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    1. 
 
      
 
    “No! No. Don’t die, you idiot!” 
 
    The voice sounds impatient and mad. But mostly it sounds disgusted—as though it’s exasperating to whoever is speaking that I should be dying right now, when it’s clearly so inconvenient. 
 
    “Don’t you die on me. Look at me. Focus on breathing.” 
 
    Now, there are all sorts of things wrong with that sentence. 
 
    One. I can’t breathe no matter how much I focus, because my face is being shoved inside a toilet and there’s a hand pushing my neck in. No matter how much I thrash and kick my legs and wave my arms around the porcelain bowl, water keeps getting in my nostrils, choking me. 
 
    Two. I shouldn’t be able to hear someone speaking to me through the freaking toilet water of the girls’ bathroom. 
 
    Three. There shouldn’t be anyone in the freaking toilet of the girls’ bathroom. 
 
    But there is. 
 
    Or at least I think there is. It is a strong possibility that I’m going mad. It finally happened. My dad used to jokingly say to me: 
 
    “All these fine-fictions you’re writing will get inside your head one day, sweetheart, mark my words, and you won’t be able to tell reality from imagination.” 
 
    “That’s the point,” I’d murmur absently, my fingers tap-tapping on my laptop. “And it’s fanfiction.” 
 
     “You need to spend more time in the real world,” he’d shake his head, full of dark wavy curls identical to mine, but his eyes would sparkle with secret laughter. Then he’d lean down to whisper in my ear. “That’s how people go crazy, you know.” 
 
    I’d lift a hand to scratch the place on my cheek where his breath had touched, because it tickled. He’d burst out laughing and do it again. 
 
    “Cut it out,” I’d yell, laughing. “You don’t get the point, dad. I don’t want to spend more time in the real world.” 
 
    He’d nothing to say to that. 
 
    He knew what was going on at school, well, not everything, cause I didn’t tell him, but he could tell when I came home all red-eyed or with my shirt torn, or, once, with my skirt doused in cooking oil. Today, if I was to get home at all, it would be my shirt and the top part of my pants that would be drenched in toilet water. 
 
    But my dad won’t be there. 
 
    Nor will I, apparently, because it seriously looks like I’m actually dying here. Drowning in three inches of water. My lungs constrict, heaving in a breath that’s full of acid water, and I splutter as it chokes me. My eyelids drift shut, blurring the image of a pair of brilliant eyes that are staring at me frantically. My arms flop helplessly to the sides. What’s the use? The emerald eyes are a figment of my imagination—in fact, they look like they’re something I wrote up in my fanfic—so what does it matter? As for Rilia and her gang, well, it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? They’ve won. After ten years of bullying and pranks and circulating false rumors and ruining my homework so that I’d get an F, they’ve finally killed me. 
 
    “You’re useless. If you can’t even keep yourself alive, then how are you going to save…?” 
 
    The water-voice, the one that belongs to the person with the emerald eyes, who shouldn’t be here in the toilet water, and who shouldn’t be able to speak through water either, yells at me so loud it wakes me up. 
 
    I force my eyelids to open one last time. 
 
    The eyes come closer. Do all people see some boy they’ve been dreaming about—insert writing about—in their final moments on this earth? 
 
    No, they don’t, don’t be stupid, Ellie. 
 
    That’s Lydia’s voice in my head. Lovely. Get out of here, I want to focus on fanfiction boy. Because there’s no other logical explanation, it must be my imagination. My brain, muddled by pain and oxygen deprivation, is tricking me into thinking the character I created is in front of me in real life. This must be him: the warrior from the fanfic story I’m writing; the merman who wears a breastplate made of radioactive algae and rusty metal salvaged from shipwrecks on his one shoulder and an obnoxious smile on his gorgeous face. 
 
    Which said gorgeous face is now wearing an exasperated expression as he leans upwards and presses his lips to mine. 
 
    “Breathe, dammit,” Emerald Eyes mutters, leaning back to take a deep breath—of what? water? Toilet water? This fic is getting out of control, my tired brain thinks, feeling a bit better now that I’ve sort of been kissed by my own fanfic hero inside a toilet bowl. Yep. Definitely better.  
 
    With a final effort I pull my face out of the water, trying to take a shuddering breath, but I’m pushed in again so violently my forehead cracks on the porcelain. My nostrils are burning as I inhale more water. The emerald eyes are fading in front of me.  
 
    “We all perish with you, if you die,” the boy’s voice says. “You don’t look like you could be any kind of a solution, but who can say what new idiocy has been ordained by the Elders? Stop looking at me like a cod, and fight!” 
 
    He fits his lips to mine, and this time I sputter and cough because air, actual air entered my lungs. 
 
    “What the…?” I try to say, but all that comes out is bubbles. 
 
    The green eyes crinkle with laughter. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” he says as he gives me his breath once more. 
 
   
 
  

 2. 
 
      
 
    I want to say, upfront, that this isn’t going to be a love story. It is going to be a story of love, but not the kind of love you’re imagining, perhaps. There will be no shipping, no fangirling (except my own, and that’s kind of pathetic, you’ll see) and no mashing together of last names.  
 
    This is a story of sadness. 
 
    Of death, of loss and of going slightly mad because of them. 
 
    Also, of girls’ bathrooms. There’s going to be a lot of that. So be prepared. 
 
      
 
    If you need to picture me somewhere, don’t try any of your usual teenage book tropes. No high school cafeterias, no gloomy North American suburb where it usually rains; not even one of those two-story homes with large, white-paneled windows out of which teenage boys can climb after peeking in to make sure their favorite girl is sleeping safely (and prettily). 
 
    My life couldn’t be further from my beloved novels. 
 
    You see, I live in a place you haven’t even heard of.  
 
      
 
    Have you ever heard of Greece? It’s that little country by the Mediterranean that’s been sinking in debt. It’s also the country of Homer and Athena and Plato. Some of our finest poets said that its every river is steeped in history, every mountain-top bathed in legend. I don’t know if that’s true; what I know is that in the last five years of his life, my dad had to work three jobs to keep us both clothed and fed. 
 
    Also, that it cost every single euro that he left me in the bank to pay for his health insurance. Yeah, in case you didn’t know, things are tough here.  
 
    Our tiny two-storey house in Piraeus, right next to the harbor, with the lace curtains and the little yard at the back, had to be rented out, so that I could pay our taxes and the doctors’ fees. It doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t have been allowed to stay there on my own, anyway. 
 
    I moved in with Lydia and Jimmy, our neighbors whom I’ve known since I was two. They applied to become my foster parents shortly before dad died, so I can stay legally with them until I’m eighteen. They’re good people, but they’ve got their own lives. And it’s not like I’d want them to take the place of my dad. It’s not like they can be my family. No one can be that for me now. 
 
      
 
    I went to a tiny primary school in a small neighborhood near the sea, where we all woke up to the horn of the departing ships at five o’ clock in the morning, then fell back to sleep until eight. The bell rang at a quarter past.  
 
    There were few kids, and I the weirdest among them. I was oddly dressed and sad and my dad was single. I was bad at sports, I was chubby (from third grade to sixth) and I had my nose always buried in a book. I don’t know if you are aware of how those small, ‘close-knit’ communities work. The tiny neighborhoods where everyone knows everyone’s dirty laundry. They always need a victim, someone to pick on. And for want of someone more deserving, I got chosen. I was the easiest target. That was my only crime. 
 
    It’s followed me since pretty much day one, and it’s been getting worse every year. Being alone and lonely is part of who I am. Not that I’ve got time to be lonely any more, not since I discovered books. But you know how it is. Chances are, if you’re reading this, you’re a reader too. So no need to talk any more about how books rescued me. 
 
    You know. 
 
    They probably rescued you too. 
 
    They are rescuing me every day.  
 
      
 
    We don’t study Shakespeare and the Brontës where I come from; its nothing like it is in all the American teen fiction I grew up reading. We’re taught Greek mythology and the Odyssey. We study Achilles and Helen of Troy. No, I know what you’re thinking. It’s not exciting; it’s not cool. It kind of gets boring after the one hundredth and twenty-seventh test on how many columns there are on the Parthenon, you know what I mean? 
 
    Also, conjugating irregular verbs in ancient Greek. We do a lot of that, as well. I hate it. 
 
    The only exciting thing about my school is the metopes. That’s basically a square space between triglyphs, usually found on the top of ancient Greek buildings. There are a bunch of them underneath the grounds where my school is built on. Most of them, as was the fashion back when they were built, feature battle scenes from Greek mythology or Homer, although they are in pieces now and you can’t really tell what they are. Because they are so fragile, they haven’t been excavated. Instead, the school property had to add a glass panel on the ground, right next to the basketball court, so that the ruins will be visible. We all go there and look at them once in a while, the smooth bodies of the sculpted warriors, the marble horses, the elegant sandals roped around mighty warrior leg muscles, kicking up imaginary sand.  The women warriors, brandishing their swords, the marble rippling as their curls blow in the imaginary wind. 
 
    But after you’ve looked at it a few times, you get used to it. So basically, we stand above the ruins of a precious, lost world, every day and whine about math. 
 
    It’s not uncommon to have ruins in your back yard in Athens, and as long as they’re available and free for everyone to walk over, look at and admire, the government leaves you alone. (The tourists don’t, but that’s a whole other can of worms.) I’m sure most of us have forgotten they even exist beneath our feet. 
 
    I don’t think anyone has ever wondered what they belonged to: a temple, a palace? The Agora? Who cares, when you have homework you should have finished about five hours ago? That’s the way people work, unfortunately. We don’t have a minute to spare for something really valuable, lost in our world of mundane problems. 
 
    And we rarely appreciate something amazing, until it’s no longer ours.  
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I did after my dad died was to go look at my face in the mirror. Well, the second thing, technically. 
 
    The first was plan the funeral. I sat on the kitchen table, the lamp bathing the room in a painfully yellow glow—it was dark by the time I got back from the hospital—and called the funeral parlor. I had to arrange everything, pay for the casket, book the church, that kind of stuff…. There was nobody else to do it. 
 
    Then I got up and went to the bathroom. I stood in front of the mirror. 
 
    I wanted to see if anything had changed on me, maybe some mark appearing on my forehead, marking me as someone who has seen death. I was sure that half of my hair must have turned white or, at the very least, that there would be wrinkles around my lips and eyes, as though I’d aged overnight like the cursed maiden of an evil fairytale. 
 
    Of course, there was nothing like that in my reflection. 
 
    Same old me: pale, nerdy cheeks, bony shoulders, tousled brown hair that couldn’t decide if it was straight or wavy, eyelids puffed up from crying and sleeplessness. My body a bit thinner, but neither big nor small: simply mine. Familiar. It’s always been where I live, simply that, no matter what everyone says. My face looked a bit sadder than usual, but nothing remarkable about me, nothing that said ‘look! She’s an orphan. She hasn’t got a dad anymore.’ 
 
    Which was weird. 
 
    If I looked closer, I’d see the empty look in my eyes, the bitter lines around my lips, the little hairs on my neck standing up as though I was cold, even though it was a warm spring night. But I didn’t. 
 
    The second thing I did was to upload the fourth chapter of my The Water Wars fanfiction story, titled Saranghae.  
 
    ‘Saranghae’ means ‘I love you’ in Korean. My fanfic is based on the super popular TV show The Water Wars, which follows the adventures of Tristan, a dystopian pirate, as he fights to provide his dried up land with stolen water. He also falls in love with another survivor of the nuclear war that destroyed the water on earth. The show has been running for many seasons, and only wrapped up its last one recently, but fans are still going strong. And by strong I mean selling-the-actor’s-blonde-locks-on-ebay-crazy. But anyway, my story, like all fanfiction that respects itself, puts in a couple of major twists, and maybe that’s what made it stand out, who knows?  
 
    My story takes place mainly underwater, and my protagonist is a merman instead of a human pirate. In The Water Wars, the water has been contaminated by the wars, so I figured if it’s not safe for humans to drink it, it would be much less safe for mermen to. So I wrote Tristan as a merman instead of a pirate, and I gave him a different name. I wanted him to be mine, so I named him Rhee Tae Won. I poured a lot of my K-drama love into my fanfic. Back then I didn’t think anyone would read it, so I did anything that occurred to me, like giving it a title from a Korean phrase I’d heard on Hyacinth Boys. Who knew people would lap it up? 
 
    On the day my father died, I opened up my laptop and spent hours on my Saranghae manuscript.  
 
    I remember that night vividly; I wrote a brutal scene. It was a battle between the mer people who were led by Tae Won (who doesn’t have green eyes, by the way, but he does speak through water, hence the confusion with Emerald Eyes) and some weird shark-like creatures. The battle scene turned out awesome. It wasn’t canon, of course, but who cares? It was for me.  
 
    There was blood spurting everywhere and it mixed in with the poisonous sea water while monsters with tentacles and snakes for hair were choking humans and all sorts of fun stuff. Tristan slash Tae Won and his mer-soldiers of course destroyed every enemy in sight. I don’t remember much of what I wrote, and I haven’t reread it since, but that was what started the popularity. 
 
    Suddenly every fanboy or fangirl who had a thing for gore eventually found their way to Saranghae. There were so many comments asking, no, begging for battle scenes, saying that The Water Wars had never been one of their favorite shows because of all the drama and romance, but they devoured my fanfic like crazy. So, I gave it to them. I wasn’t much in the mood for family drama or true love’s kisses anyway. 
 
    Of course, all the actual The Water Wars and Hyacinth Boys fans loved reading all the bare-chested Tae Won scenes anyway, so they were coming to my fanfic by the scores as well. 
 
    Which was why I ended up in the toilet in the first place. 
 
      
 
    Well, I should add at this point that it started with the fanfiction, but it certainly didn’t end there. It was YouTube that destroyed my life, in the end. 
 
    It’s my luck. And my ‘beautiful gift of creativity’, as dad used to call it. What I call it is, ‘I just had to go there, didn’t I?’ 
 
    By ‘there’ I mean the videos. Nothing complicated, a few shots of the sea that’s half a kilometer from my house, the sound of water lapping against the rocks, along with my voice reading my fanfic aloud (kind of like a voiceover, I added the reading later). That’s it. Then I uploaded the first chapter online. As I said, the videos (there were two of them, all in all) were really simple. For the second one, I recorded my voice in my bathroom, with the bathtub filled with water, my hand moving gingerly in it as I read to create water sounds. I couldn’t be bothered to go to the docks. When the idea had first come to me, I thought it was so simple and easy, it was genius. 
 
    Of course, without the videos they would never have thought to push my head inside a toilet. As I said, genius. Pure genius. 
 
    Good job, Ellie. 
 
    It took two months for someone in my class to discover my videos. Then the name-calling started: ‘mer-girl’, ‘wet-girl’ and even ‘toilet girl’, right before the idea struck them that it would be fun to drown me in one. 
 
      
 
    I’ve always been called a nerd and a geek and lame and stuff like that at school, because I was one of the lucky ones, born with pale skin and no muscles and no inclination for working out or being super social or fashionable. Not to mention I was the teacher’s kid, so that did me no favors. My family has been nothing but working class for as long as I’ve been alive and became borderline poor while my dad was having chemo and treatments, for two and a half years before he died –the school let him go as soon as he was diagnosed, and let me tell you that didn’t help. 
 
    But no one has ever called me crazy, which is what they should have, if they’d known what’s been happening to me. 
 
    And it’s not only the vision of Emerald Eyes I thought I saw or hallucinating hearing his voice through the water. There’s more. 
 
    It started two days ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    The day before yesterday, a statue winked at me. 
 
    At this point, I would love to be able to tell you that this is not as mad as it sounds, but sadly I can’t. It is. It’s exactly as mad as it sounds. 
 
    Remember that little glass floor that covers the antiquities near the basketball court? I was walking over it, when something caught my eye. I wasn’t really looking where I was going, tears obscuring my vision, missing my dad so much it hurt to breathe. 
 
    He was sitting on the bleachers, right over there that time I brought him his coffee and he’d given me a peck on the cheek, not caring who saw. 
 
    He’d walked me through the court once, when he saw two boys cornering me as I was trying to leave school. 
 
    And every morning we’d walk through these gates together, talking about math, economy, philosophy or why I liked those ‘Japanese shows’ so much. 
 
    Was that his dark sweater I saw, passing behind two students around the corner? I’d squinted, and the image had cleared somewhat. Of course it hadn’t been him. My brain had been playing these tricks on me for years now: making me think I’d caught a glimpse of him driving in his car; walking past me in the hall; waving at me from across the street. When it hadn’t been him, nowhere near me, for ages and ages. 
 
    He’d been in his bed for months. 
 
    He’d been in hospital for weeks. 
 
    He’d been gone forever. 
 
    That morning, two days ago, I looked down at my shoes, trying to hide my puffy red eyes from my bullies, when I froze. Something was moving in the zoforos beneath the glass panel on the ground. It was the statue of a warrior goddess, riding a mighty horse, her thick braid whipped around her neck as the wind slapped her cheeks. Right there, in front my eyes, she moved. 
 
    Her white, marble brow had visibly turned upwards, until she was facing me through the panel. I’m not making this up –how could I? 
 
    And…and… 
 
    Her big, almond-shaped eyes had blinked up at me and she’d smiled. 
 
    It hadn’t been a regal, statue-like smile either. It was a wide, toothy grin, kind of cheeky and kind of ridiculous. Almost as if she was trying to make me smile.  
 
      
 
    I cut class that day, and hurried home to sleep, thinking it was sleep deprivation that had made me hallucinate. As if. 
 
    Then came the second crazy thing, only yesterday. 
 
      
 
    I had just finished taking a shower, during which a creative wave had hit me. I was preparing to record another chapter for a new video, ignoring Lydia’s yells from downstairs to get dressed and run over to the deli (most probably because Jimmy was out of cigarettes or something else of equal importance), when I heard it. 
 
    Something splashing in the water. 
 
    There also was a deep, roaring sound coming from the piping in the wall, like a deep howl. I stood absolutely still, and then I heard it more clearly. From behind the bathroom tiles came a sound that was half wave, half cry, but could have been anything, from workers on the pipes to the heat kicking in, so I didn’t pay any attention. It’s late October, so the cold hasn’t officially begun in Greece, but the nights are getting chilly. 
 
    The bathtub wasn’t filled yet, so the sounds couldn’t have come from there. I was stepping out of the shower, and the showerhead was still dripping on my hair, the walls damp, shampoo-smelling steam rising towards the ceiling. And just as I was slipping my bare left foot into my fuzzy slipper, I heard that sound coming through the pipes: something splashing in water. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think much of it until a few minutes later when, dressed in sweats with my hair swaddled up in a long towel, towering above my head, I came back to turn the tap off, because by this time the bathtub would be half-way full, and that was enough for what I needed. 
 
    As soon as I stepped inside the bathroom, I stopped short.  
 
    There weren’t any splashing sounds this time. Or if there were, I didn’t notice in my panic. Yes, panic. 
 
    Because the water was pink.  
 
    I stifled a scream and rushed to pull the plug off. I don’t know what I thought had happened, if the water had come dirty from the pipes or what, but the truth is I freaked out because only one thought popped in my head as soon as I saw the color of the water; it was diluted blood. 
 
    That’s exactly what it looked like. 
 
    If you’re a girl, you know that. (You also know that if you’re a writer of gory sea battles.) 
 
    Anyway, I sort of stood there, my eyes bulging out, and waited for the water to drain, certain I was seeing things. 
 
    Only I wasn’t. 
 
    As soon as the last rivulets swirled towards the drain, I clearly saw two bloodstains on the bottom. They were small, but so thick that I had to point the showerhead on them with full-on hot water for two full minutes until they dissolved. And when I picked up the little drain-thing to clean it, like I do after taking a shower, there was something stuck to it. It looked like a piece of plastic and it was sticking out at an angle, but when I touched it, it was razor-sharp, and it almost scratched my finger. 
 
    I picked it up and held it towards the mirror lights. Outside the night was quiet, the distant honking of cars mingling with the anchorman’s droning from the TV downstairs. And it slowly dawned on me that there was no other description for what I was holding in my hand than this: 
 
    It was an iridescent pink, purple, and orange, fishtail scale. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 5. 
 
      
 
    Like I said, crazy. 
 
    I’m going mad, there’s no other way to explain this. 
 
    Or, to get back to the present, this: 
 
    “You’re fine now,” Emerald Boy says to me in the toilet, as I try to hold on to the air he gave me. “You’ll live, that’s all that matters. Calm down, you’ll be out of here in a second.” His eyes fill my vision with green as he drifts closer. I notice wisps of dark hair floating in the water around his forehead. “Try not to be an idiot, if you possibly can.” His eyes widen, trying to hammer the message home. “Only idiots are  afraid.”  
 
    If I’m mad, and he’s a figment of my imagination, are these the best lines I can give him to say to me? I’m pathetic even in fiction. When I created Tae Won, it felt good to differentiate him from the actor who plays in The Water Wars—it made him more original, more mine. So, my Tae Won has Asian features and golden hair. Emerald Boy definitely doesn’t. Weird. 
 
    Emerald Eyes leans in and I swear I feel his finger brush my chin. “Give them hell,” he whispers. “Give them hell, Elissavet.” 
 
    Before I have time to freak out at his mentioning my name, suddenly the pressure on my neck slackens a bit and I shoot up from the toilet, gasping and coughing out water with so much force a piece of my lung must come up too. 
 
    Water runs down my chest, all over my clothes. A tinny sound of laughter bounces off the doors as they swing closed behind Rilia and her friends’ retreating backs. Two of the boys that were in her group snicker and yell profanities. Then footsteps echo in the hall as they run away. 
 
    I try to stand up and instead drop back to my knees, hacking up more water. My throat is burning and my hair is plastered to my forehead, water dripping into my eyes, mingling with my tears. 
 
    I put myself together as best as I can and wait for the bell to ring for second period before running to the nurse’s office. I tell her I wasn’t feeling well and wanted to put water on my face, but I had an accident. She looks at me with pity and understanding in her kind eyes—this is definitely not the first time she’s seen me like this. I used to beg her not to tell my dad, but there’s no need anymore. 
 
    I walk home absent-mindedly, shivering through my clinging shirt in the autumn chill—school started barely a month ago, there’s still months and months of it. Questions are turning over in my mind. 
 
    Am I going crazy? 
 
    Did I hallucinate? 
 
    What happened to me in there? 
 
    I reach home with no better explanation than that my mind has finally snapped and I’m imagining my fanfic is real. I take a hot shower, crying huge, silent sobs into the water spray, all the while refusing to acknowledge the most important fact of the day: the minutes I spent pushed inside the toilet, unable to breathe were far too many to have survived on my own. 
 
    I should have died. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
      
 
    It gets weirder. 
 
    I see him again the next day. I go to school and pretend to ignore all the voices yelling names at me and a little water sprinkled on me from what I imagine (and hope) is a water bottle as I walk down the hallway to my first class, when from the corner of my eye I spot a tall figure walking towards a group of guys. 
 
    I don’t look directly at him to see if he’s a new kid or what he looks like. For one, I’d hate to make myself a target, but that’s not the only reason. In the past, I used to imagine that every new dude that showed up at school or in the neighborhood might be my hero. That ended when I started writing my fanfiction story. To be honest, most guys look much better in my head than in real life, so I’d rather not look at them straight in the face. Besides, I’ve been living more in my imagination than real life for weeks now. 
 
    At some point during the day I learn that I did see a new kid who’s transferred over from the north. I also learn that he’s ‘beautiful like a god’ (those are a sophomore’s words, not mine), that he’s already one of the popular crowd (again Rilia’s retinue decided that, although who cares what they think), and that he has long nutmeg-brown hair in a man bun and his narrow, angular face is peppered with freckles. So there goes my Tae Won hallucination. Oh well.  
 
    It also turns out he has emerald eyes like the boy in the bathroom (I find that out because he sits in front of me during Algebra). He stands up and bends over to grab his stuff and I dare a glance at his face. 
 
    And I freeze. 
 
    I wouldn’t mistake those eyes for anything in the world. They were the last thing I saw as I was dying. And they’re right here, on his smirking face. They’re not the same color as those eyes; they are those same exact eyes. I feel cold sweat run down my spine. 
 
    What is happening what is this what— 
 
    Then he leans down to pick up a pen and his grin widens as he leans towards me. At this point I can’t promise that I don’t imagine it or hallucinate it, because we’ve established that it’s more than possible I’ve gone cuckoo, but this is what I see: he winks at me. 
 
    Then I get up, dropping books everywhere in my hurry to get away as fast as I can. I run to the door and I think, I just think, mind you, that I hear him murmur: 
 
    “Alive still? I’m surprised.” 
 
    And then, even lower, he says my name. I kind of hope it’s going to be followed by some kind of offensive nick-name like ‘toilet brush’ (that’s a new one, after yesterday), because that would be normal. And this is crazy. 
 
    Crazy. 
 
      
 
     When I get home, there’s fighting. Of course, when I say ‘home’ I mean the house I’m currently staying in, Lydia’s house. She and her fiancé, Jimmy, have been planning their wedding on and off for two years now (yep, two years) and there’s a lot of drama going on. They’re sweethearts, but they love to bicker. I slip upstairs without saying hi because if they see me they’ll start the tug of war that does something like this: 
 
    “I’m right, aren’t I? Tell him I’m right, Ellie, he’s giving me a headache,” she’ll say, without bothering to explain what they’re arguing about this time. It’s always some small thing, they never have blown-out fights. They just bicker. Some days, I think it’s the only way they can communicate with each other. 
 
    “My girl over here knows who’s right, don’t you kiddo? We should support each other, we’re the minority in this house. Come sit down, have some pizza,” Jimmy will reply. He’s always calling me ‘his girl’ and offering me food. He’s a terrible cook, but that doesn’t stop him from switching on the food channel as soon as he’s back from work and firing up the stove. 
 
    “What minority are you talking about?” Lydia will ask and mock kick him in the shin. “You’re two and I’m one. Kid’s always taking your side.” 
 
    He’ll be in sweats, she’ll be in a dress and heels. 
 
    “I was talking about your shoes,” he’ll say. “Any human being is a minority in Stiletto Land.” 
 
    They can go on like this forever and I don’t particularly mind, except today, because I’m crying (again) and definitely going crazy (still). 
 
      
 
    And then I go into the bathroom and I hear voices arguing. 
 
    They’re not Lydia and Jimmy; theirs don’t usually carry all the way upstairs. Besides, these voices are coming from…It can’t be true. My condition’s finally become clinical. I’ve been pushed over the edge. 
 
    Because the arguing voices are coming from the drainpipes. 
 
    “Shut up, idiot, someone’ll hear us.” That was a high-pitched girly one. It sounds like it’s coming from right behind the showerhead. 
 
    “That’s kind of the point, Lei. You’re so stuck-up. Stop chewing your thumb, it’s getting on my nerves. Don’t you realize how much is riding on this?” 
 
    “I do, of course I do. You are the one who doesn’t. You need to fight for your crown.” 
 
    “You mean my life. The crown can wait.” 
 
    “No. It can’t. They’ll take it; you can’t let anyone steal your crown from you, you can’t!” The voice sounds frantic and eager, kind of like Jimmy when he’s trying to persuade everyone to taste his newest culinary disaster. Only it’s definitely a girl speaking. 
 
    “Don’t you tell me what to—argh!” That definitely came from the wall behind the cabinets. And it was most definitely not a girl’s voice. “You stabbed me with your elbow, you witch.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a drama queen, I just touched you, for the Neir’s sake.” 
 
    “Who are you calling a girl, you limp piece of seaweed?” 
 
    “Oh I’m not calling you a girl. You’re the one going to that human cesspool every day, you tell me what I’m calling you, drama queen!”  
 
    “It’s called high school, Lei, as you know very well. Will you shut your face now? And call me ‘your Highness’ as you should. I won’t tolerate anything less.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you where to stick your Highness, you—” 
 
    Ok. That’s it. I’m getting out of here and getting help. I shut the door firmly behind me, high-tailing it to my bedroom. 
 
      
 
    After sitting for a good twenty minutes on my bed, hyperventilating, I finally manage to unclasp my arms from around my knees—which I’ve been hugging close to my chest because, let’s face it, this is one of those hugging-your-knees-to-your-chest-and-rocking-back-and-forth situation if there ever was one—and crawl back to the bathroom. 
 
    I open the door slowly, ready to step back if anything leaps at me. 
 
    I’ve already mentioned that I’m a genius, haven’t I? 
 
    Well, the one thing they don’t do is leap. They stand there, in the middle of my bathroom, a boy and a girl. They look both about my age, both freakishly gorgeous. They’re staring at me, waiting politely for me to speak first. 
 
    And I do. 
 
    I mean, speak. I don’t scream, I don’t run down the stairs to Jimmy and Lydia and I don’t faint. Which would be the normal reaction to finding two strange kids in my bathroom. But I’m not normal. No. I open my mouth and say the first thing that pops into my head. And this is what I say: 
 
    “Hey, aren’t you Emerald Boy from the toilet?” 
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    He doesn’t laugh. He just nods in that way boys have that makes girls crazy, that is unless they already are—crazy. 
 
    “I am,” he says in this rich, baritone voice that sounds oddly familiar. “But I prefer humans to call me Ky.” The girl elbows him in the stomach and he grunts, sending her a dark look. “I am Oceanus.” 
 
    The room swims around me abruptly. I feel my legs turn to water. Their faces get blurry. 
 
    “Told you she was weak,” the boy’s voice echoes from a long distance away. 
 
    He looks just like the new boy. He looks just like the toilet guy.  
 
    It can’t be him, can it? 
 
    I saw that new guy at school only a few hours ago and, admittedly he was hot and everything, so I got a little bit carried away fangirling over him. No biggie. I mean, I did hallucinate him while I was drowning, which was a day before the new guy appeared, but what does it matter? I might have seen him before and not remember. 
 
    It’s not like he would notice me anyway. No one does. 
 
    “Do you want to sit down, Elissavet?” the girl asks. 
 
    She has a soft, melodious voice –almost magnetic. Her hair is the color of rust, gleaming in the fluorescent light of the mirror light bulbs, and she’s almost as tall as Emerald boy, reaching up to his ear. Her eyes have a violet-like color, and they are large and gorgeous, the kind that you only see in ads or paintings. They’re both towering over me, two pairs of different, but gorgeous eyes staring at me, long, tan arms hanging by their sides. The girl reaches out a soft, manicured hand to steady me. 
 
    “It’s Ellie,” I say, trying to swallow past a dry throat. “How did you…?” 
 
    “Through the pipes,” the boy—Ky?—answers me helpfully. 
 
    “Shut it, Highness,” the girl mutters under her breath, hitting him with her elbow once more. I’d like to say he looks like he’s getting a bruise, but the opposite is more likely. The opposite, as in she’s getting a bruise from jamming her elbow on his rock-hard abdomen. Nice. 
 
    No, stop it. Concentrate. 
 
    “Through the pipes?” I ask politely.  
 
    That’s the result of my concentration. Brilliant. 
 
    Emerald Eyes seems to force himself to take a step forward, or maybe he’s pushed by the girl’s hand, which is behind his back, and smiles tightly at me. His face creases up, dimples peeking, Adam’s apple bobbing, but the smile doesn’t reach his eyes. Even so, I’m blinded for a second, but only a second, I swear. Well, two seconds tops. 
 
    I’ve imagined Tae Won smiling at me this way a few times (or more than a few), but this is no fantasy. For one, this guy isn’t covered in algae, and he’s wearing totally unadventurous jeans and a light, fitted gray sweater. There’s nothing remotely fairytale-like about him. And for another, he opens his mouth again and his voice is harsh and kind of distant as he begins to spew more unbelievable stuff. 
 
     “I travelled through the water in the pipes, yes. But that’s not where I come from. You see, Lorelei is an oracle. That means she can see the future. She has seen my future and the future of my Kingdom; it is death.” 
 
    “Your Kingdom.” Oh, good. I’m not the only crazy one. 
 
    He lifts an eyebrow, surprised that I interrupted him. “The Seven Realms,” he replies impatiently. I feel as if he’s one of my teachers, he’s giving me that ‘shouldn’t you know this stuff already?’ look. “It isn’t a place,” he anticipates my next question. “It’s a world.” 
 
    Ah, now we’re getting somewhere. That is, nowhere. “And where is this world?” 
 
    “Everywhere. Under, around…Above your world. It surrounds you on all sides, even though you can’t see it. Water is the gate through which we can travel –water in its essence, its chemical substance, H20. The purer the better. All other gates are closed to us.” I open my mouth. “We’ve chosen you,” he says quickly, before I can ask another question. His voice takes on a commanding tone of urgency. “We need you. We’ve waited for so long, but we finally had to make ourselves known to you. The time is ripe. It is now.” 
 
    I snap abruptly back to reality. Say what? 
 
    “I’m saying that there’s a war going on!” Emerald Boy is practically shouting by now. “A war! They’re hunting us down, trying to kill us every single day. Would you stop looking all spaced out and—” 
 
    “Is…is that why there was blood and…a fin and…?” There’s something wrong with my throat. 
 
    “Sit down, Ellie,” the girl says. “I’m Lei, by the way. I know it’s a lot to take in, but we’ll take it slow, I promise. I’ll explain it so much better than him. Boys are useless. Come on.” 
 
    “Who…who are you people?” I know they say you should humor an insane person in case they become dangerous, but enough is enough. After all, they’re not the only crazy ones here. I’m a raving lunatic, too. I should become the dangerous one for a change. 
 
    “I told you she wasn’t listening,” Lorelei says to Ky. “Ellie, you have to know it by now: we’re not human. We’re from the Water Realm. You know, what earthlings call marmads—” 
 
    “Mermaids,” Ky interrupts. 
 
    “…and mermaid guys—” 
 
    “Mermen,” he corrects her again, looking irritated. “Although, not quite.” 
 
    She ignores him. “Your kind has always gotten it wrong. You see, we don’t live in the sea, at least not in your earthly oceans. They’re only the threshold for us, where we cross into your world. But we inhabit an entirely different universe. We don’t belong to your human seas.” 
 
    She’s looking at me, and I’m trying to take it all in, but just then a voice interrupts her. 
 
    “As if,” he scoffs. 
 
    “Not now,” she mutters. He has the grace to hang his head down and look embarrassed. 
 
    I get it now. “You’re brother and sister, aren’t you?” 
 
     “Look, this is taking too long,” Ky says, lifting a hand to his head. He looks away, but not before I can see the ‘nothing escapes you, does it?’ cynical look on his face. His muscles stretch through the thin fabric of his sweater as he buries his fingers in his hair, giving it a tug. Strands escape his bun and cascade down his forehead, turning golden in the sunlight streaming from the window. Wow, now I’m making guys want to tear their own hair out. 
 
    We’re way past the stage of Benny Kerr slapping me across the neck in first grade, because I’d gotten a haircut, or Phil and his gang missing my foot by a millimeter when they threw firecrackers at me from the roof of the school last year. This is even worse. 
 
    And then he says it. 
 
    “Do you want to see?” 
 
    “S…see what?” I stutter. 
 
    “Oh, for Seidon’s sake, let’s get this over with.” He lifts his leg and strides the bathtub easily. “Lei, take off your jeans.” 
 
    Before I have time to protest—I mean, she is gorgeous and everything, but we don’t need her to drop her pants now, do we?—she’s taken them off, and goes to stand in the shower in her panties and shirt. Ok, this is getting weirder by the minute. 
 
    Emerald Boy makes a gesture with his hand, telling her to hurry. And then he takes off his own pants as well. Holy m— 
 
    Lorelei turns the water on. It starts spraying them, then she turns the showerhead full on.  
 
    “Just on the legs, Lei,” Ky says in a bored voice.  
 
    His skin is a bit darker than tan and his frame is lean and strong. His head is nearly reaching the low ceiling of the bathroom. He’s all angles, sharp jawline, high cheekbones, brilliant green eyes. 
 
    “Are you looking?” he asks me. 
 
    Well, of course I am, but it’s no piece of cake. I mean, where to look first? Just when I’m about to turn my attention to the contoured muscles on his legs, my breath is cut short.  
 
    There’s no skin on his legs. No human skin, that is. They’re covered in scales. Shiny, iridescent scales, that start off spread out and light-colored, and end up at his toes so dark and thick they’re almost black. Then there’s webbing between his toes, as well. Lorelei’s too. 
 
    “Is…is that a tail?” My voice sounds hushed and squeaky. Freaked out. 
 
    “It can be if you’re going for speed, but right now no, it’s not,” Lorelei answers me. So she’s not like the mermaids I’ve seen in movies, that turn to fish with one drop of water. She seems to control it. 
 
     In control of what? What is this? 
 
     “All your tales of half-fish women,” she continues, as if she read my thoughts, “they’re fiction. We can still have legs, depending on what we need. Just…different legs than yours. You see?”  
 
    Not even remotely. All I can do is gawk. 
 
    “So what are you? A mermaid? A siren?” 
 
    She looks at me strangely. “What do you mean, what am I? I’m me. If you want to call me something so badly, then call me a nereid. That’s what your ancestors used to call us. The one that was called Homer.” 
 
    “Huh?” I say, intelligently. 
 
    There’s silence for a bit. 
 
    “This is hopeless,” Emerald boy says from the corner.  
 
    He’s already pulling his pants up. This has been a couple of minutes of the most awkward silence ever, I might add. I think my eyes will never pop back inside their sockets again. My eyeballs are actually starting to burn because I’ve been staring for so long without blinking. He, on the other hand, looks bored and uncomfortable, if anything. “Now that we’ve finished with the Calvin Klein show for the insane, can we get to the point?” 
 
    “Would you hold on a second?” Lorelei asks, passing a towel—it’s Lydia’s, I realize with faint hysteria—over her long, perfect legs. The skin starts turning into pink, model-like, perfect human skin again. 
 
    “Lei,” Ky says through clenched teeth, “I’m losing it here.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lorelei says. I watch the strands of her hair sort of glow in the light, mesmerized, trying to remember where I’ve seen that iridescent red and orange color before. “Ellie, the point is—” 
 
    “Can I call you fish-boy and fish-girl?” I say. 
 
    Ky turns on those eyes on me and I don’t know where to look. Suddenly it doesn’t seem like the best idea I’ve ever had to try to mock him. He looks positively murderous. 
 
    “You will absolutely NOT call me fish-boy,” he says. “Understood?”  
 
    I nod mutely. 
 
    Lorelei is sighing. “The point,” she mutters between clenched teeth. “You said to get to the point.” 
 
    “Right.” He makes a visible effort to swallow down his irritation.  
 
    A muscle clenches on his jawline. 
 
    “The point is, Ellie,” he says with effort, my name rolling deliciously off his tongue, “that I’ve fallen in love with you.” 
 
    And that’s when I finally faint.  
 
      
 
   
 
  

   
 
    8. 
 
      
 
    Of course I don’t actually faint. I just do a little internal flip-flop, or rather my heart does. I take them into my bedroom, where Ky proceeds to plop on the carpet and fold his long legs under him as he starts explaining to me how they can transfer anywhere through water. That’s all they need, he says, water. Thus the water pipes. 
 
    Not that it makes sense, but ok. 
 
    His jeans-clad knee is barely touching mine, and I can’t very well concentrate on anything else, can I? 
 
    Were these legs covered in fins just now? Did I really see that? It happened so fast…Was it even real? My brain doesn’t know how to process any of this. Lorelei goes to stand in front of my window, and then I hear the soft sound of the shutters clicking, before she comes to join us on the floor.  
 
    “You can never be too careful, right?” she says, nodding towards the window. Outside the neighbor’s kids are having a screaming competition, filling the sky with their voices, announcing their presence to the world. I could hear the sea faintly in the distance, waves lapping at the rocks—that’s why I’ve got the windows open most of the time, regardless of the weather—but now an uncomfortable silence fills every corner of my tiny room. Black and yellow ribbons cross the carpet in front of me, as the sunlight filters in through the shutters. 
 
    It’s snug up here. A few days after dad’s funeral, Jimmy helped me move my bed and books into the little attic room above the top floor of Lydia’s small two-storey house and I’ve been staying here since. It’s basically little more than a closet with a slanted roof and a small window, and a tiny adjacent bathroom. I like it up here, I don’t mind the little space between my bed, desk and bookshelves, nor the wooden ceiling against which I bump my head every time I get up. But right now, it feels weird.  So many people are crowded in here, coming out of the woodworks. Or pipes. Or whatever.  
 
    Lydia and Jimmy were using it as a storage area, but they got out all of their stuff the day after dad died. My own house is five buildings down the street, but I haven’t passed that way in six months, since I had to move out. I can’t even bare to look at it. 
 
     Lorelei settles down on the carpet, folding her long legs gracefully underneath her. Her head reaches my desk. Her hair is the same color as the fish scale I found the other day in the bathroom. 
 
    “Were you in my bathtub three days ago?” I ask her outright. Next to me, Ky sighs but for once he doesn’t interrupt. 
 
    Lorelei’s cheeks turn deep red. 
 
    “Sorry,” she says in a quiet voice, looking embarrassed. “I…Ky and I have been keeping an eye on you for the past few months, because you’re…But you don’t know that yet, do you? Anyway, I needed to hide and this was the only place I could think of. Some…someone was after me.” Ky shoots her a warning glance. 
 
    “The blood,” I press. “The blood was yours?” 
 
    She must see how huge my eyes have become, because she laughs and touches my hand. “Oh aren’t you a sweetheart. It was mine, yeah, but I wasn’t seriously wounded. They’d just lashed at me when I surfaced in your bathroom. They couldn’t follow, because our true forms can’t be seen by anyone in this world on penalty of death, you understand.” 
 
    Of course I don’t understand. 
 
    “Now you’ve seen our true forms, so we can find refuge with you, where the Vathi can’t follow –they’re unable to take humanlike forms. Nor can they attack Ky if he’s with you all the time. That’s why he enrolled in your school. To be with you.” 
 
    “That was before I fell for you,” Ky says. “Fell hard.” 
 
    He makes as though to grab my hand, the hairs on his arm turning gold in the filtered rays of the sun, his fingers tapered and long, but, surprisingly, I flinch away from him. He doesn’t press me. 
 
    Now why did I do that? 
 
    He’s lying, I know he is. There’s something he wants from me and he may be dangerous, but it’s more likely that I’m the dangerous one, the mad one, since I’m obviously imagining all this. And a fantasy never hurt anyone. On the contrary. It’s fantasies that have helped me survive this long. 
 
    “What’s a Vathi?” I ask, as though I’ll get a rational answer. 
 
    Let’s see what my brain will come up with this time. Because this is all in my brain, there’s no questioning it. 
 
     “It’s a warrior from our world,” Lorelei explains patiently, but her eyes have taken on a weird, scared look. “And not just ours. This world and the Kingdom were one when time began. They were wrenched apart later, but even after that, a peaceful connection remained between us for millennia. That’s why some of your storytellers have had a glimpse of our water creatures in their deep seas and put them in your stories as myths. The creatures were real, but your world is not where we live. It’s an in-between place at best, for our journeys. At worst…” 
 
    A shudder shakes Ky’s body. 
 
    He’s sitting so close, I can feel the heat radiating from his body, but his posture is so changed from before, it’s as though he’s a different person suddenly. He’s tucked his chin between his elbows, and his back is a sharp arch, huddled in upon himself. His eyes are shut and his face has taken on an expression of acute pain, going pale. 
 
    Lorelei is watching him as she talks. 
 
    “At worst,” she swallows, “it’s the most cursed place of exile.” 
 
    “Why the most cursed?” I ask. 
 
    “Because there’s so much water everywhere, but the air that you breathe is so dry, it kills us if we don’t get in water for more than half an hour. Ky has built a tolerance for your toxic air, but still he has trouble breathing after three or four waterless hours. Also,” she runs her eyes all over my body with disdain, “the people are not that intelligent. Anyway, Ky’s been exiled here since pretty much his birth. You see, once he turns eighteen, in a few days, he’s going to be king. He’s the rightful heir. The Elders sent him out here to hide him until he can formally claim the throne, ever since the enemy stole the throne from the rightful king, and murdered him. Ky’s our only hope. He’s the prince.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say for a second. ‘Exiled’? ‘Prince’? A murdered king? Is this girl for real right now? 
 
    “Of course he is.” 
 
    Ky’s head pops up and for the first time since meeting me there’s an actual expression on his face. He doesn’t exactly look interested, but he doesn’t look bored out of his mind either. 
 
    “Don’t believe it, do you?” he says ruefully. “I wouldn’t either, to look at me right now.” 
 
    He glances at his legs. There’s nothing much wrong with them, unless you’re one of those people who hate strong, flexible muscles. 
 
    “Have you heard of the Gorgon? The Medusa? Snakes for hair, turns you into stone, slain by the hero Perseus, who…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what a Gorgon is,” I say impatiently. 
 
    “Well, the Vathi are the origin of the myth. They are the fiercest warriors of the Water Realms, absolutely deadly. During old times, when we used to travel between worlds freely, one or two of them might have crossed your seas. Maybe one of Greece’s ancient poets caught a glimpse of a Vathi, and created the legend of the Gorgon. In reality, though, they are pawn soldiers with no free will and little intelligence. They have now been claimed by the enemy, and made to follow his orders. They are the ones that he’s sent after Ky,” Lorelei says slowly. “They haven’t stopped hunting him since the prince was a baby. His adulthood—and subsequent coronation—is less than a month away. That is, if he’s still…” 
 
    “Alive,” I say dryly. They exchange a look. “Are you seriously telling me right now that mythological monsters exist? Not in the past, but right now?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei says simply, blinking up at me. I stare at her, shock holding me frozen. “What’s ancient myth for you is our legacy, our reality. Our war. Since Ky’s birth and our father’s murder shortly after, seventeen years ago, it’s been absolute chaos in the Kingdom. A violent, bloody chaos, the likes of which we haven’t seen since the First King fought the great Tyrants. Thousands from the rightful king’s court have been executed since he was, and now the murders are spreading to the innocents.”  
 
    She shudders. I almost do too, but I stop myself.  
 
    “In those days, what you call the ancient times, we used to transcend realms easily. Some of us even talked to humans; your land, waters and mountains were purer back then, and so was the humans’ reason.” 
 
     Her eyes have taken on a kind of a nostalgic expression. Did she say ‘we’? But that’s impossible. She couldn’t be alive back then. She barely looks twenty. And she just said the dude is seventeen years old. But she isn’t, is she? And I was wondering why he keeps silent while she talks, even though he wears that impatient, dismissive expression on his face. No wonder he lets her talk. She’s older by…what? A hundred years? A thousand? Is she…is she remembering 200 B.C. or something? What the—? 
 
    “But the gates have been closed for centuries. Only the water gate is open, which is pretty much useless. No weapons can cross over. It’s only open to exile us to this polluted, dying world of yours.”  
 
    She shakes her head, as though to clear it of all irrelevant thoughts, and her red curls swish around her head like a commercial.  
 
    “Your ancestors,” she goes on, “caught a sighting of a water creature and named it a Nereid in their stories, and named rivers after it, but that might have been someone’s mother, or a warrior, or a princess. She might have been one of my line, she might even have been…” She looks straight into my eyes. I flinch. I know what she’s going to say next. “…me.” 
 
    I feel the color drain from my face. There’s the crazy again. How is that possible? I want to scream, but my mouth is filled with wool for some reason. The room is getting darker at the edges. 
 
    “Easy, Lei,” Emerald Eyes says from the corner, watching me. 
 
    “We kind of knew we’d find what we were looking for in this land. Greece. Every rock steeped in history, every brook a pathway between world. Seidon, even your schools are teaching mythology, our true history in a way…” 
 
    “Did you just say ‘Seidon’? As in, Poseidon?” 
 
    She sighs. “Yeah, I did. His true name is Seidon. Not a god. Just the First King, and our father’s father. As I said, Ky’s directly descended from him; his line are the rightful rulers. At least they were until his father, the King, was murdered.” 
 
    “Ok, ok, stop.” I press my fingers to my temples. “Not that this isn’t so very exciting,” I add a bit more softly, because if this is a dream I don’t want to wake myself—this stuff is fanfiction gold. Not even my imagination could come up with it. Well, not awake, obviously—“but where does the part about you being in my bathroom come in?” 
 
    “We weren’t, not like that,” Ky says quickly, “at least not while you were anywhere near water, if that’s what you think, not while you were…” 
 
    Lorelei sends him a lethal look of ‘stop it right now’ and he obeys her. 
 
    “It’s like this,” she says. “Ky saw you at your school and he liked you immediately. He thinks you’re kind and brave and…” She fumbles for words. I wait. “We…were hoping you wouldn’t mind helping him for the remaining month or so leading up to his coronation.” She’s talking hurriedly now, as though she’s scared I’ll say something I can’t take back if she stops.  
 
    “Helping him with what?” 
 
    “With staying alive,” he replies in a hard voice. 
 
    Lorelei quickly interrupts him, her tone sweet as sugar. Sickeningly sweet. The voice of a person who wants something, desperately. “You won’t have to do anything much, just let him follow you around, especially out of school, so that he’s always with a human and the monsters can’t attack or they will expose themselves by coming into this world. A human’s presence is enough to keep him safe. That’s all.” 
 
    “Why this human’s?” 
 
    Lorelei lowers her gaze, and Ky mumbles that ‘he told me already, he likes me, he trusts me, I’m kind’ and other stuff like that. 
 
    There’s silence for a bit. 
 
    ‘You can’t let anyone steal your crown!’ I remember Lorelei’s voice from before. The urgency in it; the despair.  
 
    The fact that they’re lying to me makes me think that this might not be completely insane or imagined; it might be real. But so many things make no sense that it’s not possible. 
 
    Downstairs the voices have been drowned out by the steam of Jimmy’s cooking; he’s been ‘perfecting’ his pastitsio recipe for the past week, resulting in the entire house smelling of burnt minced meat and pasta. Today, by the smell of it, it looks like we’ll be having something vile for dinner; maybe watery béchamel sauce…Lydia and I don’t want to discourage him in his culinary efforts, so we eat everything—as much as we can, at any rate. Looks like we’ll have one of these experimental dinners again tonight. If I’m not stark-raving mad by then, that is.  
 
    “And why can you expose yourselves?” I ask, only because I feel I have to ask something. I have no hope I’ll ever find any logic in this. My voice sounds detached to my own ears. As if I’ve lost interest. 
 
    Ky shrugs, jumping to his feet, and his height dwarfs my bedroom. His head scratches the low ceiling. He walks over to my bed and looks at the books scattered across it, some of them hidden in the crinkles of my sheets. My bed is unmade, of course. The books are mostly fantasy, and I’m kind of scared he’ll discover all my mermaid novels, and kind of hoping he does. My laptop is at his left shoulder, but he doesn’t appear to have noticed it. Close call. 
 
