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By	the	third	week	in	the	ice,	I’ve	decided	I	like	it	down	here.	The	bottom	of
the	world	is	vicious.	Merciless.	Cold.

It’s	everything	I	need	to	become.

It’s	summer	in	the	NeoAntarctic,	but	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	tell	from	the	feel
of	 it.	 My	 breath	 fogs	 in	 front	 of	 me	 as	 I	 stand	 watch	 in	 the	 Minnow’s
navigation	tower,	bundled	in	one	of	Varma’s	coats.	It	reaches	past	my	knees.
Over	at	the	instrumentation	panel,	Lemon’s	curled	into	a	ball,	staring	drearily
at	the	readouts.

It’s	 been	 three	weeks	 since	 the	 night	 I	 turned	my	back	 on	 the	world	 that
raised	 me	 and	 gave	 my	 allegiance	 to	 Santa	 Elena.	 Three	 weeks	 since	 we
abandoned	Bao,	the	pirate-born	Reckoner	I	reared,	and	fled	for	colder	waters,
where	neither	he	nor	the	Southern	Republic	of	California’s	ships	would	chase
us.	Three	weeks	 since	 the	 ship’s	 inker	branded	me	with	 the	captain’s	mark.
Three	weeks	since	I	could	look	Swift	in	the	eye	without	an	unforgiving	fury
burning	through	me.

I	 know	 she	 was	 under	 orders	 from	 the	 captain	 when	 she	 snuck	 into	 my
family’s	 stable	 and	 pumped	 a	 lethal	 dose	 of	 cull	 serum	 into	 my	 favorite
Reckoner.	 I	 know	 she	didn’t	 know	me	 then.	She	had	no	 idea	what	 I	would
come	 to	mean	 to	her.	But	every	 time	I	start	 to	 let	 the	 idea	of	Swift	 into	my
skull,	I	see	the	ragged	holes	in	Durga’s	skin	where	her	keratin	plates	tore	off.	I
smell	 her	 rotten	 flesh.	 I	 remember	 being	 five	 years	 old,	 pretending	 I	was	 a
Reckoner	pup	as	I	tussled	with	her	in	a	kiddie	pool	barely	big	enough	for	the
two	of	us.

Finding	 out	 the	 truth	 of	what	 happened	 to	Durga	 didn’t	 just	 hurt—it	 tore
through	 the	 way	 I’d	 already	 grieved	 her.	 Suddenly	 every	 night	 I’d	 spent
curled	 up	 and	 crying	 in	 a	 nest	 of	 towels	 on	 the	Minnow’s	 trainer	 deck	 felt
insufficient.	The	truth	made	it	hollow.	The	truth	forced	me	to	start	over.	Durga
died	in	agony,	and	Swift	was	the	one	who	made	sure	of	it,	and	I	know,	deep	as
marrow,	there’s	no	going	back	to	the	way	things	were.

I	haven’t	 said	a	word	 to	Swift	 since	 I	came	back	aboard	 the	Minnow.	 It’s
been	 surprisingly	 easy,	 mostly	 because	 the	 captain’s	 been	 keeping	 me	 too



busy	to	have	time	for	anything	else.	I	knew	it	would	take	a	lot	of	work	to	turn
a	Reckoner	trainer	into	a	pirate	trainee,	and	Santa	Elena	hasn’t	skimped.	She’s
been	running	me	three	times	as	ragged	as	the	other	four	kids	she’s	taken	into
her	 “talent	 development	 program.”	 Every	 conscious	 moment	 is	 another
chance	for	her	to	shape	me	into	someone	worthy	of	succeeding	her.

Today,	that	means	iceberg	watch.	Eight	straight	hours	of	iceberg	watch.

It’s	 working,	 though.	 I’m	 getting	 stronger	 every	 day.	 Nothing	 will	 ever
compare	to	the	power	of	a	Reckoner	beneath	my	feet,	but	there’s	firmness	in
my	muscles	that	wasn’t	there	a	month	ago.

Lemon	stirs.	A	slender	hand	reaches	out	of	her	parka	to	pull	up	a	piece	of
data.	Her	eyebrows	furrow,	and	she	purses	her	lips,	leaning	closer.

“What’s	up?”	I	ask,	but	Lemon,	as	usual,	says	nothing.	I	turn	my	gaze	back
out	to	the	sea,	to	the	ridges	of	ice	that	crest	out	of	the	waves.	The	waters	are
calm	 enough	 that	 we’ve	 dropped	 anchor,	 so	 all	 I	 have	 to	 do	 is	 make	 sure
nothing	wanders	too	close.

The	closest	berg	 is	 a	hundred	yards	away.	Bullet	holes	pock	 its	 side.	The
captain	 stopped	 objecting	 to	 ammo	 wastage	 a	 week	 ago,	 and	 since	 then,
nearly	 everyone	has	 taken	 a	 few	potshots	 at	 the	 ice	 to	pass	 the	 time.	There
isn’t	much	else	 for	 the	 crew	 to	do	while	we	wait	 out	 the	 aftermath	of…the
incident.

