insistent. “Look at your hand.”

Jadey dropped her chin, smooth tan fingers, all five, still trembling, and a chill buzz in her skin. She flexed them, pulling them into her palm, straightening them out, but couldn’t bend her elbow because the strange cold woman held her arm rigid with one hand like a vise around her wrist.

Jadey’s breath caught in her throat when she noticed the lines of brown scar tissue between the woman’s fingers.

There was dry soft laughter like sunlight and flower petals. “Yes, I come from the sea. I used to have webbing. My grandfather, the king, had it cut away when I was a baby.”

Jadey’s body shook, a burst of fresh tears, knees weakening, her toes digging into the sand. “On—only to hurt me again.”

“Shhhhh. Calm, Jadey. I won’t. You know who I am—we never hung out, but we went to school together. It’s me, Kassandra.”

Jadey pointed unsteadily at the ocean. “Sh—she... she...”

“She will never hurt you again. I will find her, and I will hurt her.”

“Rude?”

“Rude is fine. His arm’s fine. And Seph is taking care of him. See, they’re right there, sitting on the steps.”

“Alex?”

Kassandra released her and turned to the ocean, scanning the rest of Hampton Beach. “There are only three of you.” She looked down at the police officers, three of them out cold, one groaning, trying to rub the sand from his eyes. Her gaze swung back to Jadey. “Alex who?”

“Shoaler. She said Alex came from the sea, and then she stuck his head under the water... and then she drowned him.”

Kassandra didn’t look back to see if Jadey could stand on her own, striding toward the surf, whispering to herself. “That’s what drew me to you. I felt your last breath of air, Alex Shoaler.”

Jadey watched her glide toward the ocean, braids whipping in the wind.

At the sea’s edge, Kassandra lifted out a tall spear of metal she’d planted deep in the sand, the top of it lost in the fog. It was only when she tugged it free and swung it around to rest over her shoulder, that Jadey noticed it was much taller than Kassandra—and it was capped with a crossbar and three sharp spines.

Kassandra walked into the waves and the Atlantic played around her ankles while she poked at the sand and turned lumps of rock with her trident, singing over the roar of the surf, “Where did you go Alex Shoaler. Come to me.”
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It’s not just about swinging a sword in the heaviness of water. I wanted to find out how the seaborn reduce drag on their bodies in the water. They have the ability to swim with extreme speed and grace underwater—not just Olympic swimmer fast. A typical seaborn man or woman is able to swim four or five times faster than the fastest of Olympic swimmers.

—Journal of Michael Augustus Henderson





Alex breathed seawater, thick and cold in his mouth, heavy in his lungs.

He flipped around in the shallows, onto his stomach, struggling to get back to Jadey and Seph and Rude—Rude with his twisted shattered arm bones, but Nikasia had trapped him there, under the water.

Every time he lifted his body into the air, he went lightheaded, felt consciousness creeping away, a suffocating drag on his muscles. He kicked into deeper water to catch his breath, pulling more of the sea inside him before kicking back into Hampton Beach to try again.

He climbed to his knees, into the air with the Atlantic pushing at his back, the sand eroding under his legs. He couldn’t breathe air. His lungs were full of seawater and didn’t seem to work in the air anymore.

Panicking, he went under, rolling on his back and kicking deeper.

Then he felt animal motion in the surf, other things in the water with him, human shaped smears of scaly green, and he kicked hard to get away from them, angling back half a mile up shore at the North Hampton Beach line.

The sand gave way to a bed of sea-rolled rocks and shells. He clawed through them, climbing above the tide line on his hands and knees. He blinked trying to focus. There was fog everywhere, the whole beach blanketed in thick cloudy gray.

Then he retched all over the rocks in front of him, his body heaving, a burst of water from his lungs, his stomach, a sour burn up his throat and into his mouth.

The ocean ran off his body, cold on his neck, in his ears. He sucked in a breath, and then coughed up more water, saltwater tickle in his throat and a gurgling wheeze deep in his lungs.

Alex crawled away from the surf, fingers digging into the sand. There was a raw torrent of noise in his ears, a sensitivity to sound he had never experienced before. He felt the sound in his bones. There was a serrated, cutting resonance in his jaw and his teeth buzzed until he clamped them shut.