    “We’re royalty,” he says, his back to me. “Also, we’re trying to survive. At least, I am. And with me, the whole kingdom. I’m allowed to show myself to one human, and now I have; you’re it.” 
 
    I hear a vulnerability in his voice that I can’t quite place. He sounds scared. His voice is rough, but his shoulders are tense now, not drooping like before, and I can’t tell much from just looking at his back. I catch a glimpse of his eyes, and I’m shaken by the sheer despair in them. ‘You’re it.’ 
 
    He really is a drama queen. Or he’s telling the truth. Or he’s a great actor. Or a truly, deeply crazy person. 
 
    One thing, though: This is the first time since yesterday when I was dying that I actually think this is real. The other thing is this: 
 
    He turns around and his green eyes meet mine. “Please,” he says. “I’m dead without you.” He says the word ‘dead’ with meaning, as though he knows I’m thinking of the toilet thing. “Please,” he adds in a whisper and his sandy eyebrows meet.  
 
    I melt in a puddle on the floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie’s Blog 
 
    Rules for surviving bullies 
 
      
 
    #2 
 
      
 
    I love the sea, don’t you? 
 
    I love its soothing sound outside my window and its cool feel against my skin. I love its vastness and its depth. 
 
    I love living so close to it that during the summer it feels as if everything is covered in salt –my clothes, my hair, the air itself. 
 
    They say there is a cure for everything in salt: tears, sweat or the sea. Or a kiss. 
 
    Are kisses salty? 
 
    Anyway, I don’t know which of the three above can help you survive bullies. Tears can’t. I know that from experience. And let me tell you, if there’s anything that will make them come after you (if you’re in school) that’s sweat. 
 
    Which only leaves us the sea. 
 
    Can the sea save you from bullies? 
 
    Maybe if you’re a good enough swimmer it can. If you swim far enough to leave them behind. 
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    I caved. What would it hurt to prolong this delicious fantasy for a few hours? In Greece, it’s common to invite complete strangers to your home; we’re the land of hospitality, after all. I tell Lydia and Jimmy that I’ve got friends from school over, and they’re delighted to feed them. That’s what people in Greece do when they’re delighted: they feed you. 
 
    I don’t say that they’re crazy, but then again I don’t say that I’m crazy along with them.  
 
    I don’t think I’m in danger, not yet at least, but I think, in case there’s any more bathtub whispering and toilet drowning, it would be smart to introduce them to Lydia. So I do. 
 
      
 
    It turns out to be much more fun than I thought it’d be. For me, not for them.  
 
    They both want to stay and get food poisoning from Jimmy’s cooking. Lydia also orders pizza, just in case, and Jimmy looks wounded, and then Ky starts asking him about motors and he’s distracted. 
 
    Lorelei asks for a tour of Lydia’s shoes at which point Lydia squeals and I realize this might take a while. I grab my laptop and sit in a corner on the sofa, typing everything down like crazy in case I wake up and forget. I have been keeping a pen and pad everywhere from the bathroom to my nightstand in case inspiration strikes at a weird moment and then disappears, but I’ve never been able to type within a dream. 
 
    Or maybe it’s not completely a dream. 
 
    But whatever it is, I go along with it. 
 
    ‘You’re it.’ 
 
      
 
    We eat as though we’re normal people and halfway through dinner Lorelei stands up to go to the bathroom. By the time she’s reached the staircase that leads upstairs, she sounds as though she’s panting a little. 
 
    “She’s going to turn on the tap,” Ky leans over to whisper in my ear. “Her skin needs the water.” His chin tickles my cheek. 
 
    “Did I ask where she’s going?” I whisper back. 
 
    The other two exchange looks. Lydia is lifting her eyebrows at me, silently begging me not to embarrass her in front of company. Ky’s eyes don’t miss her look. 
 
    “I thought you might want to know a bit more about us,” he whispers to me, unfazed. “I’m more acclimated to living in your dry air, but it will start burning my lungs as well after two waterless hours or so.” He puts a large leaf of raw lettuce in his mouth and starts chewing it noisily. 
 
    A chill runs down my spine. 
 
    The way he said it, ‘two waterless hours’. I don’t think I could have imagined a phrase like that. Or the crack in his voice. 
 
    “Well, you thought wrong,” I tell him absently and his face breaks out in that gorgeous smile. 
 
    “You’re welcome, by the way,” he says around a mouthful of feta with tomato. “About the…you know…the bathroom incident.” 
 
    “Oh that.” 
 
    But did it actually happen? Did a hot guy really save my life at school? Did I imagine it? I certainly didn’t imagine being shoved into the water. I’ve been hacking it up most of yesterday. So how did I not die? How is…? 
 
    Great. Now I’ve got a headache.  
 
    “Eat, honey,” Jimmy says, “you’re too skinny. How will you improve at sports if you eat like that?” I think he means it to sound kind and possibly paternal, but he doesn’t realize that he sounds almost exactly like the kids at school—the reason I stopped eating with everyone else, then stopped eating at school altogether. 
 
    “She’s fine,” Lydia says. “Or maybe those leggings make you look like you’re putting on weight again? Be careful.” 
 
    Make up your minds, would you? I can’t be too skinny and too fat at the same time.  
 
    “You should see her at school, sir,” Ky interrupts, completely ignoring Lydia. We said he and his sister were new at the school and had come over so I could explain them this year’s syllabus and stuff. “Her endurance is amazing, even beyond the point where most people would have given up.” 
 
    He sends me a look and I want to strangle him, emerald eyes and all. 
 
    “Is it?” Jimmy looks surprised and a little confused, but his shiny forehead is beaming with pride. “I knew it would take just a bit of effort, kiddo. You make your old man proud.” 
 
    I feel like he’s punched me in the stomach. 
 
    He doesn’t realize what he just said, but he said it nonetheless. I push my plate away and start to stand up. A strong hand wraps around my wrist, holding me in place. Ky’s hand. His skin feels warm against mine. He doesn’t let go, and I realize he must feel me trembling, because he squeezes lightly. 
 
    “I’m sure he would be too, sir,” he says quietly, and Jimmy gets red in the face, stammering something about how he didn’t mean it, and sorry, he wasn’t thinking. 
 
      
 
    “That Lydia is kind of a bitch, huh?” 
 
    A few moments later, we’re alone in the hallway. I’m supposed to be showing him out; Lorelei has already left via the bathroom. Dusk is falling outside our front door, but the sun’s warmth is still lingering, in spite of the chill. I feel the hairs on my arms stand up. 
 
    “Don’t you talk like that about her; she’s been there for me my whole life.” 
 
    “Ok, ok, fine. Would it maybe have been better if she hadn’t been?” I stare daggers at him and he lifts up his hands in surrender. “So, what do you say?”  
 
    I don’t say anything. Is he right? Has Lydia been eating at my self-esteem my whole life? I’ve thought of it in the past, but I can’t deny all the kindness she’s shown me. Idiot. Who asked his opinion? 
 
    “What do you say, Ellie? Can I stay here and be safe with you?” He’s still talking softly, in case he’s overheard, but his voice has taken on a steely edge and I can feel his stare burning a hole in my cheek as I turn around to climb back upstairs.  
 
    I think of Tae Won’s brown eyes, the ones that got me through hospitals and funeral parlors and sleepless nights while tapping at my laptop, imagining them into existence while tears dropped on the keys. But this guy…He is real. He’s not in my keyboard. Real or not, he’s standing right here. 
 
    “You want to stay here? The night?” 
 
    “I won’t bother you.” 
 
    “Oh.” I hadn’t realized that he meant he had to stay with me literally every moment of the day. But I get it, given what he and Lorelei said. 
 
    “I just want to be near you,” he adds. He lifts his hand to my shoulder, but thinks better of it, and lets it hover above my shirt. Oh, for crying out loud. 
 
    “If you need a place to stay, say it outright,” I snap. “I was homeless and Lydia took me in. I can’t but do the same for you, if you need it. But why do you have to say you’re in love and all that bull?” 
 
    “I am.” He sounds wounded. “A day after I moved out of my foster family’s home, I was passing by the school, and I saw you and you took my breath…” 
 
    “Stop it!” I hiss. There’s a limit to how much humiliation even I can take. Even in a half-fantasy of my own creation. “You didn’t see me. You’re not in love.” 
 
    “Why do you think I saved you?” 
 
    I turn around. The walls are spinning. “Wait. That actually happened?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    I don’t know what’s real anymore. 
 
    His little finger is trembling slightly as he pushes his hand in his pocket, trying to look like he doesn’t care. He’s towering six, maybe seven inches above me. He smells of boy cologne and trees, his light jacket sculpted to his narrow frame, his boots toeing our welcome matt.  
 
    And that’s when I make my decision. For better or for worse. 
 
    “I don’t care that you’re not real,” I tell him, and my eyes hurt because there are tears in them suddenly. “That’s what I say. I don’t even care that I’m going crazy.” 
 
    A muscle ticks in his jaw. 
 
    He lifts a hand to wipe a tear from my cheek and this time I stay put. His touch burns me. His finger lingers on my skin as he runs his eyes down my face, studying me. 
 
    “You’re not mad,” he says slowly, deliberately. “I told you to stand up to them. You’ve let them get into your head.” 
 
    He’s talking about Rilia and the other girls, about Lydia, about everyone who’s ever bullied me. And he doesn’t even know the half of it. 
 
    “Elissavet,” he says. His voice is a low rumble. I feel my knees give way. Heat spreads all over my body. He leans down, trying to catch my gaze, his own pleading, brilliant, desperate. “Save me.” 
 
    I have to swallow and lick my lips twice before I can speak. 
 
    “I don’t even care that you’re lying,” I tell him. 
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    He doesn’t smile as I expected him to. 
 
    He asks me to give him about five minutes to pretend to walk away from the house and then he’ll get back in via the bathroom again. ‘Travel’ he calls it, quite unromantically, from one place of water to another. 
 
    “Wait, does that mean you’ll come out of the…the drainpipes naked?” I ask hopefully. 
 
    This time he laughs. 
 
    “You’d wish that, wouldn’t you. No, I’ll travel in a different dimension. It’s got nothing to do with actual matter.” 
 
    Not that I got what he’s saying, but anyway.  
 
    “You’ll travel,” I repeat. “With your fish-legs.” 
 
    He just laughs harder. 
 
    “You are so in over your head,” he says and is gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You’ll be thinking at this point that I must be pretty desperate, or suicidal, or stupid, or all three to be agreeing to this. Well, if you are truly thinking all of the above, I can tell you one thing: 
 
    You’re wrong. 
 
    There’s another very simple explanation (and it’s not that I’m mad).  
 
    I’m lonely. 
 
    I’m one of the few people you’ll ever meet who has literally no one. I no longer have a family (no grandparents alive, no aunts or siblings), the two friends I had from school don’t want to be seen with me any longer, because they can’t stand the bullying, and all my online followers (who are many) have no idea who or how I am in real life. 
 
    The only friend I had, Elena, moved to Sydney over the summer. Her dad hadn’t lost his job, which is pretty rare these days—he used to work at the train station that’s  next to the harbor, and was one of the few in our neighborhood who hadn’t gotten the sack after the new strict tax plans were announced by the government. Then he didn’t get paid for about two years. 
 
    By the time he made a final, desperate appeal to some distant relatives of his wife’s in Australia, Elena and her two brothers were eating at our place far more often than they did at their own house. Their fridge was constantly empty. She used to have that haunted look in her eyes; it tore my heart in two. During the last two months they couldn’t even afford electricity in their house and they stayed with some neighbors until their visas were finalized.  
 
    Everyone who can, leaves. Germany, England, Australia…anything so long as it isn’t here. These are lovely times to be living in.   
 
    When she left, it was like dad died all over again. I hugged her so hard it hurt, and she promised to call as soon as the plane touched down and that we’d email and skype at least twice a week, so that she’ll tell me all about the new Australian boyfriend she’d get. I told her she might as well email me if she got a guy, since neither of us had had much luck  in that department as long as we were here. 
 
    I gave her my favorite skirt and she left me her favorite Sherlock poster, which we’d bought together, after I’d made her watch all three seasons with me twice over. I’ve put it on my ‘fandom wall’ and talk to it when I’m so lonely I’m starting to get a little bit crazy. 
 
    Or a lot crazy.  
 
    You haven’t got the first idea of what it is to feel lonely if you’re doubting me on this. If you don’t know that you’d do anything, no matter how irrational, just to get yourself through another hour alone with your thoughts. Alone with your dad’s absence. Alone with the fact that your best friend hasn’t sent you one single text or message in months, not one after that first hurried one-liner to tell you she arrived safely and she’ll talk more on the phone, byeeee! Alone with all those voices from the past, yelling at you on the school yard that you’re worthless, a freak, a waste and ‘you should die, loser.’ 
 
      
 
    So what do I do? (Apart from inviting a hot boy who might be a psychopath or a figment of my imagination into my room, of course.) I march up to the bathroom, open the shower, and sit on the cold tiles in front of it, softly calling Lorelei’s name. I mean, she is after all the first girl my age to talk to me in months. That must count for something.  
 
    It also must mean that when Ky emerges from in there in all his dry-jeans glory, I’m there to witness it. 
 
    “What do you think?” he says, standing up to his full height. “Still disappointed I’m fully clothed?” 
 
    “I think you were better in Saranghae,” I mumble and turn around to walk back to my room. “How do you explain all…this? With Greek mythology?” I ask, indicating his dry clothes. “I mean, for a water deity’s, or ‘Seidon’s’ son, you’re spectacularly dry right now.” There’s not a drop of water on him. 
 
    He sighs behind me, looking around my room with a mix of curiosity and disdain on his face. My overflowing bookshelves of textbooks, fiction, and classics suddenly look childish. I usually stare at the spines, mentally picking out my favorites, the ones I want to reread, or the ones that need to be rearranged until I fall asleep.  
 
    I’d have slept downstairs in the spare couch, that’s what I told Lydia when I first moved out of my house, right after dad died, all those months ago. I didn’t care where I slept, since a stranger was sleeping in my own house, in my own room. But she took one look at my books and said firmly, “No, honey, you need your own space. I know what, Jimmy will clear his stuff from the little attic room upstairs. It has a bookshelf and everything. Sounds good?” 
 
    It had sounded so good I’d almost cried. Then I’d googled ideas about how to DIY the little storage room into a fangirl’s dream. And that’s what it’s been, a dream. Until now.  
 
    Ky’s eyes travel over my used vintage classic books collection, and I feel exposed, as though this stranger is examining the contents of my soul. 
 
     “Seidon was my grandfather,” he says, dipping his head to read the title of Tender is the Night. “And he wasn’t a god. There’s only one of those around, and I consider it an impertinence to take His name in vain.” 
 
    “I…I was joking,” I say. “I still can’t wrap my head around what you’re saying, that all these myths, these fairytales actually exist. I mean, they’re basically lies, that’s what the word ‘myth’ means.” 
 
    “Well, they’re lies and truth. Both at the same time.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “They’re truth in that they truly happened. Part of your stories are true. You say ‘Greek mythology’, but every country has their legends, and we’re in all of them. Our world, our creatures. Our history. And they’re lies in that they didn’t happen here. Not in these earthly seas, not in these human rivers.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, as though I understand.  
 
      
 
    He stays. We spend the rest of the day on the computer. Well, I do.  
 
    He’s basically bored.  
 
    He watches me do my homework, then looks over my shoulder as I place an order for approximately a million books online (used, of course), making random comments like: 
 
    “Are you sure you want that book with the girl in the red dress on the cover? She looks like she needs a good meal.”  
 
    Or, 
 
    “Ok, you should know, water tails on warriors look nothing like that. Hold on, flip it over to the back, I want to read the description. Ugh. Kingdom creatures don’t get married to humans –especially not the Water Realm creatures. They couldn’t, even if they wanted to; which they don’t. Jeez, get your facts straight if you want to write a book about them. Seriously, how can people be so ignorant?” 
 
    He presses the delete button and the final book in the Mermaid Queen series disappears from the page. So I pick up my water bottle and threaten to turn him into a fish until he begs my pardon and flicks through the site to find the book again. He adds it to my cart, making gagging noises, along with the other five books I picked out as he was browsing my history (including a cookbook on fish, just to get under his skin, but he doesn’t even glance at it, so wasted money). And about half a dozen cheap notebooks, because apparently becoming addicted to office supplies is a symptom of being a writer no one warned me about. 
 
    “Five in all, right?” He double checks with me as he places the order. 
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “More of a cool bit of trivia for when you become a bestselling author,” he replies without missing a beat. I send my pen flying in his direction, but he simply leans back to avoid it without lifting his eyes from the screen.  
 
    Then I settle in bed and get in the ‘zone’. 
 
    I start writing. It feels weird to write my story at first, after all that’s happened, but as soon as I start, it’s not. Because Tae Won is nothing like Ky, and his world doesn’t include bathroom pipes and travelling and water gates. I lose myself in its comfortable walls  and don’t stop typing until the first light of dawn breaks on the horizon. Hurriedly, I furrow under the covers, shutting my laptop with a thud. 
 
    Right before sleep overtakes me (for three hours until my alarm beeps), I think I see his eyes shine like gems in the darkness, watching me from the floor where he’ll lie down to sleep.  
 
    It only occurs to me in the morning, when I wake up grumpy and irritated that I’m not alone (it still hasn’t registered that a boy—a BOY—spent the night in my room) that something happened last night that hasn’t happened to me for three years: 
 
    I didn’t fall asleep crying. 
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    The next morning we walk together to school. I feel a bit awkward as we walk through the gates, every eye on us, mouths gaping open as every student does a double take. Their gazes travel between him and me and then him again, as though they can’t believe they’re actually seeing us together. 
 
    Ky slides an arm casually around my shoulders. I clench my teeth. Do not blush, I repeat do. Not. Blush. Stay calm. Act normal. Don’t stumble, hold their gazes. 
 
    I take in the familiar old, brick walls of the building, the tall iron gates, the ugly graffiti across the bare PE courts, painted over and over for generations. The statues sleeping under the glass, immobile for eons –hopefully. 
 
    “First thing you need to know,” I tell him, turning away from the stares and fixing my eyes on the point where a strand of hair has escaped right above his ear. 
 
    “What’s that?” he murmurs, without turning to face me. 
 
    “This place is cursed,” I whisper. 
 
    Someone whistles in the distance, yelling my name and after it a profanity. Ky’s frown suddenly turns into a smile. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” he whispers back, flashing me those incredible eyes for a split second, before lifting a hand in the air to greet the guy who just swore at me. 
 
      
 
    For once though, school isn’t a curse. Today, school is a dream. 
 
    There’s a sentence I never thought I’d say. But it is, it totally is. Ky and I are inseparable. He introduces me to his mates, and they all act cool, even though they’re the same douches who yelled at me yesterday to get a boob job just as my chemistry professor was entering the classroom. 
 
    Rilia and Chloe and all the other popular girls sort of follow us around, gushing over him, laughing at everything he says, pretending I don’t exist. 
 
    It’s kind of disgusting actually, how different people are around me now that Ky is trailing me everywhere. 
 
    Then I glance down at Ky’s hand wrapped lightly around my fingers, his skin freckled and tan, thick veins roping the inside of his wrist, and I forget to care about anything else. 
 
      
 
    The best part of the day is PE class.  
 
    Did you just read that? You don’t even recognize me anymore, do you? I know. 
 
    Anyway, the teacher throws half a dozen basketballs at us and disappears with her coffee, as per usual. Although not so usual, because this time I don’t run for the bathroom before a ball thrown ‘accidentally’ at the back of my head knocks me down, or someone follows me inside, just to make my life a misery. 
 
    This time it’s different. 
 
    This time I start walking away from the PE field with slow, tentative steps, when a hand on my arm stops me. It also sends a shower of tingles down my spine, but let’s pretend that never happened. 
 
    Then Ky’s face is in front of me, the man bun at the top of his head bobbing along with the movement of his long body as he dribbles carelessly. 
 
    “Wanna have a turn?” he nods towards the court. 
 
    Yeah, I do. Like hell. 
 
    “Can I just watch?” I’m already kind of walking towards the big, stone steps where a cluster of girls are exchanging makeup while pretending to watch the game. Yeah, PE hour at our school is a joke—for everyone except me, of course. 
 
    He jumps lightly from one foot to the other, changing hands on the ball. He turns his long body easily and throws the ball right through the hoop, jogging to retrieve it. 
 
    “You’ve watched long enough,” he turns to me. His eyes bore deep into mine and his eyebrows furrow as though he’s trying to figure out something. Figure me out. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask. I’m wearing sweats, as required, but they’re about six years old, and they look really limp and faded compared to the other girls’ Adidas and Nike’s. 
 
    Suddenly I feel self-conscious about being next to Ky, everyone clearly watching us from the sidelines, except for a team of boys already playing football in the other part of the court. Then I remember he doesn’t actually want to be with me, he’s trying to stay alive. The sun goes out of my day. 
 
    Before I know what’s happening, I feel the rubbery texture of the ball in my palm, and Ky’s hand is on top of mine, his fingers covering mine, dribbling it along with me. Chills. 
 
    And then, 
 
    “Hey, guys, come on over here!” he yells over my head. He’s biting his lip, concentrating on keeping our hands at the perfect height above the ground and the ball bouncing vertically between our shoes. Then he starts walking, motioning at me to mimic him. The next second the ‘guys’ are there, six boys and four girls, all of whom go to basketball practice after school. Just lovely. 
 
    They quickly set up a match and I try to walk away when no one is looking, but Ky catches my eye and is next to me in a second. 
 
    He tucks a strand of hair that’s escaped my ponytail behind my ear, his eyes twinkling. “Don’t be a wuss,” he whispers and picks me for his team. 
 
    It’s the first time I’m picked for a team. 
 
    And probably the last. 
 
    He proceeds to forget all about me for the rest of the game, except for passing me the ball sometime at the beginning, which (ball) I blindly pass on to the person to my left. I did check to see if we’re in the same team though, so yay me. This happens a couple of times more. No one else passes me the ball except Ky, and even he is looking pretty sheepish when he does, still I try not to embarrass him, until finally I drop it the third time. After that all I can concentrate on is not being trodden on while they’re running around like maniacs, and I get out of the way of their fierce dribbles and steals as fast as I can. 
 
    Finally the torture is over and I’m out of there before the bell rings. Two of the girls who had been watching the game snicker as I pass by them. 
 
    Immediately I hear hurried steps as Ky jogs behind me, his hair dripping with sweat. He grabs my sleeve. The sun is blinding on top of us, I can’t wait to throw some cool water on my flaming cheeks. 
 
    “It wasn’t that bad, was it?” he asks as soon as he catches up with me. 
 
    He hasn’t been more than three meters away from me all day. Is it really this serious? I hope he doesn’t want to get into the girls’ bathroom with me. 
 
    “Yep,” I say. “It was that bad.” 
 
    “Come on,” he shrugs. “Cut yourself some slack. You  didn’t suck too much, for a nerd.” 
 
    I stop in my tracks. He looks tired and sort of bored. He’s dropped the pretense that he’s in love with me or even interested in me at all. His lips are sort of set and he’s looking everywhere but next to him, where I am. I can see him clenching and unclenching his fist, as though he’s handcuffed to me or something and he’d love to take a step away from me, but he can’t. 
 
    I don’t know why, but a laugh bursts out of me for no reason. 
 
    Maybe it’s because he looks so pathetic and ridiculous, walking beside me to the girls’ bathroom while the other guys are slapping each other on the back and yelling obscenities at him for deserting the court. 
 
    “And you didn’t suck too much, for a fish,” I retort. 
 
    He looks even more annoyed, which makes me laugh harder. Gosh, it feels good to laugh. I haven’t done that in a while. 
 
    “Would you shut up,” he murmurs through clenched teeth, shooting anxious looks over his shoulder. 
 
    “Why? Haven’t you told your new friends about your piscatorial background?” 
 
    “Dude...” he hisses at me. “Hush.” 
 
    “They should be prepared after all, you might wanna pay them a visit while they’re in the shower. Or better yet, on the throne.” 
 
    “Are you done?” He’s walking beside me, refusing to look in my direction. Surfer model looks aside, he must look pretty stupid right now. 
 
    “Nope,” I say. I’m having too much fun. “You don’t have to come with me, though, if you’re tired of listening.”  
 
    He shuts up, pursing his lips. I’ve taken my sweater off and tied it around my hips, and now I shudder as a sudden gust of wind penetrates my T-shirt. Then I burst into laughter again. Ky mumbles something under his breath, but I don’t even care to listen what it is. 
 
    Who knew laughing again after so long would feel ten times better than a hot boy holding my hand? 
 
    Who knew? 
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    “Can your Highness move your legs?” I ask, watching him. Five hours later, we’re back home, fed and showered, and I’m sprawled on the bed, reading Sherlock fanfiction and watching YouTube videos (at the same time).  
 
    Ky looks like he’d love to slit his own throat, forget about waiting for the Vathi guys to do it. He moves his legs to the side, but there’s not a lot of space for him. 
 
    He tried to pretend the whole ‘I like you’ thing was still on, and kind of started saying he wanted to take me out, but first of all, he has virtually no money at all and second of all, yeah right. So we’re staying in and I’m ignoring him. 
 
      
 
    I jumped into the shower first, as soon as we walked in the door, quickly washing away the dirt and sweat from my skin. It was weird, standing in there, clouds of steam drifting to the ceiling, hot water pelting my bare body, and knowing that he was on the other side of the wall. I showered twice my normal speed. 
 
    Then the voices started and I lost track of my thoughts. 
 
    They tend to do that, the voices. They wait for the moment that I’m distracted, thinking of something else, and as soon as I let my guard down they attack. 
 
    And they weren’t coming from the drain this time. They were coming from inside my head. 
 
    Weirdo. 
 
    Fatass. 
 
    Freak. 
 
    Moron. 
 
    I don’t think I’ll ever be free of them. The voices that accompanied my childhood, since day one of school. I was the odd one out, the kid growing up without a mother, the kid who was chubby, the kid with her nose buried in a book. And lately, the kid whose dad lost his job, the kid whose dad died. 
 
    I dressed in the bathroom, my skin still damp, my sweatshirt clinging to my skin, and I walked out wrapping my hair in a towel. Ky walked in after me, without saying a word. 
 
    He came out two hours later, panting. 
 
    I looked him up and down. 
 
    “Everything ok? You took longer than a girl in the shower.” He looked at his feet and I realized. “Oh, don’t tell me you turned into a fish in there,” I said, making a face. “Gross.” 
 
    He smiled and dimples appeared on his cheeks like brackets. His long, damp locks were clinging to his forehead and neck, free of the bun. He had a towel slung across his shoulders, and he smelled of soap and cleanness. He was barefoot, in his jeans and sweater. 
 
    I kept trying to imagine him with a fishtail, trying to stop myself from fangirling into a coma, but instead I kept picturing him without his shirt. 
 
    You can imagine how that picture went. 
 
    “Then I won’t tell you,” he said, frowning. “Any chance you can stop Jimmy  from cooking tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll tell him we want to order giro if you promise to sleep in the hall.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Done,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    Now we’re hanging in my room after eating. Ky’s looking at me through heavy eyelids. He’s eaten his weight in giro souvlakia and fries, and then some, so it’s only natural that he’ll feel drowsy. I’ve been avoiding asking him about his world, his life, thinking that I might just get to keep my sanity if I don’t delve deeper into the waters of this strange fanfiction-come-to-life. Pretend all this craziness doesn’t exist; he’s only a homeless guy and I’m doing a good deed. 
 
      
 
    “Ellie, baby, what is this?” My dad’s voice from about five years ago slams into me as the memory floods me.   
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? A kitten.” Twelve-year-old me had said, defiantly. 
 
    “It’s not obvious,” dad had replied. 
 
    He used to joke that I couldn’t leave any stray cat or dog (or even a turtle once) alone. I’d brought them all to the house and made him buy them medicine, food or visits to the vet.  
 
    They’d been anything from half-drowned, to hit by cars, to tortured by bullies. My dad never yelled at me or told me to stop; I think he guessed I felt an affinity with these lost strays, so he took care of them. 
 
    It only now, after he’s gone, occurs to me that he didn’t care for the animals that much, but he did it to show me that even when I felt like a half-drowned cat, he’d be there to pick up the pieces and nurse me back to health. 
 
    “One of these days you’ll show up with a homeless guy, or a stray kid, and ask me to take them to the vet,” he used to joke. 
 
    “I would never,” I’d answer back. “I’d ask you to take them to a proper doctor.” 
 
    “Ellie.” Dad’s voice had turned serious. “Do I have to draw the line?” 
 
    I’d shown him a full-toothed grin. “You don’t. I promise I’ll stop.” 
 
    “Good. Grab your books.” 
 
    We’d spread our schoolbooks on the kitchen table and had spent the next two hours laughing and studying while the shadows lengthened outside the window and the new kitten meowed softly in her cot.  
 
    I’d always gotten straight A’s in math. 
 
    And I hadn’t stopped bringing in strays. Obviously. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know why Ky didn’t sleep last night (or at least he looked like he didn’t) or if he needs the same amount of sleep as I do or what. 
 
    “Your Highness must be bored.” 
 
    I don’t really care. 
 
    What I’m burning with curiosity about is his underwater castle—if he even has one. So I answer all my questions for myself, in my fanfic. I build him a palace, where Lorelei has a million fish-servants and fish-soldiers to protect her and he (well, not him exactly but Tae Won, who’s a bit less on the rude and obnoxious side, besides he’s fictional) organizes the army and trains it in the waves of the deep. 
 
    “It’s not boring,” his voice surprises me.  
 
    I turn to look at him. He’s seated on the floor, his legs folded up, reaching his chin. The sharp angles of his face are contoured by shadows. 
 
    He’s looking away from me, somewhere out the open window, in the direction of the sea. He lifts his chin up, and I can see his nostrils flare as though he’s inhaling sharply or trying to smell something. The water? The wind is billowing my curtain, rushing through the room, but I don’t close the glass. He’s been sitting directly in the way of the breeze. 
 
    “It’s not boring,” he says again, his voice sounding toneless, dead. “Not in here.” He brings his hand to the side of his head. “Not in there, where it matters.” 
 
    That sounds more condescending to me than anything else, and suddenly I can’t stand the questions any longer. Mind you, I’ve been writing non-stop for pretty much the past three hours, so this might not be the best idea I’ve had all day, just saying. Still, I fold down my laptop and cross my arms over my chest. 
 
    “What are you doing here exactly, again?”  
 
    He doesn’t even bat an eyelash. He’s immobile, staring away from me as he answers. “Staying alive. More importantly, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Huh?” that throws me. I was going for a confrontation of some kind, hoping to question him until all the unhinged parts of my head smashed back in place, out of sheer force of will, but the tables are turning again. 
 
    “I mean, a strange guy shows up at your home…” 
 
    “This isn’t my home,” I say quietly, but he hears. 
 
    “Talking about weird stuff you’ve never heard before…” 
 
    “I have heard it before,” I interrupt again. “I write it. I live in it when everything else gets to be too much.” 
 
    He turns to look at me strangely, his eyes shining in the darkness. “If it’s so normal for you to have  a stranger follow you around, stay in your room all day and night, well then…” 
 
    “Then what?” I ask defiantly. 
 
    “For starters, I’m surprised you’re not more popular with the boys at your school.” 
 
    My cheeks turn fiery red. He cracks a smile. 
 
    “Also, what would your parents say if they knew…?” 
 
    He’s stopped already. I don’t know how he knows, but he looks like he wants the floorboards to swallow him up. Any minute now and this well-known look of pity and contempt will appear into his eyes.  
 
    “I don’t have any,” I say quickly. “And as for friends, well, you saw.” 
 
    I mean the toilet again. He doesn’t press it further. “I don’t know,” he shrugs. “I’m not complaining. If you weren’t so gullible, I would probably be dead right now. But if I was a killer…” 
 
    I sit up. “I think you are a killer,” I tell him quietly. “If you are what your sister said you were.” 
 
    “What kind of stories are you writing where king equals killer?” 
 
    “Tell me what kind of stories you come from and I’ll tell you,” I retort. 
 
    He smirks. “Also, Lorelei isn’t my sister. Well, technically we were born to the same parents, but they were murdered before I could get to know them. I didn’t grow up with her, I grew up here, in exile, being passed around dysfunctional foster families like a tennis ball. I don’t…I don’t do sisters or families or any of that stuff. No ties. No attachments. Not while I’m exiled. Maybe not ever.” 
 
    “Foster families?” My eyes open wide. Don’t feel pity for him, that’s what he wants you to feel, you idiot. 
 
    That shrug again. “What you call abusive parents or something.” 
 
    The hair on the nape of my neck stands up. “Abusive? What did they do to you?” 
 
    He seems fascinated by my fandom wall. Well, not so much fascinated as disgusted by it. There’s the poster of Sherlock and then some fanart of him laughing with Watson, then a poster of the Hyacinth Boys cast and another one of The Water Wars pirate and his girl kissing. In between there are excerpts of my favorite fanfics, like the one where Blair actually ends up with Dan, a printed out pinterest board for inspiration for Saranghae, and quotes from The Hunger Games and swag from my favorite books. My most prized possession is a simple drawing of Tae Won, because someone freaking drew fanart for my story! Can you beat that? You can’t. Ky keeps staring at it and his upper lip curls in disdain. 
 
    “What did they do to you?” I repeat. 
 
    He turns that brilliant stare on me and I flinch. “They ignored me,” he says. “Mostly. The last pair were my enemies, disguised as humans; I ran away from them and hid in...In your bathroom, actually. So I’d rather they’d been like everyone else, ignoring me.” 
 
    “They were your…What!?” 
 
    “Yeah, they were part of the enemy’s army. They were sent here to become my foster parents, then kill me at the right time. I didn’t really move from another part of the country. I ran away; ran for my life. Lorelei has been keeping an eye on me, so luckily she was there, and they chased her instead of me. They almost killed her, too, but she escaped.” He lets out a snort. “Barely.” 
 
    I shudder, remembering the pink water in the bathtub, the shiny orange fin I found. Her saying it was nothing. “She almost died for you?” I ask, incredulous. “How can you sit there and say it so calmly?” 
 
    He stares at me, as though he doesn’t understand. “I’m the king,” he says simply.  
 
    “Not yet you’re not. How can you…? How can anyone be so arrogant, so…” 
 
    My eyes wander over to Sherlock on the wall. He stares back, with those cold, English eyes.  
 
    “I don’t believe him,” I mouth to him. Sherlock winks. Well, not really. “I don’t believe you, you know,” I say out loud. 
 
    “You don’t believe I am who I say I am,” he replies. It’s not a question. 
 
    “I don’t believe you’ve come to rescue me,” I say quietly. 
 
    He stands up. That’s new. He stretches his muscles a bit, his sweater riding up to reveal rock hard abs, and I die a little. But my throat is scratched raw for some reason and I can’t concentrate on him so much as I thought I would. 
 
    “I haven’t,” he says. “Well, except that one time, but that was because you wouldn’t be able to help me stay alive if you were dead. Listen,” he takes a step closer to the bed and it suddenly feels as though he’s too close, towering over me. I guess we’ve dropped the pretense that he likes me or anything. Nice. “Listen, I know you’re lonely and sad, but you’re definitely not imagining me, nor are you going mad. This is real; there’s a real war going on, no matter that people around us are unaware of it. You’ve been given a part to play, an important part, and although you shouldn’t necessarily feel honored by it, you definitely should be awake to the fact that you’re in it. You’re fighting, whether you like it or not. You’re fighting for your life.” 
 
    I raise myself to my knees, so that I am level with his face. His gaze is on me all this time, looking hard and cold and sort of…regal. I hate to admit it, but that’s what it look like. For the first time since meeting him, I’m not excited or wondering if I’m mad or fangirling: I’m actually scared that he’s telling the truth. 
 
    “Did you say honored?” is what comes out of my mouth. 
 
    He sighs, exasperated, passing a hand in front of his lips. 
 
    “Seidon help me, you’re my only hope. Have you any idea what it will mean for my world if the enemy is allowed to kill me and succeed to the throne?” 
 
    “I imagine it would mean disaster,” I reply. Sarcasm to my defense. 
 
    “And you imagine the ripples of chaos wouldn’t affect your world,” he says dryly.  
 
    His eyes never leave mine. They’re so green, I could drown in them. I’m not sure if I believe he’s ‘Water Folk’ or an actual fish, but I’m pretty certain he’s trying to tell me I’m in danger. He is in danger, that’s pretty obvious from the way he acted today, never once left my side, no matter how bored or disgusted with my pathetic life he looked.  
 
    And now, so am I. 
 
    “My world has already been destroyed,” I say, flopping back onto the bed and curling around my favorite pillow, the one my dad bought me for my tenth birthday. I imagine it still smells like him, but of course it doesn’t. Nothing does. “I’m aware of the war all right. Your war’s got nothing on the one that killed me. No one can touch my world. It’s gone.” 
 
    I’m kind of shouting by the end. Kind of hyperventilating and kind of crying too. But most of all I’m kind of pressing my fingernails into my palm so that I don’t fall completely apart in front of him. And kind of failing. 
 
    When Ky opens his mouth, his voice cracks, as though he’s the one who’s been yelling at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “Don’t speak of things you don’t understand,” he says. He stops to swallow hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “You don’t know the meaning of loss unless you’ve lost the very thing that you’re supposed to breathe and have to substitute it for…” he gestures around, as though he’s trying to find a word degrading enough for the air around us, but can’t, “for something else,” he finishes, dropping back to the ground, his back to my closet. 
 
    Ignoring him, I turn to my laptop and pretend to look at its screen with interest, while all the time I’m thinking: 
 
    But I do know. I do know what it’s like to have lost the thing that you’re supposed to breathe in. I do know what it’s like to have lost the love that kept you alive. 
 
      
 
    We sit another two or three hours in complete silence. I take a break to rewatch my favorite episode of The Hyacinth Boys and he makes gagging noises at the best scenes. 
 
    “Do you really think this guy is cute?” he sneers at one of the actors. 
 
    “No,” I reply slowly, “I think he’s beautiful.”  
 
    He shuts up after that. 
 
    The hours pass by and I keep writing (as well as saving his life, as we established before) and he keeps breathing in the sea’s smell from the window (and staying alive). Then I let out a moan. 
 
    “What now?” he says. 
 
    “I totally forgot to tumblr today,” I say. “My queues must all have run out of posts.” It’s four in the morning. 
 
    I should form a healthy sleeping pattern one of these days, but what does it matter when I turn the lights off, if I lie awake crying and wishing for my dad to come back? 
 
    He is sitting on the floor, his back to my bed. “Give me,” he says, extending a hand, palm up. 
 
    What, is he expecting me to put my phone in there? Because if so, no way, dude. 
 
    “Do you even know what tumblr is?” 
 
    “Please,” he says. “Let’s get this over with so you can turn the light off and I can get an actual wink of sleep tonight. Just tell me your hashtags and I’m on it.” 
 
    I look at him, dumbfounded for a second. 
 
    “Hashtag you’re a freak,” I say. 
 
    “Spaces or dashes?” he asks, looking serious. 
 
    And now I want to laugh and slap him at the same time. So, of course, what I do is this: 
 
    I start crying. 
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    Thankfully he’s looking away again, so I swallow down my sobs and toss him my phone, which falls with a thud on the pillow he’s tucked between his knees. 
 
    I don’t want him to see my blog’s dashboard, that’s definitely TMI (too much information) but I don’t want him to see me crying even more, so I just tell him to put ‘books’ in the search bar and reblog whatever looks like my own bookshelves. 
 
    He lifts his gaze and surveys every inch of book-covered wall around him—as though he’s not been staring at them for two days straight now, while I’ve been studying and writing. My eyes are still pouring with silent tears though, so I don’t speak, scared he’ll hear them in my voice. 
 
    He settles on the carpet to work on my phone and I wrap a light blanket around my shoulders, turning back to my laptop to continue writing a scene where Tae Won’s father, the great warrior, is killed. 
 
    I’ve a bunch of death scenes typed up; they’re this secret stash of one-shot fanfics that no one will ever see. I suppose they’re kind of a diary for missing my dad, because whenever it starts hurting so much that I actually can’t breathe, literally can’t breathe, I’ll go on my laptop and write a fanfic where Tae Won’s father dies. 
 
    Weird, right? 
 
    And the worst of it is, the stupid fish-boy interrupting me with his hashtags made me cry, which I don’t do. At least not when I write the death one-shots. I cry afterwards, with the lights turned off and the covers over my head, usually until my alarm clock rings. Fun stuff. 
 
    “Hey, Els,” Ky says. I turn around to see him lying on his stomach, long legs bent behind him at a sharp angle, feet in the air. His profile is turned to me and I can see his eyebrows meet. “If I see any porn I hit reblog without thinking, right?” 
 
    “What?!” I slide so quickly out of bed I practically fall off, trailing with me half of the bedding and blankets. “Let me see that.” 
 
    He chuckles to himself, his chest moving with silent laughter, as I grab the phone from his fingers. Our skin touches briefly, and although I’m half mad at him and half panicking right now, I feel the burn of his touch down to my very toes. 
 
    Stupid burn. Stupid toes. 
 
    “The look on your face,” he says, still laughing. “I just saw this thing, it said ‘book porn’ or something ridiculous like that, and it was these pink books with kitties napping next to them. I thought that looked like your bookshelves.” 
 
    “That’s not funny, fish boy!” 
 
    I’m not crying any more, needless to say. But he’s about to, when I start explaining that there are no. Pink. Books. On my bookshelves whatsoever.  
 
    So I start hitting him with the pillow, any book I can find on the floor, and my phone. He doesn’t even reach out a hand to stop me. He lets me hit him, laughing, until I’ve let out some steam. 
 
    Then I sit back, panting. 
 
    “Good,” he says quietly.  
 
    “Eh?” I don’t think I heard him correctly. 
 
    “I said good,” he repeats, taking the phone back with a flick on his wrist. He concentrates on scrolling through the photos for a second and I see him reblog two which, well, there’s no way of denying it: I actually approve of them. “Better than writing stuff about dying or being left behind. Better hit me than cry your eyes out.” 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    You know that dream that you’re standing in the middle of the street naked and everyone is staring at you? Well, I’d take that over this right now without a second’s hesitation. I feel naked, exposed. He saw. He knows. 
 
    “Did you…?” I start in a voice thick with tears, broken, but I can’t get any further. 
 
    “I sat on the bed and read what you were writing for about half an hour,” he says, putting the phone down and turning to look at me. “It was amazing, you were in this zone, you didn’t even know I was standing there. And I read about your dad dying over and over again…Ellie, honey, hasn’t anyone told you you need to deal with your pain instead of feeding it like that?” 
 
    And I’m back to wanting to kill him. 
 
    I don’t speak, though. I don’t even move. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your father, Els,” he says. “I have no idea what it’s like to have a father, let alone lose one, but I do know about loss. The first thing I heard about you, first day at school…you know what it was?” 
 
    “That I’m weird,” I wanna say, but my voice comes out all squeaky, as though I’ve been screaming on the inside and there’s no sound left in my throat. “That I’m fat. That I’m alone. That I’m the one you should pick on, if the urge arises.” 
 
    Moron. 
 
    Freak. 
 
    Psycho. 
 
    Fatass. 
 
    Shut up! 
 
    “Everyone kept saying your dad just died, and that you’re all alone. Is it true?” 
 
    I clear my throat. “You tell me,” I say, and this time my voice comes out ok. 
 
    He shrugs. “You’re sad,” he says. “You’re smart, but not when it matters. You’re not strong, from what I’ve seen. But as for being alone…everyone is, Ellie. Look around you. Everyone is struggling alone. I’ve never had one of these emotional bonds humans form with other humans, because that makes them weak. And  I’ve never seen a bond strong enough that it would mean something. Something worth having. Worth fighting…even dying for. So I am stronger alone. I am fighting for my kingdom, for my people, and that is a cause I’m willing to risk my life for. So tell me if you’d rather be alone, like me, or weak, like you.” 
 
    There are so many things wrong with what he said, I don’t know where to begin. Should I make him marathon Sherlock with me, so that he’ll begin to grasp the notion of a ‘human bond’ or is it useless? 
 
    “He’s gone, do you get it?” Someone screams, and a moment later I realize it’s me. Ky’s eyes widen in surprise. “Gone,” my voice repeats, “as in he’s not coming back. He’s. Not. Coming. Back. There’s nothing that could bring him ba…” my voice is drowned out by the sorrow that’s choking me. I’m not even crying. All the anger. The pain. The rage leaves me and I slump like a deflated balloon. 
 
    Ky looks at me as though I’m freaking him out. 
 
    I mean, he says he’s read my fanfic of the great warrior dying and his son’s feelings right afterwards (they’re my feelings, of course) and he still doesn’t get it. And how could he? He’s been ‘alone and strong’ all his miserable life. 
 
    I’m so over this. My eyelids are drooping with exhaustion. I lift my hand to rub them and it comes away wet. A muscle right beneath Ky’s left eye ticks. He looks away. He’s probably disgusted with me, but I’m past caring. I can’t believe how shallow, how lonely I must have been to have actually thought he was fangirling material. 
 
    “You said you’d go in the hallway to sleep tonight,” I tell him, climbing back into bed and furrowing beneath the covers.  
 
    I turn the light off and my laptop’s screen bathes the room in a faint, bluish glow. He gets up and closes the door softly behind him. 
 
    “You’re wrong, though,” I say to his retreating back. I think the door stops moving and that he hears what I say next, although I can’t be sure, because I’m already half asleep. “You’re the stupid one and the weak one. You’ll never get what my dad’s love for me was, and still is. I’m part of a…a ‘human bond’ so strong even death can’t break it, and you’re the one who’s missing out. I don’t care how many people feel safer alone with walls around their hearts. What’s really strong is opening yourself up, and if it turns out to rip your heart out, well, now…that’s a risk worth taking.” 
 
    Half a minute must have passed before I hear the door click shut and the soft padding of his bare feet walking away. 
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    Next thing I know, there’s a ray of sunlight slashing at my eyelids and my head is splitting open from the alarm ringing next to my ear. 
 
    My eyes feel puffy and gross from crying, my hair is a tangled mess. 
 
    I get up blindly and stumble to the bathroom, almost falling over my feet when they get tangled in the comforter that’s strewn across the hall, right outside my door. Wow. The guy slept right outside my door. He probably had one arm slung across my door handle, in case the bad guys came. 
 
    He must be really scared, though, if he thinks I’m so inferior, still he won’t step more than two meters away from me. 
 
    I don’t know what he’s running from. For all I know all those fish-tails and talking through the water pipes stories might have been some sort of elaborate bull. But I can’t deny that his fear is real. He is scared. A lot. 
 
    Whatever is after him is enough to scare the daylights out of a guy like that…and somehow he feels safe with me. 
 
    The thing is I no longer feel good or comfortable being with him, and the excitement of something new is wearing off, so I’m thinking what my options are from here, when I wake up. 
 
    I don’t mean from the still-half-asleep morning daze. 
 
    I mean literally. 
 
    I wake up from the lies, the myths and the fangirling that’s been going on in my head. I wake up to reality. 
 
    And this is how it happens: 
 
    I have only placed my hand on the door handle, when I hear his voice. I freeze. I don’t know what stops me in my tracks and why I don’t go back to my room to wait until he comes out. Oh, wait. I know why.  
 
    It’s that he’s talking. 
 
    Which means he isn’t alone, but I can’t hear the other person’s voice. His voice sounds rough and kind of muffled, as though he’s hunching down. Oh. Is he talking to the pipes again? 
 
    “I’m not sure I want her to die, is all I’m saying.” 
 
    I plop down on the cold floor. Did he say ‘die’? 
 
    “Don’t repeat the condition to me, Lorelei,” he continues, sounding out of patience. Nothing unusual there. “I know it, all right? The only way I can stay alive is if another dies in my place. Then I’ll come back and rule justly. No more death. But, how accurate is that, Lorelei?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You saw her? It was her? You’re sure? You said once, two years ago, that you kept seeing a human girl lying on the ground, her body broken and bloodied and…” 
 
    He stops again. I hear him breathe in sharply. Oh God. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it, ok, it was her, fine. No, Lei, stop it with the mental picture, I can’t hear anymore. What? Nothing’s wrong with me, I don’t suddenly care what happens to her, it’s just…” 
 
    Oh, well, good to know you don’t care. 
 
    “I don’t know, it somehow feels wrong to substitute a life for another. Yes, even a worthless, human life. When I’m king…If I ever get there…I won’t rule like that, Lorelei, that’s not the kind of ruler I want to be, judging whose life is worth more, making sacrifices for the common good…I’m sick of it. I’m in exile because of thinking like that, for Seidon’s sake! And now I’m about to do it to someone…” 
 
    I can’t breathe. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” he continues more calmly, after a pause. “I won’t forfeit my crown, of course I won’t. I know everyone depends on me to save our people, I know all that. I just…Ok, fine. I won’t budge, you know I’m scared of even talking to you right now. Anything can happen at any minute, especially this close to a water source, but she’s just in the next room. I spent the night outside her door, ready to open it if anything happened. She…she was crying in her sleep.” 
 
    That’s it. I get up on shaky legs. The October morning is warm, but I feel cold all over. The voice continues. 
 
    “Why am I saying this to you? I don’t know, Lei. I’ve got nobody else to talk to, have I? What I’m thinking is…I guess she’s had a pretty hard time of it without us coming along to kill her…Yeah, I know we’re not going to kill her ourselves, but she’ll die because of us, because of me. Lorelei, I think she likes me. I think…I don’t like that we lied to her. We picked her as the weakest person we could find, but I want to give her the choice, that at least.” 
 
    Whoah. I freeze in place, my legs turning to stone. 
 
    ‘We chose her…’ 
 
    My knees turn to jelly. They chose me? They didn’t…? 
 
    “Yeah. She’s our only option now, don’t you think I know that? I can’t reveal myself to anyone else, in keeping with the laws. She’s it. No, I’m not sure she likes me that much yet, you’re right. Hold on, I heard something…” 
 
    The something he heard was me screaming into my pillow as I run to my room. 
 
    But by the time he jogs over and knocks on my door, asking if everything’s ok, I’ve calmed down enough to tell him to hold on in a normal voice. A few seconds later, I emerge  dressed in my pajama bottoms and the shirt I’m going to wear to school. 
 
    And oh wow. 
 
    He’s only wearing his jeans, feet bare, hair dripping into his lips, one hand behind his ear, his eyebrows meeting his hairline. 
 