I	don’t	know	what	else	to	call	it.

I	pull	Varma’s	jacket	tighter	around	me,	hissing	through	my	teeth	as	I	press
my	hips	against	 the	railing.	One	hour	until	my	watch	ends.	One	hour	until	I
can	descend	into	the	ship’s	warmth	and	join	the	other	trainees	in	the	mess.

Well,	most	of	the	trainees.	Swift	takes	her	meals	in	her	room	these	days.

I	 flinch.	 This	 is	 the	 problem	with	 iceberg	 watch—it’s	 too	 quiet,	 and	 it’s
giving	me	too	much	time	for	my	thoughts	to	wander	in	dangerous	directions.	I
rap	my	knuckles	against	the	instrumentation	panel	to	get	Lemon’s	attention.

“Hey,	how	about	that	one	on	the	northeastern	horizon?	What	do	you	think	it
looks	like?”	I	ask,	raising	one	sleeve	to	gesture	toward	a	towering	iceberg.

She	keeps	her	eyes	fixed	on	the	data.

“C’mon…”	 I	 squint,	 trying	 to	 make	 out	 the	 berg’s	 contours	 against	 the



pearly	sky.	It	splits	at	the	top	like	a	great	jaw	unhinging,	and	a	ridge	creates
an	ellipse	of	shade	that	could	pass	for	an	eye.	Wind	and	water	have	sculpted
the	ice,	making	it	narrow	and	sinuous.

My	 stomach	 clenches.	 I	 try	 to	 forget	 what	 I’ve	 imagined,	 try	 to	 see
something	else,	anything	else.	But	there’s	only	one	thing	my	mind	jumps	to,
one	thing	I’ve	been	hardwired	to	see	when	I	look	out	at	the	ocean.

“I	see	a	serpentoid	Reckoner,”	I	say,	praying	that	Lemon	doesn’t	notice	the
slight	hitch	in	my	voice	or	the	way	my	spine’s	gone	stiff.

There’s	a	beat	of	emptiness,	 filled	only	by	 the	creaking	of	distant	 ice	and
the	low	whisper	of	sea	wind.

Then	Lemon	says,	“Cetoid.”

A	short	laugh	bursts	out	of	me.	I’ve	been	trying	to	get	her	to	play	this	game
for	days,	but	Lemon	saves	her	voice	for	only	the	most	important	things.	“It’s
too	narrow	to	be	a	cetoid,”	 I	 say,	 shading	my	eyes	with	a	hand	and	peering
closer	to	try	seeing	what	she	sees.	“Maybe	if	it	were	rounder,	but—”

A	tug	on	my	sleeve	stops	me	midsentence.	I	look	down	and	find	Lemon’s
petulant	black	eyes	still	fixed	on	the	monitors.

“Cetoid,”	she	repeats.	She	points.

Impossible.	I	move	around	behind	her	to	get	a	good	look	at	the	screen.	My
fists	clench	 in	my	oversized	pockets.	Lemon	edges	away	 from	me	as	 I	 lean
closer.	Her	fingers	fidget	over	the	keyboards.	She	hones	the	output	until	I	can
see	it	clearly.

A	 massive,	 plated	 body.	 Furiously	 pumping	 flukes.	 There’s	 no	 question
about	 it.	There’s	a	cetoid	Reckoner	 in	 these	waters.	A	cetoid	Reckoner	with
no	companion	ship	in	sight.

And	it’s	headed	straight	for	us.
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I’m	halfway	down	the	 ladder	by	 the	 time	Lemon’s	voice	snaps	over	 the	all-
call.	 “This	 is	 navigation.	 We’ve	 got	 an	 inbound	 cetoid	 Reckoner	 on	 our
instruments.	Await	further	instructions.”

Beneath	me,	the	main	deck	is	abuzz.	The	crew	comes	pouring	out	from	the
warmth	of	the	lower	levels,	leaning	over	the	railings,	hoping	for	a	glimpse	of
the	monster	on	its	way.	But	something	far	more	dangerous	is	stalking	through
our	ranks,	and	as	I	jump	from	the	ladder,	I	nearly	crash	headlong	into	her.

“Cas,”	 Santa	 Elena	 says,	 catching	 me	 by	 the	 shoulders.	 Even	 with	 a
massive	winter	coat	softening	her,	the	captain	gleams	with	wicked	edges.	Her
teeth	flash	bright	against	her	warm	brown	skin,	and	her	eyes	shimmer	with	a
challenge.	“I	have	a	feeling	we’ll	be	needing	your	expertise.”

I’m	still	not	used	to	the	captain	chumming	with	me,	but	it’s	so	much	better
than	 being	 in	 her	 crosshairs.	 The	 fact	 that	 she’s	 stopped	 calling	 me
“Cassandra”	is	just	the	beginning	of	the	benefits	that	come	from	being	one	of
her	 precious	 chosen	protégés.	 It’s	 strange	 to	 think	 that	 she	was	my	greatest
enemy	 less	 than	a	month	ago.	Now,	under	her	 tutelage,	 I	might	 just	 survive
these	seas.