He looked up. He heard a girl in a flowery swimsuit halfway down the beach threatening her brother. The birds shrieked and squealed and cried sorrow on the wind, flutter and feather ripple of seagulls wheeling above him. He could hear every fibrous creak of wing tension, a stiff struggle against the battering gusts off the Atlantic.

Still on his hands and knees, mouth open to pull in air, he twisted to look over his shoulder.

He could hear the sea calling him. In English. Come to me, Alex. Then a tug in his body behind his naval, and he fell forward, curling up, pushing his hands over his ears to shut out her voice.

“No!” The word was a strangled gasp, and he squeezed his eyes shut.












“Second time you’ve left your board somewhere, and then I have to track you down to return it to you, Alex Shoaler.”

Alex opened his eyes, trying to focus on someone standing over him, a human shape in a bright pink shirt against a blinding solid whitewash of clouds. A woman’s voice. He couldn’t see her face, just her dark hair in three braids swinging in the sea wind. He threw one hand up defensively and kicked backward over the sand.

“Get away from me.”

She flipped his surfboard in the air, caught it with one hand, let out an annoyed breath. “Come on. You used to know me. It’s Kassandra. I returned your skateboard when I was in the ninth grade. I live in the house at the end of Atlantic ave.” He stopped, fingers clawing at the sand, but he didn’t answer. “Your friends are fine. Jadey, Rude, Seph, they’re fine. I healed them. You’re seaborn, Alex. And I know of the Kirkêlatides. She’s not after you. She’s after me.”

“Kir-kella-tee-dezz.” The name itself sounded frightening. He shook his head. “She’s after her father’s murderer. Someone named Gregor.”

Kassandra sighed, crouched in the sand beside him, laying the surfboard behind her. Then she sat, crossed her legs and leaned her chin on her fist. “Bold bitch. Now, I’m going to have to kill her.”

Alex blinked, trying to focus on Kassandra. He was breathing hard, his heart thudding recklessly in his chest, doubling when she unfolded her legs and climbed over him, one hand on his waist, her fingers digging into his wetsuit, a gentle pressure on his hip bone.

“Close them,” she whispered, and ran a finger over his eyes. “That’s better.”

At her words, his whole body relaxed, and the pain of his friends and the fear of the sea in his lungs slipped under a loud rushing water noise, a dream-buzz that filled his mind. The world seemed to slow, every sharp sorrow draped in her softening presence like the waves wearing away the sand.

He blinked at her, trying to fit pieces of her together, trying to care about what had happened to his friends in the last ten minutes.

She helped him out. “Yeah, Alex, you can breathe underwater. Cool isn’t it? I know your mother, Elizabeth, and she isn’t seaborn, so your father must be.”

He stared back, nodding. She was the one who caused the water noise in his head, absorbed his pain. She took on every burden in his soul, dark edged story lines of the tapestry blurring into patterns without meaning.

Because she was there, he simply did not care anymore.

Kassandra sat back, crossing her legs again, and then leaned back on her hands, fingers curling around Alex’s surfboard.

“I know you,” he said after twenty seconds of study. “I do remember. Five or six years ago. My skateboard.”

She stared calmly back at him, raising her eyebrows when he admitted it. “Told you.” She gave him a softer smile and shrugged. “I had such a crush on you when I was in school with you. Used to watch you at the beach. Seaborn... it figures... you always did look good in the water.” She sighed over an old memory. “But you were madly in love with that hacker girl. You didn’t even notice me.” Kassandra could see him flipping the words “when I was in school with you” around in his thoughts. “You’re flattered?”

“Still madly in love with Kaffia. But you’re one of the witches. Yeah, I’m flattered.”

“So, where are you now?”

He started to scowl, not sure what she meant, and annoyed at the way she didn’t meet his eyes, but kept moving her gaze, focusing on the middle of his forehead or somewhere just over his shoulder. She had cleared his sight, did something with her fingers to make him see, but hadn’t yet looked right at him.

“Um... MIT.” He thought that was the answer she was looking for, and then added his major, “Robotics. Autonomous biomechanics.”

“And Kaffia Lang?”