    His stomach is a gym ad. His arms are bare and wired with muscles, skin glowing like rich gold in the morning light. My own skin is covered in goose bumps and heat tingles all the way to my legs, but I ignore it. 
 
    “Be ready in five,” I tell him dryly, in spite of my mouth watering like crazy. 
 
    His eyebrows go even higher. 
 
    “You look pale,” he says in a different voice. “Are you getting sick?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, your bodyguard isn’t going anywhere,” I say and as he inhales, starting to answer, a protest forming on his lips, I slam the door in his face.  
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    I wait until we reach school to tell him. 
 
    We’re walking side by side, not touching but almost. I tilt my head to the side—and a bit upwards, because he’s about a head and a half taller than me—and I see the look on his face. He’s barely keeping it together, and he’s fighting not to show it. 
 
    I can feel him shaking beside me, balling his fists, breathing heavily like a caged animal. 
 
    “Stop.” I put a hand in front of him, just as we’re about to walk in the iron-wrought doors. Kids are rushing all around us; it’s minutes until the bell rings. 
 
    He grunts, his eyes focusing somewhere beyond my head. He can’t even stand to look at me. It almost makes me laugh to think how impatient he is with me right now, but I bet he’ll be missing me painfully in a few seconds. Or he’ll want to hit me, which is why I wanted to tell him in a crowded schoolyard. 
 
    “This is as far as we go,” I tell him, and a flicker of interest crosses his eyes. “I’m done.” 
 
    I start walking away, but a fist clenched like a tentacle around my elbow stops me. I turn around and his face is bent, steely eyes meeting mine. “What.” That’s all he says, and it’s not even a question. 
 
    “I know everything,” I say as calmly as I can with my heart beating like a drum. “I heard you talking to the pipes in the bathroom. You may be right that I’m weak and lonely and have no fight left in me, and it feels like this sadness might actually kill me in the end, but I sure as anything won’t die for you. If you come near me again, or if I see you in my bathroom, or even on the street outside my house, I’m calling the police and telling them you’re a fish.” 
 
    He freezes.  
 
    It’s not as satisfactory as I thought, the look of disgust changing into one of panic in his face. Then he shuts his eyes, going white, and sways on his feet. 
 
    His lips open once, twice, moving without a word coming out. He looks like he’s about to fold to his knees. Then he finally manages to speak. Only one word. The last word I’d expect to come out of his mouth. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Just that. 
 
    I don’t know what shocks me more: the fact that for once he’s humble, or the fact that he doesn’t try to deny that he did anything wrong. He doesn’t try to persuade me, he doesn’t plead with me. Which proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that I was right. He was using me; he never gave a damn about me, he just needed me. He still does. I start walking away and in a second I hear hurried steps behind me. He doesn’t touch me again. He just whispers continually, for my ears only. 
 
    “Please. Please. Please.” 
 
    Every step is a please. I speed up. In a second I’m surrounded by teens climbing the stairs to the classrooms. No one speaks to me, but just their presence is enough to keep me safe from him. The noise drowns out the pleases. 
 
    And that’s that. 
 
      
 
    I stay among people all day long, even though it’s my personal version of hell, and he’s constantly in the background, staring straight at me with that white face as if he’s turned to stone, but he doesn’t try to come near me or talk to me. The guys he used to hang out with try to cheer him up, slap him in the back, point girls out to him, but when they get no reaction they pretty much leave him alone.  
 
    He keeps close to them, however, not once stepping away more than a few meters away from another person. He doesn’t eat, he doesn’t go to the bathroom, he doesn’t tie his laces when they come undone.  
 
    By the time school is almost over, his face has taken on a grey, ashen look. His eyes look huge, his steps falter as he says goodbye to the guys.  
 
    The last I see of him, he’s heading for the principal’s office. We don’t have detention in our school, like you read about the bad boys being threatened with in novels or The Breakfast Club, but we do have additional hours put in by a few teachers, for the less advanced students. He’s probably going to stay there, another three hours at school. Then he’s on his own. 
 
    I don’t feel sorry for him. 
 
    I don’t. 
 
      
 
    I go home and send a message to Elena. Again. After she hasn’t replied for about six hours and it’s after midnight, I creep downstairs to find two empty pizza boxes and a note telling me there are leftovers in the fridge and that Lydia and Jimmy will be out clubbing all night. 
 
    My homework’s done, and I’ve finished my book. I write a post for my blog, and then I open my Saranghae document. I smash Tae Won’s face countless times in a battle scene—enough times that he would have been dead or at least unrecognizable if this was real life—and after 3,000 words of blood and knives slashing faces and abdomens ripped out, I feel slightly better.  
 
    I upload a teaser on my blog and within the next half hour there’s been about a hundred views. During that half hour I spell check and edit the chapter I’ve written (it’s called Your Death Means Nothing, appropriate I think) and I upload it on the fanfiction site. Comments flood in and the warm feeling of appreciation fills my veins like the best drug. 
 
    I lean back on my pillows and stretch my legs in front of me. The tops of my thighs are scorched from having the laptop on them for so long, and my knees are stiff, but it was all worth it. 
 
    My head is buzzing from staring at the screen for so long. I’ve been in the zone for hours.  
 
    I stare ahead at my bookshelves. My eyes caress the familiar spines that cover Austen and Shakespeare’s works, and a couple of Greek mythology tomes. My gaze wanders over to the fandom wall and it catches an Oasis quote about the one who will maybe save me. I associate it with feeling ok with my weight and appearance for the first time, back when I was still struggling. 
 
    My mood turns sour. Yeah, right.  
 
    Like this world is filled with wonderwalls anyway. Well, if it was, I’d probably break my head on one of them. 
 
    Scattered among the aesthetics and fanart are random photos of my dad. I just like looking at him, when he was a boy, before I knew him, scrunching his face, the sun in his eyes, summer on a Greek island. Another one of him in the hospital, holding a little ball of a human: the day I was born. There’s photos of us together, photos of the last two years, photos of his eyes, his face, his smile. 
 
    What am I doing here without you? 
 
    Nobody wants me here. 
 
    Why am I still alive when you’re gone? When everyone that loves me is gone, or just doesn’t care? 
 
    Why don’t I just give up? 
 
    Give in to the sadness, the pain? 
 
    Why eat, why sleep, why go to school, why survive? Why not let the pretty guy with the fish tail lies have me killed? Why bother at a—? 
 
    I shudder. 
 
    ‘We picked her because she’s the weakest…’ 
 
    A feeling of humiliation floods me as the whole thing hits me again. How gullible am I? Who knows what tricks he and the orange-haired girl used to convince me they were actually fish? 
 
    I mean, I was practically ready to believe their ‘Water Realm’ bull for a second there. For more than a second. 
 
    I did get distracted by the water kingdom story –maybe the writer in me just loved it as a story. Even though deep down inside I was worried I was getting crazy or being gullible, but it didn’t matter. I was alive. I was still in pain, but there was something else to think about, someone else to worry about besides myself. 
 
    A twinge of guilt stabs me as I remember Ky’s face this morning, cheeks stone-white, lips tense with shock and fear, eyes vacant.  
 
    ‘I’m as good as dead,’ I thought I heard him whisper to me once when he and his pals crossed paths with me in the hallway.  
 
    One of them had reached out a hand to my hair, flicking the band that held my ponytail in place across the hall and another had knocked the books I was holding, as well as an open water bottle, out of my hands. While I was dropping on my knees, my hair a dripping curtain in front of my eyes, to collect them, and everyone around me stopped what they were doing to laugh until tears run from their eyes, a pair of shoes came into my line of vision. 
 
    Sharp-pointed boots, with scruffy dark jeans pants over them. 
 
    “I’m as good as dead,” Ky’s voice said over my head, quietly. Calmly. “Please.” 
 
    Then the boots made a one-eighty and he followed the guys into the gym room. 
 
    Jerk. 
 
    I hadn’t realized the tears pouring down my cheeks, until my laptop blings. Another comment on my story. Only I can’t read it, because my vision is blurry. I wipe the tears away angrily and type in a response quickly: ‘Thank you for reading.’ I throw in a couple of xxx (kisses) and then another comment pings. 
 
    My mind’s taken off of fish boys that save your life and then plan to get you killed. 
 
    Thank heaven for fanfiction. I don’t care how superficial it may sound, but right now it feels like that’s all I have. It’s all that’s keeping me alive, keeping me sane—well, relatively sane. And I’ll cling  to it, hoping for better days. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Ellie’s Blog 
 
    Rules for surviving bullies 
 
      
 
    #3 
 
    It’s important to see through people’s lies. 
 
    It’s important to see through your own lies to yourself. 
 
    But. 
 
    It’s also important to survive. 
 
    And how do you do that? It’s simple: stories. You tell stories to yourself. It’s not the same as lies.  
 
    A story is a lie you tell while knowing it’s a lie. 
 
    And that makes all the difference. 
 
      
 
    The things you may have to live through, they’re not always bearable. They’re not always livable (is that a word?). But giving up is not an option. 
 
    This blog won’t tell you to stand up to bullies, or learn to fight back, or to be strong, or when to talk back or keep your mouth shut. 
 
    This blog hasn’t figured these things out for itself, so it can’t help you there. 
 
    But this blog will tell you to create a world where you can escape to, and run there, run run run like the wind so reality can’t touch you. 
 
    Is it smart? No. 
 
    Does it work? 
 
    Oh yes. Well, so far. Well, kinda. 
 
   
 
  

   
 
      
 
    16. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, at school, I don’t see him until second period. I sort of stumble through the day, trying to stay under the radar and stay awake, as per usual, but I catch a glimpse of him at third period and well…let’s just put it this way: I have to double-check because I don’t even recognize him at first. 
 
    He’s sprawled on the steps, his eyes closed, his chin resting on his chest. He looks as though he’s sleeping. Actually he looks as though he hasn’t slept all night, hasn’t eaten, hasn’t changed clothes.  
 
    Maybe he spent the night outside, because his bun is messy and not in an attractive way but more like in a homeless dude way, and his jaw looks rough with a golden dusting of a five-o-clock shadow already forming. His shirt is crumbled, and one boot is resting on the tip of the other, as though his muscles are strained. 
 
      
 
    His boy-pack clusters around him, trying to be quiet, and whip out their pens to draw a moustache on his upper lip.  
 
    He wakes up and punches one of them in the nose, which only makes them laugh harder. They just sort of congregate around him, and I have the absurd feeling that if he asked them to, they’d fall on their knees and worship him. Well, just because a guy can look…well, there’s no other word for it…regal, even with last nights’ clothes on and purple bags under his eyes, it doesn’t mean the malarkey he’s been selling me about being the next king of the freaking ocean is true.  
 
    Does it? 
 
      
 
    I try to forget about him and carry on with my day. 
 
    He decides to come into the classroom at Algebra and takes his seat right in front of me. His whole body is drooping, and his face looks almost haggard. 
 
    Drama queen much? 
 
    Then I remember Lorelei excusing herself from the table that first day I met them and running upstairs to the bathroom. He’d explained to me that she couldn’t stay away from water more than a few minutes, or she’d get really unwell. (‘She’s made of water, you see,’ he’d said. ‘As am I.’ Needless to say, I didn’t see.) He’d proceeded to add that he himself had developed more of a tolerance for earthly air, but even so he had to splash water on his face or plunge both his hands in it at least three times a day so that he could survive. 
 
    But of course, if he was telling the truth, then he can’t go anywhere near the water alone, because the dudes that are after him—what did he call them? Vathi?—have access to this world via water. ‘The gate’. Does that mean he hasn’t been near water himself since yesterday morning? 
 
    Is it possible he was telling the truth? 
 
    Realization hits me: he’s right. I am lost inside my own head. I haven’t even asked him anything about his supposed ‘world’. I haven’t checked to see if what he says is consistent, if there is a slight chance that it could be remotely close to a truth.  
 
    For example, it only now comes back to me that while he was staying at my room, about every two hours he’d disappear about into the bathroom. He always came back with his hair dripping wet, as if he’d dunked his head in water. 
 
    We’re just starting to solve third degree equations on the board (not with stellar success, I’ll admit), when I hear a choking sound coming from Ky’s direction. 
 
    I glance at the back of his head, in spite of myself, and all I can see is the tip of his backbone, because his head has flopped forward, as though he can’t hold it upright any longer. Slowly, he raises his hand. 
 
    His sleeve is hanging limp from his wrist and his fingers are trembling. He turns to the side and coughs. A dry, choked sound comes out, as though it’s raking his chest with spikes. My heart gives a lurch. He sounds sick. 
 
    “May I be excused?” he asks, without lifting his head. His voice breaks at the end of the sentence and he has to repeat it. 
 
    Silence falls all over the classroom. 
 
    Without waiting for the teacher’s permission, he gets up, his tall figure drooping, and takes a step, before stumbling and almost falling flat on his face. He grips the edge of my desk to steady himself. Someone gasps behind me. 
 
    It’s not me. It can’t be; my whole attention is on his face. He’s lifted his brilliant eyes to mine with such pleading that my heart leaps to my throat. 
 
    “I’m begging,” he murmurs, before lowering his gaze and staggering out the door. 
 
    A few giggles burst as soon as he leaves, but they’re more due to awkwardness and tension than laughter.  
 
    Five minutes pass. Then ten. 
 
    He’s not back. 
 
    I’m sure that everyone thinks it’s really cool that he pretended he needed to go to the bathroom and ended up skipping class, with the teacher’s permission no less, but I’m not one of them. I don’t think it’s cool, I mean, but more importantly, I don’t think it’s what happened. 
 
    A full quarter is gone. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    Before I realize what I’m doing, I’ve stood up. 
 
    “The bell will ring in ten minutes,” the teacher tells me in her most stern voice, which somehow manages to sound bored and dismissive as well. 
 
    And here comes the best idea of the day so far. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, before I’ve thought about it, “I can’t wait.” 
 
    Laughter erupts. Now I’ve gone and done it. I’ve branded myself as ‘skidmark’ ‘loosebladder’ and ‘can’t-wait-Ellie’ for life. Stupid fish boy. 
 
    I start walking to the bathroom. 
 
    Then I start running. The halls are silent and my sneakers echo eerily. It’s so quiet, there’s no escaping my racing thoughts. What are you doing? they scream. This is crazy. Best case scenario, you’ll open the door and see him with his shirt off, taking one of those tourist-showers in the sink and make a completer idiot of yourself than you already have. Worst case, you’ll get killed as the ‘oracle’ and the ‘prince’ said. 
 
    Also, there’s another voice saying: shut up, shut up, shut up! to the other two. 
 
    It’s a field day in my head. 
 
    The physics teacher approaches, walking at a quick pace, and I try to slow down so that he won’t ask me what do I think I’m doing. 
 
    “Hello, Ellie.” He’s the least likely teacher to get suspicious. Young, good-looking and fun, he’s one of my favorite professors. The girls all lust after him—he does look like some shojo manga prince with his trimmed black beard and huge, twinkling eyes. But all I see when I look at him is the only person in this school who once told Rilia to leave me alone.  
 
    You never forget someone who did that for you, when everyone else pretended to be blind. 
 
    “Hi, Mr. Who.” 
 
    He smiles widely and winks at me. Oops. He knows about the nickname we’ve given him—calling him ‘the Doctor’ and ‘Mr. Who’ it goes with the territory of being a gorgeous scientist—but normally I wouldn’t be the one brave enough to say it to his face. But if rumors are to be believed, he loves it and is a Whovian himself. Oh well. 
 
    By the time I’ve reached the bathrooms my chest is heaving, my calves are burning, but I don’t stop to catch my breath. I grab the handle to the boys’ toilets, and open the door. 
 
    A cloud of smoke hits me, as well as the surprised smirks of two juniors who are stinking the place up, fat rolls of weed in their lips. 
 
    One of them opens his lips, but I shut the door on the obscenities and turn to the girls’. 
 
    Of course, he’s in the girls’. 
 
    He was hoping I’d follow him until the last second. 
 
    I stop just outside the door.  
 
    There’s nothing, no weird noises, no racket, no falling bricks. I don’t know exactly what I was expecting, but all I can hear are a few muffled grunts, and I’m not even sure they’re coming from inside. Everything seems normal, except for me, standing there all sweaty from the run, my ear to the door, but I’m used to not being normal. 
 
    I turn the door handle. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 17. 
 
      
 
    I’ve been reading and writing fanfiction for almost three years now. I’ve been writing gory, blood-spattered, merman fanfiction for a little less than nine months. People have been reading it for eight of these months, and the gushing and the shipping and the fangirling (or fanboying) that’s going on should give you a good idea of how well it’s written. 
 
    Between us, it’s nothing special. 
 
    But people like it, not that that means anything, except that they get what I’m talking about. Most of the time.  
 
    That’s all anyone wants out of fanfiction anyway, but that’s another subject. 
 
    What I wanted to point out is that when I say I have no words to describe what I see as soon as I open the door to the girls’ toilets, I mean it. 
 
    No. Words. 
 
    I could tell you there are circles of dripping blood on the walls, as though blood was spurting out of someone or something as they are being dragged around the room. 
 
    I could tell you all the sinks are running at the same time, as though I’ve walked in a horror  movie set, and the floor is slippery with water-thinned blood, only there are tentacles coming out of the taps, huge tentacles with thick circles roped around them like some monster octopus straight out of a cheap Marvel anime. And that a few of these tentacles, most of them really, are wrapped around some part of a boy’s body; a boy who no longer looks like a boy, but a bloodied rag doll, thrown about this way and that between the tentacles as though he weighs nothing. His eyes are shut and his face is turning purple from asphyxiation. 
 
    I could tell you that the breath dies in my throat at the sight of the massacre, at the size of the tentacle-creatures. I could tell you that at the last minute I see a bright orange flame in the corner—a girl’s hair. I could tell you that there’s a girl who’s fighting with all that she’s got (which, all she’s got, is a toilet brush and a toilet cover ripped from the seat) against one of the tentacles, without making even a dent in its slimy flesh. 
 
    I could tell you all of this, but I won’t. 
 
    First of all because even by that description you won’t even begin to get an idea of the massacre that’s happening in the girls’ bathroom. I mean…not even my sick imagination could have created such a scene. 
 
    Second of all, because I shut my eyes tightly by instinct. Not instantly, but just as soon as I catch a glimpse of those snake-like tentacles, I immediately close my eyes. I know this isn’t the Basilisk or the Medusa, but I’m not taking any chances with monsters turning me into stone. 
 
    Of course, a second later I can’t stand it and I open them again. Which brings us to third of all:  
 
    It’s gone. 
 
    One second the old, moldy door was screeching on rusty hinges and my eyes were bulging out at the horror that was being played out right in front of me, and the next the wisps of the disgusting tentacles are slithering back inside the taps, their tips disappearing as I watch. It happens so fast, they’re a blur of black, oily substance, and I couldn’t tell you what they looked like if I tried. Ky’s shell of a body is released, and it drops with a sickening crack on the wet tiles. 
 
    I don’t get more than a glimpse of the creature (creatures?) before the tentacles are gone, and all that’s left are blood-covered walls, rivulets squishing beneath the soles of my shoes, a row of dripping taps and a broken boy on the floor.  
 
    And let’s not forget the red-haired girl in the corner, who springs to life as soon as the last tentacle has disappeared into a tap, and crawls on all fours to Ky’s body, leaning over it, looking for a pulse. 
 
    I take a tentative step closer. 
 
    “Where were you?” Lorelei screams at me, her eyes huge, peeking up at me behind dark, wet strands of hair. Her skin is marble-white, and her fingers are webbed together and covered in fins. She looks like a banshee. “You were supposed to be his safety, you were his only hope! How could you just leave him to be eaten alive by…?” She looks down, taking a sharp breath. “He’s not breathing. Water! Help me, for the love of Seidon!” 
 
    I don’t know exactly how my brain forces itself to understand that Ky needs water to be revived, kind of like a fish would, but it does. My legs are shaking so bad and the floor is so slippery that I almost slide to my knees twice, but I manage to keep my balance, just barely, to the taps. 
 
    “Come on!” Lorelei shouts at me, the words coming from her throat scraped raw. 
 
    I hadn’t realized it, but I hesitate before turning the water on. I half expect a giant squid with a trident to flop out of it.  
 
    “What do I do? What do I do?” I ask frantically as I cup my hands beneath the running water. This is surreal. If all this blood didn’t do it, will anything wake me up from this nightmare? 
 
    Lorelei grunts as she tries to shift Ky’s body closer to me, dragging him by the armpits and I let the water run as I hunker down next to her, placing an arm behind his neck and helping her haul him close to the tap. 
 
    His weight feels dead against my straining muscles, and it scares me how much blood is coming out of him. His left leg is bent at an unnatural angle to his body—it must be broken. He’s still not breathing. 
 
    I dash to my feet and just fill my cupped hands with water and throw it on his face. 
 
    Lorelei smooths away a few clinging curls from his forehead and turns to look at me in surprise as the water splashes against his pale cheeks. “Don’t throw it at him!” she snaps. “He needs to breathe it in.” 
 
    Ooookay. 
 
    I pour the next handful into (or near) his mouth.  
 
    He jerks upwards and vomits a flood of blood practically in my face. I turn aside just in time, my left hand still supporting the back of his neck. Lorelei turns him to the side so that he won’t choke. “Do something,” she whispers to me, looking at his jerking body. It lies still a second later. 
 
    He sort of looks dead. And not ‘sort of’. I kneel on top of him and start pushing against his chest. Don’t let me have to give him CPR. I press and press and his head lolls on the tiles that are sticky with his blood, and my fingers get soaked in it, slipping on his torn shirt, but I don’t stop. 
 
    I press down hard on my bottom lip, trying to put all the muscle I have (which isn’t much) into the action of pumping blood into his heart, but his torso is hard and it’s not budging beneath my palms. 
 
    I take a deep breath and open his mouth with two fingers, like I was taught in PE class. “Hurry,” Lorelei hisses in  my ear, which isn’t helping, and then she adds a few Greek curses. 
 
    Ok, there’s a person dying here. 
 
    I bend down and push my lips to his. Oh, gosh, am I doing this right? I fill his mouth with air and then pump some more. Suddenly, he convulses beneath my hands, and I grab his shoulder to pull him up as he splutters and gasps and chokes. His head hangs on his chest, and his back heaves. He swallows, his whole body shuddering, as he tries to take another breath. He lifts his arm to his chest  as though he’s trying to hold his ribs together and makes a sound that hints at excruciating pain. 
 
    Lorelei gets up to give him more water. As she tries to stand, her right leg gives way and she sprawls across the floor, whimpering. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask, but there’s no need for her to answer. There’s a deep gash on her thigh, blood dripping out of it. Her skin looks pasty, her lips paper dry and her breathing is shallow. Her legs have started to look iridescent.  
 
    “What’s it look like? Trying not to turn,” she gasps through  gritted teeth. “Or die.” 
 
    I try to support her weight so that she can reach the tap, but she’s wilting against me, wheezing as though she’s struggling to breathe. 
 
    Ky gasps from the floor, trying to lift his head. 
 
    “Lei,” he says with a sickening gurgle in his voice. “In the water, now.” 
 
    “No,” Lorelei shakes her head. “No, I’m staying. You need to…” 
 
    “Now,” Ky repeats quietly, wincing.  
 
    He closes his eyes and I wonder if he’s fainted, and the next thing I know Lorelei has put the tip of her index finger on the part where the water flows from the tap. 
 
    A swift motion, like a swirl, and she disappears before my eyes, just like the squid-creatures. I want to say it looked like she was sucked into the tap, but it’s more like she willed herself to disappear while she was touching the water than anything else. 
 
    I just stand there, gaping, when a wet choke from Ky’s direction wakes me. 
 
    Then I start pouring water onto him like my life depends on it. He starts drinking it in huge, sputtering gulps, his breath rasping in between. I run to the corner and pick up a bucket that has a dried-up mop in it, and after rinsing it a couple of times, I douse him with its contents, then stand back, half-drenched myself, clinging shirt and hair and all, to see what happens. 
 
    He coughs a lot, but in a minute he can lift himself to a sitting position, with my hand at his back. I stand up again and fill the bucket, drowning him in water once more. He’s sputtering something, but I can’t hear until the bucket is empty. 
 
    “Ellie, Ellie, stop!” 
 
    That’s what he’s been shouting. 
 
    I stare at him, aghast. The top part of his jeans has disappeared, and there’s shiny black fins there. Ooops. 
 
    He’s panting, spitting out water, his tee clinging to his stomach like second skin. And now he’s swearing as well. He tries to move away from the pool my bucket has created and gasps, almost passing out from the pain. I abandon the bucket, and put my arms around his waist, keeping him upright. 
 
    He slides over until his legs get out of the water and turn back into jeans. He crouches on the floor. At least he doesn’t look all broken anymore. There are still scratches on his face; his neck is all swollen and it takes him effort to take every breath, but he looks like a person now. 
 
    And all that just by being doused in water? 
 
    Wow. 
 
    He really isn’t human, is he? If the fish tales and tentacles and Lorelei disappearing into the sink weren’t enough to convince me, this is. I don’t know how or why or…but it’s real. He’s real. I’m not crazy and I’m not imagining it, and he’s telling the truth. End of story.  
 
    Now what? 
 
    I’ve got to deal with it, that’s what. 
 
    “What in Hades did you come in here for?” he gasps. “I need air, I can’t f—” 
 
    The word won’t even come out. He’s choking again. 
 
    I slide cross-legged on the wet floor next to him, my back against the cold, bloody wall. Tentatively I put my hand on his back. 
 
    “Breathe,” I whisper as calmly as possible. I say it so much to him as to me. “Just breathe, it’s ok, you’re fine, you’re alive.” 
 
    You touched a boy just now. You pushed your hands on his chest, trying to help him breathe. You grabbed his arm, you dragged him by the waist, you poured water all over him, washing away the blood from his wounds. 
 
    You’re fine, you’re alive. 
 
    “Are you an idiot, coming in here after what you heard the other day? Do you have a death wish or are you just. That. Stupid?” 
 
    He intones every word, gasping between. Then he stops and just looks at me. 
 
    I deflate. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” is all I say. 
 
    He takes a hissing breath. Abruptly, he turns around and presses his lips to mine. 
 
      
 
   
 
  

   
 
    18. 
 
      
 
    If this had happened to me a few days ago, I’d have been in heaven. I mean, the way his tongue rolls against mine, the way my skin tingles all the way to my feet…the way his fingers suddenly find themselves in my hair, tilting my head upwards to fit better with his…yeah, I’d have melted right on the floor beside him, floated into the rivulets of blood and water. 
 
    But as it is, I snap to reality about ten seconds in—it might be an hour or two, actually, I’m not sure, time warps a bit, to be honest—and put my hand on his chest, pushing him away. 
 
    Then I leap to my feet, and immediately my legs buckle.  
 
    I have to grab the sink with both hands to avoid falling back on my butt beside him. He turns away and I definitely hear a chuckle coming from his direction. 
 
    “You all right?” he asks. His voice is coming from far away. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” I say, but my throat is dry and my lips, swollen from his, won’t obey me. 
 
    “Hey,” he says roughly, changing tone. “Let me look at you. Does it hurt anywhere? Why can’t you stand?” 
 
    He half tries to stand up, then slams back to his knees with clenched teeth.  
 
    I swallow. “I’m better than you, at any rate,” I tell him. “What…what did you do that for?” 
 
    It came out before I could stop myself from being a total idiot. He’ll laugh at me now for sure. 
 
    Only he doesn’t.  
 
    He just looks away from me again, and lifts his shoulders  in a shrug. His sweater is torn at the neck, well, pretty much everywhere, but there’s a rip at the neck, exposing a bit of his back. I can see his muscle tensing. 
 
    “To say thanks, I suppose,” he says in a colorless voice. “To try to see if I could convince you to help me out, seeing as you know now the kind of danger I’m in.” 
 
    “What?” I take a deep breath and step away from the sink. 
 
    That’s it. I’m done. 
 
    How could someone so beautiful be such an a-hole? I can’t believe I was fangirling over him a few days ago. I can’t believe I’ve been practically writing stories about him. And meanwhile, he’s a total jerk underneath all those muscles and curls. 
 
    “You mean,” I say slowly, no trace of the hoarseness his kiss left on my throat, “that you thought you’d kiss me and I’d decide it’s ok to die for you?” 
 
    That infuriating shrug again. All I can see are his shoulders, he still won’t face me. And now it sounds as though he’s laughing again. I mean, he’s sort of choking at the same time, spitting out blood—and is that a piece of a tooth? Ew—but still he finds me hilarious enough to laugh. 
 
    “It was a pretty good kiss,” he says. 
 
    “I won’t do it,” I reply. I need to hear it myself, so I repeat it one more time. “I don’t care how pathetic you think I am, but let’s be clear on one thing: I won’t be used as a bodyguard, or a shield, or a sacrificial lamb so that you can get what you want. You don’t deserve it. You don’t deserve me. You’ll have to kill me with your own hands, and even then I’ll put up as much of a fight as I can. Got it?” 
 
    I shoot him a murderous stare, willing him to feel it even with his back turned. Doesn’t matter that his lips made me swoon for a second there, they’re just lips after all. The rest of him…it’s rotten to the core. 
 
    And then he does the last thing I’d expect him to do. 
 
    He lifts his hands and slowly claps three times. He whistles softly. “Well done, Els,” he says. “Finally.” 
 
    His arms drop back to the floor as though that small gesture tired them out. 
 
    “Right,” I say. “Since you’re alive and everything, I’m out of here.” 
 
    “You’re wet,” it sounds like he says.  
 
    That can’t be right. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I ask in my best Lydia voice. 
 
    There’s that half chuckle again. It’s interrupted by a hiss of pain. Serves him right. Jackass. “I said, in case you haven’t noticed, you’re soaked. Your shirt is just clinging…” He stops to swallow. Looks away. 
 
    Yeah, I get it.  
 
    He really thinks he’s the first person to look away from me, disgusted. Dude, not even close. 
 
    “How are you going to get out of here?” he says. I start to reply, when I notice his gaze traveling towards the sink. 
 
    The blood drains from my face. 
 
    “No way, fishlegs. No way. There’s absolutely no way I’m gonna let you take me into the freaking tap with you. Just…no.” 
 
    “Good luck running through the halls with your bo—” he stops himself. “Like that,” he finishes. He’s laughing again, not even trying to hide it. His chest rises and falls and he gasps in pain, but that infuriating smile doesn’t leave his face. 
 
    I remember that feeling of panic as my face was shoved in the dirty toilet, in the second stall of this very room. My knees on the wet floor. How did my hands look as I was flailing, struggling to free myself? 
 
    Did they laugh as they watched me? 
 
    Of course they did, Rilia and her friends, I could hear them—at least I did until the water entered my nostrils and stopped me from breathing. Right before Ky saved my life. And now, I can almost hear them, what they’ll say if they see me like this: ‘Did you wet yourself, pooper scooper?’ Oh yes, they’ve been calling me that since the toilet incident. Has a lovely sound to it, doesn’t it? ‘Did you get into another fight with the can?’ 
 
    I shut my eyes, but the images get more vivid, so I open them again quickly. 
 
    Ky’s hand is still outstretched. “You should be grateful I’m not taking you via the toilet again,” he says, wincing in pain. He’s looking pale, and his lips are turning grey. He’s shaking all over, coughing when he tries to take a deep breath. Still his back is straight as a rod.  
 
    “Dammit,” I say, for the second time today. 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask,” he replies, grabbing my hand in his with surprising strength. 
 
      
 
    Which is why, less than a minute later, I’m grasping his hand for dear life, as the world—or should I say worlds—twirls around us. Water gets into my mouth, my nose, my eyes. I mean, I wasn’t exactly expecting a magic-carpet-ride-with-Aladdin situation here, but my fangirl brain has been imagining all kinds of things ever since I heard of the parallel kingdom world story. 
 
    But of course when the time comes for me to actually experience something exciting for once in my life, I’m choking on water and my vision gets blurry and I can barely focus on not suffocating or losing his hand, let alone anything else. I just see a dark tail glistening—it’s him, isn’t it?—as it slices the water from the corner of my eye, and that’s it. We’re standing on sleek tiles again. These ones aren’t even covered in blood, which is progress. 
 
    It probably lasts less than a second, like he said it would, and then I’m standing in my bathroom at home, but it felt like an eternity. I fall to the floor, gasping like a fish out of water, choking gulps of air. 
 
    Ky huffs next to me. 
 
    He’s standing on two feet, his skin healed, unbroken. 
 
    He said he’d be healed if he ‘got into the water, even for a second’. He said it would take us home just like that and to trust him. I said, yeah, I’m not trusting you. He reached his hand out, palm up. I ignored it, then shivered violently as a gust of wind broke through the door frame. 
 
    The recess bell sounded in the distance. 
 
    Feet padded just outside the door. 
 
    I put my hand in his…and it worked. I’m back on dry land, safe in Lydia’s house, just like he said I would be, only it felt like actual, legit dying. 
 
    “You left that part out,” I gasp, gathering my dripping hair away from my face. “The part about drowning.” 
 
    “Stop being ridiculous; there shouldn’t have been any. You just swallowed a little water, which you wouldn’t have, if you’d kept your mouth shut, like I told you. But you never—” 
 
    “You look perfect.” 
 
    He stops talking. A look of surprise comes over his face, and he ducks his head suddenly, his eyes on his shoes. His ears look kind of red. 
 
    Let’s try this again. “I mean, you’re totally healed, right?” I correct myself hurriedly. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says absently, looking around. “Water does that to me. I’m pretty much indestructible in it. I’m…I should be indestructible everywhere. I am in my world, but not here. That’s why their only chance to kill me is on this earth’s soil where the air has weakened me, where my defenders can’t follow, and where my army’s weapons are useless.” 
 
    I swallow, taking everything in. “It’s true, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Is what true?” His eyebrows meet. 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    He nods once.  
 
    Goose bumps break all over my arms. 
 
    “How’s your hand?” he asks abruptly, reaching for my fingers. 
 
    I snatch it away. “Fine,” I say quickly, “you weirdo. Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
     “No reason,” he replies, watching me with a strange expression on his face. “Only mine is nearly broken from the death-grip you had on me while we were traveling. What, did you think I’d let go? You saved my skin out there, Ellie. I owe you my life. I wasn’t about to let go of your hand if the worlds crashed all around me.” 
 
    He ends up almost spitting the words with vehemence. 
 
    I stay silent for a few seconds. 
 
    “Of course you weren’t,” I say finally. “Let’s not forget, after all, that I can’t die for you if I’m not alive.” 
 
    He looks up, the expression on his face so naked and raw, the breath catches in my throat. 
 
    “Let’s not forget, after all, that I’d be dead in less than a day without you,” he says calmly.  
 
    “Now who’s being ridiculous?” I say, trying not to let it show that my heart is beating like a drum. 
 
    He lifts a sandy eyebrow, burying his hand in his wet mane and tugging at the ends. “I’m not the one whose…everything is showing through a transparent blouse.” 
 
    Immediately my hands go to my chest, and I cross them over my wet top. I turn my back on him, expecting laughter to start ringing in my ears. Instead, I hear a grunt. 
 
    “Unless you want to be kissed again, or worse, I’d bring me a dry change of clothes, anything, and I’ll be out of your hair.” He sounds tired and strained. Struggling to keep it together. 
 
    Wait. Did he say unless I want to be kissed again? 
 
    I whip around. “Why didn’t you try to be my friend?” I ask him. “You saved me, you insulted me, you pretended to be attracted to me. You lied to me. You keep saying you’re the best in all your land or whatever it is you call that watery grave we just came through, the next king, right?” 
 
    His face has fallen. He’s looking at me with a flabbergasted expression, as though I started sprouting Chinese. He nods. 
 
    “Well, even as a strategy,” I go on, “it would be much more sound if you’d pretend to want to be my friend. I still wouldn’t have believed it, but I might have actually offered to protect you if you’d told me the truth.” 
 
     “I don’t…” he stops to clear his throat. “I’ve lived practically my whole life in this world, but if you think I’ve got the first idea about how your human relationships work, you’re wrong. I’m not made for friendship or love. I just want to survive, for this nightmare of exile to be over. Do you know what it’s like for every breath to hurt you, every step you take brings you further and further away from where you belong?” 
 
    He doesn’t sound like an exiled king. He sounds like a lost little boy. His eyes flick away from mine, shining with unshed tears. Their rims are red. 
 
    “I just want to go home. Even though I’ve never lived there, so…Maybe I don’t have an actual home.” 
 
    He looks sort of surprised at himself. At this. This emotion coming out of him, flooding him like a torrent. I hide a smile. He thinks there’s no one else who feels so lost and forlorn as him on the entire planet. Look around you, buddy. Everyone’s lost. Look in front of you. Some are more lost than others. 
 
    “There was no prophecy, nothing, was there?” I say after a second of silence. 
 
    “No. We picked you, specifically. That’s what you overheard, right? Well, it’s the truth. We looked for someone and we picked you. You…you were perfect. You had nothing to live for.” His forehead scrunches, and I have to keep myself from punching him. “Do you know how long it took us to find someone like you? Head full of stories and dreams, heart full of pain. You even daydream about mermen, for Seidon’s sake. How convenient was that? Plus, there was no one to watch over you, no relatives alive, no friends, no…” 
 
    “Stop it?” It comes out like a question, but he immediately nods. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry. I’m sorry. You need to know, you’re nothing like we thought you’d be by just looking at your life. We got you incredibly wrong. You made it so hard for us.” He chuckles. “We couldn’t have picked a more inconvenient person.” 
 
    I scoff. “Picked? As in, picked someone to sacrifice. To push in front of you to take a bullet that was meant for you. That’s what you picked me for.” 
 
    “No bullet,” he says quickly, looking kind of white. “But Lorelei has seen the future, and it’s…” 
 
    “I thought the oracle thing was a lie.” 
 
    “She has got the gift of manteia. ‘Os se kathrepti enigmatodos’.” He just said ‘looking in a blurry mirror’ in ancient Greek. Why is nothing making sense anymore? I mean, less sense than it even did before. “She and I…we come from the same origins,” he goes on. “The old king’s progeny, before the dictator mucked the waters with ink. She’s been looking out for me, trying to determine the future and a way to save me, as best she can. My only help.” 
 
    “Wow. Even you have a sister.”  
 
    “Even you as in, even you, monster, right?” His lips go paper-thin.  
 
    Is that what he is? An actual, mythology-like monster who drowns his victims with his siren looks and siren words? And I the modern-day victim, drowning so he can feed on my heart? It’s gruesome if I put it that way, but really, what difference does it make? He admitted it openly, he needs me to die. For him that’s all I am. A sacrifice waiting to happen. 
 
    And he’s completely right. 
 
    I have no one to lean on, no one to talk to. No one to warn me. No one. 
 
    “So,” I say numbly, “not having a family is actually going to kill me.” 
 
    “Aren’t you listening to me?” His voice erupts. What reason does he have to be mad? I’m the one losing it here. I’m the one who is completely lost. “I don’t have a family either!” A tone of impatience has crept into his voice again. He digs his left hand into his hair, mussing the drying curls about in frustration. A door opens and shuts loudly downstairs. “I haven’t met but a few members of my own species. I’ve never even seen the First Families, let alone my Palace. The place I was supposed to live in and rule for millennia.” 
 
    I look at him in surprise. It’s the first time he shows any vulnerability. The first time he’s shown that he cares about anything, actually. 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” he adds quickly, changing his tone. All traces of emotion are wiped from his face. Well, that lasted long enough. “Needing others… It’s a weakness I’ve evolved out of. As I told you before, not that you were listening, our worlds were created as twins. Since then, the Kingdom has risen far beyond Earth’s weaknesses, and so have its people. No offense to your Greek columns or anything, but our civilization was around for millions of years before your conception and will be after your Earth’s destruction.” 
 
    “Oh it’s a weakness to have a family is it?” I turn to face him, feeling the color heat my cheeks. “When I opened that door, do you know what I saw? It was your sister, trying to wend off that giant squid—” 
 
    “It was a Vathi,” he corrects in a tired tone, but his eyebrows are drawn, his eyes on fire. 
 
    “Whatever. It had you in its tentacles and you looked like a rag doll. Like a lifeless thing. It doesn’t get any weaker than that, you know.” He hangs his head. “And she was fighting it off with a freaking toilet brush.” 
 
    His face becomes a question mark. “There’s no gate for  weapons against the Vathi to cross over, you know this.” he says quietly. “There’s no protection whatsoever in this world; my exile means death. And she…she was trying to fight it?” 
 
    “How do you think she got hurt?” 
 
    He shrugs, but his eyes look hooded and his shoulders hunch over. 
 
    “Exactly,” I say. I’m so mad at him, at everything, I don’t care what I say as long as I get some reaction out of him, other than being a jackass. “And why do you think I was there? Do you think it was because I’m lonely that I left class to come to the bathroom to check on a guy who lied to me and treated me like I was absolute dirt and almost had me killed? Do you think it’s because I didn’t know the danger? Do you think—?” 
 
    “She—she saw you too,” he interrupts me, but I was already out of breath. He’s turned his back on me, and he’s looking towards the sea out of the tiny window. A train screams by in the distance. Ky’s shoulder blades are heaving with the movement of his breathing, the fabric of his sweater sculpted to his skin. “After we’d met you. She saw you in a future vision lying on the floor, your body broken and covered in blood. The same way I would be today. This is I will meet my death at the hands of the Vathi, in the end. Except…except if you take my place. Those were her exact words, the exact prophecy. She’s seen it happen.” 
 
    My chest feels too tight for my lungs. 
 
    I can’t speak, I can’t breathe.  
 
    “And back there, I wake up and I see you standing there on top of me, wiping the freaking blood from my clothes,” he goes on. He’s still not looking at me. “Knowing the danger, knowing what you did. Why? Why would you do that? Why?” 
 
    I don’t speak until he turns around and looks at me. His eyes look tormented and for a second I falter. Then,  
 
    “Why do you think?” I ask him. 
 
    He swallows, Adam’s apple bobbing. “My first thought was the same reason you let those kids torment you, when you are clearly superior to most of them. Fear.” 
 
    I bite back the first response that comes to my lips. And the three that follow. “And your second thought?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” At least he doesn’t shrug this time. Progress. “That’s who you are, I guess. What you do. You…you wanted to help me?” The words come out with difficulty, and it ends up being a question. 
 
    Suddenly I can’t stand it anymore, being here in this small space with this hard-headed, stupid fish-boy. He won’t even see what’s right in front of his eyes.  
 
    “We definitely didn’t see this part of you when we picked you, Lei and I. On the other hand, you may have a death wish for all I know.” 
 
    And that’s it.  
 
    I’m not proud of what I do next, but compared to pushing him out of the tiny window (which was my first impulse) it’s infinitely better. Trust me, you’d be proud of me. Instead of sending him to the pavement in a broken heap of glasses and bones via the window, I slap him. 
 
    See? Didn’t I tell you you’d be proud of me? 
 
    His cheek turns an angry red instantly, and it stays like that, as though it’s frozen to the spot where my palm sent it. Of course said palm stings like crazy, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of letting him know by putting it between my knees and massaging it. 
 
    “Go find a dry shirt somewhere else,” I tell him opening the door. “Oh, and FYI, Greek columns aren’t the beginning of what your stupid world is missing.” 
 
    I walk out, not once looking back, but pause outside my room until I can hear the clinking of the tap and then the absolute silence of his absence. Only then do I bring my swollen palm to my lips. They’re smiling for the first time in months. 
 
    “You know what they say,” I murmur. “You should never argue with a writer. They’ve got the smartest comebacks.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    19. 
 
      
 
    How long did that smile last? Two seconds. 
 
    Apparently even that was too much, because I end up paying a price for it. 
 
    I change into dry clothes and pop downstairs, just to let anyone who’s in the house know I’m back from school. It’s only Jimmy. 
 
    “Hi, Jimmy,” I tell him, padding on stockinged feet. 
 
    “You home, dolls?” he replies, lifting his eyes briefly from a pamphlet. “Do they teach you anything about adoption in school?” 
 
    “Adoption?” I lift an eyebrow. He turns the brochure over and I see that there’s the photograph of a giant Chinese baby at the front page. “Nope. Just sex.” 
 
    His laughter rings as he walks into the sitting room, murmuring: “You’re on your own for lunch, kiddo, I’m stepping out again as soon as Lydia gets here. That ok?” 
 
    He doesn’t wait for an answer. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmur, “fine.” 
 
    I know they’d stay in if I asked them; I know he’d love it if I asked him to cook something for me; I know he’d run to the grocery store if I told him the fridge is empty and I’ve got a test tomorrow, so I don’t have time to shop myself. But I do none of these.  
 
    Lydia and Jimmy have their own lives. Maybe they’re thinking of adopting, starting a family. I’ll be out of here as soon as I turn eighteen. No reason to bother them. 
 
    I trudge upstairs, suddenly drained of energy, and furrow under the covers without even opening my schoolbag to take out the books I need for tomorrow’s test. My laptop is still connected to the power-cable, and it’s back is slightly warm. I snuggle close to it, drawing the comforter around my shoulders, and flip open the screen, turning it away from the window’s streaming sunlight. 
 
    I wanted to take a nap, wash the day’s events from my brain, but my head is hurting so much, that’s not an option. 
 
    I don’t feel like studying just yet, and it takes too much effort to eat. So now what? 
 
    Oh, I know. 
 
    Let’s see how the war is going. 
 
    I log into the fanfiction site and my world goes black. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    20. 
 
      
 
    Last night, when I updated the Mer Wars, I uploaded the eleventh chapter. Now the story has about twenty of them, which I don’t recall writing, let alone uploading. 
 
    My heart starts pounding so loudly I can almost hear it. 
 
    I click on the title, and the first chapter starts. 
 
      
 
    Rhee Tae Won clipped the knife back on his thigh, scooping a handful of water to wash away the blood that was flowing freely form the wound. 
 
      
 
    Yep, these are my words. I flick through the rest of the chapters, my eyes darting over familiar words, already read comments.  
 
    I reach chapter eleven. Everything seems to be ok. Fifty more comments and ninety-six likes since last night. (The American readers usually read it when I’m asleep, because time difference.) Then the next chapter starts. The one I didn’t upload. 
 
    It must have gone up no more than a few minutes ago, because there are no comments on it yet, nor are there any under the rest of the ‘new chapters’. 
 
    A sick feeling sinking in my stomach, I click on it to see what it says. 
 
    And…it’s porn. 
 
    Someone has hacked into my account and uploaded porn into my story. My mind darts around the kids at school, Rilia and her gang, the boys, everyone who knows me and could have done this. But of course no one even imagines that I write fanfiction, no, successful fanfiction, in English. Anyone on the internet could have chosen this particular story, for no other reason that it’s one of the somewhat most popular fanfics out there, and decided to have some fun. 
 
    All the time, my eyes are glued to the dirty words—most of which I’ve no idea what they mean—and the weird acrobatics that are described between men and women, men and men, and even…ew…a man and a fish. 
 
    Is that supposed to be a nod towards the original story? 
 
    More like a middle finger, if you ask me. 
 
    The chapters go on and on.  
 
    I just stare at my screen, flabbergasted, frozen. The tears have started pouring down my cheeks, but I don’t notice them. It takes two, three tries to press the ‘flag’ button at the bottom of the page, because my fingers are shaking so bad. 
 
    Then I go to the site’s homepage, to try to send them a brief email, explaining what’s happened. 
 
    Meanwhile, the comments start pouring in. 
 
      
 
    I’m so disappointed in you, @aquaholic (That’s my handle, by the way. It seemed so clever and cute when I first thought of it. Right now the sight of it seems surreal, as though it belongs to a horror story someone wrote about me.) It’s sickening what you wrote. People like you should be blocked permanently from all sites. I can’t believe I followed you for so long. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for ruining the only fanfic I used to read. Disgusting.  
 
      
 
    WTF?! @aquaholic I just want to say that people like you ruin sites like these for the rest of us, who are just on here trying to have little bit of fun. Your story is so sickening, I wish I had my eyes gouged out rather than read it.  
 
      
 
    This site should be ashamed of what it allows its writers to post. It should be shut down. @aquaholic crawl away and die. 
 
      
 
    It goes on and on like that. There are a lot of comments about me dying. A LOT. There’s a lot about me being a slut, about unfollowing, about reporting me and all these lovely things. Not one of the readers even hints at the possibility of this being a mistake. 
 
    Of it not being my fault. 
 
    People I used to chat casually with, who sent me fanart and gushing emails, who I messaged back and forth with my news and listened to theirs, people who sent me texts like ‘How are you? How was your day?’ are now pouring hatred at me. 
 
    After about half an hour of constant comment alerts pinging, I suddenly feel my stomach roll. I get up and run to the bathroom and I’m violently sick.   
 
      
 
    It gets worse. 
 
    I take a shower in a daze, then go out to my math tutor. You have to get tutoring after school in Greece, if you want to have any chance of getting into university. The exams are impossibly hard.  
 
    Two hours pass as if in a dream. A nightmare, actually. 
 
    Ky is nowhere to be seen. I catch the train just as the sky is turning deep blue. The train wagon’s glass windows turn into mirrors; it’s darker outside than inside. I don’t recognize my own reflection. Sunken cheeks, protruding collarbones. Dark circles, thin lips. 
 
    Lifeless eyes. 
 
    You wouldn’t know me now if you saw me. Even so, I’d trade in my soul for one glimpse of you. 
 
      
 
    When I get back, my story is deleted from the site, my account terminated, my email address blocked.  
 
    A few emails have arrived from the site as well as from a lawyer, threatening lawsuits. Direct hate mail sent to my personal google account email, as well as to every social media I’m active in. My follower count has dropped by about two thousand, and my dashboard is almost blank—most of the people I follow must have blocked me. 
 
    The house is empty, silent as a tomb. 
 
    I get into bed and turn off the light. Bluish twilight filters through the curtains, not quite as dark as the night, but not offering any illumination either. 
 
    Thank heaven for fanfiction, I remember thinking no more than two days ago. It’s all I have. These strangers on the internet have no idea who I am, but they’re keeping me alive. 
 
      
 
    I’m not the type of person to attempt to destroy myself just because I have nothing to live for, nothing to make my life bearable. 
 
    I’m not going to think about ending my life. 
 
    I’ve never thought about trying to join my dad. While he was sick all I could think was how much I’d love to follow where he went, to be with him, even in the unknowingness of death. But I’d never actually think of doing anything to escape. To leave. 
 
    I expect I’ll just trudge through life, putting one foot in front of the other, no joy, no hope, no warmth, one of those people with dead eyes and a bitter heart. 
 