Surviving	her	is	another	matter	entirely.

Santa	Elena	steers	me	toward	the	aft	of	the	ship,	her	fingers	twisted	in	my
jacket’s	baggy	shoulders.	The	chaos	of	the	main	deck	fades,	and	I	let	the	quiet
focus	me,	knowing	the	captain’s	mind	is	already	ten	steps	ahead.	Even	with
this	impossible	monster	on	the	radar,	Santa	Elena’s	unflappable.

I	draw	a	few	deep	breaths	to	clear	the	last	of	the	panic	from	my	head.	I	need
every	 inch	 of	 my	 wits	 if	 I’m	 going	 to	 make	 the	 right	 calls.	 “It’s	 probably
drawn	by	the	noise	the	engines	are	making,”	I	say,	eyes	dropping	toward	the
rumble	beneath	our	feet.	“Can	we	spin	them	down?	It’ll	get	cold,	but	it’ll	give
the	beast	less	of	a	target.”

Santa	Elena	 nods.	 She	 plucks	 the	 radio	 from	her	 belt	 and	 raises	 it	 to	 her
lips,	 her	 breath	 fogging	 the	 plastic.	 “Captain	 to	 engines.	 Bring	 us	 down	 to
minimum	spin,	but	don’t	let	us	go	all	the	way	cold.	We	might	need	to	move	at
a	moment’s	notice.”



But	quieting	 the	 ship	down	might	not	be	enough	 to	get	 this	beast	off	our
backs.	“Best	bet	is	to	send	out	the	herding	dogs,”	I	tell	the	captain,	jerking	my
chin	 toward	 the	 nearest	 Splinter	 dock.	 “Head	 the	 beast	 off	 with	 a	 smaller,
quicker	 target.	 Cetoid’s	 brain	 will	 get	 latched	 on	 the	 puzzle,	 giving	 us	 a
chance	to	draw	it	away.”

“And	if	it	doesn’t	get	drawn	away?”	Santa	Elena	counters.

I	swallow.	Dread	churns	in	my	stomach,	but	I	crack	a	weak	smile.	“Got	a
harpoon?”

A	minute	 later,	 I’m	 clambering	 into	 a	 Splinter	 on	 the	 starboard	 side	 of	 the
ship.	I	lean	over	the	needleboat’s	outer	edge	in	time	to	catch	Chuck	dropping
into	her	own	Splinter	on	the	deck	beneath	me.	She	flashes	me	a	thumbs-up	as
she	settles	into	the	narrow	white	ship’s	cockpit,	then	starts	to	braid	her	waves
of	inky	hair.	I	return	the	gesture,	sit	back,	and	pull	the	safety	straps	over	my
shoulders.

“Cas	will	 take	point,	for	obvious	reasons,”	Santa	Elena’s	voice	announces
in	my	earpiece.	“If	she	gives	an	order,	you	follow.	Understood?”

“Understood,”	I	reply	immediately.

“Understood,”	Varma	says	from	one	of	the	port	side	Splinters.	I	can	almost
hear	his	smile.

“Understood.”	Chuck’s	 voice	 comes	 loud	 and	 clear	 through	 the	 earpiece,
soft	and	distant	from	below.

There’s	 a	 pause,	 and	 somehow	 that	 pause	 kills	 me	 even	 more	 than	 the
familiar	voice	that	mutters,	“Understood.”

Murderer.	Poisoner.	I	swear	I	smell	Reckoner	blood.	The	venom	sinks	into
my	thoughts	before	I	have	a	chance	to	steel	myself	against	it.	I	grit	my	teeth
and	clench	the	controls.	There	are	bigger	things	to	worry	about	than	the	girl	in
the	Splinter	on	 the	other	 side	of	 the	 ship.	 I	 focus	on	 the	 task	 at	 hand.	 I	 cut
through	the	chaos	and	hone	in	on	the	only	thing	that	should	matter,	the	truth
of	what	I	saw	on	the	monitor.

There	 should	 only	 be	 one	 free-swimming,	 unbonded	 Reckoner	 in	 these
seas,	and	he’s	not	a	cetoid.	Half	the	reason	we	fled	south	was	to	ditch	Bao—
we	retreated	to	cold	waters	to	keep	him	from	following	us.

But	 cold	 waters	 are	 nothing	 to	 a	 cetoid,	 and	 somehow	 this	 one	 is	 fully



grown.	Its	size	on	the	monitor	put	it	at	nearly	the	same	length	as	the	Minnow
itself.	It	shouldn’t	exist.