“Princeton. Doing you know what—probably teaching them more than the other way around. She’ll be here tomorrow night. I’m driving down to pick her up at South Station, and then she’s home for the rest of the summer. I can’t wait to see her, miss her so much.” Why was he telling her all of this? “Sorry, I can’t shut up about her.”

Kassandra’s gaze shifted to the Atlantic, and suddenly she looked fragile and about to cry. “No problem. It’s that madly in love thing, I’m sure.” She sounded lost. “My love died in battle. Over one and a third billion cubic kilometers of ocean out there and I can still taste his blood in the water.”

“What...” He cleared his throat, uncomfortable with her pain standing out sharper than her bright pink t-shirt. “What about you? You’re still here?”

She gathered some inner strength and smiled, jutting her chin at his wetsuit. “Surf New Hampshire. I notice you haven’t moved very far. What, do you drive to Cambridge every day?”

He grinned, nodding at her, certain that she would understand what he was about to say. “You know how it is. Grew up here. I couldn’t leave this, even if I wanted to.” He motioned to the Atlantic Ocean. “I need to feel the water on my skin. I love the sea more than anything on earth.”

That seemed to please her. Smiling sadly, she leaned forward to doodle three interlocking hearts in the sand, poking her finger in the water pooling in the center. “Good to know.”

She pushed herself forward, onto her knees and crawled closer to him. She reached out a hand, and using the same sandy finger, drew something on his forehead. Then he knew why she had not looked directly into his eyes before, because she was looking into his eyes now, right into him, as deep as she wanted to go, and he couldn’t move, couldn’t ask her to stop. The cold black abyss of the Atlantic rose around them, and she showed him how she had helped Seph and Jadey and Rude, regenerating fingers, bones unwinding, setting, skin sealing without scars. She shuffled through his memories, playing his experiences back, studying the sequences he shared with the Kirkêlatides woman. Nikasia, daughter of Theoxena.

She took in Nikasia’s mannerisms, the flow of her fingers, the words in her songs, stopped the motion to look at her face, her unusual eyes, the clothes she wore, and then flipped back to repeat the sequence, or skipped forward to the next. Nikasia kneeled on top of Alex, with a cruel smile. Telkhines blood. I taste it in you, Alexander Shoaler, strong and sweet, lord’s blood. How is it that you live while the Alkimides have the throne? Is your father alive, Alexandros?

Kassandra gasped, “It can’t be.” She shoved him roughly to the sand, breaking her hold on him.

He got up on his elbows, scowling at her. “What?”

Kassandra stood, shivering, folded her arms, and turned to the Atlantic, scanning the horizon. “This changes a few things. What do you say to this, Eupheron?”

“Who are you talking to? What’s Telkhines blood?” Alex climbed to his feet, brushing off the sand.

“Means we can gather the assembly for a full vote.” She laughed in response to someone only she could hear, but it was distant and even a little bitter.

“Kassandra?”

She didn’t seem to hear Alex. “One thing to come after me. Another to go after my father. And now Alexandros, who’s been here the whole time, right under my nose.”

Kassandra held out one hand, and a glob of water flew from the ocean, wobbling and turning in the air, landing with a slap across her palm. She cupped it in both hands, squeezing it, rolling it up her fingers like clay, bending it into a thin loop of ice. Then she turned, stepped right up to Alex, and placed it on his head.

He felt the ring for a moment and then it melted away. He ran his fingers through his hair. Nothing there.

“Something to protect you from her.”

He sounded doubtful. “There’s nothing.”

“Sure there is. I can see it. Others cannot.”

“You...” He looked at her hair, braided with thin rings of gold and sharp slivers of mother of pearl.

She looked as she had always looked at school, wild, not from this world. He avoided her eyes. “Everyone called you and your sisters witches. You and Jillian and Nicole. Three witches, three sisters, but you don’t really look alike. I never thought you were...” He stopped, cleared his throat. “Don’t tell me you are a witch?”

She smiled, but it was serious. “I can be.” She grabbed his arm, squeezing as she looked into his eyes, climbed into his soul again, and her voice touched him on the inside, call my name when you need me, and I will find you. I know, it sounds like a stupid song, but you will need my help because she knows what you are and she will return—or worse, return with her mother.