      
 
    For the moment, no dark thoughts of a bleak future cloud my mind. 
 
    No matter what Ky said, I’m not going to think like that. It’s not the end of the world, but it is the end of the only thing that kept me alive, kept me happy, kept me occupied.  
 
    Kept me sane. 
 
    ‘You may have a death wish,’ Ky said right before I slapped him. 
 
    Oh how wrong he was! 
 
    I want so much to stay alive. To live. Desperately. But how? How? That’s the question. 
 
    Just crawl away and die, one of the comments said. 
 
    There’s no one else who cares enough to tell me what to do. I don’t die, but crawl away I do.  
 
    For three days.  
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 21. 
 
      
 
    Lydia is very sweet to me while I’m ‘sick’. By the third day I can’t pretend it’s a stomach bug any longer, and I think she’s suspected from the start that it’s more to do with my heart than my body. 
 
    Anyway, on one of my trips downstairs to take out the garbage and feed the cats in the yard, I notice a scrap of paper with a name and a phone number on it, and that wakes me up a little. 
 
    It’s the name. It belongs to Selena, the daughter of one of Lydia’s friends. Her mum has been gloating all over town about how Selena got into a private college, one of those that rip you off to give your kid a good education, but in actuality has bought you a very expensive unemployment collecting adult. 
 
    Oh, didn’t I say? She’s just gotten her psychology degree. 
 
    And her number is on the paper. Lydia’s going to call her and send me to therapy—if she hasn’t already. No. Just no. That’s where I draw the line. 
 
    I may be so messed up I do need help, but one thing I don’t need is to become the guinea pig of Selena across the alley. 
 
      
 
    So the next morning I get up and go to school, plastering the fakest of fake smiles across my face. 
 
      
 
    The hours go by slower than death. 
 
    Ky has found a niche among his guy friends, it seems. He no longer looks haggard; he looks clean, rested and calm, relatively—but mainly, alive. I wasn’t sure he would be alive, I realize with a pang. 
 
    Would it have been my fault if he was dead? 
 
    Does knowing what I know make me less responsible? 
 
    I mean I know what I decided was the right thing, but it was the right thing for me. It wasn’t the right thing for him, although why I should care I’m not sure. 
 
    No, I am sure. I should definitely not care. The guy is an emotionally stunted a-hole. 
 
    Although, if he died, would I feel like I could have done something to prevent it? But what if that something was dying myself? When is it worth the sacrifice? Who decides? 
 
    And, more importantly, how will I feel when he does die? 
 
    Looking at him from across the classroom, as he laughs and slaps a guy’s back, folding his long body on the chair with ease, I see a fleeting glance he sends out of the window, just a second, but I catch it, and it’s so full of despair and resignation, that I know it beyond certainty: he will die. Any day now. 
 
    Any minute now. 
 
    How will I feel then, knowing I could prevent it, knowing I had a choice? 
 
    The bathroom walls painted in blood flash before my eyes and a wave of nausea hits me. I could have died in there. He could have died in there, if it weren’t for me. Which is worse? And who gets to decide? 
 
    Argh, my head is going to explode. 
 
   
 
  

   
 
      
 
    22. 
 
      
 
    Ky’s gang—which has now expanded to include pretty much every boy in our year—corners me at recess. 
 
    I’m walking across the basketball course, which is never a good idea, and I’m just stepping on the glass that covers the statues, when they pounce upon me out of nowhere. I usually scoot when I see them coming, but this time they round the corner behind the Library and we come face to face abruptly. One of them, a stubbly, pimply guy about my height and twice my width, grabs me. He shoves me hard, and I fall to the glass, my back smacking its cool surface, the books spilling from my schoolbag around my feet. 
 
    “Did you cut your wrists yet, toiletface?” he smirks, and pushes me hard again as I try to get up. 
 
    My head feels like it’s made of pebbles by the time he stops, but before I can start to think about what he’s talking about, another one gets in my face, talking trash about how I wanted to kill myself after Ky broke up with me. 
 
    Ah, so that’s the story that’s been circulating; and I know it’s not the boys that started it. 
 
    I mean, it was nothing new for me to walk into the classroom this morning and find small clusters of girls watching me and giggling behind their hands. I’m sort of used to it; I try not to think too much of what new rumor they’ve been spreading about me. But I have to say, this one takes the cake. They saw me inexplicably hanging out with the guy most of these girls wanted for themselves, and then I suddenly stopped talking to him and then dropped out of the face of the earth for three days. How dare I, right? 
 
    So they figured he’d broken up with me.  
 
    Which means it’s ok for his guy friends to beat me up, and all the girls will rush to get the word around that I’m the loser who lost him, and now they can all fight for his attention.  
 
    Only this time they’ve apparently had the brilliant idea to spread the rumor that I tried to kill myself or something. Also, to start calling me ‘toiletface’. Which is kind of smart, but still pathetic enough to follow me for the rest of my life. 
 
    Just brilliant. 
 
    At exactly the moment when my brain realizes the brilliance of this new bullying campaign, my eyes jingle in my head, because I’m pushed once more down against the glass. I hear a definite crack this time. 
 
    The next time I’m shoved, I feel something warm drip onto my neck. Oh, this is getting epic. I can see the headlines: ‘Girl’s head broken into a thousand pieces by her own classmates’. 
 
    I’d be even more excited, if my vision hadn’t started turning fuzzy around the edges and my head feeling light, ready to float away.  
 
    And then. 
 
    Something collides with the stubbly cheek in front of me, a fist hard as rock, knuckles scuffed with blood, as though these hands been in a fight seconds before. 
 
    The face in front of me disappears. 
 
    I manage to raise myself to my knees, bringing a hand to the back of my head. It comes out with two faint spots of blood, as though the skin’s been just scratched roughly. Better than I feared, considering it feels like it’s about to explode. 
 
    “I said leave her alone,” a voice says above me—his voice.  
 
    “What’s your problem, dude? Just having a bit of fun here,” pimply guy says, trying to sound calm, but his voice is high-pitched, annoyed, readying for a fight. 
 
    “Oh is it fun you were after? Well, let’s see you try to crush a guy on that wall. Come on. Are you scared? It’s ok to push a girl, isn’t it?” 
 
    Through the gaps between my fingers, which are covering my eyes, I can see them punching each other on the face, the arms, the stomach. Pimples lifts his arm to slap Ky hard across the jaw, but Ky ducks just in time, lifting his knee and sweeping pimply’s legs from under him. He falls on his butt with a thud. 
 
    My mind wanders to the statue I thought had looked at me that day. I imagine her watching me as I’m half-sprawled on the glass,  her stony eyes taking everything that’s happening in. I imagine her marble lips forming a smirk as Ky beats the daylights out of my tormentors. 
 
    “Enough now,” one of the other guys says with authority, walking over to stand between them. Ky ignores him, striding to the fallen boy, his hands clenched in fists at his sides. 
 
    “Really? Do you honestly think this is enough? Because I sure didn’t hear you say anything about it being enough when he was splitting Ellie’s head open two seconds ago.” 
 
    The guy who just spoke looks down at him in amazement. I suddenly recognize him as the one Ky’s been with every moment since I sent him away. He’s his best friend, the one he’s been staying with. Oh no. Don’t pick a fight with him, you idiot. 
 
    So, of course, that’s exactly what he does. 
 
    “Watch your words with me, Ky,” the other guy says. “We’ve got a good thing going on here, I don’t want to mess our friendship over some psycho little bitch—” 
 
    That’s as far as he gets, because the minute the word leaves his lips, he’s punched in the mouth. He stumbles back and the other boys catch him before he’s sprawled on the ground, his nose coated in blood. Some of it is trickling down his front teeth. I turn aside. That’s attractive. 
 
    “You son of a—” he starts, but the others hold him back. “We are so done,” he says starting to walk away. “You’ve made the worst mistake of your life. It’s gonna be torture from now on.” 
 
    Ky doesn’t even watch him leave. “You have no idea,” he murmurs under his breath and then he’s on his knees beside me.  
 
    My heart skips a beat. Did he say what I think he said? He just destroyed his last hope of salvation. No friends, no sleepovers, no protection. Nothing. Why on earth would he do that? 
 
    His eyes are so close to mine, my vision fills with their green. “Are you hurt?” he asks, looking me up and down, passing his hand over the back of my head lightly. I wince. “Let me look at that.” 
 
    Not that I’m ungrateful for what he did or anything, but he was the one who caused it. Also, I’m kind of over the whole thing. I just want it to go away. I’m so tired, even my bones hurt. 
 
    “Leave me alone.” I ignore his outstretched hand and stand up on my own. He’s gathered my things and is holding them out for me. I just grab my bag and books, trying not to look him in the eye. 
 
    In the distance, his friends backs are retreating, one of them holding his nose, the others turning back, giving me the stink-eye. 
 
    “You were gone,” he says, stepping in front of me, blocking my way. “I’ve been staying with one of the guys, pretending my parents are away from home. It’s…it’s not been good. What happened to you? Let me look at you. Have you been crying?” He draws his eyebrows together, clenches and unclenches his jaw. “What…what did they do to you?” 
 
    I can’t resist lifting my eyes to his for a split second. They’re filled with so much pain it stops me in my tracks. And so so impossibly green, drat the guy. Great. Now my eyes are stinging again. Next thing you know, I’m going to start bawling right here in the hall. You probably won’t understand this if you’ve never been bullied or ignored, but just the fact that someone’s noticed I’ve been crying makes me want to cry.  
 
    Then the urge to cry abandons me as soon as it came, and I want to punch him. Two faced idiot. And who gave him the right to ask me a question like that? 
 
    What did they do to you? 
 
    The sudden urge to spill it all to him, to tell him everything about my story, about the cyber-bullying on top of the lovely treatment I get in this school, about the lawsuits, about the death comments, overwhelms me for a second. How would it be to have someone to talk to? To trust enough with your darkest secrets, the most evil places in your mind? 
 
    Your lowest point? 
 
    I’ve known what it’s like to have someone like that. 
 
    I used to have my dad, and Elena. 
 
    But all that’s gone now. And if I make the mistake of opening my mouth to this boy standing in front of me with his eyes all intense, his lips half-moving as though they’re trying to find the right words to convince me to trust him…If I make the mistake of telling him, he’ll use it for his own ends. 
 
    He’ll use it to protect himself. 
 
    And that will mean my death. 
 
    So I swallow the words down, along with the lump in my throat. 
 
    “Ellie…” 
 
    He lifts a hand to my face, but sees the look on my face and thinks better of it. Smart boy. He ducks his head, chin almost touching his chest, and my vision is filled with sun kissed brown curls. 
 
    Right. Time to get out of here. 
 
    I start walking towards the gym, and in a second there are steps behind me, hurried, determined steps, running to catch up. I shut my eyes tightly. One of the boys must be following me for payback. 
 
    “Hey, do you need me in there?” 
 
    Oh, it’s only Ky. I breathe a sigh of relief and get dizzy again. Wait, what did he say? I whip around to face him and, quick as lighting, he flings out a hand to grab my elbow, to keep me from falling, since my knees buckle with the sudden movement.  
 
    “Why would I need you?” I ask, looking pointedly at his hand until he removes it from my sleeve. 
 
    He smiles. But this smile is nothing like his usual, crooked ones. He’s looking down at me with the half-despairing expression of an over-taxed parent, sort of a ‘what-are-you-doing’ thing. 
 
    Then that infernal shrug. 
 
    “If anyone tries to give you a hard time, just look at me and I’ll run,” he says. “I’ll know you’re in trouble, cause you sure as hades won’t look at me otherwise.” 
 
    An image flashes before my eyes: His hand, fingers long and tapered covering my awkward ones as he dribbled the ball for me. Girls watching sour-faced from the bleachers. How safe I felt, how happy, how dazed. How stupid. 
 
    The worst part is that I feel bad. 
 
    There was something hurt in his voice just now, when he said I won’t look at him. 
 
    “Leave. Me. Alone.” I whisper to myself.  
 
    His lips turn white and he turns on his heel; he heard me. Suddenly, I feel like the monster. The urge to bash my head on the glass they were crushing me against just moments ago overwhelms me. He jogs on, leaving me behind, his boots thudding along the asphalt.  
 
    The bell rings and immediately the place is flooded with kids running to class, laughing, talking, herding easily to their lessons. I start walking towards my classroom and everyone goes silent when I pass. Just freaking lovely. 
 
    I take a deep breath and put one foot in front of the other. Count of times they tried to kill me today: one. So far.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Ellie’s Blog 
 
    Rules for surviving bullies 
 
      
 
    #5 
 
    Here is how to life: 
 
    Realize you’ll never matter to anyone as much as you matter to yourself. 
 
    That’s it.  
 
    You’re welcome. 
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    Someone might come along, once in a lifetime (if that) who will love you unconditionally, who will never ever betray you, never ever leave you.  
 
    Well, not never.  
 
    But at least they will leave you when they didn’t have a choice, after months of hospitals and chemo and losing their hair and their ability to use the bathroom, instead of taking off and forgetting you behind. 
 
    The truth is this: my mom didn’t die when I was a baby. She ran away with the guy who lived next door. My dad and this guy had grown up together. My grandmother, had laid their placemats side by side after school, when the other kid’s mom would be late coming home from work, and then put sheets on the fold-up bed in the tiny hallway when his parents were screaming at each other, getting a divorce. 
 
    No one has heard of them since they ran away together. 
 
    They told me she died, but I found out the truth when I was about eight. I’ve pretended I believe them since.  
 
    What point is there in the truth if it’s as ugly and painful as that? 
 
    Here is another truth:  
 
    He could be home now, pan shimmering on the stove, Greek coffee brewing on a hot plate. He’d be forgetting all the pots and pans while preparing new Algebra exercises for us to tackle together after eating. I could be texting him not to forget to get fresh milk on his way home, or if he wasn’t feeling well, I could be on my way to the hospital, and he’d be waiting for me with a smile on his face and a new joke on his lips. But this isn’t the truth. It’s a lie. 
 
    He’s not there. My dad isn’t home. He’s not in hospital. He’s not on the other end of a phone. He’s gone. 
 
    He’ll never be in our kitchen, in our car, in our yard ever again. He won’t be at school and he won’t be walking across the marina in the afternoons with me. He’s not coming back. 
 
    He’s gone. 
 
    My dad is gone. That is the truth. 
 
    Or right now, the truth is this: 
 
    Lydia and Jimmy are the kindest, most warm-hearted people on earth. I don’t think I know of anyone else who would do what they did, take in a sad teenager who’s just lost her father and feed her and treat her like their own kid until she can stand on her own two feet. 
 
    It’s also this: 
 
    When I get home, my head feeling as though its swollen to three times its size, they sit me down and tell me that they’re flying tonight to London, on one of the cheap charter flights. 
 
    Lydia’s eyes are shining, her cheeks pink. And it’s not just the ton of makeup. “It’s finally happening for me, Ellie,” she says, her voice trembling. “I can’t believe it, after all these years.” 
 
    She drops her hand to her stomach, and Jimmy picks it up and holds it against his side. 
 
    “We’ll see,” he says, smiling. 
 
    This is a first. He looks more reserved than her, his eyes serious, hooded. But his whole face is beaming as well.  
 
    They’ve been trying to have a baby for more than twelve years. They’re talking about adoption. 
 
    “Only thing is,” Lydia says, wiping her eyes, “we’re going to have to be away. Maybe upwards of a month. Do you think you can…?” 
 
    I wave her unspoken words aside. There’s a lump in my throat; I love her for thinking of me, but I’m an adult now—or I will be in two months. I can’t act like a kid who wants her mommy (not it’s ever going to happen, just saying.) 
 
    “Go,” I say, and it comes out choked, because I’m so happy for them. “Of course you’ll go. I’ll be perfect.” I open my arms and we hug. “You’re going to be the best mom ever, Lydia,” I whisper in her ear. “You have been to me.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything, just hugs me tighter. 
 
    She knows I’m not just talking about these months when I actually came to live here. She’s been keeping an eye on me since I was a baby. 
 
    They’re gone in a flurry of passports, about a hundred and twenty suitcases and a huge, wet kiss on the cheek by Lydia’s lipstick a few hours later. 
 
    Now it’s just me, the empty house, the silent bathrooms with the street lamps’ light filtering in through the threadbare curtains. 
 
    And a cold, dark laptop I haven’t opened in four days. 
 
    This weekend is going to be so much fun. 
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    On Monday morning, I don’t see Ky anywhere, but there’s a new girl in my class. She appears out of the blue, for third period, which is P.E. class. 
 
    She’s got a thick braid of ombre-colored hair that reaches almost to her hip, pastel blue, red and green, with thin streaks of black showing through, and a thin and wiry body. She’s just a bit taller than me, which isn’t tall at all actually, and is already shooting basketballs even before we start warm-ups. Her skin is dark brown, her lips thick and contoured, her eyes ebony and large. 
 
    She’s wearing a baggy pair of sweat-pants, her shoes squeaking as she runs on the linoleum of the gymnasium. 
 
    “A mermaid throw up on you?” Rilia yells at her from across the gymnasium and her girls burst into twitters of laughter. 
 
    The ombre-haired girl’s head shoots up, the bouncing ball forgotten by her ankles. Her black eyes are spitting fire.  
 
    “Do you have a problem with me?” she says in a deep, don’t-mess-with-me voice. 
 
    “Oh no, not at all, sweetie,” Rilia turns on her widest smile. Her fakest one, too. She has many degrees of fake up her sleeve. She’s wearing a label tracksuit, and her honey-colored hair falls in perfect curls across her back. It doesn’t look like she’ll do anything to jeopardize them, or her immaculate makeup, by participating in sports or anything. 
 
    “Did you bitch just call me ‘sweetie’?” Ombre-haired pixie spits, walking over to her with slow steps, her hands menacingly finding their way to her hips. 
 
    “I call everyone sweetie, sweetie. Are you new here? Oh I know!” Rilia’s eyes are sparkling now, which is never a good sign. You’d be aware of that if you’d been at the same school as her since first grade. 
 
    Hopefully you haven’t. 
 
    Anyway, Rilia takes a small, cute breath (cute meaning ugh to anyone watching) and continues. “You should totally hang out with our local water freak. You’ll love toiletface over there, she’s the nearest thing to a mermaid that exists in this school—well, a poop-maid anyway.” She turns to me. “Ellie, come over here.” She shouts it, as though I’m deaf or slow. Then she turns to the new girl again. “You’ll become BFFs in no time. Both of you are losers, weirdos and freak—”  
 
    The next second (it happens so quickly no one really gets a chance to see how it happens exactly, more’s the pity) Rilia is lying flat on her back, her teased curls splayed on the concrete all around her face, her legs spread out in front of her. 
 
    A bubble of laughter erupts from my throat. 
 
    In a second, Rilia begins to grunt and tries to sit up, girls gathering all around her, pretending to be outraged, but secretly laughing their asses off, I’m sure. Ombre-haired girl stands over her, flexing her fingers, cracking her neck-muscles, licking her lips. Her arms hang loosely by her sides, hands twitching for a fight. The colorful hair against her brown skin gives her a glowing look that seems somehow familiar. Do I know her from somewhere? She doesn’t look forgettable; I’d definitely remember her. 
 
    Rilia whimpers. 
 
    The new girl bends her head towards her in an abrupt movement and whispers: “Boo!” 
 
    Rilia gets up and runs into the building, amid a chorus of snickers that quickly turn into guffaws. 
 
    “You ok, girl?” 
 
    No one replies. Oh. Was she asking me? I turn to face the petite girl with the blue and pink streaks in her hair.  
 
    “Yeah. You?” 
 
    “Pfft.” 
 
    I suppose that’s  yes. 
 
    “Thanks,” I feel the need to say. “No one’s ever done anything like that for me before.” 
 
    “Well, they’re all asses.” 
 
    I don’t know quite what to answer to that, so I say: “You just transferred here, huh? Cool choice.” She smirks at my sarcasm—wow, could she be the one person in the world that gets it? “What’s your name?” 
 
    It feels like we’re six years old, asking that question, but somehow it’s also kind of liberating. I haven’t spoken to a single person in the school for months. 
 
    She smiles wide, her face all teeth and angles, as she gives me her hand. 
 
    “I’m Maia,” she says. “It’s Greek, I’m not. As you can see.” I’ve known people who aren’t white but have been born and bred in Greece, but I detect a very slight accent in her pronunciation; that’s what gave her away. “My American parents picked my name from Greek mythology, you know? Hera, Zeus, Triton, Oceanids, nereids, father killers…that sort of stuff.” My eyes bulge. I do know. “Came in handy when we moved here.” 
 
    Her hand is still outstretched. It’s slender but wired with hard muscle, like the rest of her. I shake it. Any more awkward and we could die. (That’s a Greek expression, by the way. We Greeks love our black humor, in case you can’t tell –it’s not just me.) 
 
    “Wait. What are you sa—what?” Why did she have to mention so many water creatures? ‘Oceanids…Father killers…’ Is she trying to tell me something? She’s still staring at me, meaningfully. 
 
    Is she saying what I think she is? Is she one of them? Is she one of them? What are the odds that every water person in the universe is in my neighborhood? Or is she here for him…? 
 
    “Did you think blood-splattered walls clean themselves?” she says, winking at me.   
 
    And that’s when it happens. I don’t know if it’s the wink followed by a smile, or if my brain finally kicked into gear and put two and two together, but that’s when I realize. 
 
    I do know her. 
 
    She did remind me of someone. 
 
    I have seen her before. 
 
    “You cleaned, you…” I gape like a half-eaten clam. I don’t even know what I’m saying. 
 
    I run over to the glass covering the ruins. The statue of the woman warrior who had looked at me is gone. Was that…her? It’s not possible. And yet, she looks like that statue; every little detail is the same. (Except she’s in color. And, you know, moving. And, you know, things are getting crazy again.) 
 
    She’s followed me and just stands there, her sneakers squeaking on the glass, watching me. Waiting for me to say something. But I can’t form words. 
 
    “Are you…? She takes a step towards me and her blue eyes fill my vision. Boy, are her eyes blue. I remember that day I was crying, I remember seeing those lifeless eyes of the statue, and thinking how kind they looked. How understanding. 
 
    The same eyes are staring at me right now.  
 
    The ones who looked on as I was shoved on the glass and nearly killed the day before. They’re the same eyes, I’m not making this up. 
 
    “Are you,” it comes out in a hoarse whisper, “are you one of them? Are you here for him?” 
 
    “I’m here for you,” she says simply. “I’m an Amazon warrior by birth, allotted to his Highness for his personal guard.” 
 
    “Like Wonder Woman?”  
 
    Silly question. But I’m in shock here. Plus, the more I look at her, the more I realize how incredibly beautiful she is. Smooth forehead, thick lips, dimples when she talks. She isn’t beautiful in a delicate, Mona Lisa way, but in a fierce way that steals your breath; like a model or a…statue. 
 
    She ignores me. “I disguised myself as a statue in order to stay near the prince—much good I am to him. But I was summoned last night to take care of one of our own.” She waits for her words to sink in. “I’ve come to keep you alive.” 
 
    And once again my world tilts on its axis.  
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    I take her home. 
 
    Yes, her too. As I said, it’s what we do in Greece. Also, it’s what you do when someone tells you they’ve crossed worlds, literally, to come help you. Do I believe her? I don’t know what I believe anymore. And I don’t know exactly how it happens either, but somewhere between her explaining to me the rules of Ky’s exile and threatening to beat up Rilia some more –‘do you want your face bashed in, then?’ are her exact words to her, I believe—I tell her about my fanfic getting hacked. 
 
    I’m not proud of the way the whole story comes out in a hiccupping, half-sobbing mess, but it does. As though there was a dam inside me, waiting for the first passing glimpse of interest from a stranger to burst.  
 
    She only cracks her knuckles and asks to see the ‘crappy site that blocked me’. I ask her if she’d rather get there by toilet and she tells me not to be stupid. So we walk. 
 
    “You live all alone?” she asks in an incredulous tone as we walk in and climb straight up to my room. I don’t exactly know what to do with her. The fridge is practically empty, and with the exception of her wanting to sit on the floor and watch me cry, like Ky used to do, I don’t see how she can be any help to me. 
 
    “Just for a couple of days,” I say in a defensive voice as I fling my schoolbag on the carpet. She takes hers off gingerly, looking curiously around the battlefield that is my room. “I don’t know how things are where you come from, but it’s no big deal around here.” 
 
    “Please.” She’s got her back to me, and I can see the beginnings of a purple tattoo on her neck, right where her braid slopes around her shoulder. I can also feel the beginnings of a massive headache. 
 
    When did I eat last? I forgot. 
 
    I’m going down a beautiful road already. 
 
    “I’ve lived in this world as much as the prince has,” Maia’s voice interrupts my thoughts, “since I came here.” 
 
    “Don’t you live on an imaginary island that’s invisible to human eyes?” I’m still in denial. 
 
    “Not imaginary,” she replies, although I wasn’t expecting an answer. “Better than dreams. I’m in the Kingdom’s Water Forces. I belong to the rivers and seas and lakes, and your ancestors had a habit of naming every superior being either a god or a monster. Now no one believes in the supernatural anymore, but it doesn’t mean it’s stopped  existing.” 
 
    “The Water Forces?” It sounds too practical. Too…human. 
 
    “There are three corps: emissaries, soldiers, and servants,” she explains patiently, as if I asked her to. “I’m a soldier, a daughter of Fos. The sons and daughters of Fos are the most powerful beings in all the worlds, fierce warriors and protectors. So, you can understand how it kills me to not be able to help the prince because of this idiotic curse. Still, I’m the only one he has in this world; have been from the beginning. His own, personal bodyguard. From afar.”  
 
    Could this get any more confusing?  
 
    “There are strict laws surrounding his exile, and anyone who follows him into this world is immediately called back and executed after complicated torture.” 
 
    She must notice my jaw hitting the floor, because she stops abruptly and turns to face me, a cheeky grin splitting her face. 
 
    “I was in no danger, of course,” she says. “His court keeps tabs on me, and I report to the Elders whenever I move continents—every five years or so. I’ve lived for years with humans, so that I could maybe help him in the final moments of crisis, although…” She makes a visible effort to smooth her expression, which had taken on a look of pure anguish. “Although, to be honest, the oracle was pretty clear about what’s going to happen.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure that’s not what she was going to say, but I don’t press her. Her face has fallen. 
 
    “He’ll die,” I say quietly. 
 
    “If you put it that way,” she says, plopping herself on my bed, shoes and all. 
 
    “What do you mean? He won’t die? Then what?” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll die alright. It’s just that this is not the end of what’s coming. There are rivers of blood and torn limbs and broken bones sticking out of…Hey, you ok?” 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” I croak. 
 
    My mouth is filling with bile as it does when you’re about to hurl. I can’t stop picturing the girls’ bathroom walls covered in blood, Ky’s body being tossed about by that squid, as though it was made of rubber.  
 
    “Anyway,” she continues, opening my laptop and turning it on, “he contacted the Elders and asked for a bodyguard for you. He said you’re his only chance. If I couldn’t help him, he needed help for you. He said someone is killing you. Although they’re not his enemies, so beats me who it could be.” 
 
    My entire body starts shaking. Not that I have any reason to believe her, but if I did…He asked for what? He said what? 
 
    “You keep saying you can’t help him,” I say instead. 
 
    “No one can,” she replies, without looking up. I remember that Ky wasn’t at school today. Did it have to do anything with her? “He’s not allowed to have any help. At all. It’s the law of his exile; in human terms, you’d call it a curse. I was his guard, so I followed him to this earth, but I can’t…I can’t be near him.” 
 
    “Why not? Will you die if you talk to him or something?” I was sort of joking, but Maia goes dead silent as I finish my question and I flinch. 
 
    She lifts her eyes from my laptop and meets my gaze. Her black eyes have turned to steel. “No,” she says slowly. “He will.” 
 
    I fold to my knees, hitting the floor next to her. I sit cross-legged and face her.  
 
    “Are you…?” 
 
    “Am I what?” 
 
    I lick my lips. Her attention is back to my laptop. What do I have to lose? Is she going to think me more weird than she already does? Or am I going to think her? No to both questions. It doesn’t get any weirder. 
 
    “Are you that statue that looked at me?” 
 
    Her eyes fly to mine again. This time she puts the laptop aside and focuses her attention to me. “Yes,” she says simply. She’s not smiling or laughing. She’s looking at me in an examining way, as if she’s trying to guess my reaction. “Does that weird you out? You have stepped in the middle of our war here, you know, so this is just the tip of the iceberg.” 
 
    “So if you being part of the metope underneath my school’s foundations makes me want to get myself a straightjacket, then…” 
 
    “Then I’m wasting my time. And so is the prince.” 
 
    “The pri—” I almost choke on my own saliva. I nearly called him ‘the prince’. I’m confused. Does ‘the prince’ want me alive or dead? And when will he make up his princely mind? “Ky only wants me so I can die in his place. That’s the only thing that makes remote sense to me in this story. You…you haven’t risked your neck for him all this time, but you’re doing it now all of a sudden? Right at the end—when you know what the end is going to be?” 
 
    ‘He said someone is killing you.’ 
 
    “I told you, I’m not the one who is risking their neck—at least not as much as others are. The prince is the one I’m putting in danger by coming alive. I was turned to a statue in order to keep him safe.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” Of course I don’t. 
 
    “Do you? Do you see?” You know, I thought she looked so gorgeous and slim and cute. Well, she isn’t. She’s fierce. She looks like she’s about to start spitting fire from her eyes by looking at me with so much intensity. “Do you realize that one look from me could kill him? I had to turn myself into a statue to protect him. I was his personal guard, and the exile curse turned me into the best weapon against him. Not only can he not ask for my help; he shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “He…why?” 
 
    “Have you heard of the Medusa?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “It’s not a person, Ellie.” Her face is transformed by a look of infinite sadness. “It’s not a person. It’s a weapon. It’s warfare of the highest order, available only to the one who holds the most power. And since Ky’s father, King Tristan was murdered, that is the enemy.” She stops and looks at me for a long second, her face absolutely immobile. “I have the Medusa.” 
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    “So,” here comes the million-euro question. “So, are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “Not you, silly.” Maia’s face has stopped being creepy-still, but I’m seeing her in a new light. A warrior-slash-killer-slash-actual-mythological-Amazon light. It’s scary. And beyond cool. She pushes her thick braid over her shoulder. “But I can’t even be in the same room with Ky, or I might accidentally kill him. My look is lethal to him. One look from me, and he’s dead.” 
 
    “What?” I practically scream it. 
 
    “Neat, isn’t it?” She presses a hand to her temple, as though her head hurts. I can barely keep myself from screaming curses at the top of my lungs. What is this ‘war’ I’ve stepped into? Who does things like that? It sounds lethal and silent and absolutely inhuman. “I can’t defend him, I can’t be near him, I can’t even be in the same geographic location as him without running the risk of killing him. With one look. Literally.” 
 
    “That’s…that’s…” 
 
    “Stupid,” she says, picking up her phone and typing quickly.  
 
    There’s an Amazon sitting on your floor, holding your laptop, talking about the Medusa and typing on her phone, the crazy detector says inside my head. Yeah, I know, I reply to it.  
 
    “Stupid is the word you’re looking for,” she says. “He’s been running from certain death from day one, he should know how to stay moderately alive by now.” 
 
    “Is he in danger?” 
 
    She looks at her phone. “Will be in about two minutes.”  
 
    I look at my shoes. I’m wearing simple black sneakers, with white edges, nothing out of the ordinary. I notice a small bloodstain on the edge of my left foot. I must have missed it when I cleaned up after the girls’ bathroom blood fest. 
 
    Maia is wearing white basketball shoes, and they look pristine and expensive. Her brow wrinkles as she clicks her way to the fanfiction website. “Somebody else has been in even greater danger, running from the law,” she says so quietly I think she’s speaking to herself. “She’s been almost caught so many times, I don’t even know how she’s still alive.” 
 
    “Lorelei,” I whisper. 
 
    Maia nods.  
 
    I remember that first day I found the pink water in my bathtub, and the orange scale on the tiles. She said she was running from assassins and I was in the middle of having a minor stroke, so that part is muddy. 
 
    “Yeah, what she’s doing for him…even I wouldn’t do it. Well, maybe I would, for Ace—for one person.” Maia frowns as she clicks away at my laptop. I don’t even care about my story at this point. Who slash what is ‘Ace’? “All I have to do for the prince is not kill him. But she…she’s out of her mind. Whatever.” 
 
    Ky said he doesn’t have a home. He said he has evolved past emotions. But if that’s true, then what was Lorelei doing in my school, fighting the squid off of him with nothing but a toilet brush in her hands?  
 
    And why was she—? 
 
    “Dude, this site is bull, why would you publish your stuff on it? You could publish it in a book, get money for it.” 
 
    I’m getting whiplash from her sudden topic changes.  
 
    “How would you know?” I ask her absently. She’s typing like a maniac. 
 
    “That will teach the bastards to cyber-bully you,” she says. “Although I can’t hack it any further. We’ll need help. What? Oh no, I haven’t read any of it. It’s just that Ky told me you’re a really good writer.” 
 
    Oh he did, did he? 
 
    “Yeah.” Yeah what? Oh no. I must have spoken the thought aloud.  
 
    “And you’ve been talking to him how exactly? You’re his Medusa, remember?” 
 
    She lifts up her cell phone instead of a reply. “You know, he’s been in exile since he was born, and he didn’t once ask for anything. He didn’t ask for help when he was nearly eaten alive by the Vathi at your school—not that he’d have gotten any. But he didn’t. And suddenly I’m being ordered to guard an actual human girl with no powers, no warrior shape, no power.” 
 
    “Even though you’re a danger to the pr—to him.” 
 
    She nods. “You can say it, he’s the prince. He didn’t ask me to come, I wouldn’t, I’d have told him no to his face, prince or no prince.” Her eyes meet mine again. “He gave an order. He said he won’t stay alive unless you do. So I’m here, Medusa curse and all. Insane, huh? What?” 
 
    I’m staring at her, not blinking. 
 
    What did she just—? What is she talk—? 
 
    I get up, my body stiff like a robot’s and walk out, mumbling something about needing to pee. Maia slips my headphones in her ears. 
 
    I walk to the bathroom and open the door. And I get a heart attack. 
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    The window is open. 
 
    I walk over, holding my breath—like that’s going to keep anything with tentacles from attacking me—and stand on tiptoe, trying to manipulate the heavy windowsill so that it shuts against the wind. It’s kind of broken, and so I struggle a bit as the wind blows in. It’s the first cold wind of the season, and it’s really chilling. My teeth are starting to chatter, when a hand appears out of nowhere, slamming the window shut from behind me. 
 
    Naturally, I scream.  
 
    Maia starts screaming about a second later, although most of what she’s yelling is curses as her shoes slap the floor. Then she just stops. 
 
    “Ellie!” a voice yells, as soon as it gets the chance, which (chance) is that I’ve run out of breath. “Ellie, open your eyes and stop being an idiot.” 
 
    I do—open my eyes, that is—because stopping being an idiot is easier said than done. And there’s Ky standing in front of me, his arm outstretched from having just closed the window, a look of utter horror frozen on his face. 
 
    “You said you didn’t want me to come in via the sink anymore,” he mumbles. 
 
    “And you thought you’d just break in through my window?” I yell—but not on purpose. I thought I was just talking. 
 
    Lorelei is standing beside me, shaking her head at me.  
 
    “Where’s Maia?” Now I get why her footsteps stopped abruptly. She went back; can’t see Ky; she’ll kill him. My mind is buzzing. 
 
    No, wait, a phone is buzzing. 
 
    Ky picks it up and I hear Maia’s tinny voice over the speaker. 
 
    “Good, you’re here,” she says to Ky. “Took you long enough. Get in that dump she calls her room and trace the IP addresses of the emails I’ve got on her laptop, would you? They’re giving me a headache.”  
 
    He walks out, frowning fiercely. “Can I set the Vathi on the dickheads who hacked her story?”  
 
    “Hey, I’m standing over here,” I say. 
 
    He lifts the phone to his lips, but I can still hear her. “No, you can’t kill people just because they behave like d-bags on the internet,” she answers him. “Just…fix it for her, would you?” 
 
    “They made her cry,” Ky says, fixing his green gaze on me.  
 
    “It’s not like she’s crying soul-tears,” Maia’s voice says, sounding exasperated. Soul-tears? 
 
    “No, but do you know what that means? In normal girl world, it’s just something they do every day, for fun. But she doesn’t cry. In Ellie-land…it’s the apocalypse.” 
 
    “Still here,” I repeat, starting to get annoyed. 
 
    Ky starts to hum the melody of ‘Radioactive’. A sound like a flute’s song is coming from his lips, and for a second I wonder if someone’s turned on the TV downstairs. It’s not possible that this kind of sound can come out of a person’s mouth. It’s melodic and full, it has so much depth…it’s breathtaking. And it’s only humming. ‘Nereids, sirens, that sort of thing…’ 
 
    No wonder he thought he’d have me wrapped around his little finger. He is literally a siren. I never stood a chance, did I? 
 
    “I’m in her room,” Ky says, grabbing my laptop. Maia is nowhere in sight. “Get lost.” 
 
    “I’m downstairs. Ellie, are you there? Don’t worry,” Maia says loudly, so I can hear over the phone. “I know what I’m doing. You don’t mind, do you? Ky’s got sick hacking skills, that’s why I asked him to come over.”  
 
    “Oh I’m not worried about that,” I tell her. “I’m just wondering if this is a good time in my life to take up swearing.” 
 
    Lorelei follows behind me, closing the door softly behind us. She looks me up and down. 
 
    This is the point in the story that I must look the craziest I’ve ever looked. I’m wearing pajama bottoms, the top I wore to school, no socks or shoes, and my hair is half in a ponytail and half out, because I was in the middle of pulling it free when I got the heart attack. 
 
    “You sure you can pull it off?” she says, and drapes her long, toned arms around my desk chair, where Ky is seated, already scrolling through my emails. 
 
    “You sure you’re a nereid?” I murmur under my breath. “Because you’re mostly a Scylla.” 
 
    I plop down cross-legged among the piles of books on the floor, and it’s only then that it hits me: he came here alone. He risked being attacked, he climbed into my bathroom—he certainly is aware that this the first place they’ll attack again, so he was literally risking his life…Must have met Lorelei here, for that exact reason. But even a second before she showed up would have been enough to kill him. And for what? To hack my fanfiction site? To help me? 
 
    “This chair is designed for people who don’t have legs,” he says, and gets up to find a more comfortable spot. Well, no, it’s designed for people who have human legs, i.e. less than five meters long. Finally, he settles on the floor with his back leaning against the door and starts tapping furiously on my laptop, his frown deepening by the second. 
 
    His phone is on my desk, and Maia is still on.  
 
    “Ellie? Are you ok?” she’s waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Fine,” I reply. 
 
    Why is she here? I want to ask him, I want his answer. I want to hear the lie, whatever lie he’ll make up this time,  come out of his mouth. 
 
    “Good. Getting lost,” Maia replies. 
 
    “Maia!” Ky yells towards my desk in this big, commanding voice, and is rewarded with a curt ‘what’. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Your Highness.” Her voice sounds formal before she hangs up. I don’t even think she was faking the respect I heard in her words.  
 
    He nods in the general direction of his phone, completely absorbed in his work. Don’t get sucked in by his act again, Ellie, I warn myself. 
 
    Still, I can’t get the expression on his face out of my head, when I opened the door and saw him standing there: pale skin, lips drawn, jaw clenched. He looked scared. Barely holding it together. He looked like someone who had run out of options. And his only choice left was to come to my house, not knowing whether he’d be welcome. Or safe.  
 
      
 
    Barely half an hour later—half an hour of me sitting and staring at his head bent in concentration over my laptop and wondering if it’s too late to check myself into an insane asylum—Ky stands up and flexes his neck muscles. His shirt rides up on his stomach and a totally different dizziness overwhelms me. 
 
    “Right,” he says. “Your story is back up on the site, the hacker’s been blocked and reported to the authorities. I tracked those thirteen-year-old bullies and sent screenshots of their comments to their parents and schools. The site has received a severe warning from the FBI about cyber-bullying taking place on their premises. I saved most of your good comments, and blocked one or two bitches that said you should kill yourself.” 
 
    “F…FBI?” I mutter, blinking. Lorelei has left. 
 
    He nods, passing a hand through his already messy hair, and then he rubs his eyes like a two-year-old. “Actually, I may have blocked more than two bitches.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “About eleven,” he says. “Now feed me.” 
 
    “Feed yourself,” I reply. 
 
    “Ok,” he says, not taking his eyes off me. “What I want, I’m looking at.” 
 
    Ew. 
 
    So we get pizza. 
 
      
 
    We eat silently and hungrily in front of the TV.  
 
    There’s nothing but garbage on this early, but I’m not turning it off, because that would mean having to talk to him, or worse, watching him. Then, loud music pierces my eardrums and an emergency news report pops up on the screen, catching my attention.  
 
    Ky is on his seventh piece. 
 
    ‘Pop singer dies this morning. Cause of death unknown.’ The titles run above the news reporter who lets out a stream of vague details, and then image after image of one of the most beloved singers in the world start rolling across the screen. 
 
    “Coralia.” I mutter her name, grabbing the remote to crank up the volume. “What the…? She can’t be dead, she’s practically our age.” 
 
    Ky has abandoned his food, and is staring at the TV with a stony expression.  
 
    Coralia Hew is the cleanest celebrity of all of them: she’s a good girl, doesn’t drink or do drugs, works hard and everyone loves her. She is in her early twenties, with a model’s body and luminous eyes. Everyone who hears her voice immediately falls in love with it, even though she’s not everyone’s cup of tea. There is something about her singing that no one can resist. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    I turn to Ky. His eyes look red as he keeps them glued to the footage of her most recent concert. He’s forgotten all about his food—which he appeared to be in a serious relationship with for the past quarter of an hour. His lips part, but he doesn’t say anything. He lets out a shuddering breath, struggling to take in air.  
 
    “Is she…?” I don’t know how to finish that question. The reporter keeps chattering. Apparently they found her dead in her house, in a pool of blood. She had multiple cuts on her body, as if she’d been assaulted by an entire army. Criminal investigations have started. 
 
    Ky looks like he’s about to be sick. 
 
    “Do you want some water?” 
 
    He doesn’t reply. 
 
    “Do you want me to turn it off?” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “Do you need Lorelei?” 
 
    I don’t know what to do to help him. He’s just sitting there, completely immobile. 
 
    “Ask me,” he says in a broken voice, “ask me if I knew her.” 
 
    “Did you know her?” 
 
    But I’ve already guessed the answer. Even now, the reporter says it every few sentences. ‘The singer with the magic voice is gone.’ ‘No one could resist her –who could want to harm her?’ That’s how we all know her, after all. That’s what we call her.  
 
    The ‘siren.’ 
 
    The titles haven’t stopped rolling. ‘Siren’s voice taken from us too soon.’ ‘Coralia, the angel of the music scene is in heaven.’ ‘Our Siren is gone.’ 
 
    Only, she actually is one, isn’t she? She is a siren, or mermaid or whatever. She’s like Lorelei and Ky. ‘Coralia’, a Greek name that means coral, a water name, and a voice no one can hate…“She’s from your place.” 
 
    Ky nods, picking his plate up. I turn the TV off. 
 
    “Those cuts, the…the blood? Was it…?” Was it the Vathi? I want to say, but I don’t, and there’s no need to. 
 
    “It was,” he says. “Not the first time they’ve killed in this world either, but this was the first high-profile case.” 
 
    “Was it a warning for you?” 
 
    He turns to look at me. 
 
    “No,” he replies slowly. “My warning was that day you saved me, and that day Lei almost died, and so many others…Also, I don’t need a warning. I know. This was…” He makes a gesture with his hand. “This was something they just did. Because they can. This was the war.” 
 
    “The war?” 
 
    I remember him telling me about a war, but I didn’t believe him. Not fully. I didn’t take him seriously, or if I did, I thought it was something far from me, far from this world, something that threatened his ‘kingdom’, whatever it was, far above the stars or below the ocean. I never thought it was real. 
 
    I never thought it was here. 
 
    “It’s happening, isn’t it? The war you said…It is all around me, like you said it was.” 
 
    “Yes,” he replies softly, and that softness in his voice almost breaks me. He waits for me to realize what’s happening, he waits for it to sink in. He needs for it to sink in. That’s the hardest part of all. 
 
    “Ellie?” I am shaking so bad, the glass I’m holding is splashing water all over my jeans. “Ellie,” he says more firmly, his hands circling my wrists to stop my hands from shaking. “Here is what will happen now. You’ll walk me to the bathroom, so that I can get both myself and you to breathe again. Ok?” 
 
    “Was she exiled too? Why has she been in this world, all these years?” I remember listening to her songs since I was a preteen.   
 
    He’s shaking his head, as he stands up, and wavers a bit on his feet like a drunk person. He steadies himself with an effort. “She wasn’t exiled.” He hasn’t let go of my hands, so he pulls me with him. “She came here. She wanted to help.” 
 
    Help with what? I want to ask, but it looks like all I can do is keep myself upright. Ky walks on, leaving me behind, but he waits for me outside the bathroom. I don’t know how he can stand to be close to water after what we heard on the news, but then again he can’t stand not to be close to it, I suppose. 
 
    Also, it’s not as if he can be any more afraid for his life than he already is. 
 
      
 
     “Thanks,” I tell him two minutes later as we walk back down. I’m numb all over, but I no longer feel like I’m about to pass out. “Thanks for what you did for me.”   
 
    He shrugs, looking more like his usual self.  
 
    We sit back on the couch and he attacks the rest of his pizza. ‘Emotions are for the weak,’ I remember him saying. Looks like he’s really ‘evolved’ into turning them off. 
 
    “Also,” I add in a different voice, “didn’t I say if you set foot in here again I’d call the cops?” 
 
    “Yeah, ou bib,” Ky says around a huge mouthful of pepperoni. “I bon’t hear bem cobing.” 
 
    “You don’t hear them coming because I’m an idiot,” I murmur to myself. 
 
    “I thought,” Ky stops to swallow, and pushes the empty pizza box away with his foot. We’re sitting cross-legged on the carpet in Lydia’s living-room, and I’m hugging the radiator. “I thought something had happened to you too when you didn’t show at school for three days. I thought…” He looks away. “Maybe they had gotten you. That’s why I called Maia.” 
 
    “I’d be touched, except you weren’t concerned about me, but yourself,” I say dryly. 
 
    “I told you, I’m dead without you,” he says in a colorless voice. “But I’m already without you, you’ve made that clear, and honestly, I don’t blame you for staying away. I’m rotating, spending the nights with the dudes, until they figure out that I can’t sleep alone and start making jokes about how I’m scared of the dark, or wet the bed or something, and then I’m done. I’ll be on my own.” 
 
    And then I’m done. 
 
    “Not that that’s your problem,” he goes on before I can say anything, “but I was worried the monsters had gotten you. That’s all. I know what’s going to happen to me, I’ve known all along. But you…You’re determined to think the worst of me. Am I not allowed to worry about you?” 
 
    I blink. 
 
    He’s still not looking at me. 
 
    “Why is she here?” I ask simply. 
 
    Ky’s back is arching next to me, his shirt clinging to his back muscles as they tense. His fist is clenched. His eyes are closed tightly, as though someone is hurting him. 
 
    “I involved you in this, I did this to you,” he says. So far so good. That’s not a lie. “The least I could do is offer you protection.” He takes a deep breath. “Because, to answer your question, if one of us doesn’t get out of this alive, it’s not going to be you.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say. Has he changed his mind? What…? 
 
    “What do you want from me?” My voice sounds calm, and I hope he doesn’t hear the little quiver between the words. 
 
    Finally he faces me. His eyes are like precious stones, darkening at the center, dark specks all around the pupils.  
 
    “I want you to stay alive,” he says. “I want you to want to be alive. For yourself. In order to live.” 
 
    “I do want to—” 
 
    He’s shaking his head in that infuriating way of his before I’ve completed the sentence. “No,” he says. Then, “no.” Again. “No, you don’t want to be alive. You can’t help being alive, but that’s not the same as actively participating in life, making life happen, is it? I want that for you.” 
 
    “Why would you…?” 
 
    “All my life I’ve been fighting to stay on the surface, to stay breathing, to not get killed. I’ve lived with more intensity than almost any human on this planet—and more stress and pain, too, but that’s what made it bearable for me. Being away from home, a stranger in this world, I managed to find some beauty in being alive in it at least. I mean…I think I’m even going to miss it when I…When the end comes. I can’t imagine someone living through years and years without wanting to. Wanting to leave all the time, to escape to another world. That’s why you’re so good at writing that awful water creatures story.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s brilliant writing, but the world-building sucks.” 
 
    “I didn’t come up with the world-building,” I tell him indignantly. “It’s fanfiction.” 
 
    “Well, it shouldn’t be.” His voice is serious, deep. I can’t stop looking at his lips. My arms have broken out in goose bumps, and my heart is beating like a drum.  
 
    He can’t be telling the truth. He’s not right. Is he? 
 
    “It shouldn’t be,” he repeats, a bit more softly. “You should be forcing others to march to your rhythm, not digging holes in their mediocre worlds to crawl into.” 
 
    “That’s…” I stop to sniffle. Why on earth am I sniffling? “That’s the worst metaphor in the history of talking.” 
 
    “I heard someone say you should never argue with a writer,” he says, bringing his knees up and standing up slowly. He extends a hand to me. Without thinking I grab it, and he hauls me to my feet. We’re so close our noses could be touching. “I’ve been trying my best since.” 
 
      
 
    He leaves in a few minutes, taking the empty pizza boxes with him, to dump them in the recycling bin. 
 
    Maia is waiting for me upstairs, and as soon as I walk into my bedroom, she leaps to her feet. 
 
    “Why are you alone?” she asks, frantic. 
 
    “Ky left,” I say, confused. 
 
    “He left? On his own?” she says, going pale. 
 
    Ah, not this again. 
 
    “Maia, there’s no water in the street,” I start saying, before realizing my mistake. Of course there is. An entire network of water pipes sprawls under the city, crawling under the houses, the buildings, the docks…The Vathi can slither in and materialize on almost every single part of the neighborhood they like, including the streets, where there are sewers. Dammit. 
 
    I’m running downstairs, taking the stairs two at a time, and out the door, before I realize I’m still barefoot and in my pajama bottoms. The cold hits me like a razor, but I don’t stop. 
 
    There’s a lone, tall figure walking gingerly in the distance, shoulders drooping, eyes downcast. 
 
    “Ky!” I scream his name, still running at full speed towards him. 
 