Bao	wasn’t	 supposed	 to	 exist	 either,	 but	 Fabian	Murphy’s	 greed	 found	 a
way	 around	 that.	 The	 IGEOC	 agent	 stole	Bao—Bao	 and	 so	many	 others—
from	 the	 stables	 that	 trusted	 him,	 and	 he	 pawned	 those	 pups	 off	 to	 pirate
buyers	hoping	to	raise	the	beasts	for	themselves.	Santa	Elena	was	the	first	to
realize	she	needed	a	proper	trainer	to	do	it,	so	she	went	through	the	trouble	of
kidnapping	me.	But	as	long	as	Fabian	Murphy’s	dealings	are	unaccounted,	no
Reckoner	in	these	waters	is	completely	impossible.

“Splinters	away	at	my	mark,”	Lemon	announces	over	 the	all-call.	“Three.
Two.	One.”

The	 snap	 of	 pneumatics	 launches	me	 violently	 sideways.	My	 needleboat
sails	in	a	neat	arc	over	Chuck’s	as	we	both	drop.	It	plunges	into	the	still,	icy
seas,	sending	up	a	spray	that	winches	my	muscles	tighter	as	it	ghosts	over	my
face.	I	bring	my	Splinter	to	life	with	a	twist	of	my	wrist.	On	my	left,	Chuck
revs	her	engines	to	match.

Being	 a	 pirate	 trainee	 is	 mostly	 pain.	 Mostly	 backbreaking	 work.	 But	 I
kinda	like	this	part.

I	 let	 the	 Splinter	 fly,	 and	 it	 leaps	 forward	 like	 a	 coiled	 spring,	 pouncing
across	the	water.	With	Chuck	on	my	tail,	I	round	out	in	front	of	the	Minnow,
letting	 the	 stern	 of	 the	 needleboat	 kick	 up	 a	 wave	 that	 nearly	 plows	 over
Varma	as	he	crosses	my	wake.

I	ignore	the	third	boat	at	my	rear	and	set	my	sights	on	the	distant	horizon.
“Lemon,	give	me	a	heading.”

“See	that	big	berg?	Looks	like	a	serpentoid	Reckoner?”

So	she	has	been	paying	attention.	I	scoff.

“Point	yourself	right	at	it	and	keep	going.”

I	cut	across	the	waves,	glancing	back	at	the	Minnow	to	gauge	my	heading.
Its	 patchwork	 figure	 rears	 against	 the	gray	 skies,	 and	 a	glow	of	 pride	 sings
through	 me.	 The	 ship’s	 a	 survivor.	 I	 joined	 up	 as	 a	 trainee	 because	 I	 was
desperate	for	protection	and	desperate	for	someone	who	could	teach	me	how
to	 survive	 these	 oceans.	 At	 the	 start,	 I	 never	 wanted	 to	 be	 the	 captain’s



successor.	 But	 I	 can’t	 deny	 the	 way	 my	 heart	 swells	 at	 the	 sight	 of	 the
Minnow	and	the	thought	that,	if	I	earn	it,	someday	it	could	be	mine.

Four	 months	 ago,	 I’d	 have	 wanted	 that	 boat	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the
NeoPacific.	My	whole	 life	up	until	 that	point	had	been	devoted	 to	crushing
piracy,	 to	wielding	 the	 absolute	 power	 of	 Reckoners	 against	 ships	 like	 this
one.	That	was	before	Bao.	Before	the	truth	about	Murphy.	Before…

“Cas,”	 Santa	 Elena	 snaps	 in	 my	 earpiece	 as	 we	 streak	 out	 into	 the
NeoAntarctic.	“I’ve	armed	Swift	with	the	weapon	you’ll	need	to	take	it	out,
just	in	case.”

My	heart	shrivels.

“Anyone	else	feel	a	chill?”	Varma	deadpans.

Chuck	cackles	 into	her	comm.	“You	know,	 I	didn’t	 think	 it	could	get	any
more	 frigid	 down	 here.	 You	 two	 had	 better	 watch	 it.	 Might	 freeze	 us	 in
place.”

“Hey,	could	be	handy	against	this	freak	Reckoner,”	Varma	shoots	back.

“It’s	 not	 a	 Reckoner,”	 I	 mutter,	 surprised	 at	 the	 sudden	 wave	 of
defensiveness	 that	 rushes	 through	 me.	 “Reckoners	 are	 trained.	 Reckoners
aren’t	wild.”

“Fine.	Varma,	what	do	we	call	it?”

“Santa	Elena.”

“What	do	we	call	it	that	won’t	get	us	gutted?”

“Oh,	I	don’t	know.	You	do	the	honors,	rani.”

“Stop	flirting,”	I	snap.

“Someone’s	gotta,”	Varma	retorts.

“A	hellbeast,”	Swift	says.

Silence.	My	hands	tighten	on	the	controls.	I	drop	my	gaze	to	my	lap,	taking
in	the	feeling	of	the	Splinter’s	engines	rattling	through	my	bones.

“Yeah,	sounds	about	right,”	Chuck	says.

It’s	the	last	thing	I	hear	before	the	sea	erupts	in	front	of	me.