Kassandra let him go and took one step back. She pulled her shirt tight by the hem and brushed the sand off her shorts. Then she bowed to him.

Alex shook off a wave of confusion. “Hey... uh... Thank you.” It was difficult to think with her weird formal behavior. “Really. For Rude and for Seph.”

“And Jadey. The Kirkêlatides made her chew off her own fingers. It was after she shoved you under the water.”

Alex’s lips pulled tight at the thought of Jadey in pain. “Thank you.”

Kassandra didn’t speak for a few seconds, just stared at him with scarily focused intensity. “I am an Alkimides. I—my family, my House—owes you much more than that. So much that cannot be repaid.”

He waited for her to explain, but she bowed again and walked away, into the surf, up to her knees, her waist.

He said her name in his thoughts, Kassandra?

She turned, inviting his question.

He shouted over the surf, “What are you?”

“Something you love more than anything on earth.” He recognized his own words, and she smiled because she liked the stunned reaction on his face. “I am the Sea, Alex.” She made a swirling gesture with one hand and she was wearing a crown as bright as the sun, a tall trident in her other hand. Another flourish of fingers and they vanished.

Kassandra chewed her lip, about to say something, and then shook her head and slid under the waves.

Alex stared after her a minute, but when he bent to pick up his surfboard he fell to his knees, sobbing uncontrollably. His eyes burned with tears. All of the cares held off by her presence flooded back into his head—but too strong, a thunderous roll of them. It was a sharp core-driving pain like puncture wounds and poison, and feelings he felt only by their absence, brittle honeycomb spaces of sorrow and soul-blight and peeled back scabs over failed hope. The fresh memory pain bled into the eternal. Seph can’t breathe and she’s breaking all the bones in Rude’s arm, Jadey’s mouthful of fingers and blood... and my father went to sea when I was three and never from loss will I be free.
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As we proceed through the process of gathering information and scientific details we need to keep one crucial fact about the seaborn in mind: they are human; they do not have tails—there are no mermaids (except in cases where one of the seaborn was into body modification, which was actually common a long time ago among the Telkhines. Popular forms to take on include mermaids—both piscine and cetacean forms, various creatures with tentacles, sea-dragons, which are not actually a different animal with a separate evolutionary chain, but Telkhines sorcerers who had the power to become dragons—with all the benefits and disadvantages that go along with it).

—History of the Seaborn by Michael Henderson




They met on neutral ground, at a wobbly table up front by the windows, right in the open at the Starbucks on 42nd and 8th in Manhattan. Three of them, sipping hot drinks, coffee and sweet chai, glaring at anyone who dared to stare at them.

One spoke softly, in long fluid self-indulgent assessments of the situation, “She is whorish unfit mortal waste who does not know what she possesses or to whom it most deservedly must go.”

“Yes, my lady Akastê.”

One of the three, a girl who looked no older than ten, only spoke to agree with her lady, and the last, a slender young man with hunger hollowed cheeks and white blond hair hanging to his shoulders, only spoke in song titles.

“What Are You Afraid Of.”

Akastê frowned and admitted, “That she is not mortal, or as young as she appears. I never dreamed that something like this could happen.”

“I Was Never Young.”

Akastê sipped her coffee, soft pressure of her lips on the china, the corners of her mouth sharpening as she listened in on the thoughts of other patrons. She turned at a blur of yellow taxi, dark windows sliding by; the cabby hit the brakes hard right in front of Starbucks, and a tall dark-haired man in a blue suit slid out of the back, waving to the man behind the wheel, still laughing over something they had shared on the ride.

The blue-suited man stepped through the doorway and everyone in line for coffee, everyone behind the counter, turned to stare at him. He smiled, and although every single one of them knew that he could have walked up to the counter, edged out the woman who was about to ask for a croissant and coffee, and order anything he wanted—and he would have got it—the man made a slight bowing gesture, a respectful nod, and strode to the back of the line. He waited without a hint of impatience, a calm smile on his face, ignoring the four college girls in line ahead of him, tanned and summery, blond highlights and sandals slapping the tiled floor. They kept turning around and too obviously trying to make eye-contact with him.

He faced the front of the store, watching the odd threesome at the
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