    He turns around. At that moment, I swear, there’s so much hope and joy in his eyes, my heart nearly stops. They’re so impossibly green, that they’re shining through the dusk’s gathering gloom. 
 
    In a second I’m next to him, panting. 
 
    “Are you ok?” I ask, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    He shuts his eyes in relief. “Yeah,” he says. 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobs, and a muscle ticks on his cheek. That’s all, he doesn’t say anything else, but it’s enough to make me realize how scared he must have been. How certain that he was going to die. And he didn’t even ask to stay, or to call one of his ‘dudes’ to come pick him up. 
 
    “Hey,” I grab him by the shoulders, suddenly angry. His eyes snap to my face, round with surprise. I’m not a ‘hey’ person. “If I can’t give up, you can’t either,” I tell him. 
 
    He coughs back a grunt and runs his hands through his hair. 
 
    “Come here,” he says, his eyes drifting shut.  
 
    My eyes are on his—or I should say in his—and the next moment a huge wave has risen out of nowhere and enveloped me and I’m drowning. 
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    It takes a moment to register that it’s not a wave, but his arms around me. He’s pulled me to him and he’s holding me with the force of a man who’s found oxygen while he’s choking. With a sharp exhale, he lifts me off my feet and presses me to his chest. 
 
    And I’m not drowning, except in his lips. 
 
    But that’s not the worst part. 
 
    Soft, moaning sounds start coming from his mouth, and his tongue starts exploring mine and I lose it. My eyes close and my hands grab his shoulders for leverage, as my legs tangle themselves around his. My left leg is on his thigh, and he takes a step backwards, trying to keep his balance.  
 
    It does feel as if I’m swept away by the sea. It reminds me of those sunny summers I used to spend in Aigina, when the wave would come rushing onto the beach and crash over my head, tumbling me over the pebbles and sand. I hear the roar of water in my ears, which is completely impossible, right?  
 
    Right? 
 
    My knees stop functioning and his arm is around my waist, keeping me upright. 
 
    He sighs against my lips and then he opens his mouth and fits it around mine, tilting his head and there’s no way I can stop my fingers from burying themselves into his hair, and twisting the curls at the nape of his neck. 
 
    “No,” he moans, “don’t…don’t do that, or—” 
 
    There’s no time to tell me, because the ‘or’ is happening. He slowly folds to his knees, cradling me as I’m wrapped around him, and gasps against my lips. We part.  
 
    “Sorry, I couldn’t breathe,” I whisper. 
 
    My head flops back, meeting his gaze—my muscles have turned to glue. His, too, if the way he’s shaking against me is any indication. His skin is on fire. 
 
    “I still can’t,” he pants. 
 
    “Don’t you have kisses in Squid-land?” I ask. The truth is, I didn’t know we had kisses in earth-land. At least, not like that. Not in Ellie-land, that’s for sure. 
 
    “I want to tell you, the thought of you is all that’s been keeping me alive,” he says. “All that’s been keeping me sane, regardless of whether you’re near me or not. For days.” 
 
    “The thought of you has been keeping me mad,” I reply. He smooths a strand of hair away from my cheek. I shiver. “It has been keeping me from crumbling to a million pieces. It has been keeping me asleep at nights.” 
 
    “Well, it’s been keeping me awake,” he chuckles.  
 
    I shiver again. 
 
    “Are you cold?” He wraps his arms around me, which is totally fine, although I’m as far from cold right now as a burning ember is. 
 
    “No,” I say, suddenly ducking my head down and realizing where my hands are, where my legs are, where…where I’m sitting… 
 
    On his knees. 
 
    I try to wiggle out of his lap, and immediately his arms become like iron. “What’s wrong?” There’s a note of panic creeping in his voice, which I hate. 
 
    So, I answer. “When you laugh,” I tell him. Still looking at the tiny pebbles of the asphalt. A streetlamp has turned on over our heads, turning his skin to gold. 
 
    “When I laugh what?” He still sounds at a loss. “What’s happening? Ellie, won’t you look at me?” He sighs against my neck and his breath sends little strands of hair fluttering. Kill me now. “I was almost…After all this, you still won’t talk to me. It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “No, your laugh is ridiculous.” I’m suddenly angry. Angry is good, my brain says. Angry is keeping your muscles from turning to yoghurt. So angry it stays. “That thing you do from deep inside your throat, whenever I say something stupid, it’s so ridiculous, it makes everything feel hot and hard to breathe and—” 
 
    And then my brain’s not angry any more. It’s not anything except melting in a puddle, because his lips are on mine again, hungrily, desperately. Then they turn soft, tender, as he cups my jaw with one hand, his other supporting my neck.  
 
    About four minutes later, or maybe it’s four hours, he rests his hands on my shoulders, rubbing them, and looks away into the sea, which is turning into black ink behind my back. 
 
    It’s starting to rain, too. Cool October droplets are landing on my cheeks, my hair, my clothes. They spatter on the street, turning it into a glossy mirror of the streetlight’s reflections. I sink my hands into Ky’s hair, which is already turning crisp with rainwater, and he sighs, melting underneath my touch. 
 
    “Ellie,” he whispers, burying his head against my collarbone. “Ellie.” 
 
    Just that. My name. 
 
    I swoon against him a bit more, and when we get up dizzily my legs won’t support me again, like that time in the girls’ bathroom, when he kissed me out of desperation and happiness and gratitude and then laughed at me. 
 
    He laughs this time too, but it’s sort of a whisper laugh. At least he’s trying to hide it from me. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll carry you until my legs stop functioning too,” he murmurs and before I’ve worked out with my muddled brain what on earth he’s talking about, (he’s talking about his legs turning into a fish-tail because of the water, in case you were wondering) he’s grabbed me and hoisted me against his chest.  
 
    By now, his shirt is mostly plastered to his abs, and he looks absolutely mouth-watering. The effect is somewhat ruined by his holding me practically with one arm, as if I’m a rag doll, but I’m not complaining. Do you know how many times I’ve dreamed of being carried as if I’m a Hyacinth Boys character? Millions. And this isn’t even close to what I’ve seen on screen. 
 
    This is real. It’s smelling the rain on his skin and feeling the tips of his hair brush my forehead and listening to his breath as he walks. This is…this is me. Mine. It’s happening to me. 
 
    Home is no more than a hundred steps away, but by the time his long strides have reached it, my hair is dripping wet and he’s gritting his teeth, trying to keep himself from turning. 
 
      
 
    We step inside and he puts me down, but my legs are still deliciously jelly-shaky and I can barely move. 
 
    “You ok?” he asks me, walking to the stairs.  
 
    I hear movement from upstairs and I realize that Maia’s probably been watching the whole thing from my window. My cheeks flame. 
 
    “Is there a way for both of us to stay alive?” I ask quietly. He shuts his eyes so tight the skin turns white around them. “Is there a way for both of us to belong to the same world?” His head goes lower. He doesn’t say a word. “Then no, I’m not ok.” I keep my voice low, so that he won’t be able to hear that I’m crying. 
 
    But of course he does. 
 
    I take one step towards the stairs, but a pair of hands grabs me, and the next second I’m pressed against something hard and solid that’s heaving with tearless sobs. His chest. 
 
    “Listen to me.” He’s pressing my head so hard against his chest that I can’t breathe, but who needs air? His voice is broken, in pieces. Like the rest of him. “Listen. If you die for me, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    I try to nod, but it’s impossible to move, because he holds me even tighter, but he seems to get it, so his death-grip loosens enough for me to tip my head back to look at him. He bends down, searching my eyes. 
 
    “I was so alone,” I tell him. “So alone. You don’t even have a clue. You said all those horrible things to me, but you didn’t know things were much, much worse before Lorelei and you…You saved my life. It’s not even…” 
 
    All the time I’m speaking, choking back tears, my throat burning, he keeps shaking his head. Finally I stop talking and wait for the shaking to tone down, but it doesn’t. 
 
    “No,” he says in a gruff voice. “No. You have no idea what you’re talking about. You are the one who…If you knew…” He’s talking in broken sentences, struggling to find the words, his hands gripping mine until I can’t feel my fingers. “This is the first time I’ve had friends at school, did you know that? I’d never bothered before. I mean sure, half of what they talk and do is farts, but the other half…You’ve no idea what you’re talking about when you say you were alone. At least you knew it. I didn’t know what it felt to be sad when someone goes away. The first time I realized that was when you were talking about your father. And when I read the scene in your book—” 
 
    “Fanfic.” 
 
    “The scene in your fanfic where Tae Won’s father dies, it…it ripped me to pieces. Your grief for your father, your love for him…It was still alive, thriving, leaping at me through the pages. I couldn’t imagine how a being, a human being at that, could have so much power, so much wealth within them. I’d never felt smaller, or more stupid. From that point on, I’ve known it would be pointless to sacrifice anyone, anything, to keep someone like me alive. All I am is an empty shell, a stupid—” 
 
    “Hey!” I stop him. It’s my second ‘hey’ of the day. Not bad. “Don’t talk like that about the guy I like.” Immediately I realize what I said and turn the color of a tomato. 
 
    He tips my chin up slowly. 
 
    “Do you know that I’ve never cried before? Before I met you?” he says. “I’ve never run to somebody’s house  like a crazy person because they didn’t come to school, then stand outside for hours, waiting for someone to come out, a movement, anything just so I’ll stop breaking apart with worry? I’ve never punched a guy’s face because he was hurting one of my own. I’ve never punched a wall so hard my skin broke because I saw someone I cared about crying, and she didn’t want to tell me why. I’ve never…” 
 
    “Wait wait wait.” 
 
    He waits. 
 
    I start talking, but my voice chokes up. 
 
    I try again, and my lips are salty with tears. 
 
    His eyes start to look panicked. His fingers are wiping my tears, but they’re flowing so fast, his hands are soaked. His lips start trembling. 
 
    “What?” they say, but no sound comes out. “Don’t cry,” he says in a gruff voice, swallowing. 
 
    “Did you say,” I manage to get out, “did you say ‘one of my own’?” 
 
    I’ve been summoned to take care of one of our own, I remember Maia’s words to me. One of our own. Own.  
 
    Dad, I say in my head. He said…The way he said it, it sounded like I belong with him. Like I’m his family. Like I’m no longer alone –and neither is he. He… 
 
    I know, dad replies in my head. I know. 
 
    I smile. He knows. Of course he knows. That conversation was all in my head, but the fact that he knows? I’m sure of it. 
 
    Ky’s still looking at me. He wipes my cheeks some more, and studies me as though he’s trying to figure out what’s going on in that crazy head of mine. Dude, you’ve no idea. 
 
    “I haven’t said it myself before,” he says slowly, his voice melting across my shoulders. “But I’ve heard others. Lorelei said it of me once. I.. I guess it means someone that’s as close to you as the skin on your bones. But if…” He pauses and inhales sharply. “If that’s what’s making you cry, I’ll take it back, ok?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare take it back.” I stand on tiptoe, reaching for his lips—I’m becoming really brave here, look at me—and as soon as he realizes what I want to do, he hoists me on his hips and kisses the sense out of me. 
 
    He lets me slide off his body to the ground, after Maia starts blaring BTS from the attic as a form of protest. And boy, is it an ugly form of protest. We’re both grinning like idiots, but his eyes are shining and I’ve got a lump in my throat, so because I’m sick and tired of crying all the time, I say:  
 
    “My nose is so cold right now it’s not even funny.” 
 
    “It’s almost November,” he replies. I was kind of hoping he’d kiss it, but instead he pushes the tip with his finger, which makes me slap it away, and before I know it, we’re on a tumble on the bottom step, hand-wrestling.  
 
    We stop as soon as my shirt starts coming off at the shoulder and there’s a bit of skin showing.  Ky freezes, his gaze glued to the spot I just covered back up, looking as though he’s had a mini-stroke. 
 
    “I’m…I’m sorry,” he says, leaping to his feet, and trying to look away, but not succeeding. 
 
    I can feel myself growing two inches taller with happiness. 
 
    He doesn’t look like he minds looking at me. He doesn’t look like he thinks I’m fat, or weird, or stupid. In fact, he looks like he’s going to give himself a brain-hemorrhage from looking too hard. 
 
    Now, if we were inside a fanfic, every twelve-year old girl would be shipping the heck out of this moment, but seeing as I am me, all I can think is wow, he’s not repelled by me. Not yet, at least. And also, to help clear the tension. 
 
    So this is what I do: 
 
     “Blink, fish-boy,” I tell him. “Your highly-evolved corneas look like they’ve been through the washing machine.” 
 
    He blinks once, then twice. 
 
    Then he shrugs. 
 
    How can I like even his stupid shrugs now? He turns around and starts walking upstairs with slow, bored steps. 
 
     “Not my fault,” he says to the wall. “You shouldn’t be that gorgeous. That’s what’s ridiculous.” 
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    “D’you need the talk, Els?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    It’s half an hour later. I’m seated on the floor of my room, again, writing another chapter of fanfiction. But my heart isn’t in it. My heart is in replaying what has now taken residence as THE KISS in my head over and over again. Next to me, on the carpet, is a steaming mug of chocolate with a Tardis on the handle. I save my document and pick it up, wrapping my cold fingers around it, trying to seep its warmth.  
 
    Ky is outside the door, and he can’t get in, but as long as we can hear him, he’s safe enough. Maia refused to budge from my room. Now she’s looking at me strangely, and I realize I’ve been licking my lips. Reluctantly, I stop. 
 
    “Has anyone ever had the talk with you, girl?” she repeats. 
 
    “The talk about what?” 
 
    She sits up, sighing a little, and her face takes on a steely expression, as though she’s been preparing for this for the last quarter of an hour. 
 
    “The talk about kisses. And hormones. You don’t have a mom, do you?” 
 
    I flinch, but she’s right. “No dad either,” I murmur. 
 
    She keeps talking, not showing me any sympathy. I wonder if she knows that’s the most amazing thing she’s done for me all day. “Well, here’s the deal: hormones aren’t love. And nobody, nobody deserves you risking your safety for them, even if you think they’re gorgeous. And a prince.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s a prince,” I reply. “Not most of the time.” 
 
    “Well, you should talk to him about that,” she says calmly. “Who he is and isn’t is not something we should be talking about; he is the one who has to explain and make you believe him. But no matter what he said to you, he isn’t your one true love, nobody is. But one day you might have a family with kids and a home, and that’s why you shouldn’t throw your life away for any messed up kid who has used you in the past, and you should stay alive and safe, and with your heart possibly in one piece. I mean…if you had anyone right now, they’d tell you that right now your brain is all about sex and not love or feelings, because again, you’re both only seventeen, and freaking babies.” 
 
    She’s panting a little at the end. I give her a moment to breathe. Her eyebrows are so high by now they’re reaching her hairline. “Whose side are you on?” I ask her as soon as she’s done hyperventilating. 
 
    “What do you mean?” She looks up, surprised. 
 
    “If I fall in love with him, then I’ll simply die in his place, and your prince will stay alive.” I swallow. I can’t believe I just said these words. They left a bitter taste in my mouth. I wonder why. 
 
    They’d have sounded so good in a novel. Even in fanfiction. Especially in fanfiction. I’m trying to remember a particularly melodramatic scene in a flash fic called ‘I am Sherjohned’  which ran along those lines pretty much—you die I die, that sort of stuff. 
 
    “My prince, as you say,” Maia replies, “is not who I was sent here to keep alive. And trust me, even though he’s about to be killed, you are in so much more trouble than him. You need me more.” 
 
    I do? 
 
    “There is so much you don’t know, both about human life and the Kingdom, and I really don’t know where to start. I’ve been in this world long enough to know you’re way in over your head.” 
 
    “What you just said…‘I’ve been in this world’. Does that mean you’ve lived in the…the other world before? Unlike Ky?” 
 
    She nods. “Yes,” she replies. “I am a creature of the Kingdom through and through. Don’t let these fool you.” She points to her shirt and shoes. “On the outside I may look like I’m one of you, but I’m no more human than Lorelei or the Defender.” 
 
    “Now who is that?” 
 
    Her black eyes grow round. “Ky hasn’t told you about him?” She murmurs something under her breath; it sounds like ‘stupid royals’, but I’m not sure. “Look, obviously the prince should have…” She stops and licks her lips. Oh, this should be interesting. Will she defend his lies? She keeps calling him prince, and two seconds ago she literally just told me to not die for him, so I’m guessing I’m not the only one going mad in here. “Do you like him, Ellie? I mean as a person, not as a…swimwear model.” 
 
    Ah, now, why did she have to go and say that? My mind immediately starts conjuring ridiculous and yummy images of him in a…Wait. I haven’t seen him in his merman form, have I? I wouldn’t be able to picture him anywhere, especially not at sea, because I hardly know anything about his other ‘form’, as he calls it.  
 
    “Ellie. Ellie!” Maia is clicking her fingers in front of my face. “Did you hear what I said? I said don’t even think about dying for someone just because you kissed them once. Look at me.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine, I’m looking.” 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “I’m listening to you.” 
 
    I’m not. My mind is racing. I don’t know anything about them, and how could I? I’ve never asked. Admitting it to myself  makes me feel so inadequate, but it’s high time I did. Is he right? Are they both? Ky and Lorelei who picked me because I’m the saddest, alonest person in the world. And Maia who is looking at me as if I’m a baby about to stick her finger in the power socket and she has to stop me. 
 
    She is also still struggling to find the right words. “I’m not sure Ky has told you everything you should know about himself or about how this war works, is what I’m saying. What do you know?” 
 
    What do I know? Nothing, that’s what. 
 
    The sea is rumbling outside the window, as the waves splash against the docks in the distance. Oh, for crying out loud. 
 
    “Stay here,” I tell her and stand up. “Ky,” I yell towards the door, “start walking to the stairs, I’m right behind you. Can you do it with your eyes closed?” 
 
    “Will you hold my hand?” His voice replies immediately. 
 
    Maia goes to stand close to the window, her back to the door, just in case. “Don’t be silly, closing his eyes won’t protect him if…He’s fine, though, I have my back on him. Go.” 
 
    She doesn’t turn, but something in the way her body moves makes me feel her approval of what I’m about to do. I just wish I knew what it was. 
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    “I want to see you. The real you,” I tell him as soon as we’re alone. 
 
    He looks me up and down, and his eyes are serious and deep. Unblinking. “In the water?” His lip twitches. 
 
    “Well, yeah.” A thought strikes me. “Can you get into the water?” 
 
    “Can I…” He looks confused, like he doesn’t understand what the words mean. 
 
    But of course he does. 
 
    Has he ever been in the sea? He can’t have. Maia says he’s the prince of the ocean, and yet he hasn’t…My brain stops functioning. A fierce need to help him washes over me. Stop it, Ellie. Just stop it. “I mean is it safe?” 
 
    “Haven’t you been paying attention? Nothing is safe.” 
 
    “Ky…” 
 
    We’re on the third step, and as I say his name, he stops short and I bump against his shoulder. “What.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Without turning, he reaches out a hand and touches my wrist. “Are you mocking me by apologizing?” He whispers. “To me?” 
 
    “I’m not. I mean, I am sorry because I know nothing about you. What were you doing before you met me?” 
 
    “Training,” he replies immediately. 
 
    Oh, so we’re having this conversation right here, crammed on the attic steps, with his bun nearly touching the slanted ceiling and my hand circled in his fingers. I shift my weight and stand there, to listen. 
 
    “Until I was fifteen, I spent all my nights training. Every single one of them. And other than that…nothing. I waited. I survived. I could have been learning so many things, how to be a friend, how not to be afraid…How to be a decent human. But I didn’t.” 
 
    “How could you?” I murmur. “You were fighting for your life.” 
 
    His eyes don’t leave mine. “You did,” he says quietly. “Anyway, I’ve never had a job, not even a summer job, it was too dangerous. This is the closest I’ve ever been to the sea.” 
 
    There doesn’t seem to be more that he wants to say, but he’s not moving. I swallow. “Training for what?” 
 
    “To survive the Vathi. To fight. I trained in my true form, I can handle it as well as I would if I’d been raised in the Kingdom since childhood. But it was always in bathtubs and flooded showers.  A few years in pools, but then I got too big and my foster parents got too mean, so...” He lets go of my hand, to grab the nape of his neck. 
 
    “So you’re trained in combat.” 
 
    “Well, as a Kingdom creature I am. As a human…” He shrugs. “You saw.” 
 
    “I barely saw, it was less than a second. Who trained you?” 
 
     “He did,” he says and his voice takes on a quiet, reverend tone. “He crossed worlds and risked everything, his rank, his name, his life, to train an angry kid who had trouble keeping his legs human every time he so much as broke into a sweat.” 
 
    “He who?” 
 
    “The Defender,” he replies simply, as if that’s enough explanation, and starts descending the stairs again. 
 
    I hesitate a bit, then follow. “So about seeing you…” 
 
    “I’ll need Lorelei.” He says, talking quickly, as if he’s worried I’ll change my mind. “She might be able to keep an eye out for the Vathi, but…the way I’m feeling right now, I don’t care.” 
 
    “Wait, what are you talking about? I only said…” 
 
    “I know what you said.” He takes the stairs three at a time, and reaches the bottom in a second. Then he turns back up towards me, his face illuminated by the hugest smile. I have never seen him smile this wide: twin dimples on his cheeks, red lips over white teeth, eyes twinkling. For once, he doesn’t look bored or condescending or alert or princely: he looks happy. And it’s the first time I can see him as a king. 
 
    “We’re going swimming.” 
 
    “It’s almost nine in the evening.” 
 
    “No, wait, I got it wrong. Not swimming. Skinny dipping.” 
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    I used to love to swim. It didn’t matter if it was at the little beach close to my house, with the ships calling in the distance, or on a sunny beach in Chios, the island my dad comes from.  
 
    I grew up and put on a bit of weight. That summer it was different. I felt I was hidden in the water, weightless, and spent most of my time swimming underwater, like a mermaid. Pretending there was nothing surrounding me but foam. There were no cute bikinis for me, no hanging out around a fire on the sand, no skinny dipping, no friends. But it was only the salty water and me, and that was enough. When I got out of the water, I hated being laughed at, and couldn’t wait until I wouldn’t be ‘fat’ any more. 
 
    But now that I’m no longer overweight, here’s what I found out: 
 
    
    	   I don’t care. I don’t care what those people thought or what they called me. There are so many other things to care about. Good things, worthy things. Serious things. And small-minded, cruel people are none of these. 
 
    	   I hate how I got skinny. I hate that I lost the weight by forgetting to eat between hospital visits, and then not being able to eat because he wasn’t here. He still isn’t. He never will be. So what’s the point in being anything at all? 
 
    	   They’re still making fun of me.  
 
   
 
      
 
    Did you know that? Turns out they wanted someone to make fun of. That was all. It happened to be those extra few pounds around my thighs. But now that these don’t exists, they still do it.  
 
    Not one of those girls who keep comparing shirts and shoes has complimented me on losing the weight. Not one. It’s not like they care. You see, they weren’t bullying me for that before. 
 
    They were bullying me because they could. 
 
    Because of all the people that were there, I happened to be the most insecure, alone and sad.  
 
    I still am. 
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    This is weird. 
 
    I know I’ve said this a lot, but this really is. We leave the house, Ky, Lorelei and me, and drive to the beach that’s closest to my house. The roads aren’t completely empty—they never are in Athens, no matter how late or early in the morning—but Ky navigates the trickle of traffic easily, as I give him directions. By the time we reach a beach in Alimos, about fifteen minutes later, it’s pitch black, but Ky picks a spot near the streetlight, which sheds light through the water, making it transparent.  
 
    It’s not really a streetlight; it’s a spotlight. There’s a little summer tavern on the beach, and although right now it’s closed for the winter, the great spotlight that lights up automatically when someone walks by turns on by itself. This is the exact spot that all these end-of-the-year beach parties take place, the ones that I’m never invited to. 
 
    It might be night all around us, but wherever the beam of light reaches, it’s bright as day. 
 
    I am standing on the sand, wearing sweats over my swimsuit, with a mermaid and a prince at my side, and the water is illuminated so perfectly that I can count every little pebble in the shallows. Even for Greece, it’s too cold to swim and the beach loungers have been moved to storage. The beach is small and completely empty and dark, apart from us. A humble place to bring the prince of the ocean. But I couldn’t get him into one of the gorgeous, expensive beaches down the boulevard, because those are surrounded by closed fences, and the sea king and I have no way of getting in. So here we are, bare feet, cool sand, the moon shining on our heads. 
 
    Like I said, weird. And then it gets weirder. 
 
    Lorelei nods at me to take off my pants and I shake my head furiously.  
 
    “You want to see him, right?” she says. “How are you going to do that from out here?” She strips down, completely—she is of course wearing no suit or underwear—and turns to Ky. Hopefully she won’t tell him to do the same. Or hopefully she will. 
 
    Only he… 
 
    He’s crying. 
 
    Maybe not exactly crying, but he just stands there, his jaw working and his eyes shining with unshed tears.  
 
    “I don’t remember ever being so close to it,” he murmurs. I’m sure he’s forgotten there’s anyone else there. “I feel its pull. I feel I finally know what I’ve been missing every day of my life.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Lorelei tells him and motions to me to hurry and take my clothes off. “Come in after I’ve been under for two minutes, your Highness. Ellie, do you have that mirror I asked you to bring along?” I take a little makeup mirror out of my pocket and hand it to her. “Come on.”  
 
    She grabs my hand and walks into the water without flinching at the cold. She’s stronger than she looks, and before I can protest, we’re up to our thighs in the sea. 
 
    And then the water begins to rise up. I haven’t seen anything like it. It’s not a wave, it’s a curtain of water, rising vertically over the calm water. Light from the street filters through the sheet of sea, reflecting off the drops and making it sparkle as it rises even higher, above our heads, and starts slowly, elegantly, splitting in half.  
 
    The drops of water fall towards the surface of the sea, but before they can merge with it, they surge in a wave. It gains speed and volume, and it’s coming right towards Lorelei and me. By the time it’s reached us, it’s twice my height. I let out a shriek. 
 
    “Stop it, Ky!” Lorelei yells. 
 
    He…? It’s him? He is doing this? 
 
    The wave drops, and the sea is calm again, but I’m dreading diving in. The water feels ice cold, sending  little knives of pain down my skin. 
 
    “I was born for this!” Ky yells from the beach. 
 
    “Get your fins in here before anyone sees you, you idiot!” she yells back, letting go of my hand. “Follow in after me, ok?” she tells  me, “I don’t think he can wait much longer.” Her body arches as she dives gracefully under the surface. I wait and wait, but I don’t know what I’m waiting for, because she doesn’t come back up again. Of course. 
 
    “Ellie!” Ky calls my name, but before I can turn around to ask him what he wants, he’s at it again.  
 
    The water rises more quickly this time, and right in front of my face, spraying me with salt. Then it rearranges itself in the shape of a sphere, and it detaches itself from the sea. It hangs in the air for the longest time—it feels like half an hour, but it’s probably less than a minute. Then it pops like a gigantic bubble and the droplets scatter on the night air before drifting down to the water. 
 
    “When will you get in?” I shout to him. My teeth are beginning to chatter. “We did come here for a reason.” 
 
    “Think Lei has been in long enough?” 
 
    “Long enough for what?” He’s still standing a long way back, well beyond the shoreline. Against the light at his back, he’s a tall silhouette, completely still, his arms outstretched.  
 
    He slowly walks to the edge of the water, barefoot, still wearing his jeans. He’s careful not to get wet. “It’s what she does,” he explains in a lower voice. “She needed the mirror to see a few minutes ahead of time; if any monsters sense our presence in the water and head our way, we can escape before they get here.” 
 
    “I’m here,” I say. “You’re safe.” 
 
    He laughs harshly. “Not in the sea,” he replies. “It’s their turf as much as the humans’. They could…” He pauses, and I can’t see his face because he’s got his back to the light. “They could finish you in a minute.” He grabs his shirt and takes it off him in one fluid movement. There’s an urgency in the way his body bends down. The fun is over. 
 
    “You did that,” I tell him. “To the water.” 
 
    He smiles. Even in the darkness, I can see the white of his teeth. The sand beneath my feet shifts, and before I know it, I’m moving.  
 
    “Hey!” Is he doing that as well? His body looks completely relaxed, no raised arms or anything. The water moves like a soft current, and I’m still standing upright as I’m moved towards the shore. “Are you doing this?” My feet touch the bottom again. I’m standing a meter or two away from him. 
 
    He’s glowing. “‘Come here’ just took on a whole new meaning,” he says, reaching out a hand to me. So it was him. Wow. I feel the current still, and I know he’s let go. Is there anything he can’t do with water? “I wanted to go in with you,” he adds. 
 
    “I want to see first.” This is the whole point, isn’t it? I don’t really trust that he won’t take off once he’s a fish and leave me at the bottom of the sea, but I don’t tell him that. 
 
    “Ok, see.” 
 
    He doesn’t walk in.  He leaps in. His feet leave the ground, his head hits the surface, and when he surfaces again, he’s a shape, bobbing along in the deep water. From here, he looks like himself, no difference whatsoever. 
 
    And then. 
 
    He dives in. You know how when someone goes for a long dive, their head goes into their water and their feet show up? Well, no feet show up. There’s a tail. It glistens in the yellow streetlamp’s light, blacker than the sky. Then Ky’s head and his powerful arms show up again. He’s swimming laterally to the beach, in a butterfly style, showing himself to me. 
 
    His torso comes up as he parts the waters with his arms, and then his tail surfaces. He moves like a wave, going over and under the water with ease. Actually, it looks like the water is moving more than he is. There’s little to no splash every time his head breaks the surface, and when his hands slap the surface, the waters move to let them in.  
 
    I don’t know how long I stand there with my jaw on the ground, but when I remember where I am and what I’m doing here, he’s passed in front of me twice. 
 
    The water laps at my feet, licking my toes, while the rest of it stays still. He’s asking me to come in. 
 
    So, I dive. 
 
    Which turns out to be a mistake. A huge one. 
 
      
 
    I’ve never swum this late in the fall, and I had no idea how cold the water has already gotten. As I fling myself into the sea, the same way Lorelei and Ky did, I realize my mistake, but it’s already too late. 
 
    The cold attacks me and steals my breath. By the time I realize I’m going to need to get out of this icy water, I’ve unwittingly propelled my body into deeper water, where my feet can’t touch the bottom. I try to breathe, but my whole body is rigid with cold and pain, unable to even start shuddering. My lungs have seized up, and they can’t expand enough to fill the air. 
 
    Lorelei surfaces next to me, threading her arm through mine, keeping me afloat. Her body is glowing, pink and orange, and I hate that I can’t concentrate on looking at her, because I need to breathe and I can’t. 
 
    “S..see any m..m…monsters coming?” I gasp. 
 
    “No,” she replies. “Just you, being an idiot.” 
 
    There’s a little splash, and I feel a warm hand on my bare back. A masculine hand. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her? Ellie?” His voice in my ear. He sounds scared, but other than that his voice is the same as always. Familiar. It’s still him. 
 
    “The cold,” Lorelei tells him. “I think.” 
 
    Immediately the water around me gets warm. His hand is still on my back, and I can feel it radiating warmth, spreading down to my toes. The water twirls around me, warming me up, until its temperature is lukewarm, like a bath’s.  
 
    “All right?” His voice asks, next to my ear. 
 
    I turn around to face him. I was wrong before, his face isn’t the same. It is, and it isn’t. The shape is the same, the sharp angle of his jaw, the brilliance of his green eyes that seem to illuminate the water all around him. But his hair is unbound and falling in thick ropes around his neck, and the skin around his neck is laced with scales, half sun-kissed, human, fragile, half hard and shiny, but there’s a feathery incision across his neck that looks like a gill. 
 
    He looks…beautiful isn’t the word. You’d call him beautiful as much as you’d call a lion that. He’s fierce and wondrous and strange. He is amazing. 
 
    “Ellie?” His eyes become the eyes of the boy who stood in front of my desk at school and begged me to go to the bathroom with him. He bites his lip, and looks away from me, to the water. “Did you see? How…how do you feel about all of this?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you care,” Lorelei hisses at him. 
 
    He tightens his hold on me. “I do,” he replies, not losing eye-contact. He lifts his hand to grab at his hair. The strange thing is that it doesn’t look wet. Not human-wet, at least. There are no little hairs sticking to his skin, no darkening color, no droplets clinging to it. He turns, and the streetlight’s lamp hits him full on. His skin is entirely dry. So is his hair. But everything on him is…more. As if it needed the water to become its full potential. His skin is glowing, his muscles are bigger, and shimmering hints of scales show up on the backs of his hands. 
 
    It doesn’t scare me. I want to touch him, but I don’t dare. He looks like a creature from a fairytale, sparkling and huge and glorious, and I feel as if I should say a prayer before daring to speak.  
 
    But his face…His face is still the face I know. Holding a question. For me.  
 
    “Talk to me,” he whispers, shutting his eyes.  
 
    “How did you do all that?” I ask with wonder. “How does it…” I nod down to the water, “obey you?” 
 
    His eyes take on a look of infinite tenderness. He trails a finger across the back of my neck.  
 
    “I am not called Oceanus. I am.” He pauses, to let his words sink in. His eyes, those proud, hard, glittering eyes, are pleading with me to believe him. “I am Oceanus. I am the sea. I am the water. And it will obey me.”  
 
    He passes his hand in a circle around me, and the water lifts up from the surface of the sea to meet his fingers. Immediately I’m surrounded by  warmth. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He smiles with his eyes. “You haven’t seen anything yet.” I can feel my cheeks grown warm when I think of those strong arms holding me, those lips on mine, his strength carrying me a few hours ago. 
 
    For the first time since I met him, I believe him. Fully. 
 
    Not just believe him. I see him. 
 
    And I feel…almost humbled by his presence beside me. Small, dwarfed. As one feels in the presence of royalty. 
 
    He moves his hand inside the water, and light starts spreading from his fingers towards Lorelei and me. In a few seconds, the water is illuminated from beneath, like an aquamarine pool,  lit up in the hot summer darkness.  
 
    Lorelei dives back in, mirror in hand, and I can see her in the luminous water. She looks like a princess. No wait. She is a princess. A mermaid princess. Her skin is shimmering, her red hair a cloud above her head, and her body has turned into a long, scaly tail that begins a little above her waist and ends in  large, almost transparent, split fins that waft across the water as she slithers to the bottom of the sea. 
 
      “Now it’s my turn to see,” Ky’s voice says. He must see the question in my eyes, because his start sparkling again. “Get in.” 
 
    I duck my head into the clear, warm water, and taste the salt on my lips. He doesn’t speed off as I expected him to, but swims parallel to me, turning his head to look at me.  
 
    What is he looking at? 
 
    Me, I know what I’m looking at. After years and years of swimming in these waters, my body doesn’t require any effort to plunge into the water, and I swim under the surface, wanting to take in all of this gorgeous being beside me. 
 
    I know I’ve called him a fish before, partly in order to insult him, and partly because that’s what I believed he would look like. He doesn’t. 
 
    He looks fierce, unearthly, made for war and passion and beauty. It’s still him. I can see the contours of his chest, the dip of his hips. I can see the powerful muscles moving under his fins and scales, as if they were legs, but they move in a uniform way that reminds me of a current. The scales that start at his sculpted waist and end in two large, easily three meter wide fins, look iridescent in the light, and there’s no color to describe them. They are blue and all the shades of purple and silver and black at once. They are incandescent. 
 
    Someone seems to have splattered an excess of beauty on this form when they were making this body. 
 
    I remember him telling me that “our worlds were created as twins” and I wonder how what I’m seeing fits in with what I’ve learned in biology. He has the powerful stroke of a shark, the heart-stopping beauty of a peacock’s tail, the prowling eyes of a lion. His hair is the color of the summer sun when it dips behind the horizon, brown and red and golden and blue all at once. His hands are roped with veins thick as roots. His tail moves along the water with the ease of a goldfish and the grace of a panther. His hands slice the water with the strength of an eagle’s wings. His eyes shine like stars that fell from the sky into the sea. 
 
    I’m not being a writer here. I’m not being poetic. His new form seems to combine every beautiful and powerful thing I’ve seen in nature, and add it up into a greater harmony than anything I’ve ever seen. 
 
    I’ve been looking at him for so long, I’ve forgotten I actually need oxygen. I shoot up, take a gulp of air, and dive back in. He’s there, suspended in the water without moving a muscle, waiting for me. 
 
    “You are a natural,” he says. Wait. I can hear him? His voice sounds the same as it did in the air. “I can’t imagine how much more beautiful you could be in a Water form. I’ve never seen a human move like you do through water.” 
 
    He hasn’t seen a human move through water period, is my guess, since he’s not allowed near the sea and everything, but I bask in his words and say nothing. 
 
    ‘I was born for this,’ he said when he first stood near the ocean.  
 
    What was I born for? I’ve been dreaming of mermaids and writing about them my whole life, but made for? I have no idea what I’m made for. 
 
    I was made to love my dad. 
 
    I was made to hold his hand as he left this earth. 
 
    But what else? Was I born to create a K-drama version of a Hollywood icon in stories that I didn’t even come up with? 
 
    A cloud of little, silver fish gets in my face, and I realize that we’ve come much deeper than I ever have. Will I have time to swim to the surface for a breath? The light follows our descent into the ocean floor, and I thought we were closer to the shore. But we’re not. I lift my head and beyond the light Ky is shedding, there’s endless black water. 
 
    “Are you ok?” 
 
    I open my mouth to answer, thinking that we’re having a normal conversation here, and I swallow a bunch of water. Of course. I can’t talk underwater, only he can. My lungs seize up. I need air. 
 
    “Come here,” he says, grasping my elbow in his hand. It feels warm and dry against my chilled skin. “We’re old pros at this, aren’t we?” 
 
    Here I am, suffocating, and he has the nerve to wink at me. Before pressing his mouth to mine. 
 
    And I finally get it. What he did that day in the bathroom. My head is clearer now, and the feel of his lips against mine a bit familiar. Although I’ll never ever get used to the way my body catches on fire and my eyes sting and my fingers tremble against his skin. Even now. Even when his mouth fits against mine and fills my lungs with air, necessary to live. 
 
    He lets go, peering into my face. I know it’s impossible, but he’s panting a little. The incisions on his neck, his gills, open and close rapidly. 
 
    You move the water to do your will, you move the sand beneath my feet. You even produce air, when I need it. How is it possible that you were this bloodied rag doll, about to die, when I opened that door in the bathroom stalls? 
 
    He sees the question in my eyes, but he can’t guess when I’m thinking. There is one thing he can’t do, after all. Or two. He can’t survive this world. 
 
    That’s what he can’t do. 
 
    “Don’t cry,” he whispers, and his eyebrows meet. He lifts a scale-covered, aquamarine finger to wipe my cheek. Is it possible to cry underwater? Well, if it wasn’t before, it’s now. Because I’m doing it. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Elissavet.” 
 
    His skin looks hard and shiny and I thought it would feel sharp, but it doesn’t. His touch is silky, and his skin absorbs the tears on my cheeks until it’s like I never cried them. “You’re in no danger, I promise. Lorelei is keeping watch.” 
 
    I try to smile, because I don’t want him to think I don’t trust him. I do. He’s laid everything open before me; there’s no more truth to hide behind. There’s nowhere else to go but trust. 
 
    “Sit down, I want to do something for you,” he says, taking my hand. 
 
    Did he say ‘sit down’? Then I see. We’re literally at the bottom of the sea. I hadn’t realized because I don’t feel the pressure and it’s not dark; but my feet are definitely touching something solid, which upon further inspection turns out to be plain old rocks and sand. There are a few strands of seaweed drifting along the clear water, and I can just about discern a few rocky beds of green beyond the water’s shimmering light.  
 
    This is new. I sit down on the bottom of the freaking sea and cross my legs, as if I was sitting in my bedroom, reading. “Feeling ok?” he asks me, but he must see that I’m already turning blue again, because he gives me his breath once more, and then disappears into the darkness, leaving me along in the light. 
 
    He moves so fast I barely see him glide by, and a second later he reappears with a sheepish smile on his face. “No need to go anywhere,”  he says. “I forgot I’m not human. I can do this the easy way.” 
 
    What? This is the part where I would laugh hysterically if one: I only could open my mouth without the sea rushing in to kill me and two: I found it in the least funny. Which I don’t. Not after seeing him. To make a glorious creature like this forget they’re more than human…It turns my stomach what’s been done to him. What they’ve turned him into. And if being near me allows him the luxury of being who he is for a few minutes, then I’ll stay near him. For as long as I can. 
 
    “This,” he says in a low, conspiratorial voice, “is for you.” He stretches out a sinewy arm and the water starts swaying towards him. Only it’s not just water; the current he’s creating is carrying things along with it. At first, I think they’re little fish, bobbing along as the water flows towards his open hand, landing on his palm. But then he turns towards me, and I see that he’s carrying shells.  
 
    The guy is out of his mind. ‘I can do this the easy way’. 
 
    We are at the bottom of the sea, water pressing on our lungs, and Lorelei is somewhere out there, looking into my plastic makeup mirror to see if there are any monsters on their way to eat us, and he commanded the water to bring him shells. And that’s not all. 
 
    He picks them up, a look of intense concentration on his face, and starts placing them on my hair.  
 
    “Wh…?” I swallow saltwater again and cough. Nope, that’s not going to work. Instead, I lift my hand in a what-are-you-doing-you-lunatic gesture.  
 
    He purses his lips, arranging the shells on my head, threading them through the floating strands of my wet hair. “I’m making you a crown. One day, you’ll have the sun and moon to wear, as befits a warrior, a princess. But until that day, I’m making do with these.” 
 
    “…”  
 
    He gets what I want to say, although it’s a pity I probably won’t get the chance to utter the words ‘the sun and moon, you lunatic?’ until much, much later. 
 
    He chuckles. His laugh sounds clear, as if it’s spoken in air, not water. “I know, it sounds silly on this earth, but I hear that our poets can make a marble statue produce a tear. We’ll have to see what you think of them when you hear their words first hand, once I’m back.” 
 
    I grasp his hands to stop them from moving inside my hair. He stills immediately and turns his attention on me. There’s that feathery feel of his skin again, under my fingertips this time. I can feel his blood pulsing with strength and life.  
 
    “All right, all right, I’m sorry,” he bends that glorious head and his hair floats around it, catching the light like sunrays. “I shouldn’t be assuming you’d want to go anywhere with me once this is over. But it will be over, and you will still be here when it is. And, in the Defender’s name, so will I.” 
 
    There’s a low intensity in his voice, that makes me tremble. Those words were spoken with force and conviction. My hands fall away, releasing him, and he continues fixing my ‘crown’. I sit still, enjoying the feel of his touch on my skull and temples. Suddenly, I realize that the water in front of me has created a vertical sheet that’s smooth as a lake. Smooth enough that I can see my reflection in it, as in a mirror.  
 
    He did that for me, so I can see myself. 
 
    And my eyes are glued to my rippling reflection. He doesn’t even look at it, he’s focused on me, but I…I can’t tear my eyes away. It looks like a scene from a painting. There’s literally light blue water everywhere. My hair looks more vibrant, fuller than it’s ever been, and next to me… 
 
    Next to me. 
 
    Next to me, there’s a creature of fairytales and myths, a creature of wondrous beauty and primitive power, its scaly body curled protectively around my bent knees, its strong, muscled arms touching my hair as if he’s my servant. 
 
    No, not its. His. His hands. And what they are creating is a crown more beautiful than any queen’s in the history of queens. It’s ivory and pink and sparkling as the water touches it. It’s made of ribbed and coiled shells, and pearls—pearls!—and sparkling stones, and he somehow has made them stay in place where he puts them, framing my face, as if I’m some kind of… 
 
    Beautiful. 
 
    As if I’m beautiful. 
 
    Not as if. I am. Right now, next to him, under all the black water of the midnight sea. Beneath the world. I am beautiful. 
 
    “Are you two girls done braiding each others’ hair? Time to go.” Lorelei’s voice sounds strained, and it’s not because it’s coming from a long way away. 
 
    He drops his hand and the mirror-water settles back down around my feet. And just like that, the sense of absolute peace is shattered. 
 
   
 
  

   
 
      
 
    32. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong, Lei? Talk to me!” Ky shouts across the water. A sigh wafts back instead of a reply.  
 
    The water around me cools a little, as if Ky’s hold on it has slipped. A hint of the actual temperature of the water down here seeps through my bones, and I’m gripped with fear. But Ky’s looking in the distance, towards where Lorelei’s voice came from, and his cheeks pale. I’m assuming that’s not good. 
 
    “I saw them,” the reply comes, but not Lorelei. “They’re on their way. I…I can’t stay, your Highness. The mirror drained my energy, I can’t fight.” Her breath catches. “Get out of the water.” 
 
    “Go. Now,” he says. Silence. “I need an answer!” His voice is harsh, commanding. I know by now he only uses that voice when things are really bad. He shuts his eyes. “Answer me. Do you have enough strength to take yourself back to the Palace?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Her voice is getting fainter by the second. “Tell Ellie I’ll find her mirror when I get back.” 
 
    “Take the mountain route,” Ky yells at her. “Make sure you’re not seen.” 
 
    “Make sure you don’t die,” her voice is a distant echo. 
 
    He stays absolutely still, listening to the utter silence that fills my ears. “She’s gone,” he turns to me eventually. “Our turn.” 
 
    I’m expecting—and to be honest, kind of looking forward to—his hand grabbing mine, like he did before, and shooting us both to the surface. But what I thought I knew about him  is no longer valid. In here, he’s the king. He can do anything I can imagine. And some things I could never imagine, not in a million years. Like this: 
 
    The water around me turns solid. Not all of it, not enough of it to make me suffocate. It sort of condenses into a form of white-blue ice, except it’s not cold. Then…I know you won’t believe this. I can’t believe it, and I’m seeing it with my own eyes. 
 
    The water rearranges itself into steps, gently forming beneath my feet, and then these water slash warm ice-made steps start moving, rippling into the water, as they carry me toward the surface. Ky isn’t with me, but I don’t have time to worry about that, because the watery steps move so fast, it’s all I can do to keep my balance, and look around in wonder, as the light follows me past fish, seaweed, coral, rocks and drifting sand, towards the surface. 
 
    The steps lift me all the way to the shore, and only let me go once my feet touch the ground. I stand up, and the water comes up to my thighs. I’m not even out of breath. 
 
    “Ky?” The light still lingers in the water around my legs, but around me is complete darkness. He’s nowhere to be found. 
 
    Before I have time to panic, there’s a roar, and the sea erupts in a huge wave behind me. Ky’s huge form breaks the surface, his long hair whipping the foam as he flings it behind his head, and he lifts his hands in the air. In the dim light, I see the scales glistening on his biceps, except…Wait, no those aren’t his scales. 
 
    They’re tentacles. I remember them from that bloody fight at school. Black and glistening in the darkness, they are coiled around his arms, slithering towards his waist. I begin to wade into deeper water, although I know I’m useless to him this time. I immediately realize what is going to happen: they’re going to crush him, tear out his insides, like they did before, but now they’ll finish the job. The water bubbles around me, starting to look like it’s boiling. From under the surface little flesh-like, black, glistening circles are beginning to peek. I take a step back and my leg brushes against something oily and hard. I freeze. 
 
    Do all these tentacles belong to the same snake-squid creature or is there an army of them? And does it matter? 
 
    If they can get Ky in a few seconds, I’ll be a tiny bite for them. It’s here. It’s happening. I shut my eyes, refusing to see him die. 
 
    “Ellie! Ellie,” a voice is calling my name urgently. “Get yourself out of that water now.” 
 
    I’ve never had a mom, as you know by now, and my dad wasn’t really the get-out-of-the-water-now kind of guy. But right now, I don’t care who’s saying it; the voice is human, and it knows my name, so I obey it. At once. 
 
    To my surprise, nothing brushes against my legs this time, and I take three steps before I’m standing on the shore, safe and sound. I turn around to see who spoke, but there’s no one there. The sea is boiling, water splashing here and there, as if there’s a battle going on under the surface. The taverna spotlight obligingly turns on, as soon as the sensor ‘sees’ me, flooding the scene with yellow light. 
 
    And that’s when I see him. Ky isn’t in the water either. He’s climbed on top of one of the rocks on the other side of the shore, his long, sinuous, scale-covered body curled around it like the most intricate statue, his long tail is swinging lazily half in and half out of the water, and his hands are lifted, palms-forward, as if they’re saluting the sea. Only they’re not saluting it; they’re killing it. Or rather, something in it. 
 
    I watch as the water solidifies once again, crushing the tentacles with a loud roar. The tentacles writhe and shoot to the surface, emitting a screeching sound, and then they stop. The water turns back into water, as Ky lowers his hands.  
 
    Then. 
 
    The water turns red with oily, dark blood. The tentacles sink out of my sight, and I jump back as a weird, crimson substance washes at my feet. The rushing water swallows it back, as if it’s cleaning the shore of any sign of the monster.  
 
    “Are you safe?” I know this voice. It’s Ky’s, reaching me all the way across the water. 
 
    “Yes!” I yell back. “Don’t—” Don’t get back into the water, is what I was going to say, but I’m too late. He dives in with a small splash, and before I can blink, he’s standing next to me, dry, and wearing his jeans, like he was before he dove in the first time. “You…” 
 
    Except he’s panting. And his hair is loose, falling around his cheeks like a cloud. And his eyes…They’re the same color as the illuminated bottom of the sea, aren’t they? That’s why I’ve never seen this color on a human before. But now I recognize it. 
 
    They’re fathomless and peering into mine with worry and something else. Regret? Fear? 
 
    “You looked like a deity in there,” are the first words I say now that my mouth isn’t filled with water. Not bad. “Like Triton and Poseidon and Zeus all at once.” 
 
    He tucks his hair behind his ear. 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “You still do. Except you’re you.” 
 
    “I am.” The anxious look deepens. “How are you after…after that?”  
 
    “Watching you crush that snake thingy into a million pieces in the water? That that?” He nods.  
 
    I don’t get it, why does he care what I think? He is a sea lord, to put it mildly. He just crushed an army with his bare hands, without even touching anything, for crying out loud. I guess the Vathi knew this was going to happen if they attacked him in the sea, that’s why they took so long to arrive. Or maybe they didn’t, and they underestimated how well he’d be trained. Which was really well. He’s still waiting for me to say something. 
 
    “It…it was good,” I say lamely.  
 
    He exhales. I hope that was enough. “They’ll send more,” he says, looking out into the now-calm water. “We can never get into the sea again.” His face looks infinitely sad. 
 
    “It truly is a war,” I murmur, more to myself than to him. “The girls’ bathroom, that singer…And now, seeing this…This war of yours is real, isn’t it?” 
 