I	wrench	the	Splinter’s	wheel,	sinking	into	the	surge	of	water	as	I	swerve	to



avoid	the	plated	snout	that	explodes	out	of	the	waves.	A	hellish	shriek	rings
out	as	the	monster	releases	a	blast	of	fetid	air	from	its	blowhole.

“Split!”	 I	 scream	 and	 whip	 my	 head	 around	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 all	 three
Splinters	 have	 steered	 clear	 of	 the	 bus-sized	 maw	 that	 snaps	 down	 with	 a
vicious	crack.	The	Hellbeast—Swift’s	right,	that’s	exactly	what	this	thing	is—
twists,	its	massive	eye	rolling	in	its	socket	as	it	points	itself	right	at	Varma’s
retreating	tail.

It’s	definitely	not	a	Reckoner.	A	Reckoner	wouldn’t	attack	without	signals.
Something	 about	 us	 is	 driving	 this	 beast	 into	 a	 fury,	 and	 with	 no	 way	 to
communicate,	 there’s	 nothing	 we	 can	 do	 to	 calm	 it.	 It	 slides	 underwater,
speeding	after	Varma	with	a	few	pumps	of	its	flukes.

“Watch	your	keel!”	I	shout.	“Cetoids	ram	from	beneath.”	I	gun	my	engines,
taking	off	after	the	Hellbeast.

Varma’s	 the	best	Splinter	pilot	we	have,	but	he’s	nothing	compared	 to	 the
monster’s	speed.	Its	dark	shadow	closes	the	distance	in	seconds.	The	sound	of
Varma’s	heavy	breathing	echoes	in	my	ear.

“Swerve	now!”	I	yell.

Varma	twists	the	Splinter	so	hard	that	he	nearly	rolls	it,	just	as	the	cetoid’s
snout	rockets	out	of	the	waves.	This	time	I	see	more	than	the	gray	hide,	 the
keratin	plating,	 the	powerful	 flukes.	 I	 see	 the	scars	 raking	 its	 skin.	 I	 see	 the
broken	ropes	hanging	from	hooks	embedded	in	its	flesh.	I	see	the	metal	ring
wound	through	its	blowhole.

Someone	tried	to	keep	this	beast.	Someone	failed.

I	check	over	my	shoulder	and	find	that	Chuck	and	the	other	Splinter	have
regrouped	at	the	base	of	a	massive	berg.

“You	 two,	 get	 on	 my	 tail,”	 I	 call,	 setting	 my	 sights	 on	 the	 Hellbeast’s
shadow	 as	 it	 twists	 around	 and	 sets	 its	 sights	 on	 the	 hum	 of	 my	 engine.
“Varma,	circle	wide.	These	 things	can’t	 turn	fast.	That’s	our	advantage.	Use
it.”

“Got	 it,”	 he	 grunts,	 rounding	 out	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 monster.	 A
building	scream	behind	me	heralds	Chuck’s	approach,	and	I	throw	down	the
hammer.	I	tug	the	wheel,	sinking	into	an	arc	that	sets	me	flying	past	Varma.
We	circle,	and	the	Hellbeast	slows,	unsure	which	Splinter	to	go	after.



“Keep	 circling,”	 I	 holler.	 “It’s	 getting	 confused.	 So	 long	 as	 we	 keep
moving,	we	can	keep	it	guessing	and	keep	it	slow.”

“Cas,”	Chuck	says.	“The	Minnow	can’t	make	tight	turns	either.	And	we’re
not	fast	enough	to	outrun	this	thing.”

I	close	my	eyes,	just	for	a	second.	Just	long	enough	to	let	her	words	sink	in.
There’s	 only	 one	 way	 to	 escape	 this	 monster.	 I	 swore	 when	 I	 joined	 the
Minnow’s	crew	that	I	would	never	kill	a	Reckoner,	but	this	is	different.	It	has
to	 be	 different,	 or	 we’re	 all	 dead.	 It’s	 not	 a	 Reckoner,	 I	 tell	 myself.	 It’s	 a
Hellbeast.

“Swift?”	Her	name	feels	like	a	forgotten	language	on	my	tongue.	The	last
time	I	spoke	it	aloud,	she	was	strapping	my	armor	on	me.	We	were	saying	our
goodbyes,	 neither	 of	 us	 knowing	 that	 I’d	 be	 coming	 back.	 Neither	 of	 us
knowing	 that	 it	would	 take	a	 single	 sentence	 from	Santa	Elena	 to	make	me
hate	her.	Neither	of	us	knowing	what	it	would	mean	when	we	kissed	like	we
had	nothing	left	between	us.

“Cas?”

“Finally,”	Varma	mutters	under	his	breath.

“What	exactly	did	Santa	Elena	give	you?”

The	 shriek	 in	my	 ears	 builds	 as	 her	 Splinter	 sidles	 up	 alongside	mine.	 I
keep	my	eyes	 fixed	on	my	hands,	watching	 the	 tendons	pulse	 in	my	wrists.
One	glance	confirms	that	the	cetoid	is	still	turning	on	the	inside	of	our	circle,
still	trying	to	get	a	lock	on	one	of	our	boats.

I	lift	my	eyes	to	meet	hers.

“You’re	going	to	hate	me	even	more	for	this,”	Swift	says,	her	voice	hollow,
and	hoists	the	weapon	sitting	in	her	copilot’s	seat.

It	 takes	me	 a	 second	 to	 fully	 register	 what	 it	 is	 and	 what	 it	 means.	 The
familiar,	brutal	 lines.	The	heft	 and	weight	of	 the	 thing.	The	captain	 lifted	 it
like	it	was	nothing	the	day	she	used	this	rocket	launcher	to	drive	four	shells
into	Durga’s	already-decaying	body.

This	is	a	sick	joke,	I	want	to	scream,	but	that’s	not	it.

This	is	a	test.

Santa	Elena’s	found	an	opportunity	to	further	my	training.	She	wants	to	test



my	mettle.	She	wants	me	to	work	with	the	girl	who	ripped	my	life	in	half	and
use	the	weapon	that	finished	what	she	started.	Santa	Elena	wants	to	see	if	I’m
cut	out	 for	command.	She’s	 telling	me	 to	show	her	 that	 I	can	overcome	 the
hatred	that’s	been	paralyzing	me	for	the	past	three	weeks.

“Fuck	 the	captain,”	 I	groan,	not	caring	 that	 she’s	probably	 listening	 in	on
the	line.

The	corner	of	Swift’s	mouth	twitches	upwards.	Just	barely,	just	enough	that
I	know	I’m	not	seeing	things.	And	weirdly,	unfairly,	inevitably,	it	makes	me
feel	a	little	surer	of	myself.	Sure	enough	to	start	coming	up	with	a	plan.

“On	my	mark,	 I’m	 going	 to	 break	 away,”	 I	 announce,	 checking	 to	make
sure	the	cetoid	is	still	spinning	after	our	tails.	“It’ll	give	chase,	and	I	need	you
three	 to	be	on	 its	 rear	 the	very	 instant	 it	 locks	on	 to	me.	Chuck	and	Varma,
hang	back,	swing	wide	on	my	tail,	just	make	sure	it	stays	on	its	mark.	And…
you.”	A	blush	builds	in	my	cheeks	that	has	no	right	to	be	there.	“You	stay	on
its	tail	like	it’s	on	your	line.”

“Cas,	what	are	you	planning?”	Varma	asks.

“Cetoid’s	 most	 vulnerable	 point	 is	 its	 blowhole.	 You	 blow	 it	 up,	 the
animal’s	drowning,	either	in	seawater	or	in	its	own	blood.	It’s	a	small	target,
and	we’re	only	gonna	be	able	to	hit	it	when	the	beast	is	right	at	the	surface.
Don’t	miss.”

“I	won’t,”	Swift	says,	and	I	hate	how	much	I	believe	her.

“You’re	using	yourself	as	bait?”	Chuck	asks,	her	tone	incredulous.

I	 grin,	 my	 fingers	 tightening	 on	 the	 controls.	 “If	 no	 one	 else	 is
volunteering,”	I	say	with	a	shrug,	then	yell,	“Now!”	before	any	of	them	have
a	chance	to	reply.	With	a	brutal	yank	on	the	controls,	I	spin	out	of	the	circle
and	throw	down	the	hammer.	The	Splinter	leaps	forward	like	a	horse	from	the
gate,	bucking	up	against	the	waves.

“It’s	on	your	tail,”	Varma	confirms.

I	 glance	 over	 my	 shoulder,	 trying	 to	 catch	 a	 glimpse	 of	 the	 Hellbeast’s
shadow,	but	I	come	up	empty.	“I’m	blind,”	I	shout,	trying	to	wrestle	down	the
itch	of	fear	building	in	the	back	of	my	throat.	“I	can’t	see	it	at	all—someone’s
gotta	let	me	know	when	it’s	about	to	surface.”

“Watch	 your	 front!”	Chuck	 yelps,	 and	 I	 swerve	 just	 in	 time	 to	 avoid	 the



iceberg	in	my	path.	I	squint	against	the	icy	air,	acutely	aware	of	the	way	my
heart	 is	pounding.	 Is	 this	what	 leadership	 is?	 I	wonder,	bending	 lower	over
the	controls.	Being	scared	shitless	all	the	time?

The	whine	of	the	Splinter’s	engines	blocks	out	any	static	on	the	comm,	and
the	 water	 spraying	 off	 my	 hull	 is	 scattered	 into	 fine	 mist	 by	 the	 wind.
Tranquility	settles	over	me,	and	for	a	moment	my	head	feels	clear.

“Coming	up	now!”	Varma	shouts,	just	as	Chuck	screams,	“Cas,	swerve!”

But	I	can’t.	 I	know	I	can’t.	Everything	relies	on	Swift	 lining	up	that	shot,
and	if	I	deviate	from	my	path,	so	will	the	cetoid.	She	needs	a	perfect	target,
one	that	she	can’t	possibly	miss.