    He places his hands on my shoulders and turns me towards him. My shoulders are wet and I’m beginning to feel the cold, but his fingers are warm and dry, and he rubs them over my goose bumps lightly. 
 
    “This is no war of mine,” he tells me, his voice serious and sad. “We, you and I both, are the product of a war. We were not created for or by a war. We are the war. And the universe is the battlefield.” 
 
    ‘I was born for this’, his voice rings in my ears. 
 
    ‘We are the war.’ 
 
    “War between whom?” I still don’t get it, but for the first time since I met him, I want to. 
 
    He smiles. After the intensity of his expression, it’s amazing how much a smile transforms him. “Light and darkness, of course,” he replies, lifting an eyebrow. “Isn’t that what all your human fairytales are about? Earth has lost the war, for now. The Kingdom is your only hope. But not if I die.”  
 
    My blood chills. 
 
    Everything else falls away; the memory of his hands threading the shell crown through my hair, the water steps that carried me to the surface, the beauty of his long, translucent tail. 
 
    ‘Not if I die.’ Did I forget, even for a second, what this was? It’s not a fairytale, it’s a horror story. One of us dies at the end. 
 
    “Come on,” he says quietly, bending down to grab my clothes. The light has gone out of his eyes, too. “You need a shower.” 
 
    I asked for this. I wanted to see him. And I never even told him what I thought of his water form. He walks on ahead of me, shoulders tense, head held high. I bet he has more worries than what a high school girl thinks about how a king looks in his ‘Kingdom’ right now. Still, I whisper it: 
 
    “You are beautiful.” 
 
    He can’t have heard. He doesn’t turn around or glance at me. But as soon as we get into the car, he murmurs “thanks” before getting into first gear. 
 
    Does he remember us watching Hyacinth Boys together?  
 
    Somewhere on a balcony a radio is playing. The voice of a Greek crooner, singing of lost love and war, wafts on the air. Greek songs are always sad, especially the love songs.  
 
    Maybe it’s because of our history. It’s brimming with war and oppression: four hundred years under the Ottoman empire’s rule, then civil wars, world wars, and now the newest war, the silent, vicious one that stole my house from me and jobs from all the men in my neighborhood.  
 
    We are the war. 
 
    I get it now. 
 
  
 
  


 
    33. 
 
      
 
    The next day is Sunday. At about eight thirty, when the sun’s autumn rays tickle my sleep-deprived eyelids, Ky starts knocking on my door and telling Maia to ‘take a hike’—his words. 
 
    I may or may not ask her sleepily if she can travel by water as well, and she may or may not reply back that she’s glad she spent the night to, and again I quote, ‘keep me from doing anything stupid’. 
 
    At this my eyes drift open. “What, I just asked you if you can travel by water.” I blink, trying to wake up. 
 
    She looks immaculate, not a wrinkle on her clothes, not a hair out of place.  
 
    “Ellie,” she sighs. She does a lot of that, doesn’t she? “Your actual words were, ‘Can you travel by water like the gorgeous ocean-tamer?’ And then you started murmuring that it was too bad we keep our clothes on when we travel.” 
 
    My cheeks flame, and I throw my pillow at her. She catches it midair and flings it back to me. “Mature,” she murmurs, and proceeds to calmly climb out my window.  
 
    Well.  
 
    Wouldn’t my entire teen fiction bookshelf be proud of me right now? I’m a disgrace to every book ever written. A girl spent the night in my room so that I wouldn’t be alone with a boy and now she’s climbing out of my window, instead of him climbing in. My life is complete. 
 
      
 
    I don’t ask; I just announce to Ky that we’re going to the pool. His eyes light up, but he asks me a few hundred times if I’m really ok with being in the water again after what happened. 
 
    “Are you ok with breaking and entering?” I ask—the gym is closed on Sundays. 
 
    He waves my question away, but his Adam’s apple bobs up and down. “I want you to know, Ellie,” he says, and his tongue lingering on my name in a way that sends delicious chills down my skin. “I want you to know that you were absolutely safe last night. No danger or harm will come to you, unless you choose it yourself. Unless you…” He looks away. A muscle ticks on his jaw. 
 
    “I know,” I tell him, “but I have to say, that swim…it was beautiful beyond words, but for a human it was terrifying too.” 
 
    He nods. “Plus, I’ve lied to you before.” 
 
    I didn’t want to say it myself now that we’re…let’s say friends, but yeah, that too. Then I remember something. “I was going to swim towards you, when you were about to crush that monster in the sea, so you would have crushed me too. But someone stopped me. I know it wasn’t you, but he called me by my name, and he told me to get out of the water. So I did. And when I turned around, nobody was there.”  
 
    His head whips up, his eyes wide with shock. He’s transformed. His hair is still sticking out of his bun, because he was waiting for me to visit the bathroom first, and his white shirt is rumpled. His skin looks brown in contrast. Tears spring to his eyes. He covers his face with his hand.  
 
    “He was there,” he murmurs. “Of course, I should have known. He promised I’d never be alone; I’d have to fight alone, but I wouldn’t be alone.” 
 
    Can people actually laugh and cry at the same time? Because I’ve read it in books, but I’ve never seen it happen in real life. Well, what passes for real life these days. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what that’s about,” I tuck a strand of flying hair behind my ear, “but whoever it was, how did he know my name? Oh.” My hand drops, and so does my stomach. “Was he part of this? Did he know what you and Lorelei…? That you chose me for…for…?” 
 
    He’s laughing and crying now, full on. He grabs my hand, and takes a step closer. “Come here.” His eyes are so full of tears, they’re spilling down his cheeks. “No, no, nothing like that. He…He knows everyone by name. But he calls by name only those he approves of. He’s the Defender. The one I told you about.” His mouth curls around the name in a completely different way than it did when he said mine. It’s filled with awe and happiness. “He is the reason you’re always safe. Not me, not Lorelei. Not even the Amazon.” 
 
    “The Defender.” I taste the name on my own mouth. All I feel is the memory of that gratefulness as he called me out of the water, to safety. “Who is he? You never said?” 
 
    “He’s the Commander in Chief of the Kingdom. At least that’s his title. But in truth, he’s the closest thing to a real King it has in my absence, while the enemy rules.” 
 
    I study his expression. Didn’t he say this man trained him as a kid, here on earth? “Does he hold this much power?” 
 
    He smiles. “No. He cares that much.” 
 
    “Since when has the enemy ruled? Since your father died?” 
 
    That infinite sadness comes back in his eyes. “Long before that. Since the mountain gate was sealed. Since Olympus—since antiquity.” 
 
    All this back and forth in time is making me dizzy. He reaches out his other hand to either steady me or pretend-steady me, which is even better, because I’m now enclosed in his arms.  
 
    “Who…?” 
 
    His lips are a breath from mine. His hands are brushing my skin. He’s barely touching me, and I’m burning. His chest rises as if he’s panting. 
 
    “Who what?” We’re both whispering. 
 
    “Who is this enemy? Who is your enemy?” 
 
    His eyes travel all over my face, searching me. “Death,” he replies. “My enemy is death. The same as yours.” 
 
      
 
    What do I say after that? What does one say after such a declaration? Nothing, that’s what. So we go downstairs to eat breakfast, and spend the next few hours talking and writing. Well, he doesn’t write, but I grab one of Jimmy’s videogames for him, and at least he’s not so bored while I do.  
 
    In the afternoon, we get dressed and take the train. Trains in Athens are orange and painted with graffiti, with large windows and velvet seats. They clack-clack along the tracks in a soothing monotone as they snake through the suburbs, their windows lit at night. Our wagon quickly fills with loud teenagers, coming back from a day spent shopping or in cafés, groups of girlfriends, or early soccer fans. The air is warm and humid, smelling of rain. The sky is overcast, turning darker much quicker than it would on a clear day. Summer is truly over. 
 
    When we get to the gym, it’s child’s play for Ky to get us both in—as I thought it would be. He turns on the lights, and the huge, closed pool is illuminated from inside, as the sky turns a deep blue beyond the glass ceiling, overhead.  
 
    “Took you ages to get here.” 
 
    I almost jump out of my skin, but Ky barely turns around to see. He’s acting all normal today, peeling his clothes off to reveal swimming trunks. A head is bobbing in and out of the water. Lorelei. 
 
    “We only came because Ellie wanted it,” Ky replies to her. The way he speaks to her is so different from the bickering I’d overheard in the bathroom. His voice is full of authority. “After she’d finished everything she had to do.” 
 
    “How did she know we were comi—? Oh, never mind.” I remember the mirror thingy she does where she ‘sees the future, except if it’s really important’. I jump feet first into the pool, wanting to see his transformation from underwater this time. 
 
    “That was elegant,” she sneers, but I ignore her. 
 
    I duck under and swim half a length without coming up for air. I’ve been dreaming, not to mention practicing, being a mermaid for years, so I can hold my breath for ever. Not literally, though. Not like Lorelei, whose water form I see clearly for the first time.  
 
    And it is glorious. The scales on her tail are the same color as her hair, but as she slides through the water they change and shine. Her fins appear almost translucent at some movements, and as soon as she spots me from the other side of the pool, they change. They become solid and dark, enlarging in front of my eyes. The scales rise up to her collarbones, and her eyes look wider, as if they’re reaching all the way around to her ears. Suddenly, she doesn’t look beautiful; she looks dangerous. Lethal. 
 
    I freeze in place as she gives a mighty twist of that hard tail, and huge, black quills that look like eerie wings sprout suddenly from her back. I don’t even have time to blink before she shoots across the water towards me, only stopping an inch or two from my neck. 
 
    I spring to the surface, spluttering, shaking all over. 
 
    I take it back, she didn’t look dangerous or lethal. She looked like  a demon. Her head pops up next to me a second later. She’s got orange hair again, and her angelic beauty is back. “Scared you, didn’t I?” she says, looking pleased with herself. 
 
    “Gaghh,” I say, trying to catch my breath without swallowing half of the pool’s water. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to see,” she says disdainfully. “This is my battle form. What your Homer called a ‘siren’—apparently they thought these were wings.” 
 
    “You…you…” I sputter, intelligently. “What was that?” 
 
    “It was me,” she says, growing serious, her green eyes boring into mine. Did she just namedrop ‘Homer’ casually, as if they went to school together? You know, approximately seven million years ago? “Ky won’t let you see his war form, if he can help it. Kingdom warriors have fainted at the sight; it’s not for a weak stomach.” 
 
    “I don’t have a…” 
 
    There’s a quiet splash. Ky has jumped in the water, and I glue my eyes to him, hoping to see every little detail of his transformation. But there’s nothing to see. One minute he’s human, two-legged Ky, my Ky, and the next, his fins swish towards Lorelei and me, filling up the entire lower corner of the pool. 
 
    It happens too quickly for my human eyes to notice, but then all thoughts of Lorelei and Homer fly out of my head as I follow his movements through the water, mesmerized. “This chlorine feels filthy after the salt,” he murmurs to himself as he passes in front of me in all his Poseidon-esque beauty. Somehow these aren’t the first words I expected to fall from his lips. He turns and sends me a happy smile, and glides effortlessly to the other end so quickly, his form is a blur.  
 
    “Can you hold your breath for five seconds?” Lorelei’s annoying voice again. I mean, it sounds beautiful as a song, but she’s always saying the cattiest things to me. Right now, however, she looks like she’s genuinely wondering if I can.  
 
    I try to think that she isn’t human, nor has she lived on earth like Ky has. “I can manage, yeah,” I reply. 
 
    “Good, that was the easy question.” Oh, there’s more? “Do you want to look into my mirror? There’s a huge one here I can use.” 
 
    Puzzled, I look to where she points: it’s the bottom of the swimming pool. I don’t get it. I dive in, just in case she’s telling the truth, and I come face to face with a glass panel that’s hiding the filters. That’s not…Oh, I see it now. When I swim directly in front of the filter-panel, I can see my reflection. The light helps the smooth surface become a perfect mirror. I shoot for the surface; she’s waiting for me, her long tail coiling across the tiles at the shallow end. “I saw it,” I tell her. “Now what?” 
 
    “I’ll practice a bit,” Ky calls from the other side. Practice what? “Don’t do anything stupid, Lei.” 
 
    “I won’t, little one,” she flings at him, and grabs my hand. “Come on.” It takes less than a second to swim to the panel with my hand in hers. Once we’re in front of it, she places my palm flat on its surface, and her hand on top of mine. “This is how I see things that are coming,” she explains to me, her voice clear, undistorted by water. “Now your hand is on it, so it will show something in your future. Look.” 
 
    So I look. 
 
    At first, all I see is my own face, looking weird with my eyes big with curiosity puffed-out cheeks from holding my breath, and the top of my swimming suit.  The panel is a large rectangle, about two meters wide, and only one meter tall. I feel Lorelei pressing her cool fingers more firmly against mine, and my reflection disappears from view. I don’t know what I expected, but this is not it. 
 
    There’s no clear picture, nothing specific shown. The glass fills with smoke, and I prepare to swim to the surface, when the tendrils of fog begin to move and form a sort of image. I plant my legs firmly on the pool’s floor, and move my face closer, trying to discern what it’s showing me. 
 
    And then I scream.  
 
    I open my mouth and let out what feels like an ear-splitting cry, but no sound is heard, only bubbles rush out. 
 
    “Dad!”  
 
    Because it’s him. The smoke rises and falls around him, but that’s no image of my dad on that glass; it’s him. He’s as real as if I’m looking at him through a window. 
 
    “Dad!” I scream it again. I don’t feel the sharp white-hot pain that washes over my throat as the water rushes in. I don’t feel my lungs scream for air. I feel nothing but an immense, unbelievable joy. 
 
    He’s here, in front of me. The image isn’t still, he’s moving. He’s walking slowly towards someone, his face transformed by joy. His eyes are full of tears, but there’s a huge smile on his lips, a smile I haven’t seen since the day he was diagnosed. He’s not ill, either. He looks…almost like before, but not really. The only way I can describe it is, he looks the way he would be now if he was alive and well. 
 
    I cough out the water I’d inhaled, and try to talk to him, but I can’t, of course. Not that he can hear me. All his attention is focused in front of him, on the thing or the person he’s walking towards. He breaks into a run. 
 
    The smoke shifts, and I try see, but everything is a blur. And then the thing he’s running towards comes into view, and my mouth hangs open.  
 
    Now, I don’t know if you’ve ever been underwater, four meters below the surface, and let your mouth hang open. Let’s just say, it’s not a pleasant experience. But I don’t close my mouth. I’ve forgotten it’s still open. I’ve forgotten I’m actually drowning. I’ve forgotten everything, except for what I’m seeing. 
 
    It’s me. 
 
    I’m seeing me walk—no, run—towards my dad. It’s not the hurried run of an appointment, or of a random meeting; it’s the run of reunion. It’s the run towards someone you thought you’d lost forever. The edges of the image are getting black for some reason, but I can’t tear my eyes away. I press my palm into the cool glass, and bite my lips, clinging on to the image, shaking in anticipation for the moment we’ll meet in the middle. My dad and me.  
 
    Then someone is screaming in my ear, an unearthly, animal howl, and I’m torn from the mirror with so much force, it feels like my arm is being wrenched out of its socket. 
 
    “What in Hades are you doing? Get her out, get her out right now,” someone is screaming. 
 
    By the time I’m forced to the surface, I’m crying, which doesn’t help. Strong hands lay me on the wet tiles, completely out of the water, and someone is yelling at me to breathe. 
 
    “Ellie, Ellie, come on.” Ky’s voice. It sounds frantic for some reason. 
 
    I open my mouth to ask him why he took me away from my dad, and a fountain of water comes out. Then I might have passed out for a little bit, because when I open my eyes again there’s more screaming, and someone smacking  my back.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I croak in a completely not-fine voice.  
 
    “If she needed air, wouldn’t she have swum up?” Lorelei’s voice. “I wasn’t holding her there, I was looking at her face the whole time, she never once tried to leave. I was going to drag her up after ten minutes. Is that too much for humans?” 
 
    “Ten min—” Ky’s voice breaks. “She…she’s drowning, Hades take you.  I turn my back for. Just. One. Minute. And—What were you doing down there, what were you looking at…?” Did I black out again, or did he stop speaking abruptly? Hands lift me up in a seated position, and I come face to face with him. He looks human and wet, as if he changed back to human in the water. And he looks absolutely crazed with fear.  
 
    “What?” I whisper, scared of that petrified look. 
 
    He starts shaking me so roughly, more water comes out. I splutter and cough, trying to catch my breath, but he’s yelling again before I’m done. “What did you see? What did you see? No! Look at me.” His face is deadly white. “What did you see in that mirror?”  
 
   
 
  

   
 
      
 
    34. 
 
      
 
    I start to reply, and another lovely spasm of coughing grips me, leaving me gasping for breath. 
 
    Murmuring “no no no no no”, Ky grabs my hand and takes me home through the water. The next time I open my eyes, we’re in the bathroom, and he’s helping me climb into the shower. He stays outside the bathroom door the whole time I’m showering, and once or twice gets in, when he hears me retch and spit out buckets of water. 
 
    I keep reassuring him I’m fine through the shower curtain, and he gets out again quickly, but inside I’m freaking out. I break my tangled thoughts down, as dad would do when studying an algebra problem, to help me solve it: 
 
    
    	   How long did I stay down there? Is it possible that it was ten entire minutes? No wonder I’ve swallowed the entire pool. I nearly died. 
 
    	   Did I actually see dad? I did, I know I did. I’d gladly have died, looking at him, like those people do in fairytales. 
 
    	   Did I see myself? Does that mean that…soon I’ll meet him again? 
 
    	   And now for the big one: I’m going to die, aren’t I? That’s what I saw. I somehow saw myself meeting him in the afterlife. I looked like I do now, pretty much. Which means, that I’m going to meet him. Soon. 
 
    	   I’m going to die. 
 
   
 
      
 
    For a moment or two, it feels as if I might die this very second, and Ky rushes in, almost knocking the door down in his hurry, to see if I’m choking to death.  
 
    “It’s ok, I bent down and all this…water came out,” I gasp, trying to be heard over the shower. 
 
    “That’s enough,” he says, and the water turns off on its own. He did that. I’ve still got suds in my hair, so I turn it back on. “I’m taking you to the hospital.” 
 
    “Not that it’s not super normal to talk to you while I’m in here,” I mutter, “but…Get out!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he murmurs, and obeys.  
 
    Feeling bone weary, I get out of the water and get dressed a second later, joining him in my bedroom.  
 
    “Ok, I have a few questions,” I start in a voice hoarse from coughing. My head is splitting, and every time I take a breath, I get a stab of pain in my chest. “When I was down the—” 
 
    My phrase is cut in half, swallowed by his lips. He tilts my chin up to his, and fits his mouth to mine, kissing me long and deep. I feel myself change, as he kisses me, as if the pieces of me that broke while I was underwater are knitting back together. He lets me go, and I take a few hard breaths, before he kisses me again. And again. 
 
    By the third kiss, my head no longer hurts, and my throat feels soft and tender. Every last trace of nausea is gone, and that urge to cough uncontrollably is completely over. 
 
    “That’s what you did,” I say in wonder. “That day in the girls’ bathroom, when you kissed me after I found you…like that. You weren’t kissing me to say ‘thank you’. You kissed me to see if I was hurt and needed healing. And if I did, you’d heal me, like you did just now.” 
 
    He nods. “I did want to say thank you,” he adds. “But that was second. Elissavet.” His hands drop, no longer touching me, but I’m aware of every single atom of his body and how close it is to mine. “Look at me.” My body is no longer recovering from almost dying, but my brain is filled with fog and stars after his kisses. 
 
    “Look at me,” he repeats, and waits until I do. “Whatever you saw in that mirror, I’m asking you to forget it. You can’t think of it again. No, don’t tell me,” he interrupts me as soon as I try to speak. He shuts his eyes briefly. “I don’t want to hear it; it’s not going to happen. I’m begging you to forget it.” 
 
    “I…I can’t. I saw…” 
 
    “No,” he interrupts me. “No, no no no.” I remember him saying ‘no’ over and over again at the pool—what is he afraid of? He turns his back to me. “How old were you in the vision?” His voice is rough, as if his teeth are clenched. 
 
    “I was as I am now. But I don’t think you understand, I didn’t see my death, I didn’t…” I interrupt myself. He’s right. That is what I saw. That is what I saw. 
 
    “I know you did,” he replies. “I saw it on her face, and I get why she wanted to see your future with you, it might reveal any decisions you’ve made. But, Ellie, I’m telling you right now that if—”  
 
    The bathroom door slams so loudly the walls rattle. There’s the sound of feet running in the hall. It can’t be Maia, let alone Jimmy or Lydia, of course, so, there’s only one possibility left. Yep. 
 
    In a second she’s standing there, silhouetted by the doorframe, her hair wilder than ever—redder than ever—her eyes pools of darkness. She steps inside my bedroom as soon as she sees I’m there. Lorelei. 
 
    “Ellie,” she breathes. 
 
    To my surprise, tears spring to her eyes. She almost falls to her knees in front of me, but Ky comes to stand behind her, tall and straight, head bent, eyes inscrutable, and puts a hand to her back, murmuring something in her ear through clenched teeth. 
 
    Lorelei grabs my hands in both of hers, ignoring him. Ok, what’s going on here? I’m really starting to freak out. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lorelei says to me. 
 
    Oh no. What is she saying? Everything skids to a stop. I try to catch Ky’s eye, but he’s still looking at his boots, seething. 
 
    “Alcestis.” Lorelei continues and actual tears begin to course down her cheeks. “Thank you for deciding to save the prince’s life. You have no idea how many eons our people have waited for a just ruler to overthrow the dynasty of the enemy. And now, Oceanus and I, we picked the right person, we did the right thing. Ky agrees with me.” 
 
    “Whoa whoa whoa.” Someone has to stop her. Stop this. Ky looks like he wants the earth to swallow him up. But why isn’t he speaking? “My name is not Alcestis,” I say. “Nor did I say I’ll do anything for your kingdom, or your brother.” 
 
    I expect him to break his silence at that, at least, but he stares ahead, not saying anything, chewing the inside of his cheek. 
 
    “You are our Alcestis,” Lorelei says in a calm voice. She’s still clutching my hands. “Remember what I told you days ago? The prophecy has found its way into your mythology as well. That’s how long it’s been preordained that you’d save the prince’s life. And as soon as Ky told me you kissed him, you’d agreed to save him—” 
 
    No no no no no. Not again. I can’t have fallen for it again, I can’t. Finally, Ky speaks. 
 
    “Lei,” he just says. “No.” At the same time that I say: 
 
    “I did what?”  
 
    Oh no. No no no no no. This can’t be happening. Not again. He didn’t, not again. I didn’t. No no no. 
 
    “Guys, calm down,” Maia’s voice yells from downstairs. 
 
    Of course, now she’s here, too. “And then I saw it in the mirror, and it was confirmed. You made your decision; you love him,” Lorelei continues, uninterrupted. Her eyes are shining. 
 
    “Guys!” Maia warns. She’s outside the door now, her voice is close. Ky doesn’t even flinch at her proximity; she’s pushing it. “Stop it, let’s talk.” 
 
    This can’t be happening. Is this happening? 
 
    “Shut up, you coward,” Lorelei flings the words at the door, letting go of my hands. “Don’t you dare speak in his Highness’ presence.  You’ve been keeping them separate, traitor scum.” 
 
    “I am not in love with him,” I tell Lorelei, my voice clear and steady. Unlike how I’m feeling right now. I’m shaking so bad I can barely stand. “He was my first kiss, my first…everything. How can I have any idea of what love is already? I’m not Juliet. I won’t die for anyone, do you hear?” I’m screaming by the end, and I don’t even know who I’m screaming at. Myself, probably.  
 
    “Els—” 
 
    I turn to face him. His hair is still wet, his eyes are still on me, his hands are still at his sides. I watch the smooth line of his jaw as he opens and closes his mouth, grappling for the right words. They don’t come. 
 
    “Ellie,” he whispers again. “You saw me, you ss…” he stumbles over his words and his breath catches. He looks horrified, as if he can’t believe this is happening. That he’s been caught again.  
 
    His face is so pale that his freckles stand out like blotches. His lips are dry, cracking, needing water. I wait and wait, but the words die on his lips. He says nothing. He doesn’t defend himself, he doesn’t deny it. Yes, I saw you. And I was blinded. 
 
    “Just leave,” I say quietly. 
 
    “Wait, no, this isn’t—” Maia seems to think we’re all having a conversation in here. She isn’t in the room to see our masks of frozen faces. The walls in our eyes.  
 
    “I don’t want this anymore!” I shout. It’s not a wall, it’s a barricade I’m raising up around myself. Finally. I’ll finally protect myself. And this is the only way I know how to do it. “You said I had a choice, you said I had to do this out of my own free will.” My heart is shredded in a million pieces, but I have to say this, I have to take a stand. For once. I gather my dripping hair away from my face. “Well, I don’t want this. I. Don’t. Want. This.” 
 
    The room freezes. 
 
      
 
    What makes it all more horrible is that, in the end, they don’t protest much. They just go. 
 
    Maia with her blue and pink hair and her ‘you need to take care of yourself, girl’ attitude. She goes first, quietly down the stairs. 
 
    Lorelei with her fierce devotion to her brother—whom she doesn’t call brother ever—shooting daggers from her eyes, trying to bring my death about at every turn. 
 
    And Ky. 
 
    Ky with his emerald eyes and his tall, strong body. With his hands that have touched my lips, my cheeks, my back, my hips. With his warm words that turned my world around. With his eyes that kept me alive that day I was drowning in the toilet. With his lips that kissed me and I felt beautiful, alive, happy. With his black fins that change color and radiate light. With his arms that carried me, that lifted the waters, that touched my chin. 
 
    He’s gone without a backward glance at me. 
 
    He practically admits his guilt by not explaining anything to me or to Lorelei. By turning his back on me and walking out the door. 
 
    There’s only one thing I regret—well, apart from being a gullible fool, of course: Before they leave, I yell towards the door, to Maia: 
 
    “Thanks for keeping me safe! You really did a great job.” Then I add, for extra effect, “girl.” 
 
    I don’t know where all this bitterness came from. It spurts out of my lips, like long pent-up frustration. I haven’t defended myself in so long, it came out all wrong. Everything is tense with darkness, the room, their silhouettes, my muscles. 
 
    “I punched the girl who bullies you,” she starts saying calmly, “and I gave you back your story. You’ll be in no danger from Ky, since we’re leaving now, and I’ll be there, watching out for you at school if you need me.” We’ve divided the territories at school since she appeared, so that Ky will never meet her, even by accident. Where she comes with me, he’s not allowed to go and vice versa. These past few days have been amazing at school. Everyone left me alone. I was able to concentrate in class, to walk in peace at the hall. But that, too, was a lie. 
 
    “But there’s nothing more I can do for you anyway, Ellie. You have to keep yourself alive from now on.” 
 
    Her voice isn’t angry or accusing. She sounds sad. And sort of tired. It’s weird on her. Then she walks away and her steps go silent. 
 
    One of our own, echoes in my ears. It’s raining outside. 
 
    What about that? I want to ask her. 
 
    Instead I bury my head in my knees, my back against the cold window, and refuse to watch Ky and Lorelei’s shoes retreat from my sight. 
 
      
 
    I don’t get how this could happen. Within seconds the daydreams have dried behind my eyelids. My little room was full of people one minute and the next it’s as silent as the night on the docks. 
 
    I bet if I stay still I’ll be able to hear the lapping of the waves against the ferries’ bellies in the distance, the slow gliding of the moon of the heavens. 
 
    The last train passes, rattling the windows, whistling into the distance. In a few hours, the first one of the day will trudge by.  
 
    The rain is slowing to a drizzle; it was only a shower. The hours have passed without me noticing, and by the time I lift my head from my knees, it’s almost dawn. The truck will arrive to deliver milk, flour and fresh fruit to the bakery next door, but not for another three hours. I put on a YouTube playlist of book haul videos, so that I won’t be able to hear myself breathing.  
 
    That’s how quiet it is. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie’s Blog 
 
    Rules for surviving bullies 
 
      
 
    #7 
 
    I cringe when I remember how many hours I spent fangirling over first kisses in movies, do you? (Fangirl, I mean, not cringe. That’s a given.) 
 
    Turns out, in the end I was as clueless as the unrealistic girls in silly teenage fiction or silly teenage shows. I used to make fun of how these girls give up everything in their life for a boy and how their world revolves after a beautiful guy. 
 
    I used to yell at them that this guy you’re kissing is a werewolf/blood-drinking vampire/dystopian killer/fantasy dragon, don’t get too close to him, for the love of cheese! Don’t even touch him! Don’t even think about taking him home/taking his side/taking his stalking you for romance! You idiot. 
 
    Well, I am the idiot. 
 
    Because this is no story. It’s life, my life, whatever’s left of it.   
 
    His betrayal cuts deeper than anything I’ve ever read. His kiss was realer than anything I’ve ever watched on a screen. The danger he’s put me in is greater than anything I’ve ever known. 
 
    Rules for surviving bullies? Rule number one: Don’t kiss them, for crying out loud. 
 
    Only I did. 
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    Maybe he was sorry for me when he kissed me. The one thing ugly heroines in movies dread. Sorry and desperate and ruthless.  
 
    A little part of me wants to hold on tight to his words, his promises, his feel beneath my fingers, and never let go. A small part of me wants to believe the sincerity on his lips, the pain in his eyes, the shaking of his hands. 
 
    I fight it with all my strength. 
 
    I won’t, I will not be one of those girls that sobs into a tub of chocolate for a month. I won’t fade away because my vampire boyfriend left me. I won’t… 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    Are those tears running down my face? 
 
    The best of all the terrible things I’m thinking about him (and myself) right now is this: Maybe he thought that now that he got me to finally do what he wanted, he’d pity-kiss me. 
 
    I’ll take it, is my first (pathetic) thought. 
 
    Go drown yourself, is my second. Not that he can. 
 
    There’s more thoughts in between, which I won’t bore (and disgust) you with, until: 
 
    There’s no way I’m dying for you, you pathetic little catfish. 
 
    There we go. At least now I’m proud of myself.  
 
    Then I proceed to cry myself to sleep. 
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    One of the ancient Greek poets, Pindar, said ‘It’s impossible to flee from fate.’ 
 
    I don’t know if you could call this fate, or really bad luck, or what else, but it ends up being impossible to flee indeed. 
 
    And this is how I die: 
 
    The morning after I throw Maia, Ky and Lorelei out of the house, I get an email from Lydia. 
 
      
 
    Sweetie, everything is going along so fast!!! We’ll probably stay here until the end of the month, but when we come back, a social worker will be coming with us to ‘inspect the house’. They want to check if it’s ok for a baby to grow up in! A baby, Ellie, can you believe it? 
 
    I’m still in shock. 
 
    Anyway, since they will be sending someone over to inspect our space within the next few weeks, I’d rather not have to answer questions about me having a teenager living at the house, and how it all came about…I’m sure it won’t be a problem, but on the off chance, I’d rather not deal with it at all. Not to ruin our chances. You understand, don’t you, sweetheart? 
 
    So I thought maybe you could get some of your friends to help you, and start moving most of your books and things to the garage, so that the room will be empty and clean, just a storage room waiting to be turned into a nursery? It wouldn’t be a problem, would it? You can sleep on the couch in the kitchen, it’s really comfy. 
 
    I know you understand. 
 
    Take care, honey. 
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    No, wait. I know what you’re thinking. This is not exactly how I die. It just feels like death. Since there’s no ‘friends’ I could ask to help me, as Lydia said—seriously, does she not know anything about me?— I start the job myself. I take my lovely books out of their shelves one by one and pack them in old, moldy boxes, the only ones I can find in the cramped garage. 
 
      
 
    By Wednesday my fandom wall is down, my clothes all cramped in a drawer Lydia’s room. There’s only my bed and my laptop left, except for the carpet and curtains. Not that my laptop is any consolation. I haven’t been on my blog since the whole fanfiction hacking fiasco. I haven’t written a word since Sunday night.  
 
    So that’s one more thing that’s been taken from me. 
 
    The attic room echoes with Ky’s laughter and Maia’s phone calls. The ghosts of the characters of my favorite books stare at me from the empty walls. I go downstairs to the couch, unable to stay in there. Call me crazy (and I know you definitely are by this point), but it feels like the universe itself is trying to eradicate me. To wipe out my existence. 
 
    No, it won’t, a voice I didn’t know lived inside me protests. I’m still here. I open my laptop and check if the blog post I’ve scheduled for Thursday is good to go, before drafting a new one that will go up during the weekend.  
 
    There. So at least I wrote something. 
 
    Writing again, even a simple blog post, makes me feel strong, as if I’m taking my power back. I can’t explain it to you and you won’t get it, unless you’re a writer yourself (and I really hope for your peace of mind you’re not).  
 
    I gain strength from every word that I see forming on the page as I type, and the thoughts pour out of me effortlessly. I don’t know if all of them are true. But some are, and that’s good.  
 
      
 
    Thursday morning our school has the fine idea to take us on a school trip.  
 
    We’re loaded on a bus and ride all the way to the city—the ride takes about three quarters of an hour, an excruciating hour, during half of which everyone fights for the seats in the back and for the other half the teachers start yelling at people at random to stay still and stop giving them a migraine. Mr. Who sits with the ‘cool kids’ in the back, and the girls snuggle up to him, pretending to talk science all the way there. Fun. 
 
    We go to a morning performance in the gorgeous, ancient theatre of Irodio at the historical centre of Athens, right beneath the Acropolis. The seats are huge, glistening marble steps, and the amphitheatre is famous all around the world for its acoustics. For a while I get lost in the feel of the stone-paved little streets with narrow shops selling olives and little statues at the sides. I love this part of town, I love the memories that have seeped into the trees, some of them well over thousands of years old, I love thinking that ancient sandals trod the very same streets I’m walking on right now, Aristotle and Plato and Pericles discussing politics and democracy and philosophy with the columns of the Parthenon filtering the scorching sun’s rays above their heads. The sea is sparkling in the distance, as the Erechtheion statue ladies watch on, their marble drapes almost fluttering in the wind. 
 
    There’s no other place in the world that can give me this intense feeling of being a part of something grand, of being proud to be alive. 
 
    The actors speak modern Greek, but they’re wearing the long, flowing garments that move with their bodies, that look like what actors used to wear when the original play was performed. The olive branches over our heads sway with a slight breeze, and a few birds chirp in the warm October sunshine. The theatre is made in a way that’s completely in harmony with nature, its columns following the curved lines of a tree’s trunk, its only ceiling the sky.   
 
    Anyway, we watch an ancient Greek tragedy. Ifigenia en Taurois. 
 
    I don’t know if you know what this story is about (look it up, duh) but of course, it’s about tragedy. Yeah, those ancient Greeks were all about sacrifice. It’s a really cool story too, about a father having to sacrifice his daughter to the gods, and a hero (Achilles, yum) trying to save her. I love the story, or I used to, before my life actually became a Greek tragedy and sacrifice the bane of my existence. 
 
    We don’t consider ancient Greek tragedies, or going to the theatre to watch one, a big deal in my country. It’s sort of banal, actually. You get used to it, after having all these classes from primary school onwards, all these tests…The cultural treasures of the themes of justice and evil and goodness and hubris blend together as something slightly familiar, slightly obscure, slightly brilliant. 
 
    Of course you don’t expect any of those themes to pop smack dab in the middle of your life. Even if you’re living in Greece.  
 
      
 
    Maia can’t come, because Ky has to. He sits with the guys at the back of the theatre, and his mates proceed to make rude noises and generally disturb everyone within earshot.  
 
    Next to them, Ky looks like he’s risen from a sickbed, with dark circles under his eyes, just like the last time I sent him away. Only now he doesn’t even bother looking in my direction; he keeps close, and that’s that. I can’t stop him from being close to me. He hasn’t once tried to talk to me, so that’s something. A pathetic something. 
 
    Finally the torture is over. (The play was awesome and Achilles is so gorgeous, but I kept thinking of Ky’s words, ‘I’m dead without you’, which kind of ruined the experience for me, if you know what I mean.) 
 
    Nobody talks to me for the whole trip, which is a great improvement considering what I’ve had to deal with on past occasions. For once, the bullies leave me alone.  
 
    I think Maia has something to do with that. 
 
    ‘One of our own.’ 
 
    Stop it with the quotes already, I yell to my brain, but it doesn’t stop. 
 
      
 
    After the play is over, we walk around in the historical cobblestone streets of Plaka and then the teachers make us sit in a taverna and walk around the tables to make sure we’re eating. 
 
    I sit down at a table alone, hoping to pass unnoticed by the loud groups of kids settling down all around me, my head threatening to shatter. And then it happens. The thing every kid who’s ever been bullied fears. 
 
    “Hey guys! There’s room over here!” a loud voice yells next to my ear, and next thing I know chairs are scraping on the floor, tables are pushed against mine to make a huge table for all of the members of the cool boy gang. Mr. Who casually seats himself next to me, not even looking at me, and orders two souvlakia for me as though he’s my dad. He jokes and talks to the boys, obviously trying to make me feel comfortable. Ky sits down at the farthest corner from me, joking with his friends, looking tortured and delicious. 
 
    Give me a break. 
 
    No one ever gives you a break, of course. What I get is indigestion, since my stomach has pretty much become unaccustomed to being full. 
 
    On the way back, I almost fall asleep. 
 
    I’m rudely awakened when the bus stops suddenly. We’ve come about the middle of the distance, and there’s sparkling sea out of the window. 
 
    I stifle a groan. 
 
    They’ve brought us to Floisvos—probably every kid on this bus wanted to come here. It’s a suburb by the sea, full of beaches that during the summer teem with tourists and the resident citizens. There’s also a long paved walk beside the sea, that goes on forever into the horizon, with neat little cafes lined up on the left bank. In the night, it’s filled with bars, booming music and dark corners for kissing. On the side of the water, the pier is lined with Narnia-like street streetlamps. 
 
     Now, based on past experience (we’ve been going on similar school trips since seventh grade) this is what’s going to happen: we’ll have to stroll along the shore line for about an hour or so and then sit forever at one of the cafes taking selfies and talking behind our  friends’ backs. 
 
    In other words, pure torture. 
 
    Well, it’s not like I have anything to go home to, anyway. Bare walls, a couch and a laptop that I’m scared to turn on in case people start telling me to die again. 
 
    Will this day never end? 
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    I bet you’re thinking by now that I’ll die in a significant, special place like a toilet or a shower or…I don’t know, maybe a pigsty. 
 
    But no. It’s much more boring than that. 
 
    This is where it happens. On the pier next to the Aegean sea, the water sparkling under the midday sun, a chilly wind blowing wisps of hair into my eyes. Kids are all around me, walking lazily towards the cafeterias, comparing selfies and joking about throwing each other into the sea. A couple is kissing passionately to my left with one eye on the teachers who have lit up their cigarettes and couldn’t care less, and behind me a boy is talking constantly, trying to impress the girls around him with how many expletives he can fit into a single sentence. 
 
    It’s pretty impressive, actually. 
 
    Ky is with his friends, constantly, not venturing a step away from them. Or two meters away from me. 
 
    The group of girls I was kind of walking with, or behind, has disappeared into a sportswear shop with a few of the boys. Mr. Who, cool, safe, gorgeous professor Who, the only one who looks at me as though I’m a human being and not a problem to be solved, goes with them. They don’t ask me to go with them, and I don’t follow them; I don’t want to bother them, since I don’t really know them. Immediately Ky’s guys swoop on me, and Mr. Who sees them. He winks at me with a sad smile. At least someone gets it.  
 
    The boys laugh at me, but they keep their distance because Ky keeps glaring at them. When they see I don’t bite, they give up. A long row of streetlights lines the right bank of the walk, the side of the sea. Then there’s a sharp drop to the rocks below and beyond them, the calm blue waters. 
 
    I keep walking, putting one foot in front of the other, trying to keep my head from bursting, when one of the lamp posts ahead starts shaking. 
 
    I mean, I thought I was dreaming when all the weird stuff happened before, but my mind is clear right now. I know what I see. It’s just a tremble at first, and I’m the only one who notices it, because I’m alone and my attention isn’t on anybody else but the street ahead of me. 
 
    I shake my head, trying to clear it, when I hear a sound like grinding metal. I lift my eyes to the lamppost and, unbelievably, I see it sway right where it stands, with nobody touching it. It’s like something invisible is pushing it to fall. 
 
    No, not something invisible. 
 
    Something from inside it. 
 
    It starts tottering, and I blink, wondering if I’m seeing things. But no. There’s definitely something inside it or below it in the water, making it move. And whatever is inside it is alive and trying to wrench it off the pavement in order to split the metal column from its foundations beneath the street like a tree felled by a logger’s axe. 
 
    Nobody else notices it. 
 
    A small group of older boys is walking straight towards it. Ky is one of them, and he’s standing in the furthermost spot to the right. In two seconds his steps will bring him exactly below the lamppost. 
 
    It screeches some more until it cracks subtly, breaking free of the cement. Then, weirdly, it stands still. It stands straight like that, its bottom broken clean off the pavement. Something else is holding it upright, waiting for the exact moment to let it fall. 
 
    I realize I’m frozen to the spot. 
 
    This is easily the creepiest thing I have ever seen. I couldn’t even imagine something like that. I blink. The lamppost gives a tiny sway before it rights itself. 
 
    Ky stops walking and turns to talk loudly to someone next to him, then takes a big step forward. And that’s when it happens. At the split second before the lamppost starts to descend towards the pavement and Ky, just before his boot lands on the cobbled stones, right in the post’s path, my whole world snaps into perspective. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie’s Blog 
 
    Rules for surviving bullies 
 
      
 
    #8 
 
    The thing about bullies is that they make you do things you wouldn’t have done if it wasn’t for them. They make you behave in ways that are humiliating or weird or horrible, just because they want to make themselves feel better. They think they have the power to turn you into a different person by hating you and hurting you and drowning you in a toilet. 
 
    But they’re wrong. 
 
      
 
    “Dad,” I asked him one day long ago, before the sickness and everything. “Remember how I used to be? How I didn’t care what anyone thought, rescuing all those animals? Where is that person?” 
 
    “What are you scared of now?” he’d replied. 
 
    “Going to school. Being alone,” I’d said. Everything, I’d thought. “I hate being scared all the time. Hate it. I was so fearless as a little girl.” 
 
    “Well,” he’d said, thinking, “obviously something happened between then and now. Something changed you.” 
 
    I know what, I’d thought, but I didn’t say it out loud. I know what happened. The bullying. 
 
      
 
    But here is what I didn’t know then, and know now: 
 
    The bullies don’t have the power. 
 
    You do. And you’re handing it to them, because you’re scared. 
 
    But what if you refuse? What if you refuse to turn into something you despise, just because of someone who is a coward, an idiot, a bully? 
 
    What if you decide who you are going to be regardless? 
 
    And be that person. 
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    This is what I think, the moment before Ky is killed: 
 
    What if I don’t want to be the person who watches someone die in front of their eyes? What if I don’t want to be the person who does nothing about it? What if that’s not who I want to be? 
 
    Someone in a concentration camp said that all freedoms can be taken away from you, except for the freedom to choose your attitude to everything that’s happening to you. I didn’t choose to be left alone. Maybe I didn’t deserve it. I definitely didn’t deserve to be chosen to die. But what do I do about it? 
 
    What if I want, for once, to be the one with the power? The power to choose what I want to do and what I don’t want to do. I start to run. 
 
    The sound of my sneakers hitting the pavement is deafening, but it feels like I’m moving through water, in slow motion. Time seems to stop. Everything zooms in, coming into sharp focus. By now, I’m definitely sure there’s something in that lamppost, a water creature or a giant octopus or whatever, making it move. Oh no. It’s a Vathi, isn’t it? No, not a Vathi. The Vathi. This is it. This is how it will happen. The same thing that happened to the taps in the girls’ bathroom back at school, except this time the tentacles won’t come out, not in front of all these people. It’s in there, waiting for Ky to walk in front of the light. Waiting to kill him from inside the pole. 
 
    And I don’t want to be the one who lets that happen. 
 
    It’s as simple as that. I don’t care if they chose me to die. I don’t care what the pool mirror showed. Actually that’s a lie. 
 
    I do care, but I don’t know what kind of person I’ll become if I let this happen right now, knowing I could stop it.  
 
    Maybe I’ll become someone who leaves for Australia and never bothers to email their old friends. Maybe I’ll become someone who kisses somebody hoping they’ll save their skin. Or maybe I’ll become someone who has an affair with her neighbor and leaves behind a baby girl. 
 
    All these aren’t bad people. 
 
    They’re only people whose one choice led them to another. And another…And here they are today, miles from where they once thought they’d be. 
 
    Everyone will let me down at some point, sooner or later, I know that. I understand, I totally do. Maybe I’d behave like that if it was my turn, it’s just that I’ve been on the receiving end of those kinds of choices one too many times. 
 
    I know what it’s like to have only one hope and nothing else. They didn’t. 
 
    Maybe, after all, they’re not someone I’d like to be. That’s just what I think right now; who knows, I might change my mind when I get older and see what the ‘real world’ everyone keeps talking about is like. I know enough of hospitals and funerals and empty houses already, to be able to judge for myself what the world out there can hold for me. And who I want to be in it. 
 
    So here’s the deal.  
 
    No one can force me to be the person who keeps herself at a safe distance from someone who asked for my help. Not the bullies at school, or the bullies from another world, whatever their agendas are. 
 
    There’s no better way to go from this world, anyway, than being who you’ve always dreamed of being, but never dared believe you’d be: a hero. 
 
      
 
    I reach Ky and the pole hits the back of my head instead of his. My world goes black. I feel myself sliding to my knees, and there’s screaming in the distance. 
 
    What have I done?  
 
    You’ve done something extremely stupid, that’s what, my brain answers before combusting in a million atoms of pain. Then the heavy metal slides to my back and my body splits in two. I hit the pavement face first, feeling my chin shatter. 
 
    Wouldn’t it be beautiful to die seeing stars behind my eyelids, like they always do in books? That’s my last thought. Also, there are no stars. Just an endless scream of pain escaping my lips, mingling with a howl coming from somewhere behind me, as someone slams to their knees next to my head and 
 
    then 
 
      there’s  
 
            no  
 
      
 
               more  
 
      
 
      
 
                    air  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                           to 
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    Ha! 
 
    You didn’t think there’d be another chapter, did you? 
 
    This is Ellieeeeeee coming to you from beyoooond the graaaaaaave. Just kidding. 
 
    So. 
 
    If this was fanfiction, at this point some magic would happen, for sure. Poseidon would rise from the raving waves to give out a new order, or true love’s kiss would save the day, or maybe some sort of fantastical creature would make its appearance for the first time in the story, a deus ex machina (look that up too, it’s ancient Greek tragedy material. Cool stuff). 
 
    In my case, it’s nothing so poetic:  
 
    The pole simply missed my vital organs. Only just, but it missed. That’s the important part. And so I lived. ‘Lived.’ 
 
    I guess ‘I saw her lying there, broken and covered in blood’, even if it comes from the mouth of an oracle isn’t an accurate diagnosis of impending death. Who knew? 
 
    That is to say, I was broken and covered in blood, I still am in fact (I’m still broken; the blood they washed away), but I’m definitely still here. Definitely not dead. 
 
    Not dead at all. 
 
    And this is how I find out: 
 
      
 
    I wake up to hazy white lights and whispering voices. I also wake up to immense pain. My head is going to explode any minute now, my brain is blank and my hands feel so numb I can’t move them. 
 
    So far so good. 
 
    Voices are whispering in the distance. 
 
    The ceiling takes a dizzy dive to the left. I try to clear my eyesight and my head, but nothing makes sense. 
 
    Then I catch someone’s words, a figment of a phrase: 
 
    “…next of kin…” 
 
    Oh right. I’m in a hospital. And they’re looking for my next of kin. Which means two things. One, I’m dying. Two, sooner or later they’ll find Lydia’s number in my cell and call her in London. 
 
    I open my lips to tell them not to disturb her—supposing that those swollen, papery things on my face that feel like cracked cement are my lips—and nothing comes out. 
 
    Well, nothing except a wheeze.   
 
    There’s a plastic thing attached to my teeth, taped across my chin, that’s why the wheeze. 
 
    “Call her now!” someone whisper-yells urgently. 
 
    “No, she doesn’t need to be bothered with this,” I say. At least that’s what I meant to say. 
 
    What I do say is a gurgle. 
 
    Immediately feet begin to scuffle towards me, people yelling for nurses and doctors and right at that moment, thankfully, my brain decides it’s had enough and fades out again. 
 
      
 
    I wake up and fall back into darkness a couple of times—or maybe more—before I wake up properly. 
 
    When I say properly, I of course mean that I can’t feel half of my body and that the rest is a throbbing mass of pain. 
 
    The pain is so intense I can barely stifle a scream as I try to take a breath; I’m almost crying by the time I’ve taken in my surroundings and realized that I am in the last place I’d ever want to be after what I went through with dad: a hospital. 
 
    And then there’s actual crying, only it’s not coming from me. 
 
    Someone is sobbing. They’re trying to contain the sound, but it comes out as little shrieks and then trembling intakes of air and then some more high-pitched crying. 
 
    I turn around to see who it is and a stab of pain runs through my spine right up to my left eye. A curse escapes my lips. Huh. I didn’t know I knew that word before. 
 
    Then I almost pass out and next thing I know I’m dreaming of Ky. 
 
    In my dream, he doesn’t look right. He’s distorted, like the white walls around me, like the beep-beeping of my heart on a machine that echoes deafening in my ears, like the bare ceiling that is descending to suffocate me. 
 
    He doesn’t look right; his face is a mess of mucus and tears. Thankfully, this is only a nightmare. The nightmare-Ky leans down to peer at my face, gulping in a disgusting way, and lifts a hand to my forehead. No way, dude. Hurts too much. He pulls it back without touching me —wise move. Then he opens his mouth and yells something to the door. 
 
    “Hey there! She’s awake again, come over.” 
 
    Immediately  there’s a nurse in my face, pulling at the tubes and stuff and making me want to scream in pain. 
 
    And that’s when I realize it: This is no dream. I’m awake. Which means the pain is real, the claustrophobic ceiling is real, Ky’s snotty nose is real. The numbness of my body is real. 
 
    The nurse’s head comes in and out of focus as she bends over me maddeningly, and Ky’s brown curls hover in the distance. Then, I see a flash of red, I hear a shrill voice and I watch as a pair of long, tan legs walk towards my bed. 
 
    Great. Lorelei’s here as well. 
 
    I’ve changed my mind. I think I’ve died and gone to hell. No, scratch that. In a minute I’m going to wish I was in hell. 
 
    This is going to be so much worse. 
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    Long story short, my spine is shattered. 
 
    I was in surgery for like, a thousand hours, and then they wheeled me out—Ky says he was waiting outside, so he was the first to hear what the doctors had to say. Say amongst themselves that is, because they wouldn’t talk to him as he’s not a relative. Then, Ky says, Lorelei came and said she was my sister, although she didn’t know my last name, but that’s ok because every doctor in the place was drooling over her and then I yell to him (Ky) to get to the point already and he just looks at me, gulps, and brings a hand to the back of his neck. 
 
    “You’ve been in the ICU for about two days, and you needed so many blood infusions, it was scary. You’ve lost so much bl…” He sort of chokes on the word, and I start getting impatient. 
 
    “When can I go home?” I ask him. 
 
    This is weird. How pathetic is my life, if there’s nobody with me in the hospital except the idiot who put me here? 
 
    He shrugs, then hangs his head. His shoulders are shaking again. 
 
    “Why didn’t I die?” I ask more quietly, and his head whips up. 
 
    His eyes meet mine and I see that they’re bloodshot and puffy. I flinch at the naked pain in them. “The pole missed; it was meant for me,” he says it simply, quickly, stating the facts.  
 
    “But it worked, right? You’re alive, so…you won?” I try to nod encouragingly with my eyes. Then Lorelei’s head pops into my line of vision.  
 
    “Of course it did,” she starts. Gosh, it hurts even to try to look up at her. Ky sighs and stands up. He presses a hand to her shoulder and almost forces her to sit by my bed.  
 
    “Don’t make her move, dammit.” He goes to stand by the window. 
 
    “Like I said it would,” Lorelei continues, her eyes growing huge as they roam over my bandaged, broken body. “Remember how I told you about Alcestis? Well, she sacrificed herself willingly in your mythology, didn’t she? Exactly like you did, Ellie.” I know what’s coming next. I know why Ky covers his eyes with his hands and looks down, I know why Lorelei pauses. “It was the sacrifice that saved him—that was the only part I didn’t get right. You did that all on your own.” 
 
    She steals a glance towards Ky. He’s still got his back towards the room, looking as tense as though he’s swallowed a rod. I’m beginning to feel drowsy listening to the fairytale Lorelei’s voice is spinning in my ear.  
 
    “Only this way can death be cheated in the earthly world,” Lorelei continues, her eyes darkening, her lips pursing in seriousness. “You single-handedly saved the Kingdom.” She stops, staring at me grandly.  
 
    “And I didn’t die,” I say, half in question, half in affirmative. “You said I would, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “Actually,” she replies solemnly, “the mirror showed your body broken and destroyed—” A strangling sound coming from Ky’s direction interrupts her. “I mean,” she clears her throat, “it did come to pass. Technically. Hopefully that’s that,” she adds in a lower voice. 
 
    I’d rather not dwell on the broken and destroyed and technically dead part, or the ‘hopefully’ part, so I say:  
 
    “So that’s why you contacted me; you hoped I’d sacrifice myself because I loved him, kind of like the mermaid does in the fairytale.” 
 
    “Nothing like in the stupid fairytale,” Ky’s voice murmurs. 
 
    “I was there when the original Alcestis died for her husband,” Lorelei says. “It happened, I saw it. So, yes, we did think about trying to make you fall in lo—” 
 
    A hand grabs her arm and she’s shoved to the door. 
 
    “Lei, I swear to Seidon,” Ky whispers in a gruff voice, “if you don’t get out right now, I’ll send you flying out the window.” 
 
    “What?” she acts surprised. Maybe she genuinely doesn’t get it. “All right, all right, I’m going.” Then she turns to me, her arm still in Ky’s death grip. “If there’s nothing holding you here,” she says calmly, “please think about how much the prince needs you now, Ellie. You’ve brought a whole kingdom to its knees with what you did. Not one of the prince’s subjects offered their lives to save him, no matter how much depended on his life. No Elder, no child, no soldier. Everyone has been taught to think of him as the prince, even without having actually seen him. But none love him. Not enough. Nobody did what a human girl who had every reason to hate him managed to do.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell you what annoys me more: that she and Maia keep calling Ky ‘the prince’ and other obnoxious names like that in the most ordinary phrases, or what she said about people respecting him without having met him—since he was exiled on his birth.  
 
    “Besides,” she goes on, her eyes taking on a look of pity that puzzles me for a second, “you know you’ll never be able to wa—” 
 
    “Shut up, Lei. Right now.”  Ky’s voice shouts urgently, but it’s too late. 
 
    I try to sit up and try to knock the tubes and columns of oxygen from my side, resulting in a wave of pain so huge I almost drown in it. A second later, I open my eyes, gasping and sweating, and something is supporting  my neck—a hand. Ky’s hand. I can feel his warm fingers cupping my aching skull, and his eyes are on me, shutting briefly. 
 
    When they open, they’re brimming with tears. 
 
    “What will I never be able to do?” I ask him. 
 
    He eases me down and checks my vitals on the screen. 
 
    “What. Will. I. Never. Be. Able. To. Do.” I repeat. 
 
    He swallows and presses the button for the nurse. 
 
    “What—” There’s no more air inside of me. My throat is scraped raw. 
 
    “Shh,” Ky whispers frantically as I start to choke on pure fear. 
 
    “What will I never…?” It comes out as a whimper. 
 
    His mouth opens and closes like a fish, but no sound comes out. It takes him three tries. 
 
    “Walk,” he exhales finally. 
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    And then he starts yelling. Maybe screaming is the right word, or whatever it is they call it when someone goes completely berserk out of their mind and starts flinging words out, spittle gathering on their bottom lip, their eyes tearing up, their neck roped with veins.  
 
    “What have you done?” he screams at me. “What did you think you were doing? Who asked you to do a thing like that? Ellie, why did you do that? One moment I was walking across the quay, the next you were lying in front of me, barely a step ahead, looking like a, like a—” 
 
    He wipes his hand across his mouth. 
 
    I open my lips to say something, and he starts again. 
 
    “I’ve never moved so fast in my life, but I knew immediately that it had been done. I picked you up, I tried to make you breathe, but you wouldn’t respond. You were so still…Eons must have passed during that single second, it was endless. And the blood. Seidon, I’ve never seen so much blood come out of a person before. I kept trying to put it back into you, to stop it flowing out with my fingers, until the paramedics pulled me away. Why would you do a thing like that to yourself?” 
 
    He’s full on crying by now, huge, dry sobs, like the ones I heard when I woke up before, and I decide it’s not the time to try to interrupt him after all. 
 
    “I told you, I specifically told you that I didn’t want you to do this for me. And I know you never wanted this in the first place. I changed my mind. You changed my mind. You changed me. I told you I…” He makes a choking sound. 
 
    Loved me. He told me he loved me—not in words, but I heard it all right. It was a lie, of course. 
 
    “You idiot, it wasn’t a lie,” he says softly, as though he can tell what I’m thinking, getting in my face. “Lorelei thought what she wanted to think when I told her I’d kissed you, but I told her that kiss wasn’t a lie. You know it wasn’t, Ellie, you know it. I was in the process of telling her I’d decided we would leave you alone and I’d face my fate with dignity and bravery—such as I could muster—when she freaked out on me and ran away. Next thing I know, she’s trying to persuade you it was all a lie. She pretended, Ellie. She pretended I’d told her you had finally fallen for it, for me, and decided to go along with it. It’s felt worse than death having you believe I’d betrayed you. I tried to stay away from you—I tried to be the one who died…” His eyes look huge, a green lake I could fall in and swim—if I could move my legs, that is. 
 
    Suddenly it hits me. 
 
    I’m not going to be able to walk anymore. I’m…oh God. I’m paralyzed. I’m a paraplegic. Is that even the right word? 
 
    I don’t realize that the tears have started, until Ky’s face takes on a horrified look and he goes white. He lifts a hand to wipe my cheek, but he’s shaking so bad he can’t do it properly. 
 
    “Don’t—” he moistens his dry lips. He looks as though he hasn’t slept—or showered for that matter—in weeks. He also looks like he’s fading at the edges. That must be my eyesight, dimming because of the tears. “Don’t hurt,” he whispers. 
 
    Right then the nurse walks in briskly on her white sneakers, and ushers him out with one or two colorful Greek curses (we’ve got a lot of those, more than you’d expect perhaps) and gives me a sedative. 
 
    And that’s that. 
 
      
 
    The next time I wake up Lydia is there. 
 
    She tries to force some kind of vile soup down my throat and holds me while I cry. She must be thinking she’s well and truly screwed now, getting stuck with me in a wheelchair or worse for the rest of both our lives. 
 
    She doesn’t let it show though, and we pass the time looking at photos of all the babies she met instead.  
 
    I doze off and in the afternoon, Maia is there. 
 
    Where’s Ky if you’re here? I want to ask her. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I actually say. 
 
    “Telling you you’re stupid,” she replies. 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    We stay silent for a few minutes. I sink deeper into the murky clay of self-pity and she chews her nails to the knuckle. 
 
    “So you’ve come to tell me I’m stupid because—” I start, when the silence becomes unbearable. 
 
    “Because you are,” she says helpfully. 
 
    “Get out,” I tell her. She sits there, staring in front of her, not even glancing at me. “I mean it.” Suddenly I’m so mad I could smash something. 
 
    Oh right. 
 
    I can’t move. 
 
    “Get out, Maia. I don’t know what you’re doing here. You got what you wanted, you and your fish friends. Now leave me alone to my ruined body and pathetic life.” 
 
    She’s shaking her head so hard it looks like her entire head is a rainbow. “No,” she says. “No, you liar, no!” She sounds angry, too. “I don’t know how much you’ve been hurt and left alone in your life, and right now I don’t care. You’ve proved you’re the exact opposite of weak. The truth is right in front of your eyes, but you’re too stubborn and defeated to see it!” 
 
    The way she’s talking is so wild, so vehement, it’s almost like…It’s almost the exact tone Ky’s words had yesterday: mad, exasperated and just a tiny bit out of his mind. 
 
    “To—to see what?”  
 
    She lets out a loud breath. “Ky’s been fading away ever since that post fell on top of you, although by rights he could have—he should have gone back, that same instant, to claim his throne. He should have been declared king the moment the attack happened; that was the exact minute he reached maturity. That instant. He survived it, so he could have been crowned king immediately, that very day. Should have. All of us should have gone back straightaway. But he didn’t. And now…have you got any idea what’s happened since then?” 
 
    Since then. 
 
    It’s been four days for me, four endless days of pain and ugly memories and despair for the future. But what about them? Four days must have been centuries to them.  
 
    “You didn’t go back,” I realize suddenly. Maia nods, then turns away to wipe her tears quickly, hoping I won’t see her. “Ky hasn’t been back, not for one second?” 
 
    “None of us, not even Lorelei, who has been a courtier for centuries. Well, there’s a price on her head now. She can’t go back, not without Ky. I don’t think she’ll want to, anymore. It would be different if the prince were to return, everyone would have to bow to his bloodline immediately, and those who didn’t…Well, he’s got the powers to bend them to his will. Or he might have the powers if he’d claimed his crown.” 
 
    “What? Why?” I can’t wrap my head around it. It’s all he’s ever wanted, from the very beginning. How can he not have claimed the throne? 
 
     “Because. Instead of going back, Ky’s spent every moment in this gross little hospital, worrying that he won’t be here when you die or something…” Maia goes on, her voice starting to tremble. I don’t think she realizes what she just said. “As have both Lorelei and myself.” 
 
    She gulps in air. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why do you think?” she turns to face me as though I’m an imbecile. Well, I started this story being crazy as a mad cow and I’m ending it as an imbecile. Can’t say it’s much of an improvement. “It’s…you. What have you done to us? I don’t even like you, and I can’t go back because I…Because we…” 
 
    “Because what?” I ask, at the end of my patience.  
 
    Maia’s eyes are shining with spilt tears. 
 
    “What?” I repeat, my voice rising a few octaves. 
 
    “Because I love you, you moron!” 
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    “Eh?” 
 
    The first time someone (other than my dad, that is) tells me they love me, this is the most intelligent thing I have to say in response. 
 
    Maia sniffles and gets up to hug me. It hurts like death, but today I’m allowed to move my arms a tiny bit, so I awkwardly try to pat her back. She smells of tears and the outdoors.  
 
    “Didn’t I tell you he wasn’t worth dying for, you idiot?” She murmurs, wiping her eyes angrily. 
 
    “I didn’t do it for him,” I answer. “I did it for me. I didn’t want to be the person who’d watch someone die and do nothing about it.” 
 
    Her eyes go blank for a second. 
 
    “I never thought of it that way,” she says. 
 
    I try to shrug, but my body is pinned down by tubes and plaster and things, so that I won’t move my spine at all. 
 
    “He didn’t want you to do it at the end either, you know that, right?” she says more calmly. “He’s completely broken. Everyone at school kept talking about the huge wave that rose out of nowhere when you fell. They said it was a tsunami or something, it drenched the pavement and a café flooded. They showed it on the news. It was him, of course. I don’t know how he did it, and he doesn’t either, because he wasn’t standing in water, so he’s not supposed to have been able to move it at all. But he…he is destroyed.” 
 
    “He left,” I’d shrug if I could. “He didn’t bother to explain Lorelei’s lies. He didn’t do anything, he left.” 
 
    “How many times have I told you he’s an idiot?” she replies. “And this was by far the most idiotic thing he’s ever done. But he didn’t know there was any hope. What he was sure of was this: you needed a friend, and he didn’t know how to be one.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t. But you did.” She doesn’t talk for a whole minute, which is a miracle. “You didn’t leave when you could.” 
 
    I’m glad I told her that. I didn’t think I’d ever get to talk to her again, after the way I ended things, and I hate that my insecurity made me push them both away when I needed them most. But the truth is, when I went to school the next day after I threw them out of Lydia’s house, I wasn’t expecting her to be there. I wasn’t expecting her to want to protect me; and I wasn’t expecting Ky to ask her to stick around when she was a walking, talking, death sentence to him. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Ky is at the door, standing there looking deliciously scruffy, the top of his head reaching the threshold. “Can I come in?” 
 
    “Hey, Highness,” Maia replies calmly, at the same time that I start screaming. 
 
    “No! Maia’s here, get out!” 
 
    “It’s ok, it’s ok,” Maia says, grabbing my hand. “He’s fine, I can’t harm him anymore. The time of the curse is up.” She gets up and goes to the corner to wipe her cheeks. 
 
    “Worried about me?” Ky comes close, and I see his lips twitch as though they want to smile but have forgotten how. His skin is starting to get that tired, gray look about him, as it had when he hadn’t been near water in a whole day. 
 
    “Can I have a glass of water?” I tell him. He reaches my bed in one stride and fills a paper cup, bringing it to my lips. I wave it away. “It’s not for me, I’m not the one drowning on dry land.” He blinks, not understanding. “Just dump it on yourself,” I explain. 
 
    This time he chuckles. He puts it on the bedside table and sits down gingerly, not touching it. “Go catch a bit of sleep,” he says to Maia, and she nods, getting out. He turns to me. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like crap.” 
 
    That stupid tormented look is back. Not that he doesn’t look devastatingly gorgeous like that, but I’m tired of seeing it on his face. He lifts a hand to push the hair out of his eyes, and I shudder. This hand touched me. These fingers were on my hips. These lips were on my— 
 
    “Are you cold? What can I do?” He’s on his feet. 
 
    I stop him with a gesture. A girl can’t even shiver remembering the world’s most swoon-worthy kiss without someone threatening to call a nurse. 
 
    “Did you really not want me to die?” I ask him instead.  
 
    His eyes snap to mine. They study me for a second, and then he passes his tongue over his lips, sighing, as though he’s looking for the right words. 
 
    Let’s see what he’s going to come up with. 
 
    “No. I didn’t want to die either, too much depends upon my life, but I’d stopped wanting you to save me for weeks.” That’s all, I guess. He grimaces and grabs the back of his neck. Oh, wait, there’s more. “I didn’t want anything as much as I wanted you to live and be happy. That’s what I wanted.” He lifts those eyes to me again. “That’s what I still want. It’s become all I want. ” 
 
    “Why haven’t you gone back?” 
 
    My eyes are stinging. No. No more crying. I’m done with crying. I’m crying. 
 
    His eyebrows meet, but he doesn’t move. “I’m not going back,” he says calmly. “I’m not going back,” he repeats after I say nothing. 
 
    “If you’re staying for me, I don’t want you here.” 
 
    He doesn’t look surprised. He doesn’t shrug. (I expected him to do one or both.) He looks sheepish, as though he was expecting it. I’m almost tempted to believe him. 
 
    “I know you don’t,” he says in a quiet voice. “I’m not staying for you. I’m staying because of you.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you don’t care that your people will be slaughtered or whatever?” 
 
    He’s shaking his head fiercely, eyes shut. “Of course I care about them. They are the only reason I’m in this world in the first place, the only reason I agreed to the stupid, evil plan of getting someone to save my life, losing theirs in the process. Ah…” He passes a hand through his hair. His fingers are trembling. “And it’s exactly for their sake that I won’t go back. There would be no point. Unless you decide to come back home with me—and I don’t say that you will, you’ve no reason to want it, after all, especially after the way we all have treated you. But unless I at least know you are safe, there’s no point in me ascending the throne. 
 
    “Eh?” I say, for the second time in the same day. 
 
    So I’m not safe. Of course I’m not. I’m the definition of ‘not safe’. 
 
    “You don’t want your crown?” I say, a bit more articulately. “I heard her say it to you, the first day. She said you can’t let them take your crown from you.” 
 
    That furtive smile is back. “Oh, I’m not. I’m going about the right way to win it.” 
 
    “It’s already yours, isn’t it?” 
 
    He nods. “By rights, yes. But I’m not worthy of it. Not after what I…Not yet.” 
 
    Maybe there was some brain damage as well from the fall and I’ve a hard time understanding things that people tell me. Because right now he’s making no sense to me. Also, brain damage would explain a lot of other things.  
 
    Like, for instance, right now I see Lorelei’s head at the door again. That can’t be right, can it? I’ve seen more of these guys in these last few weeks than I’ve seen my classmates all six years of high school. 
 
    “Have you told her yet?” Lorelei’s head calls. Oh, not this again. There’s more? Has he told me what now? 
 
    “Nothing,” Ky answers with a finality in his voice that sets me on edge. (I asked the question out loud, it turns out). 
 
    At the same time Lorelei, striding forward, begins babbling again. I guess Maia is right, she could have left. But staying here doesn’t really prove that she cares about me, especially not when she keeps saying the meanest things. “Hasn’t he told you what we’ve been talking about? I’ll try to explain. If you…” 
 
    And, I’ve had enough. 
 
    I’ve had enough enthusiastic info dumps by her, I’ve had enough of her happily announcing to me I’ll have to die/be a bodyguard to a fish-boy/die once more/never walk again. I’ve let her bully me into doing what she wanted time and time again. I should have done this weeks ago. 
 
    “Was I talking to you?”  
 
    She stops short. She kind of freezes there, midstep to my bed, and Ky lets out a harsh laugh.  
 
    “What,” Lorelei says as soon as she’s recovered, “did you say to me?” 
 
    It takes her about a full minute to get what I’m saying, which is that I want her to leave me alone. She turns on her heel and goes. I’m about to ask Ky to do the same, because my head is splitting again, when I remember something. 
 
    “I was there when it happened,” I say. 
 
    “What?” Ky looks freaked out. But I haven’t lost my mind completely yet. 
 
    “I just remembered, didn’t Lorelei say yesterday that she saw Alcestis with her own eyes?” He nods. Lorelei said that her ancestors talked of the streams of ancient Greece, and of how they’d surfaced there, beneath the Athenian sky, and talked of their land. Or did I think that’s what she said? Maybe she said ‘I’. That she herself had seen, had heard, had lived. “Thousands of years ago? Or in a mirror?” 
 
    “Thousands of years ago,” he says slowly, his voice low, afraid I won’t believe him. I don’t. “Lei…She was alive back then. She’s been alive since then.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “You look as if you’re in pain, Ellie,” he says, studying me. “I don’t want to…” 
 
    “Tell me, I can take it.” I can’t.  
 
    “Lorelei has been alive for thousands of years, like all our ancestors have. The Old King is still alive, but no longer king. I am new, I was born eighteen years ago, and sent here to die. But my father was thousands of years old as well when he was killed, as is most of my court. You see, in the Kingdom…” He pauses. “In the Kingdom no one dies. There is no death.” 
 
    My brain refuses to process this. It doesn’t know how. A world without death, or the threat of death? 
 
    ‘Who is your enemy?’ 
 
    ‘Death. The same as yours.’ 
 
    “So, you see, that’s why I was exiled,” Ky continues. “The only place they could kill me was here.” 
 
    ‘What will it mean if you fail?’ 
 
    ‘Death.’ 
 
    “The Vathi,” I begin, but I don’t know how to finish. “They’re…” 
 
    “They’re bringers of death,” he adds. “They were once children of Fos, protectors and warriors like Maia. Soldiers of the Special Forces. Did you know that she lived on Earth for a time? Somewhere in the Amazon jungle, by the way. She likes calling herself an ‘Amazon’ like the Greeks did. But the truth is, she was there.” 
 
    “There where?” 
 
    “Not where, when. When the rebellious children of Fos were thrown, exiled to Earth to die. They became children of Nyx the opposite of Fos, creatures of revenge and destruction. They found refuge in a place of this realm, buried in the bowels of Earth: Hades. But they didn’t die. In the centuries that followed, they evolved into the Vathi, using their indestructible power to turn themselves into literal bringers of death. They became death incarnate. And only a few decades ago, they invaded the Kingdom. So you see, the enemy isn’t a person. It’s death trying to consume the Kingdom, after it’s conquered Earth.” 
 
    ‘We are the war. And Earth has already lost.’ 
 
    “The Kingdom has been fighting to demolish death from Earth, too. But instead of us winning, it’s death that’s almost overtaken us. And the war of a millennia has reached this moment, has reached me. I almost lost it, singlehandedly. I would have died if it wasn’t for you, and it would be all over.” 
 
    ‘We are the war.’ 
 
    “There’s no death in the Kingdom,” I repeat. “No death.” I get it now, why they didn’t explain it to me from the beginning. How could they? “There’s no death where you come from.” 
 
    His eyes are on me, unblinking, his mouth a sad curve. He’s gathered his hair up, and I can see his face clearly, all the hollows and angles in the sharp hospital light.  
 
    “There’s no death where I come from,” he repeats. “The only place I could die was here. The only place I needed saving…” 
 
    “…Was here,” I say before he can. He squeezes his eyes shut, and a tear rolls out.  
 
    ‘The Kingdom has been fighting to demolish death…’ 
 
    “A world without death,” I murmur. “Is it possible? You’re really immortal?” 
 
    He runs his finger down the tube on my fist. “I am,” he says simply. “You too.” My body jerks up. I’m that shocked. What did he just say? “This world was created without death as well. You were eternal too, before death conquered the Earth. That’s what the war is about. To bring back the way things were.” 
 
    “Can it be done? Can death itself be conquered?” I look down, at the light blanket covering my limp legs. I remember seeing dad’s body covered in a similar white blanket, when he was in hospital. I remember how small he looked, how it seemed impossible that these legs had run with me, these hands had carried me, these lips had smiled at me. Once. 
 
    A sharp feeling of nausea overtakes me. Ky holds out the bowl to me, but I push it away, gritting my teeth.  
 
    “Not conquered,” he says, as if I didn’t just nearly throw up in front of him. “Destroyed. As if it never existed at all.” He smooths my hair back; beads of sweat have gathered on my forehead. “Tell me what you need.” 
 
    “I need you to leave,” I gasp.  
 
      
 
    “You have to go back to London,” I tell Lydia two hours later, when she comes back. I’ve thrown up three times since, but thankfully Ky wasn’t here. 
 
    The nurses cleaned me up, and then one of the doctors came to change my medication, because apparently that’s what made me so nauseous. But the doctor didn’t seem too much concerned about me; he kept talking to his phone all the time he was in my room. I saw in his eyes what I already knew: I’m a lost cause.  
 
    “I’ll be here for who knows how long,” I tell Lydia now, “and then they’re gonna stick me into rehab. Jimmy and the babies are waiting for you.” 
 
    “Ellie, I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    “You’re not my mom.” She looks away briefly, and I know that she’s been thinking it too. “I’m not your problem.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, sweetie, you know how much I love you…” 
 
    “I know.” But it’s not the same, is it? 
 
    I don’t say it out loud, and neither does she, but she takes out her phone and searches flights from Athens to London. There’s a plane leaving at six. 
 
    She’s on it. 
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    The next morning—I don’t know what day it is—I sleep until I can’t sleep anymore, and then I’m bored. 
 
    Now that I’ve sent everyone away (good job, Ellie) I may be starting to realize how unalone I’ve been these past few weeks. Are a few weeks enough time to get used to not being alone? I don’t know. The thing is, even my laptop, which Lydia brought from home, feels kind of…empty. 
 
    I can’t type fast, because every movement hurts, and I’m still massively stuck in writer’s block, but those are not the only reasons. They wouldn’t have stopped me a month ago. Now it feels as though nothing is ever going to make me feel better, except talking to someone. Being in the same room with someone. Which is absurd. When in my entire life have I had friends, that I should miss them now? 
 
    Before I can get too much in my head, my phone rings. For a second I jump (well, not literally), then almost black out from the pain, then I pick it up warily. 
 
    You should know something else about me: my phone never rings. Dad used to call me sometimes, and when Elena was here we’d talk and text and facebook each other constantly, but since they’ve both been gone, I’ve almost forgotten that it’s an actual phone, you know, for calling people, and not just for bookstagramming. 
 
    “Hello?” I say, expecting it to be some kind of salesman or demographic. 
 
    But again, I’m surprised. 
 
    “Would you have left?” 
 
    “Who is thi—?” 
 
    “Would you have left, if you were me?” 
 
    Oh. It’s Ky. His voice doesn’t sound normal. It’s serious and low, and it sends tingles from my ear all the way to my bones. Stupid ear. How did he get my number? And why on earth is he calling me? And what is he talking about? 
 
    “Did you dial the wrong number?” I ask politely. 
 
    “Listen, Ellie,” he says, a tad impatiently. “I need you to answer this for me. Please. So much depends on it. Would you have left if the person you loved thought you betrayed her? Would you have accepted their decision and left them alone, although it tore you in two to see her so sad and alone and…and  freaking wrong about everything?” 
 
    By the end his voice is breaking. 
 
    I close my eyes, think for a second. 
 
    “No,” I answer finally. “I don’t think I would. At least not without fighting first.” 
 
    “Fighting for what?” 
 
    “So that the person I…I cared about would know the truth, would see past the lies. So that they wouldn’t feel abandoned and lied to. Actually I don’t think I’d have ever left them, not as long as they needed me, even if they didn’t say so.” 
 
    There’s a pause. 
 
    “Lorelei says,” he starts and I groan. “Lorelei says that what you have is the greatest power in all the worlds.” 
 
    “What in the name of all the fish are you talking about?” 
 
    “The way you can love,” he says tightly. “I need you to teach me. I’ve never known anyone who has what you do and, remember, I’ve grown up in both worlds. Nowhere have I seen it.” 
 
    “Then you haven’t looked close enough,” I tell him, the tears starting to pour again. I think of my dad. I think of Lydia’s kindness to me, back when she’d put her life on hold to be there for a single dad and his growing baby girl. I think of everyone who ever lied to me about my mum, so that I’d grow up thinking she wasn’t a terrible person. 
 
    “It’s true what Lei says: no one would have taken my place. But you did it. You sacrificed yourself for me. Why did you do it?” 
 
    I take a moment to think. How do you answer a question like that? 
 
    “I couldn’t let you die,” I tell him finally. “I didn’t want to be someone who watches a thing like that happen in front of their eyes and does nothing. That’s all. It’s not love; it’s not sacrifice.” 
 
    “Like hell it isn’t,” comes the fierce reply. 
 
    I sigh loud enough that he’ll hear over the phone. “I didn’t do it because I do not value my own life, or because I value someone else’s above it. It’s the exact opposite. I did it because that’s what I want my life to be: worth something.” 
 
    There’s silence for a beat. When he speaks again, his voice is gruff, almost hushed. 
 
    “Can I ask you something else?” 
 
    “Where are you?” I ask, suddenly realizing he can’t be far from the hospital. 
 
    “Right outside your room,” he answers. 
 
    “Oh for goodness’ sake.” I turn my phone off and almost immediately his head pops in the door. He looks at me with a question in his eyes. He’s wearing skinny jeans and a light black sweater that follows the contours of his biceps. Nice. His hair is slightly wet, as though he’s dunked his head in water—or perhaps, judging by the spring in his step, he’s taken a shower. “What do you want to ask me, oh superior fish-creature?” 
 
    He shakes his head, dismissing my words with a wave of his hand. “I’m the opposite of superior. We’ve proven that wrong time over idiotic time.” 
 
    “We?” I ask. 
 
    “Lei, Maia and me,” he says. “But mostly me.” 
 
    “Good to know.” I’m trying to get somewhat comfortable, but I stop wiggling immediately when he walks to the foot of my bed and looks alarmingly as though he’s liable to grab the pillows and start rearranging them beneath my immobile legs. “What is it?” I repeat. 
 
    “Right.” He takes a deep breath, looking at his shoes. “When you stepped in front of me, back at the pier, and I saw you there, covered in broken glass and…and blood.” He pauses, looking like he’s going to be sick. I try hard not to laugh. “Right at that moment and before I reached you, I felt something burst within me. It’s been so powerful and so…unlike everything I’ve ever known. It’s been dying since.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” 
 
    He smiles one of his wide, toothy grins that fills his eyes with stars. Then he’s frowning again. “No, I have. Or at least that’s what it feels like. Do you—? Can you tell me if…?” 
 
    “What? What. Just say it.” 
 
    “Can you tell me if I’m in love with you?”I look at him for an incredulous second. Then I start laughing so hard the nurse has to come over and help me breathe.  
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    Turns out this laughing thing, regardless of how fun it was, wasn’t really a good idea. I’m left with a cough that shakes my insides excruciatingly, but I try not to let Ky know how much pain I’m in, because I’ve had enough of the nurses’ flap-flapping their sneakers around my bed. 
 
    “So?” Ky says lifting his eyebrows expectantly as soon as the nurse leaves. He’s leaning forward, chin in palms, elbows on knees. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I ask, strangling a cough. 
 
    He lowers his head. 
 
    “What do you think?” My voice goes gentle, as though I’m talking to a kid. Only he’s not a kid and my heart is already beating like a drum in my chest. Suddenly it doesn’t seem so funny anymore.  
 
    Suddenly it feels as though my heart will leap out of this broken body, shattered spine and all, and soar for sheer happiness. I don’t even care if he knows whether he loves me or not. I mean I do care, but it’s completely obvious… 
 
    Oh, never mind. If you didn’t get it by now (which you might have, since you probably aren’t as dumb as me) then you never will. 
 
    He just looks at me. 
 
    He looks and looks and looks. 
 
    I look back. A smile starts forming on his face, slowly spreading across his mouth. His lips part and it becomes a full grin, brackets across his cheeks, his eyes crinkling at the corners. 
 
    I feel the warmth of that smile tingling on my skin, reaching all the way down to my toes. I know I’m not supposed to feel them—I don’t feel them really—but right now my whole body is on fire.  
 
    “I think yes,” he says, his smiling lips forming the words slowly, deliciously. 
 
    “I think,” he continues, “that I’m happy when I see you, and it’s not because I’m in less danger of dying when you’re there. Or I was. I think that I know you as I’ve never known anyone before. I know what scares you, what makes you mad, what makes you strong. What makes you smile.” 
 
    He runs a hand through his hair, disarranging it completely.  
 
    “I feel like I finally know what I’ve been missing every day of my life. It wasn’t water, or my palace, or even my warrior form. It was this.” 
 
    “Sitting at my deathbed?” my mouth retorts before I’ve given it permission to speak. 
 
    He goes white. “Caring about someone,” he says. “More than I care about myself. So I don’t know if I’m in love. But I know I love you.” 
 
    He doesn’t make a move closer, just looks at me and repeats it. 
 
    “I love you.”  
 
    Of course I have to break into a gurgling cough right at that moment and ruin everything. He gets up to cup my neck and lift my head until the hacking stops. 
 
    When I look up at him, more embarrassed than words can say (and I’m a writer, so imagine how embarrassed I must be), the frown is back in place. “I wish…” he starts, then stops himself. “I wish,” he starts again, raking his fingers absently through my hair that’s spread on the pillow. Gosh, does he even know what he’s doing to me? “I wish I could make you better. I wish there was no more need for these,” he touches the tubes again. “Wounds like yours…” he makes a dismissive gesture “gone within seconds.” 
 
    “Can I walk again?” I ask, sitting up. “Can I be healed?” 
 
    His body relaxes on the chair, and for the first time the frown lines on his brow smoothen out. “If you were in the Kingdom, you wouldn’t be able to die,” he says. “Or get hurt. There’s no decay, no sickness.” I let his words sink in, trying to imagine a world without entropy—that’s what he’s saying, basically. It’s impossible. “Death has no substance, no power. Death doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “So your world can cure me, right?” I insist. “Is that what you and Lorelei were talking about?” 
 
    “It can, but only if you…” He stops. 
 
    My eyes open wide. Wait, it can? “Only if I what?” Does it sound like I’m willing to do anything to make this nightmare stop? Because I kind of am? 
 
    He turns to face me and his expression is the opposite of hopeful. Oh. So maybe it can’t. 
 
    “You’d have to come back with me. And not only that, but become one of us. Like me. And that’s for life, you couldn’t go back to being a human, not completely. You’d be a stranger to this world. Your lungs would ache for water instead of oxygen. You’d belong to the Kingdom, not to Earth anymore. You could visit, but you wouldn’t be able to stay. You…” He stops to swallow, then licks his dry lips. “You would breathe salt instead of air.” 
 
    A lone tear travels quietly down my cheek, unnoticed, and I realize it fell only when I taste it on my lips. Salt instead of air. Seems like I’ve been breathing more tears than air anyway lately. But of course he’s talking about a different kind of salt. 
 
    That’s…that’s not what I was expecting to hear, but it makes me think of something I’ve been wanting to ask him. 
 
    “So when are you going back?” 
 
    His fingers stop moving. He lays his palm flat on my pillow. “I’m not going back. Not without you.” 
 
    My head snaps up. “What did you say?” It’s hard to breathe suddenly. 
 
    “I’m not going home without you,” he repeats. Gosh, he’s serious. Is he serious? He looks serious. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” It takes so much effort simply to form these words. 
 
    He shrugs. I’ve gotten quite used to it, to tell the truth. “I’ve been sitting outside your room and I’ve been feeling like I’m slowly running out of air. Imagine I put a whole world between you and me…” 
 
    “Are you thinking of doing that for real?” 
 
    His mouth curves in a bitter smile. “Well, no.” I want to hit him. “I can’t abandon my crown; I won’t lose it, it’s not mine to lose. But I refuse to wear it without having you by my side—without having what you have. Without love and true strength. It would be pointless. I’d be a shell of a king. I’d be no use to anyone.” 
 
    “When you go, I’ll never see you again,” I say quietly. I don’t say it as a question. 
 
    He shakes his head. “One of us can’t be Earth-bound for more than three continuous days as the moon wanes, without becoming Earth-bound forever. That’s why Lorelei kept coming back and forth. She couldn’t stay, or she’d risk being stuck here. Maia is a soldier, she’d been given special permission. As for me…Well, special permission doesn’t begin to cover it.” 
 
    “Exile,” I murmur. 
 
    He winces. “Quite. As soon as I return, I’ll also be King, I’ll have things to do, a war to fight. I won’t…I won’t be able to see you again, Ellie.” His voice cracks on my name. 
 
    I interrupt him mid-speech and lift up my face to his. He abandons whatever he was doing and grabs my chin with his fingers, kissing me hungrily. He’s trying to be gentle and not move me about too much, but I don’t even feel the pain anymore. 
 
    “Listen…” 
 
    “Yeah?” he breathes against my lips. 
 
    “I saw him, you know. My dad. I saw him, and I saw myself meeting him.” He starts shaking his head, but I go on. “Maybe I’ll still die. Maybe they’re not telling me the truth about how badly I was hurt. Maybe…” 
 
    “Stop, just stop.” He lifts his head up, avoiding my eyes. “No, ok? No. I don’t care what you saw, I didn’t want to hear it then, and I don’t want to now.” 
 
    “Is that why you were so…?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replies, his voice a whisper. “When I saw the triumph in Lorelei’s face after she’d made you look into that mirror, I realized what I wanted. It was the moment I found out I’d rather lose everything else than you. I couldn’t face it; the chance that you’d made the decision to save me. I didn’t want it, my entire being revolted.” He cups my chin in his palms. “You won’t die. You won’t. At first, I thought maybe we hadn’t cheated death after all, that it would still take you. You looked so pale and…and broken. But now they’re talking of releasing you in a week or two. I’ll stay with you until then, at least. No arguments.” 
 
    And just in case I start talking about dying again, he bends his head down to mine and kisses me some more. 
 
    “What’s it like?” I ask after we part, panting. “In the water.” 
 
    “It’s different than being in the earthly sea, if that’s what you mean,” he replies, moving away from my bed and taking deep breaths, trying to compose himself. He’s got his back to me, and I can see him lift an arm to his mouth, his sleeve creasing at the elbow. “You’d be able to move freely and fast, only instead of air, you’d breathe in water.” 
 
    His face takes on a faraway look, and I have to remind myself that he’s been there as much as I have. Which is not at all. Still, he knows this place. Intimately. He’s lived in it in his head and in his heart for years. 
 
    “Above the Water Realms,” he continues, “I hear there are brilliant cities and Scribe Schools and the Summer Games, which incidentally inspired your ancient Olympics. The Bridge between the Twin Mountain Realms. There are families, from what Lorelei tells me, there are poor people and rich people. And there are creatures you’ve never dreamt existed. I can’t…explain it any better, it’s not based upon anything you or I have known. I can’t wait to see it all with my own eyes, if ever you…Ellie, hey hey hey what’s wrong? Wha—?” 
 
    There’s no time to say more. 
 
    I hear his steps rushing over as I lean over the side of the bed, coughing so hard it feels like my lungs are going to explode.  
 
    “Ellie? Ellie!” 
 
    He’s holding my head in both hands, trying to help me breathe, but I can’t. There’s something in my throat, pressing down on my chest, breaking free, getting in the way of the air. 
 
    I relive that time I nearly drowned in the toilet, and I wish Ky’s emerald eyes were here to save me, and they are, but this time they’re filled with horror and helplessness. Something warm slides down my lips. 
 
    “Come on, Ellie, come on, just take a breath…” He’s wiping my chin with one hand, while he’s holding my head up with the other. Then he quickly lets go and takes a few steps away, walking backwards. My head is going fuzzy from lack of air and I’m not so much coughing as choking now, but I can see clearly what’s got him so terrified. 
 
    His hands are covered in blood. 
 
    My blood. Blood that’s coming from my mouth, and trickling past my lips and down my chin, pouring from me, choking me, cutting off my air. I’m coughing blood—no, I’m drowning in it. 
 
    Ky pushes all his weight into the nurse’s button and then, with the same movement, he turns and runs out the door. I hear his steps slamming on the hallway. Then he starts screaming. The words come out of him in this unearthly, howling sound that echoes inside my room, and I’m sure it must reverberate through all nine floors of the building. 
 
    “Help! Somebody help me! Help, I need help right now.” 
 
    His voice gets choked, it fades away. Then there’s people rushing into the room, fingers poking me, needles dropping meds into my IV. 
 
    The world goes red with blood, then black.  
 
  
 
  



 45. 
 
      
 
    You didn’t think this story would end up with me actually dying, did you? You didn’t believe that was how it would all finish. 
 
    Well, it does.  
 
    And it doesn’t. 
 
    You’ll see. 
 
      
 
    What’s happened to me is pulmonary embolism. In other (human friendly) words, it’s a blood clot in my lung vessels, formed due to long hours of immobility. It’s what can kill people who have sustained such massive injuries as mine and have to stay still for a long period of time. It almost killed me. 
 
    Now, a few hours later, it’s still trying to. 
 
    The doctors flood my system with antibiotics and blood-dilutives, but I keep coughing and I can’t breathe very well, not to mention the pain that’s making me pass out half of the time and wish I was passed out the rest. 
 
    I don’t speak much, nor do I keep track of what’s going on around me for the next hours. As the sun sets outside my window, doctors whisper, nurses flap and Ky comes in and out of my room. He’s crying as he tells me that my injuries aren’t caused by water, and he can’t reverse them like he did when I stayed too long in that pool. He asks me if I understand; he looks so guilty that I want to tug at the tufts of his hair that have come loose and tell him that everything is going to be ok. 
 
    This godlike creature I saw squeeze water between his hands, kill monsters with a flick of a wrist and thread pearls from the ends of the oceans in my hair, is now kneeling next to my bed, begging for a miracle.  
 
    Humbled. The word pops in my mind. That’s what he is. Humbled. The arrogant prince. The mighty king. He’s powerless and scared and repentant. And I want to make him feel better more than anything in the world, but all I can do is try to not be dead. From one minute to the next. It’s mostly a losing battle. 
 
      
 
    Sometime in the evening, when the sky is heavy with blue darkness and the clouds obscure the early stars, I wake up panting from a particularly nasty wave of pain, and immediately I know I’m in a different place. 
 
    I’m being rocked in a swaying motion, which makes me a little seasick and a lot crazy from the pain. Someone is panting heavily somewhere above my head.  
 
    My legs are dangling uselessly as I’m being carried, my back hurting with every move.  
 
    I gulp in as much air as I can, starting to scream, when the breath dies on my lips. Hold on a sec. How am I able to see the night sky? How is it possible that I’m moving beneath the clouds, the air’s chilly bite stinging my skin. 
 
    “You all right there, toilet girl?” Ky’s voice asks from the heavens. 
 
    He’s the one carrying me. 
 
    “Are you trying to kill me?” I gasp. 
 
    “Don’t die on me yet,” he breathes, the same thing he said to me the first time I saw him—but now there’s a softness in his voice I couldn’t even dream of hearing back then. 
 
    “You’ll die first,” I try to say, but I’m too weak.  
 
    He chuckles. He actually chuckles. His legs are pumping the ground beneath my waist, and soon it becomes obvious that said ground is not a street, nor a pavement. It’s rocks. 
 
    His arms are solid around me, not even straining, barely moving as he runs over them.  
 
    I know where we are; the hospital was close to my neighborhood. We’re on the most isolated part of the beach, I’m judging somewhere between my home and Faliro, where the pole hit me. A sudden fear grips me. “Ky, where are you taking me?” 
 
    He falters, almost drops to his knees, but at the last minute he steadies himself—careful to keep my body as steady as possible. His muscles tighten beneath my back. 
 
    “You’ve never done that before,” he murmurs. 
 
    “Done what?” 
 
    “Said my name.” 
 
    I sigh. I’m dying here—we both are, because if he keeps jostling me like that then, so help me, this searing white-hot pain is going to make me kill him—and all his stupid brain can think about is his stupid name? 
 
    “I’m taking you home,” he says before I have the chance to hit him across the chin. “The long way.” 
 
    I digest this for a second. He’s taking me home? 
 
    “You didn’t stand and watch me die,” he continues, a stubborn tilt to his voice, “and I won’t either. You’ll be in the water in a minute, healed the next. No more pain, no more…” 
 
    He stumbles again. 
 
    I steal a glance upwards. His Adam’s apple is bobbing, his curls flying in the wind as he picks up the pace. His long legs swallow the distance, his boots gliding over the uneven rocks. A gust of icy wind penetrates my body and I whimper in pain. He tightens his hold on me. I can hear the waves crashing on the rocks, the salty smell of the Aegean sea filling my nostrils. 
 
    “Why couldn’t we take the toilet?” I ask. 
 
    This time he stops running altogether. 
 
    “So you don’t mind?” he says. His voice sounds small, uncertain. There’s so much darkness around us. It swallows everything up, lengthening the shadows and his face is almost entirely obscured. Then the white of his teeth flashes and I know he’s smiling. 
 
    I start to answer him, but my body spasms in pain. 
 
    He slowly folds to his knees and cradles me close to his neck. He smells of home. 
 
    “We’re here,” he says in a tight voice. “Ready?” 
 
    “I want…” my voice falters, but he waits me out. “I want to see you again. The real you.” 
 
    He sits back on his haunches, exhaling. “It’s almost dark. Besides we…you’re running out of time.” He wipes the blood from my lips again. 
 
    “I want to see you with your fins. I want to remember you’re real.” 
 
    He doesn’t take his eyes off me, those brilliant emerald eyes that I’ve hated and adored and fangirled over and died for. He doesn’t break eye contact as he takes off his shirt, takes a step forward, and dives soundlessly into the water. 
 
    I hear a small puff, and lift my head from the bedrock, smooth and cool against my back. I’m wearing my pajamas, and he must have wrapped me in my blanket, but I’m still chilled to the bone. 
 
    There. Something’s shimmering in the water. 
 
    His scales catch a ray of light from a lone streetlight, and I can discern the black and green tailfins shimmering as his tail moves in and out of the inky surface of the sea, like a dolphin’s. No more than half a minute passes, and he’s next to me once more, climbing up the rocks, lifting himself easily next to me. 
 
    His eyes are filled with fear as he leans over me, water streaming off his arm muscles. 
 
    “Still here?” he asks, reaching a dripping hand to me. 
 
    “Where would I go?” I mumble, but it’s hard to talk. Dark, wet strands of hair are falling across his forehead, soaking my pajamas. 
 
    Suddenly it’s real. 
 
    Realer than the dark sky above me, realer than the pain in my back. Realer than the hole dad left in my heart, realer than Ky’s arms around me. “Am I…am I really doing this? How is it going to work? Am I leaving everything behind? Am I going to be like you and Lorelei?” 
 
    Ky kneels down and smooths the hair from my face. 
 
    “I’ll make you like me, if you want,” he says. “But you’ll never be like Lorelei or any other Kingdom creature that’s ever been. You’re you. You’ll still be you. Just…a different you. A you that will be able to move without screaming in pain. A you that will have warriors at your beck and call, that will have armies at your disposal, kings at your feet. A you that will have me by your side, as long as you want me, always. A you that will change everything.” 
 
    His eyes travel back and forth across my face. 
 
    “One thing’s left,” he continues. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    He extends his hand. 
 
    And waits. 
 
    Everything flashes in front of me at that moment. Not like they say happens before you die (which is total bull by the way, it so does not happen). I consider it for a brief second. 
 
    My dad’s arms lifting me high when I was a kid, his eyes laughing. My dad’s arms thin and weak, hugging me one last time. Elena’s face grinning in her mom’s car the last time I saw her. My first comment on the fanfiction website. Ky’s lips on mine in the toilet. The pole’s sickening crack as it landed on my back. Do I have nothing but goodbyes for the life I’m leaving behind? Is that all there is for me to do: to put my hand in his, not knowing what is going to come next? 
 
      
 
    Ky grabs my hand, letting a breath out. He ducks his wet head down, bringing his eyes level to mine, and crushes my fingers in his grip.  
 
    “Before we get in,” he says, his eyes piercing mine, their color reaching across the mist of water more brilliant than ever, “you need to know something.” 
 
    Oh no, is my first thought.  
 
    He’s going to tell me it’s all a lie. I’m dead or worse, crazy, and he’s my psychiatric ward nurse.  
 
    Then I remember I’m not that person anymore. I’ve left all this self-doubt and horrible fears behind. 
 
    So I just say, “What?” 
 
    “That time you were drowning, when I saved you…” he begins. 
 
    “In the toilet,” I clarify. 
 
    He shuts his eyes tightly, as though he wants to forget he ever saw that. I can’t blame him. “Yeah. I want you to know…I didn’t save you for myself. I wanted to save you. I wanted you to live. I didn’t know why and I despised myself for my weakness, but that’s the truth.” He sighs, rubbing his hands up and down my arms, frowning at the goose bumps that cover my skin. “You looked so brave in the water, fighting, unstoppable…so brave and so…” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So beautiful,” he finishes. “Breath-stoppingly beautiful. You were breathing in water and it was killing you, and still I couldn’t stop looking at you. Taking in the color of your eyes, the kindness in the curve of your lips.” His voice has turned husky. 
 
    “The kindness in the…?” Who talks like that? 
 
    Ky sighs and presses his lips to my forehead. He smells of salt and water and night. Then he scoops me up in his arms and walks to the edge of the rocks. 
 
    “You heard me,” he says, and his voice shakes a bit. “I knew you’d change my life, Ellie. I didn’t imagine for a second that you’d turn it into this amazing rid—hey, stay with me. Els what’s going o—? Hey, open your eyes, come on. Ellie! You…okay. You’ll be okay.” 
 
    His voice is receding. I can’t hear the waves anymore. Why is everything going black? Are we too late? I can feel Ky’s strong hands on my waist, his thighs supporting my weight, but I can’t see him anymore. It’s so hard to breathe, I’m ready to give up.  
 
    He’s moving again. 
 
    “Stay with me,” he murmurs. “Sweetheart, look at me. Keep looking at me. You’re okay, you’re going to be okay.”  
 
    He jumps and I’m in the air. 
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    His body takes most of the impact of the dive as we fall into the water together, still it hurts so bad when the cold water meets my skin, that I must pass out for a split second. When I wake up, there’s nothing but thick, liquid darkness around me. 
 
    Water fills my mouth. 
 
    I can’t move (of course I can’t) and there’s water getting in my mouth, in my eyes, in my lungs. All noise recedes as I’m submerged into the cool waters.  
 
    The surface closes above me and I panic, trying to flap my arms, but they’re so heavy it’s pointless. Then I feel Ky’s strong hands grab my waist. The fear subsides somewhat, as his touch warms me up like it did before, dispelling the coldness of the icy water that’s stinging my skin.  
 
    ‘I am the ocean.’ 
 
    He’s still human, incredibly, even in the water. With a graceful arc of his neck, he dives deeper and pulls me forcefully down, towards the bottom. 
 
    He’s trying to drown us both. 
 
      
 
    I’m trying to scream at him that he’s pulling us in the wrong way, when he leans in, that glorious smile on his face, and presses his mouth to mine, just like he did all those weeks ago, inside a bathroom in my high school. 
 