I	hold	true.

The	swell	of	water	behind	me	marks	the	Hellbeast’s	approach,	and	I	brace
myself	as	the	rear	of	the	Splinter	lifts.	“Swift!”	I	warn.

“Cover	your	ears,”	she	replies.

I	rip	my	hands	from	the	controls	and	clap	them	over	my	ears	just	as	I	hear	a
slight	puff	from	over	my	shoulder.	The	world	tilts.	The	cetoid’s	plated	snout
snaps	upwards,	sending	the	back	end	of	my	Splinter	spinning	into	the	air.

And	 then	 the	 blast.	 The	 noise	 of	 it	 crushes	 into	 my	 skull,	 and	 the	 heat
washes	 over	 me	 as	 the	 Splinter	 jerks	 forward.	 I	 scrabble	 for	 something,
anything	to	grab	onto.	The	restraints	snap	taut	against	my	chest,	choking	the
breath	out	of	my	lungs.

The	Splinter’s	nose	points	straight	down.	The	realization	hits	me	with	eerie
calmness.	I	might	not	walk	away	from	this.

The	waters	beneath	me	flush	red	and	thick	just	before	I	hit	them.	Ice	floods
my	veins,	blackness	floods	my	vision,	and	then	blankness	floods	my	mind.



3
I	wake	to	bright,	artificial	lights	overhead.	My	head	throbs	when	I	try	to	lift	it,
and	 I	 squeeze	my	 eyes	 shut.	There’s	 a	 coldness	 sunk	 into	my	 core	 that	 the
coarse	blanket	pinning	me	to	the	bed	does	little	to	help.

The	room	isn’t	familiar,	but	the	motion	beneath	me	lets	me	know	I’m	on	a
ship,	and	the	distant	rumble	of	the	engines	makes	it	clear	we’re	on	the	move.
Some	sort	of	antiseptic	clots	the	air,	and	I	wrinkle	my	nose,	coughing	against
the	smell.

“Finally,”	a	familiar	voice	on	my	left	breathes.

I	turn	my	head,	gritting	my	teeth	against	the	dull	wave	of	pain	that	judders
up	my	neck.	Slumped	in	a	chair	at	my	bedside	is	Swift.	Her	hair	is	rumpled,
her	 eyes	 hooded—she	 looks	 like	 she	 hasn’t	 slept	 in	 days.	 As	 she	 sits	 up
straighter,	she	seems	to	realize	the	strangeness	of	her	position	and	she	averts
her	eyes,	staring	at	her	hands	instead.

“What	happened?”	I	groan.	Part	of	me	wants	to	rage,	to	revolt,	to	kick	her
out	of	this	weirdly	clean	room.	The	other	part	knows	I’ll	be	lucky	if	I	have	the
energy	to	sit	up	straight.

“Well,	 I	hit	 the	blowhole	 like	you	asked.	The	beast	went	down,	but	 it	hit
you	hard,	 flipped	your	Splinter	 right	over.	After	a	 few	seconds,	 it	was	clear
you	weren’t	getting	out	of	the	wreck	on	your	own…”	She	trails	off,	looking
even	more	uncomfortable.

“And?”	I	prompt.

“And	 I	 jumped	 in	 after	 you.”	Her	 gaze	meets	mine,	 her	 bright	 blue	 eyes
burning	with	a	challenge.

I	 purse	my	 lips.	 Just	 over	 a	 month	 ago,	 I	 was	 snarling	 at	 her	 through	 a
closet	door,	claiming	 that	she	never	once	 tried	 to	save	my	life.	 I	was	wrong
then,	and	I’m	wronger	now.	“Shouldn’t	have	done	that,”	I	grumble,	rolling	my
head	back	toward	the	wall.

“No	one	else	was	volunteering,”	she	says,	the	ghost	of	a	smile	on	the	edges
of	 her	 mouth.	 “Besides,	 captain	 would	 probably	 skin	 me	 if	 I	 let	 her	 new
favorite	 trainee	 sink	 to	 the	depths.”	The	 cold,	 clear	 resentment	 in	her	voice



makes	me	wonder	if	I	imagined	the	smile.	I	don’t	want	to	think	about	what	it
means	if	I	did.

I	bare	my	teeth	at	her,	 then	brace	my	elbows	against	 the	bed.	A	spasm	of
pain	crushes	into	my	head,	but	I	fight	against	it.	This	is	nowhere	near	as	bad
as	 the	 broken	 ribs,	 I	 remind	 myself,	 then	 switch	 to	 a	 mantra	 Santa	 Elena
taught	me	 that	 gets	 me	 through	 rough	mornings	 in	 the	 Slew.	All	 of	 this	 is
temporary.	All	of	this	is	temporary.

“You	probably	shouldn’t—”	Swift	starts,	but	she	falls	silent	when	she	sees
the	look	in	my	eyes.

I	 tilt	my	 head	 from	 side	 to	 side,	 testing	my	 range	 of	motion	 as	 I	 shuffle
backward	against	the	pillow.	Swift	moves	like	she’s	about	to	adjust	it	for	me,
but	then	thinks	better	of	it.	“So	I	take	it	I’ve	been	knocked	out,	but	where	the
hell	am	I?”	 I	ask,	glancing	around	 the	 room.	There’s	a	grab	bag	of	medical
equipment	scattered	across	 the	counters	and	another	bed	pressed	against	 the
opposite	wall.

Swift	shrugs.	“Minnow’s	infirmary.”

“We	have	an	infirmary?”	I	hiss.

She	shrugs	again.	“Last	time	you	needed	it,	you	weren’t	crew.”

I	roll	my	eyes,	but	somehow	even	that	hurts,	so	I	close	them	and	lean	back,
sinking	into	 the	pillow.	The	familiar	rumble	of	 the	Minnow’s	engines	grinds
against	my	skull,	but	it’s	not	wholly	unpleasant.

Swift	draws	a	breath,	and	immediately	my	hands	tense	into	fists.	“Look,	as
long	as	we’re	talking…”

“Don’t	ruin	it,”	I	warn.

That	gets	the	barest	hint	of	a	chuckle	from	her,	and	a	pang	rushes	through
me	that	has	nothing	to	do	with	the	pain	in	my	head.	I’d	forgotten	how	much	I
like	 hearing	 her	 laugh.	My	 body	 hurts	 plenty,	 but	 it	 hurts	 even	more	 to	 be
around	her,	to	be	this	close,	knowing	there’s	no	way	for	us	to	go	back	to	the
way	things	were.

“Cas,”	she	starts.	“I	just	don’t	understand	why	you’re	still	punishing	me	for
something	you	forgave	the	captain	for	months	ago.”

The	 insides	 of	 my	 eyelids	 suddenly	 become	 very	 interesting.	 I	 keep	 my



breathing	shallow,	but	my	pulse	is	rising	as	I	grasp	for	the	right	answer.	“I’m
always	going	to	hate	the	captain	for	what	she	did.	But	I	had	three	months	on
this	ship	to	learn	how	to	hate	her	properly,	three	months	to	figure	out	how	to
carry	 the	weight	 of	 it,	 to	 keep	 it	 from	destroying	me.”	 I	 open	my	eyes	 and
meet	Swift’s.	“I’m	still	trying	to	figure	out	how	to	hate	you	right.”

She	deflates,	just	slightly.	Her	gaze	drops	to	her	hands,	and	her	mouth	falls
open	 like	she’s	about	 to	 retort,	but	no	words	come	out.	There’s	 this	broken,
twisted	 thing	 between	 us,	 and	 even	 though	 part	 of	me	 is	 committed	 to	 the
hatred	that	simmers	in	me,	another	part	wants	to	reach	out,	to	see	what’s	left
to	 fix.	 It	 would	 never	 have	 been	 easy,	 and	 it	 never	 will	 be	 after	 all	 that’s
happened.

But	maybe	part	of	me	wants	to	try,	and	it’s	getting	harder	to	deny	it.

“Hey,	want	to	see	something	cool?”	I	ask.

Swift’s	head	jerks	up.

I	grit	my	teeth	and	lift	my	right	leg,	wriggling	my	foot	until	it	comes	free
from	the	blankets.	Someone’s	taken	the	liberty	of	dressing	me	in	sweatpants,
so	I	extract	my	arms	and	yank	the	cuff	of	the	pants	back.

Marked	on	the	inside	edge	of	my	right	ankle	is	a	little	black	fish.

“I	 was	 wondering	 where	 that	 was,”	 Swift	 mutters,	 leaning	 forward	 to
examine	 it.	 I	 tense	up	as	 she	presses	against	 the	edge	of	 the	bed,	but	 if	 she
notices	 how	 her	 proximity	 affects	 me,	 she	 doesn’t	 comment	 on	 it.	 “Not
exactly	subtle,	is	it?	The	captain	approved?”

“Explained	 it	 to	 her	well	 enough.”	When	 Santa	 Elena	 brought	me	 to	 the
ship’s	 inker	 and	 asked	 me	 where	 I’d	 have	 my	 loyalty	 branded,	 I	 told	 her
without	hesitation.	I	came	onto	this	ship	a	prisoner,	the	weight	of	my	position
constantly	dragging	on	me	like	a	ball	and	chain.	If	I’m	going	to	call	this	ship
home,	I	told	her,	I	want	my	ink	to	remind	me	of	where	I	started.

Santa	Elena	respects	that.

Swift	leans	back,	her	fingers	flying	to	the	nape	of	her	neck	where	her	own
Minnow	rests.	I	know	she’s	thinking	of	the	story	she	told	me	that	night	under
the	stars	about	the	man	with	the	sword	above	his	neck,	the	reason	she	chose
her	nape	as	the	tattoo’s	place.	A	reminder	of	the	power	she	holds,	of	the	cost
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