    His lips taste of water, his breath is foam. 
 
    And that’s how it happens. 
 
    I die in his lips. 
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    I’ve given a bit of thought to how it would feel when I die these past days—it’s only natural. When my dad was sick, I tried hard not to think of him crossing over to the other side, but this time it was me. I was the one leaving for the greatest journey of all, I wasn’t the one being left this time. 
 
    I’ve also imagined what it would be like to turn into a ‘Water creature’ or whatever Lorelei is. I call it a mermaid in my head. Gorgona. Anyway, I tried to picture myself growing a sparkly green fish-tale like Ariel, or floating along with white-blonde hair trailing behind me like in that 80s mermaid movie; like I have dreamt my entire life. I sort of got excited when I thought about turning into one of those fierce, toothy, triton-yielding creatures in a teen fantasy movie—I’d love to become one of these.  
 
    Of course I never thought it would be a choice between turning into a mermaid and death. It was only something I daydreamed about to pass the time and to help forget the pain.  
 
    But the truth is, I was completely wrong, no matter how many scenarios I pictured in my head.  
 
    This feels like dying. 
 
    And there’s no time for deep thoughts or cute thoughts or goodbyes or regrets. I quietly fade away. 
 
    And then, when I’ve stopped waiting for things to happen to me anymore, I feel something. 
 
      
 
    It all happens so fast, I don’t even have time to realize every small change that’s happening to me. And it’s a lot. 
 
    My legs start to burn—which in itself is a miracle, since I never thought I’d feel them again, and then I’m floating. My neck feels swollen and I try to look down at my body. I’m shimmering.  
 
    Next to me, Ky’s lower half body is shimmering too, but the water is not illuminated like it was that night we went for a swim together. And he’s not yet turned into a fish, nor am I, as I had expected. All that’s happening, as far as I can tell, is my legs turning into Christmas lights, that’s all. 
 
    And then something even stranger happens. 
 
    Ky pushes me down into the dark water, with a hand on my shoulder. He gives me a strong shove and I start plummeting as he rises upwards, pushed by the momentum of the force he used on me. His fingers graze my skin, and soon he’s a foot above me. I tip my face up.  My hair is getting in the way, floating every which way, and through the dark strands, I see him lean down with a swift dip of his waist. He’s still got his jeans on, and he’s barefoot, balancing in the water without so much as moving a muscle, just floating there, suspended. He grabs me by the waist and brings me back to the surface again, without any effort. 
 
    The night air smacks my cheeks. 
 
    “Like it so far?” he whispers in my ear. We both dip under the surface, and he buries his face in my neck, his voice full of laughter. Full of happiness. “Seidon, if you were gorgeous before…you’re breathtaking right now.” 
 
    Wait. I can hear him? In the water? I can see him, too. 
 
    And the water is no longer choking me. I can breathe fine. But wait. My lips are sealed against the water. I’m not breathing through my mouth. Am I…am I breathing through my neck? My hair clouds above my head and all around it. It’s so weird, but also familiar; the color and texture is the same. It’s my hair. It’s me. 
 
    Ky grabs my hand as I feel something pulling at my skin. 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” he says, “I’ve got you. The change is going to take less than five seconds, ok? The first time is the hardest. Are you…are you in too much pain?” 
 
    I shake my head, wondering for a second what he means. 
 
    Then I remember. I used to be in so much pain it hurt to breathe.  
 
    “The pain has disappeared,” I tell him.  
 
    And this time the words come out, sounding clear and perfect. No water gets in my mouth, no bubbles form. I can talk. In the water. My voice is here, clearer, louder than ever, in the stillness of the water. And these are the first words I say. 
 
    The pain has disappeared. 
 
    Already the memory of pain is fading away. The watery texture around me is thinner than seawater and warmer than the ocean as it caresses my skin. It glides past my arms, my fingers, my toes, enveloping me in warmth. 
 
    The voices in my head are still. I don’t even remember what they used to say. The people who created them already belong in another world.  
 
    Ky lets go of my hand, pointing somewhere ahead. His eyes don’t leave my face, but I like that he lets me float on my own. Find my feet, so to speak. 
 
    Is there ever going to be a place where we can be together? He said the last time he kissed me. 
 
    ‘Is there ever going to be a world where we can both exist?’ 
 
    Well, here is a little secret. 
 
    For the longest time, even before I lost my dad, I used to believe there would never be a world where I could exist. Be myself and be happy. And not be alone, not be scared. These simple things that most people consider ordinary, normal, not worthy of mention, for me were as unattainable as Ky’s throne was to him. 
 
    And I don’t think, not for a second, that where I’m going, I’ll be accepted by everyone, or magically happy all of a sudden. But some things I do know: 
 
    I haven’t spent one moment alone since Ky and Maia arrived. Well, except when I pushed them away myself.  
 
    I’ve had someone stand up for me, for the first time in my life. 
 
    I’ve had someone to fight for. Someone to fight with. 
 
    Someone relied on me. 
 
    Someone kissed me. 
 
    Someone saved me. 
 
    And more importantly, I saved someone. Me. 
 
    They said I’d never be able to walk again, they said I’d never live without pain again, they said I’d die in a few hours. And here I am alive, and moving through the waves like a freaking mermaid princess. (Minus the fins. Still legs down there.) 
 
    I’ve opened myself up to the unknown (you’ll agree that it doesn’t get any more unknown than that) and sure, I was sort of forced into to, but the ultimate decision was mine. I overcame my own fear. I overcame myself. 
 
    As for those who’ll say that back then, before he knew what love was, Ky only used me for his protection, I’ll say this: don’t we all? Isn’t that why we humans barricade ourselves within families, arm ourselves with friends, and feel safest in crowds? We use each other for protection, that’s what we do. I just never thought I’d have that privilege—and neither did he—and without any lies and deceit. 
 
    Turns out he didn’t need any of these. He simply needed someone who was looking for a chance to be brave –without even knowing it. 
 
      
 
    And then he says one more thing in my ear and kicks for the surface again, swimming away from me, upwards. He doesn’t once look back.  
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    On a different note, did you think it would be that easy? That I’d get the guy and the legs and a whole new world all in one fell swoop? 
 
    Well, guess again. 
 
     “This is where we part,” is what he says to me before leaving me behind and kicking for the surface. 
 
      
 
    Frantic, I shoot upwards, after him. I slide through the water, and it parts to allow my body to pass so smoothly it’s like flying. Then the water starts getting thick and salty again, and my legs begin to feel heavy and lethargic. My head breaks the surface next to Ky. He’s gasping for air, and turns around, his hair plastered to his wet forehead. He looks pale against the dark water, pale and thin and…fragile. Human. A look of utter horror masks his face as soon as he sees me. 
 
    He wasn’t expecting it. 
 
    “What in Ha…Hades are you doing?” he says, spitting water, and then his head goes under. 
 
    “Ky!” I scream, panic choking my voice, and water gets in my mouth. My head goes under. My legs aren’t completely healed yet, I’m not strong enough to keep myself afloat. 
 
    Ky’s head comes up again, and I feel his hands on my waist, supporting me.  
 
    “Why did you come after me, idiot?” he gasps, half-yelling, half-crying. “Why did you get back out here? Go down, below…You’re not strong enough, you’ll drown, you’ll…” 
 
    “I know I will,” I try to say, but he’s floundering again. His hands never let go of me, but he’s struggling to keep his nose above water. I don’t know for how long he’ll be able to support me like this. 
 
    He makes a giant effort to surface again, gasping and choking. 
 
    “Ellie,” he chokes. His eyes are filled with so much despair they’re almost black in the darkness. “Ellie, I’m…” 
 
    And then I can’t feel his arms around me anymore. His head flops back and falls into the water with a sickening splash, the tips of his hair disappearing into the inky water. 
 
    “Ky! Ky!” I scream with all my strength. “What’s happening?” 
 
    I push the water maniacally with my hands, feeling my body getting heavier. I’m sinking.  
 
    At first I think he’s gone under, but through the saltwater stinging my eyes, I notice something weird. He’s right there, on the surface, floating on his back. His eyes are fluttering half-closed, as though he’s struggling to keep them open, and his arms are spread wide, like an eagle’s wings. I move closer, fighting to keep from going under, fighting the water that keeps getting in my nose, keeps trying to get breathed in as though it was air. 
 
    I’m next to his left hand, when I notice it. 
 
    His beautiful, sun-kissed, roped hand is disappearing. And it’s not that it’s sinking in the dark water. It’s…it’s disappearing into nothing. His fingers have become transparent and the tips…well, they aren’t there. There’s no other way to describe it. 
 
    I propel myself forwards and try to place a hand beneath his head, to support him out of the water. Immediately I begin to sink. 
 
    “Argh,” I muffle a scream. Water gets in my mouth, and the cry comes out like a whimper. “Ky, I’m scared.” I breathe, inhaling water and cough to spit it out. What happened to breathing through my neck? “Wake up now. Come on.” I begin to shake him. He feels weightless in my fingers, his skin disintegrating as I touch it.  
 
    Was it true, after all? Was he a creature of my imagination all this time, and now he’s finally dissolving into nothing? Fat tears splash from my eyes into the black water, and I kick my legs desperately. Ky’s cheeks are deathly pale as the moonlight hits his face. He’s crying too. His tears roll down and disappear into the silver-black water between us. Now his ears are disappearing, his hair turning transparent. He’s completely immobile. 
 
    “What kind of a fish boy drowns in a freaking sea, two strides from the beach?” I want to yell at him, to scream loud enough that I wake up from this hallucination, this nightmare, but there’s no more screaming left in me. 
 
    There’s sinking while holding on to a disappearing hand. And feeling confused. Alone.  
 
    Lost. 
 
    And…then it gets worse. 
 
    Can it? You ask. Can it get worse at this point? 
 
    Haven’t you being paying attention? With me, the answer is obvious: of course it can. It always can. 
 
    A huge, black shadow is slithering in the water between my legs. I almost jump a foot in the air. Just at the point when I’m about to have a panic attack, it slides away from under me and shoots for the surface. 
 
      
 
    There’s no time to fully panic (that’s a lie, it actually takes very little time to panic, as you may know) before the huge, dark thing breaks the water next to my head, showering me with a wave of cold water. I struggle to keep  afloat, and almost immediately I  go under again.  
 
    Then someone pulls me forcibly out, and I emerge from the cold blackness to come face to face with Lorelei’s furious, flashing eyes. 
 
    “What…wh?” I sputter.  
 
    She turns away from me as soon as she sees that I’m above water and breathing semi-normally. She grabs Ky’s head with both hands, and forces him upright in the water. “Breathe,” she whispers close to his face. Amazingly, he opens his lips and gasps in a huge gulp of air. His chest heaves with the effort, and he opens surprised eyes. 
 
    Then he starts sinking. 
 
    “Get a grip,” Lorelei mutters, grabbing him by the shoulder to keep him above. “What did you do? Oceanus, look at me, have you done it yet? I don’t believe this,” she mutters to herself. 
 
    Ky opens his lips with difficulty. “It’s done Lei,” he rasps. “I’m going.” 
 
    Going? Where? Going as in dying? Will someone tell me what is going on here? 
 
    I thought I’d screamed it internally, but it turns out I screamed it very much out loud. 
 
    “Can’t you see?” Lorelei yells back. Her voice sounds all hoarse, as though she’s crying. That’s something I never expected her to do. “He’s dying. He’s becoming foam.” 
 
    “He’s…” I falter. Becoming foam? What on…?  
 
    ‘Dust to dust…’ The words of my dad’s funeral service pop into my head. Is this what this is? Is he returning to where he came from—not dust, but foam? The King of the ocean is dying, in front of my eyes. I can’t believe this is happening. Why in the name of all that’s weird would Ky start dying or…becoming foam or whatever right now? When everything’s going so well. 
 
    His right hand is disappearing before my eyes. He’s turning into water. She’s right. 
 
    “He’s given his life in exchange for yours. He’s sacrificed himself for you,” Lorelei says impatiently, trying to keep Ky’s head from flopping back. He seems unable to keep it upright on his own anymore. His eyes are open, though. They look like burning embers in the darkness. He’s staring at me, unblinking. We’re absolutely alone. “He kept…he kept saying he’d do it while you were in hospital. I kept telling him he’s the stupidest creature in the Realms, but did he ever listen?” 
 
    She’s sobbing. So that’s what they were talking about. 
 
    “Ky, look at me, for the Defender’s sake. Come on, your Highness.” She spits his title out like a curse. 
 
    “You don’t get it…” he whispers through chapped lips. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down as he’s struggling to speak. “I’ve never done anything for love before now. The person I was…he was vile. The Vathi would be a better king than me. I couldn’t go back home to rule, not after having killed her.” 
 
    “Lei,” I say, calling her by his pet name. I remember what he told me, that this girl, this…creature before me has lived for thousands of years, that she has met the ancestors of humanity. And she’s crying in front of me now, trying to bring her brother back to life, with no one to help her but a human, half-dead girl. If I ever needed any more proof of the war that’s been going on, this is it. My voice sounds small and scared even to my own ears and that scares me even more. “What is he talking about?” 
 
    “He gave you his life-force,” she spits. “He kissed you, didn’t he? And you started to change.” I nod, mutely. My entire body is numb. “Well, how did you think that happened? Just with a kiss? No kiss is as powerful as all that. To heal you, to change you, to turn you into a Nereid? It’s the kiss of Life. He gave you his life.” 
 
    “He what?” Of all the horrible, surreal things that have happened to me, this must be the worst. 
 
    “He’s made of water.” Her eyes are fixed on Ky’s pale face. “I am, too. His atoms…” 
 
    “Molecules.” 
 
    “Yeah, that. His infinitesimal essence is water.” I didn’t think they had science in the ‘Kingdom’, but if an ancient creature like Lorelei knows about these things, then they truly must be more advanced than Earth, like Ky said. “Not mixed, like yours and every human’s. Pure water. His form can change because his molecules are able to form a different shape.” 
 
    I’m thinking rapidly. 
 
    I remember how he healed me that time I almost drowned, but couldn’t help me when my spine was shattered. It was almost as if he had sucked the water right out of my lungs. And travelling through water as if no time passed—did he disintegrate into water every time? Is this what’s happening to him right now? 
 
    And that first day in the toilet. I’d heard his voice. Seen his eyes. Felt his lips. But I remember thinking that there was no way his body was in there; turns out it wasn’t. He wasn’t in there, he’d brought his world there, to meet me. He was water. He was the water I was breathing, the water that was killing me. He was the water that saved me. 
 
    “So he’s going to turn into water? And not turn back?” I can’t believe this is happening in front of my eyes. She must be lying. She isn’t lying. 
 
    “The water is taking him, because he gave his essence to you. He’s going back to what he was created from—dissolving into foam.” 
 
    “No!” I scream. “No, he can’t do that, stop it stop it Lorelei do something he can’t die he can’t dissolve into—” I can’t breathe. The words come all jumbled together, I can’t think I can’t speak I can’t be alive while he…while he is… 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lorelei says in a hard, determined voice. “Just grab his hand.” 
 
    “It’s…it’s gone transparent.” 
 
    “Well, his wrist then, hurry.” 
 
    I do as she says. His skin feels warm in the water, as always, safe, familiar. Human. His lips have turned purple and sort of white at the edges, but he manages to crack a half-crooked smile as soon as he feels me touch him. 
 
    “Damn it, Ky,” I whisper. 
 
    “Hold my hand in your other one,” Lorelei says. “Don’t worry, holding on to me will keep you afloat. You don’t have to keep kicking your legs in that pathetic way.” 
 
    Whoa. You try kicking your legs in any way, never mind pathetic, after you’ve been killed and paralyzed and drowned. 
 
    It takes all my effort to do as she says though, never mind answering back. And then there’s no more time to do anything, because she’s started speaking. At first I think it’s some sort of chanting, but then she starts to sing.  
 
    I remember how fearsome she looked in the pool, when those wing-like fins had sprouted behind her back, and her teeth had turned to scissors, and she’d told me that Homer himself had written her into the Odyssey. She’d been one of those sirens, hadn’t she? Which means two things: One, she’s killed people before. Two, her song is lethal. 
 
    There’s no way for me to close my ears or escape her voice, but as soon as her song starts, I don’t want to anyway. Her voice sounds like you imagine a siren to sound, and nothing like it at the same time. That’s the best way I can put it. I know, and to think I’m a writer. Well, I was. 
 
    Right now I’m standing between a boy who’s turning into foam and a girl who’s keeping me afloat, and who’s singing with a voice that makes the water ripple in huge circles around us, and then sort of part to form a gentle whirlpool between the three of us. 
 
    A blast of cold wind starts hitting me in the face, whipping my hair onto my cheeks. I look beside me, and Lorelei is glowing. The light is coming from inside her skin, escaping between her fingers, from the tips of her hair, everywhere. It’s part of her song, clear and watery and heart-achingly beautiful. 
 
    She takes a large breath of air and stops singing. Silence fills my ears, and I miss her song so much, I’m about to cry. I’m not dead though, which is weird. Who was her song supposed to kill? There’s not a sound, except for the lapping of the water as it moves slowly around us. 
 
    “Ellie,” Lorelei says in a calm, quiet voice. She sounds a little bit out of breath. “I don’t hate you.” 
 
    Okaaaay. That’s…that’s what we’re going to talk about right now? 
 
    “I don’t think you ha…” 
 
    “I know you do,” she interrupts. “But it’s so far from the truth. I think you’re the most brilliant, the bravest, the most generous person I’ve ever met, in all worlds. I was just trying to…to keep myself detached. You know, for Ky’s sake. But now I see that I can’t help him without saving you as well. And I’m so happy that it’s going to happen this way.” 
 
    The wind settles down. 
 
    “What’s going to happen what way?” Suddenly I feel uneasy. We’re still floating in a circle, sort of bobbing along the twirling water. Ky’s still here. I can feel his skin, I can see his face. Has he stopped dissolving? 
 
    And then I realize what’s happening.  
 
    It’s my other hand, the one that’s holding Lorelei’s, that’s starting to feel lighter, as though what I’m holding onto is no longer there. The light that’s coming through her is getting stronger. 
 
    “You…no!” I yell. 
 
    Herself. That’s who the song was killing. It was lethal, but not to me; to her. 
 
    She’s smiling, probably for the first time since I met her. Her hair is billowing out  around her face, glowing like the sun, and her eyes look like rich rubies, their color changed to match her fins. 
 
    “You know, Ky kept saying to me that he was always the one supposed to die, and that’s why  he was going to do this for you, if you didn’t get better. But he got it wrong. So wrong. From the moment he was born and I received the prophecy, I cursed my mother, Cassandra, for bequeathing me this fate. The gift of the oracle meant that I couldn’t be the one to save him. To die in his place. But it should have been me.” 
 
    “Lorelei, don’t do this, please. There must be another way…” 
 
    “It’s done,” she says. “I’m happy. I’m the only one that can do this, because I’m the oracle. Save his life, I mean. I used to think being the oracle was a curse, especially since it meant I couldn’t follow him all the time, and I couldn’t…well, all that’s over now. And I’m glad I was the only one who could help him. And you,” she adds after a second. 
 
    The light is becoming blinding. I can no longer see her, only her silhouette, but her voice keeps going, softly but hurriedly, as though she’s scared she won’t have time to say all she wants to say. 
 
    “We chose you so blindly. He’s not the only one who stands in shame of that. But by grace of the Defender, we couldn’t have found a stronger creature, even if we’d tried. You showed him what it means to love someone more than yourself—I didn’t think he’d ever learn that, living as he did, without a home, without belonging anywhere, fighting all his life. I didn’t think there was any hope. Until you. Ah…” 
 
    She lets out a shuddering breath.  
 
    She pushes herself in the middle of the circle our joined hands have formed, and leans her face close to my hand—the hand that’s holding Ky’s. Then everything around us, the very air, every small ripple of water seems to still. The sea turns to glass. 
 
    A fat drop of water, gleaming with all the colors of the iris, dangles from her right eyelash. It gets bigger as her face drains of color, and then starts its slow descent on her cheek. 
 
    It drops on Ky’s hand, sliding between our joined fingers, cold and heavy like silver. Immediately, Ky’s whole body tenses next to me. Suddenly his fingers are no longer limp in mine. He grips my hand with so much force I feel he’s breaking my bones.  
 
    “Lorelei?” he breathes in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “Woken up, have you?” Lorelei says faintly, sounding more sarcastic than ever—and out of breath. Laughter bubbles up behind her words. “About time, too.” 
 
    “A mermaid’s tear,” I whisper, hardly believing my eyes. “Is that what it was?” 
 
    Lorelei lets out a choked sound that resembles a laugh. “You humans always ruin everything,” she says. “That’s no tear. That’s my life.” 
 
    She turns to Ky, who is coming alive right before my eyes. 
 
     “It’s yours, brother,” she tells him. “My life. I hope you make a more intelligent king than you’ve been a prince. ‘The Vathi would make a better king.’ I mean, for Seidon’s sake. I was right. You are a complete crabhead, after all. Ellie, I’m sorry for foisting him on you. I expect you to keep him as far away from nonsense as you can. Believe me, it’s not going to be easy. Oh, and I’m sorry I was a bitch to you, Ellie. Although I can’t say it wasn’t fun.” She pauses. “I’ve passed through so many centuries, it’s not always easy to be patient with the young ones, learning how to live. Ky, send him my love and my thanks.” The light is blinding. “I love you, brother,” she whispers, looking at him. All the harshness has left her. 
 
    Ky opens his lips to speak, but he only makes a choking sound, and then stops. I turn to look at him. He’s all there again. Solid, warm, strong. Tall (well, as tall as you can look in the water—which in his case is quite tall, believe me). His hair reflects the light that’s coming from Lorelei, dripping and perfect. His chest is heaving hard, as though he’s been running a marathon. His eyes are open and blurred by tears. He’s crying so hard he can’t breathe.  
 
    “And now,” Lorelei says so faintly I can hardly hear her, “and now you love me too. Finally.” 
 
    The last thing I see of her is her teeth, white in the darkness, revealed by the biggest smile. Then she’s gone, faded into the light that was shining through her.  
 
    A few droplets fall to the water and settle down over the space she occupied. The surface slows its twirling and calms to an absolute still. 
 
    The darkness settles back in. 
 
    There’s nothing left but Ky and me, gripping hands, rocking gently to the rhythm of the waves and Ky’s heart-breaking sobs.  
 
      
 
   
 
  

   
 
    49. 
 
      
 
    It always distresses me to hear someone cry, but this time it’s beyond even that. It’s tearing my insides apart.  
 
    Ky’s just floating there, holding my fingers in a death-grip and crying silently, his face a mess of snot, tears and pain. Then he opens his lips to speak and his voice comes out hoarse and squeaky. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    I nod, but he isn’t looking at me. 
 
    “Should we be expecting Maia to show up and…” I gesture to where Lorelei just was, “…start chanting or whatever?” 
 
    Ky struggles to speak. “No, she uh…” He clears his throat, tries to steady his wobbly voice. “Maia is a soldier. She had to leave, her mission on this Earth was over. She has orders to appear before her General the second I’m back.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say. 
 
    “Did she…?” He clears his throat again. His hand is shaking in mine. Gosh, I can’t stand this, my heart is breaking in a million pieces. “What Lorelei said. It’s true, isn’t it?” There’s something like wonder in his voice, mixed in with the pain. “It wouldn’t have hurt so damn much if I didn’t love her. It’s like that metal falling on top of you all over again. Is this…is it what I’ll have to expect from now on?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmur.  
 
    Lorelei’s light is fading, and I can see the moon painting the horizon white. Everything else is black. A golden stud appears on the sky. The first star. 
 
    “It’s like someone’s punching me in the chest,” he gasps. “Only worse. I thought…I thought I’d only feel that way if I was losing you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, but even before I’ve finished the word he’s shaking his head furiously. 
 
    “I’m not,” he says. “At least not for feeling this way. I know I told you that the Earth has lost the war, but I was wrong. It hasn’t. Not as long as it has someone like you in it. You’re worth dying and living for.” 
 
     I feel numb both on the inside and the outside. The cold is sending daggers through my skin, and I can’t feel my legs. And my brain is screaming that she was here one second and the next… 
 
    I let go of his hand, abruptly. 
 
    That seems to wake him up out of his haze, and he swallows hard, turning to look at me for the first time. “You ok?” 
 
    I open my mouth to answer yes, and I swallow a gulp of water. I start sinking again. I can’t move my legs now, even if I wanted to. Great, we’re right back where we started, I think as the water closes over my head. 
 
      
 
    Ky dives towards me quickly, but he doesn’t pull me to the surface. He grabs my hand, pressing even deeper than before. His skin feels hard and hot, and I feel that if he let me go I’d sink to the bottom of the universe. 
 
    In a minute, I start breathing water like before. 
 
    “Better?” his voice, slightly out of breath, in my ear. 
 
    I nod, gulping in more water slash air. My vision begins to clear and the tingling sensation is back in my legs, only it’s fading quickly. Ky is pulling me downwards and forwards without stopping, and the water around us keeps getting clearer and clearer, entering and circulating in my lungs like the purest, the clearest air. 
 
    “You?” I ask. 
 
    He’s stopped that shattered crying and is staring in front of him, expressionless, as we descend. 
 
    “Still here,” he mutters. 
 
    Which reminds me—not that I could forget. What in every weirdo’s name was that stunt he pulled? Was he actually going to kill himself in order to save me?  
 
    Suddenly I wrench my hand out of his. He resists at first, but I keep wiggling to get out of his grasp, and he finally lets me go. 
 
    “Stop,” I yell. A school of luminous fish swims by, the force of my voice chasing it away. I don’t know how deep we are. Have human beings reached this far down? My fingers brush rock and coral. Surreal. The wonder of being able to breathe, to talk, to exist in places no one has ever been floods me. Not even experienced divers could survive down here, yet the water around me feels light, instead of pressing on my chest. But it’s not the water that has changed; it’s me. 
 
    Lorelei’s ruby eyes as she was singing, before she disappeared. Ky’s fingers turning to water. 
 
    “Just stop,” I say again.  
 
    “Ellie?” He sounds concerned. As he should be. Suddenly all my fear from before turns into so much anger it hits me like a punch. It’s hard to breathe, hard to move. “What’s wrong? Are you…?” He’s starting to look panicked. 
 
    “Not me,” I explode. “It’s you! What did you do back there? You were dying, you were disappearing into nothing…” 
 
    “Oh,” he says. Just ‘oh’. Like, oh, is that what’s bothering you, I didn’t think it would be a problem. “Yeah.” 
 
    “It…it was for me? You’ve been planning this the whole time? You’ve been saying goodbye and I didn’t even know? That’s how you were planning to ‘heal me’ all this time? By dying?” 
 
     He nods curtly, not looking at me. “You didn’t need healing,” he whispers. “You needed life.” 
 
    “Not yours!” I scream it into the bubbles. “I don’t suppose it crossed your mind to ask me if I wanted this?” 
 
    “You’d have said no,” he says in a dull voice. 
 
    “You bet your fins I’d have said no.” He’s taking us deeper and deeper, but his hands are spreading light all around us, defeating the darkness. We’re moving fast, but so smoothly that I don’t feel the water rushing past me, nor do I have to strain to follow him. It’s effortless. 
 
    He still hasn’t changed his form and he looks like a boy. How is it possible with all this water? And why? “Why did you do this? I thought the whole point was you staying alive, going back to your people, your home…” 
 
    “It was, before you.” He says it simply, as though it’s a given. “Before I knew that I’d rather die than lose you.” 
 
    This again. My skin is tingling all over, and it’s so not from everything that’s changing in my body and around it, and my brain is doing a little dance, but it still can acknowledge utter stupidity when it sees it. Delicious, but stupid.  
 
    “You would have lost me if you’d turned into foam, you idiot.” I’m almost regretting calling him an idiot right after what he did for me. The anger that’s pouring out of me is scaring me almost as bad as Lorelei turning into light in front of my eyes. I turn to him to apologize, and stop short. 
 
    He’s smiling. A huge smile that splits his face and transforms it. I can see it through the transparent water between us. Even in his earthly form, it obeys him, parting and emanating light as he slices through it; it obeys him, its King.  
 
    “You care,” he says. His voice sounds husky, filled with emotion. His eyes are sparkling with triumph. “You…you would have minded if I died.” 
 
    So I punch him. I think about doing it, and then I’m actually doing it. There’s so much strength in my arms it surprises me. I don’t remember ever being able to push back, let alone punch anyone, through water no less. But my arm acts naturally, as if it’s made to move underwater. He laughs even harder. Then he grabs my outstretched hand, ducking away from my fist, and pins my arms to my sides. He swoops closer, sliding a leg around mine, keeping our new skins touching, keeping us suspended on the same height. There’s no need to even move to stay afloat at this point. 
 
    I would so feel like a mermaid right now if his lips weren’t a breath away from mine. Instead, all I can feel is the heat traveling from his skin to mine. 
 
    “Remember when I told you I loved you?” he asks, and his voice travels in a low, husky rumble all over my body. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me,” I murmur. “You asked me if you loved me.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not asking now,” he says and kisses me. 
 
      
 
    Our lips part reluctantly an eternity later. 
 
    I shudder, a delicious shiver passing through my limbs, and he holds me against him for a moment, leaning his chin on my head, his breath coming short. 
 
    Then he lets out a curse. “We have to hurry. The portal won’t last more than a few seconds more.” 
 
    He grabs my hand and slices through the water, taking me with him, and after a moment I slide my hand away. I want to see if I can follow at his pace on my own. He turns his head to send me a questioning look and I nod, following right at his heels. 
 
    His feet are no longer human—they’re fins. His legs are covered in that scaly skin that looked like a fish’s in my bathroom, but in here, they belong. They blend in with the water’s color, catching the light.  
 
    My bathroom. 
 
    Realization hits me like a wave. 
 
    I may never go back there. Or the next time I do, centuries may have passed. That life is over for me. The fandoms, the bullying, the pizzas. The writing. The crying. All of it. The good along with the bad.  
 
    I haven’t had time to wrap my mind around it. I wonder if I’ll miss life on Earth as much as I miss dad. I wonder if it will feel like I’m losing my home, my refuge, my self all over again. 
 
    I wonder if it’s time to stop imagining fairytales for others, and start living my own. It doesn’t feel like something that would plausibly happen to me. It’s that good. 
 
    “Is this it?” I ask feeling shy and bold at the same time. “Am I now…like you?” 
 
    “No,” he whispers against my forehead, giving me a little peck. His lips’ touch lingers on my skin, spreading warmth. “It’s in you now, what you’re becoming. You have to find it yourself.” 
 
    He lets go of my hands. My heart is hammering, but that means it’s still there.  
 
    “Come on,” he says, holding my eyes with his brilliant ones. “Together.” 
 
    And that’s when I realize that he held himself together, he kept his body from changing for me. So that when I crossed into the new, the different, the wondrous, I wouldn’t be alone.  
 
    ‘What have you done to us? We love you.’ Maia’s voice in my head.  
 
    ‘I was born for this.’ Ky’s voice, thick with emotion on the dark beach.  
 
    ‘Ellie,’ the unknown voice that saved my life. 
 
    ‘It’s in you now. What you’re becoming. Find it. Together.’ 
 
    It’s that ‘together’ that unleashes me. That word that I’d longed to hear ever since I was little, and nobody would play with me on the beach. The magic word of childhood that made me best friends with Elena, and made us do the craziest things that made her parents and my dad ground us for weeks. That spell that made Algebra fun, but only when I did it on the kitchen table with dad. Together. 
 
    The game changer. ‘Together.’ Let’s adopt five stray kittens. Let’s jump into the sea from a five-meter-tall rock. Let’s do trigonometry for the next five hours. Let’s have chemo. Let’s pretend that we’re brave. Let’s survive. 
 
    Together. 
 
    I’ve been alone so much in the past months, that I’ve forgotten that it exists. Together. 
 
    Ky’s eyes are on me. I start twirling, and the last thing I see are his teeth flashing white from a wide smile before he starts twirling too. 
 
      
 
    My hair is like Maia’s. 
 
    How like a girl, right? The first change I notice is my hair. And of course it’s nothing like Maia’s, but…when she was in my room, I kept staring at it, admiring it. I wasn’t even jealous of it, I didn’t want it for myself. I didn’t think that it was an option. Only, it turns out, it always was. It is. 
 
    My hair turns longer and fuller. I must have grown double the amount of hairs I had before, because now there’s a thick mane floating around me. Most of the strands are the same brown color as they were before, but they’re no longer limp or lifeless. There are strands of gold, and pink and even purple mingled in there. It curls softly, like water. 
 
    Underneath it, my skin is soft and pink and clean. I’ve still got every mark I had before, every past cut, every healed childhood scratch. The change has let me keep my history. 
 
    My pajama top is ballooning around my chest, and underneath it…I’m a mermaid.  
 
    Underneath it…I am a fairytale. 
 
   
 
  

   
 
      
 
    50. 
 
      
 
     You might want to skip this part.  
 
    I’m going to gush now, and I know from experience no one likes to read that. But I don’t care. You’ll learn everything about my new, fairytale body, whether you like it or not. 
 
    It starts from my waist. It dips sharply into my belly button, and then my skin changes slowly, gradually. The scales that grow there are far apart and feathery, but as my gaze travels lower, they get thicker and less transparent. The strands are mainly an electric light blue, green and pink, but they change color with every slight movement. 
 
    And believe me, there’s a lot of movement. 
 
    And not so slight either. 
 
    The first time I flap my fins to see them properly, I topple backwards, and Ky rights me, laughing. He’s in all his sea king glory, but for once there’s something more beautiful than him in the water: me. 
 
    Dare I say it? 
 
    I dare. 
 
    I am beautiful. I’m not the girl I saw in the water-mirror, when he put a crown of shells on my hair. I’m a princess. I’m a creature of the Kingdom.  
 
    It feels strange and not strange at the same time. I’m still me, I feel the same. And I feel completely different. It’s like when you put on weight, or drop it. You feel the change in your body, in your movements. Even without looking at yourself, you feel it in your core that your appearance has changed. But in the end, it’s just your appearance. 
 
    That’s how I feel. 
 
    I feel like Ellie. I feel like I always did, minus the pain and the loneliness.  
 
    But when I look down, I scream. My fins grow large and transparent, like Lorelei’s, only mine have a blue tint to them, and shimmer as they reflect the water, like opal. The left side of my body has sprouted a lacy dorsal fin, that reaches all the way to my tailfin.  
 
    (I can’t believe I’m talking about myself as if I was a fish. Or half fish, half girl. Full mermaid. Full mythical creature. And full alive.) 
 
    “Your eyes.” Ky’s voice makes me stop staring at myself—which is so foreign to me, I’ve literally never done it before. “Seidon, your eyes.” 
 
    His voice is hushed, his eyes large. His hair has grown too, like before, thick locks spreading out like sunrays, revealing his beautiful face. That large, powerful tail curls around mine protectively, but doesn’t touch me. I put out a hand to touch my new skin, and see little scales fluttering across my wrists. They’re playing with the water, shivering and changing color. 
 
    “My eyes what?” I ask him. The skin on my tail is soft and not slimy or wet at all. It feels like the dawn on a newborn bird. It feels delicate and precious. 
 
    “Your eyes,” he repeats, and then the water around me forms a wall like a cubicle.  
 
    He does that thing again, where he straightens the surface of the water vertically, so that my image will bounce off it clear and smooth. I’m enclosed by mirrors on all sides. I see myself. I see my beauty, yes, my beauty. I see my curves, my hollows, the asymmetry of my face. That hasn’t changed. Only my broken legs are gone. And in their place, a miracle. And in their place, strength. 
 
    As for my eyes. 
 
    “Wooooow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ky agrees from outside the mirrors. 
 
    “Did you do this?” I ask him. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” he replies. “Lorelei,” his breath catches, “gave you her place in the Kingdom. Her life for yours. She gave you a way to live where there was none before. You were transformed into your new Kingdom form, according to who you really are inside.” 
 
    My eyes are the same brown color, the same shape, the same everything as before. And yet.  
 
    And yet. 
 
    They’re glowing. Not magic-glowing, happiness-glowing. My eyelids are pinkish, and scales cover my temples, colorless scales that shimmer and cast around light like the sun filtered through a swimming pool’s surface. There’s true light coming from my eyes, light of the soul. My eyebrows, the bane of my existence, frame them symmetrically, for once not needing plucking or anything; just a simple, perfect shape. 
 
    My eyes aren’t human. I’ve only seen eyes like these on Kingdom creatures: Ky, Maia, Lorelei. 
 
    I look and look and look in the mirror, until Ky loses his patience and breaks through the ‘glass’, shattering the droplets of water that formed it, and grabbing my arm. His thumb caresses my chin, my cheekbones, my curls. The water that showers me from the shattered mirror doesn’t drench me, it just glides off my skin like spring blossoms.  
 
    Laughter bubbles inside my throat and I try to grab the bubbles, missing all of them. I make a dive to the left, and again I completely lose my balance, almost slapping Ky in the face with the new thing I’ve got in the place where my two left feet used to be.  
 
    “Still not a catching-the-ball type?” He smiles, catching me. “I had one hope, and it’s gone.” 
 
    He tucks a strand of blue—blue!—hair behind my ear, and his  chest expands with happiness. We laugh together, and our laughter travels through the water. His fingers are no longer emanating light, but I don’t need it. My new eyes can see clearly all around me, details I’d never dreamed existed, details that would have scared the daylights out of me before, but don’t now.  
 
    Corals and moving shapes and fat fish with criss-cross teeth that swim out of Ky’s way immediately. Drifting seaweed with shells tangled on it, rocky mountains sticking out of the abyss.  
 
    And that’s when I realize it. I’m changed, and I’m me. Both at the same time. I’m not a better me; I’m a truer me. 
 
    When I first saw Ky’s true form, I thought it was an excess of beauty; too much of it. It’s the same for me.  
 
    But all this beauty, all this new strength, all this fearlessness, all this me…Maybe it was in me from the start. Maybe I hadn’t been able to see it through the bullies and the loneliness. 
 
    But now I do. 
 
    And it feels right. It feels me. 
 
    ‘According to who you really are inside.’ 
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    #9 
 
    There is a way out of this world after all. It’s not what everyone imagines. It’s not easy and it’s not true love’s kiss. It’s not opening your veins or jumping out of a window. It’s not giving up, or letting yourself be absorbed into somebody else either. 
 
    It’s a long, painstaking process of going under, past the surface, and discovering your own capacity to love. 
 
    And be brave. 
 
    And sometimes crazy (but not too much). 
 
    And find the strength to really, for once in your life do the right thing. 
 
    That’s it. 
 
      
 
    Turns out there is a world for both of us.  
 
    Turns out there is a world for you, if you don’t belong anywhere: you’ll have to make it yourself. That’s all there is to it. It will require pain and hurt and yes, sacrifice. But finally there it will be. 
 
    Here is what you need to know, whether you’re a bully trying not to be one, or a victim, trying not to be one: 
 
    When someone gets bullied, they become a different person than they would have if they’d never been bullied. 
 
    But sometimes that’s ok. 
 
    Sometimes that different person turns out to be stronger than anyone could ever have imagined, because she learned how to keep herself alive in the midst of such hostility. Because she learned who she wanted to be, and she became that in spite of fear staring her in the face. 
 
    So yeah. When you bully us, we become a different person. 
 
    But you know what? The joke’s on you. 
 
    Because sometimes that different person kicks ass. Sometimes that person becomes a weak, terrified little girl, afraid to reach out and trust anyone, feeling safer in the company of books and fictional characters, not daring to take the littlest chance. But sometimes it doesn’t turn out that way. 
 
    Sometimes it’s all the horrible stuff that happened to us, the bullying and the hate and the hospitals and the loss that made us into who we are. 
 
    And you know, we are brilliant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    [Published on Ellie’s desk on Saturday morning.] 
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    Curiosity is burning my insides. I can’t wait anymore. I have been wondering what this ‘Kingdom’ of his looks like even longer than I’ve been daydreaming about actually sprouting scales and breathing saltwater as if it was clear, sumptuous air. To be honest, this last part hasn’t registered yet in my brain. 
 
    I’m not sure I’m not dreaming it, even though I can feel the feathery fins beneath my fingers and I keep kicking my tail, which feels like I’m kicking my legs really, except there’s only one of it. Anyway, this colorful, luminous creature I see when I look down, this creature that has nobody to compare herself to, nobody to make her feel bad about herself, that creature that is all beauty and all power and no insecurity or fear…This creature is going to need some getting used to. 
 
    But right now I’m aching with thirst for Ky’s world. I’ve been to the bottom of the sea with him, I’ve seen things I didn’t know I ever would or could. But those orange-pink fish dancing around me like butterflies; those pieces of seaweed tangling in my hair; those layers and layers of waves drifting silently over my head, they belong to my world. 
 
    I want to see the new world, the unimagined. I steal a glance at Ky, who is looking around him, looking tense. He’s never been there either, although he’ll know what to expect, at least. 
 
    “When are we going to cross over?” I ask him and his face is lit up by a smile. 
 
    “Keep your eyes fixed on that spot,” Ky says, lifting his hand. His voice sounds excited. “You’ll see it soon.” 
 
    I don’t see anything, and in spite of the fact that the water feels thinner, like a spray, and breathable, I know that it’s the change in my body that makes it seem so; we’re still in the bottom of the Earthly sea, and still descending. Still, I look at where he’s pointing, hoping to see something new emerge. 
 
    His arm muscles tense as he points at somewhere in the distance, and I’m flooded with a sense of familiarity. I remember the first time I saw those muscles, when he took me on his basketball team in PE class. I remember myself wiping the blood away from his skin the time he almost died. I remember him appearing suddenly inside my house, forcing me to stay alive. 
 
    Ky opens his lips to tell me something, but I turn to him first. I don’t know what he sees on my face, but he freezes, arm suspended in midair or midwater or whatever. 
 
    “Hey.” I tell him, tugging on his arm, trying to make him look at me. “It’s true. It did happen. You saved me.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “You saved yourself,” he replies. “And me.” 
 
    “I don’t mean only now. You changed everything…Lorelei and Maia and you…” 
 
    He looks straight ahead. “Do you wish it was somebody else who saved you?” 
 
    I shake my head, but I don’t know if he sees it. And then the water around me starts to change. At first little bubbles pop up all around me, and then the water starts swirling and frothing. I try to stay out of the way of the bubbles and the little currents, but pretty soon it’s boiling all over, and a forceful current rises, slamming a body of water into me. I flinch as I’m thrown a few meters away, even though there’s nowhere to fall with water all around me, and it’s not like I can drown anymore.  
 
    But for a moment I panic, forgetting that I’m not human, as the feeling of being attacked by waves on all sides overwhelms me. Immediately Ky’s hand is on my shoulder. 
 
    I lift my eyes to his, and all sense of safety deserts me. His brows are drawn, and his brilliant eyes are flashing. He pulls me behind his body, and his long tail curls around my body protectively. 
 
    “Why are you here?” he asks in a deep, loud voice, that echoes around us as the swirling water carries it. “Why have you come?” 
 
    Who is he talking to? And then I see them: Shapes. They appear from the water, and start coming closer, becoming more and more defined. They surround us on all sides, in a circle. 
 
    “We have come,” a disembodied voice replies out of the foam, “to fight.” 
 
      
 
    You know how people say they get so scared their heart stops? Well, mine doesn’t. I hadn’t realized how much this change in my body and this journeying to the bottom of the sea is scaring me, but I do now. 
 
    I’m losing it. I was already so scared before at the newness, the amazingness of all these wonders, but I hadn’t realized, and now that these figures surround us on all sides, appearing out of the water, I panic. I’m talking real panic. Full on total petrification. I can’t breathe. All the tons of water above my head, which didn’t once bother me before, are suddenly weighing on my chest, pressing down on me as if I’m buried alive beneath them. Which I kind of am. Damnit. I can’t breathe. I can’t deal with this. I can’t draw air. Help. 
 
    Then two things happen at once. Well, one really, but…you’ll see.  
 
     The tip of my tail brushes against solid rock, which means I’ve reached the bottom. I’ve literally hit rock bottom –or arrived at it, anyway. It doesn’t look like it, because my eyes can see perfectly down here, and my lungs should be breathing in and out no problem, if I wasn’t having a panic attack, but there is land beneath me. Everywhere the eye can reach, there are rocks and sand and pieces of growing seaweed. 
 
    The figures aren’t swimming towards us; they’re walking. At least one of them has feet. 
 
    And right now? So do  I. 
 
      
 
    I’ve lost my tail. I don’t know if it wore off or if I hallucinated it before. Or maybe I’ve lost my grip on whatever it was that Ky said ‘I had in me’ because of my panic. Or if it’s something else. What I do know is that right now my bare feet are touching the wet, sharp ocean floor, and I start kicking them to lift myself to the surface, miles and miles away, but of course they’re not made for water like my tail was. They slip and move around sluggishly. Uselessly. 
 
    A warm hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Hey hey hey.” Ky’s voice, concerned but calm, trying to reassure me. “It’s all right. Look at me.” But I can’t. I am barely alive. 
 
    The creatures are a few meters away, I can see those in front of me clearly, but there are more, more closing in around us. One of them is slightly more to the front, and he’s the one with the human feet. Two fish-creatures, smaller than Ky are behind him, and then…Are those wings? On the floor of the ocean, a girl is walking calmly through the water, a pair of ten-meter wings trailing behind her, gleaming with a silver sheen. To her left, there is another creature riding…Wait. Is that a shark? 
 
    Behind the girl and the shark-riding creature huge waves begin to form, foaming white as they roll towards me and Ky. They rise taller than the creatures’ heads in the time it takes me to blink, and then they’re changing. The foam turns into white horses’ legs, and soon the entire wave is transformed into a herd of horses, who are running free, tossing their glossy white manes in the water. The ground beneath me rumbles as the horses gallop mightily towards me, their hooves raised up to twice my height, and their nostrils fuming gas… 
 
    Everything fades abruptly, and my eyelids flutter closed. Ky’s voice is whisper-yelling at me to breathe, sounding as terrified as I feel. Finally, he realizes the danger we are in. Too late. My legs fail me, and I give myself to the water, succumbing to the sucking void that’s become of my chest. 
 
    “Ellie.” a different voice calls my name. A deep, commanding voice. “Don’t be scared. Don’t be.” 
 
    My eyes fly open, and I find myself steady in Ky’s grip. But it wasn’t his voice that spoke just now. 
 
    “Be brave,” the same voice says. It sounds familiar, somehow. “I know you can.” 
 
    I open my lips and take a huge gulp of water, which does nothing good to my lungs, but nothing bad either. It seems that I’ve started up my new breathing mechanism, though, because my chest fills with delicious oxygen. I close my lips and breathe in and out, feeling my neck expand as I do, its slits filtering in water.  
 
    “That voice,” I whisper to Ky, as soon as I am steady enough that he can let me float on my own. I can’t describe what it did to me. “I know that voice.” It was the one that told me to get out of the water back when we were at the dark beach, the one that saved my life. It emanates such confidence and calmness, it’s easy to obey. “That guy. I know him.” 
 
    Ky’s voice sniggers in my ear. “That guy? He’s the Defender,” he whispers to me. “He’s the Archistratigos, the head of the special forces of the Kingdom. There’s none above him but the King. Well, usually.” 
 
    He drifts forward, leaving me behind, meeting the one with legs midway. As soon as the one who spoke to me, the ‘Defender’ stops walking, the creatures around us freeze. Just like that. He doesn’t command them, he doesn’t lift a finger or anything. They do what he does.  
 
    And then. 
 
    Ky’s long tail rises in the air, curling above his head, as he folds himself on the ocean floor before the Defender. If Ky was a human being, I’d say that he kneels before him. But he’s not. And this is so much more than kneeling. The only way I can describe what he does is ‘prostrate’. He prostrates himself before the Defender. 
 
    I’m a little embarrassed to look the man that commands so much respect straight in the eye, but I glance in his direction and see that he looks completely human. Completely perfect, too. Not gorgeous or model-like. Another kind of perfect. There is no asymmetry in his well-trained muscles, showing through his dark, fitted suit –dry, of course, both pants and tunic. There’s a golden thread going around his collar, but he wears no insignia, no weapons, his hands are bare and still at his sides. His feet are bare, planted on the rock beneath him, unmoving as the water drifts around him. He’s the only one with short hair among the company. Even his hair looks human, with the exception that there’s not a hair out of place. It’s close-cropped, almost a buzz. I shy away from his eyes, as he makes the first movement I’ve ever seen. 
 
    He looks tall with Ky laid out on the ground in front of him, but I know that he’s shorter than Ky’s human form. But somehow, his presence is more commanding than Ky’s peacock-colored tail, or than the enormous wings reaching above all our heads. His presence fills the ocean. 
 
    Ky’s forehead touches the rock, in what looks to me like an ancient and fairytalesque form of obeisance, and the Defender takes a step forward, leaning down to place his hand on top of Ky’s head. The action is hurried and human-like, and makes me see him completely differently. 
 
    This man who trained Ky, who obviously taught him how to turn into this wonderful being while living a fully human life; this man who somehow knows my name and has no problem using it…This man is so much more than a man, apparently, but right now, he is a man. A wave of longing for a fellow human being overwhelms me, and it turns into a wave of intense affection—almost like what I feel for my dad—for the Defender. 
 
    Whom I haven’t seen before today.  
 
    “You learned well,” he says to Ky, who’s still not raising his head. His voice is smiling. I don’t know how, but it is. “I didn’t need to step in but once; you did well. You did well to die.” My eyes snap to his face. His eyes are on me. They’re brown, no water color like Ky’s, but they’re filled with light and kindness. I feel that they can see into my soul. I feel that they were watching this whole time, waiting for Ky to grow into what he is now. To become. And me? Were they watching me too? They are now, as he talks to Ky. He’s talking to both of us.  
 
    His mouth twitches with a smile, but it stays in a somber line. He looks down at Ky’s head. “On this day, you can ask me whatever you want, and I will give it to you.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Ky’s muffled voice says. There are tears in it. “I want forgiveness, which I don’t deserve.” 
 
    Now there are tears in my eyes too. I remember thinking that he didn’t even realize what he was doing, how he was treating others, stepping over them on his way to his throne. And now, he’s on his face in front of his entire army—I get it now, they’re here to fight for us, not against us—humbling himself. Begging for forgiveness for what he’s done. 
 
    “You have it,” the Defender replies, and reaches out a hand behind his back, without looking at the creatures. “Your debt is paid.” 
 
    One of them steps forward. I hadn’t seen him before, but now that I do, I understand. I understand this: the water around me heats up as soon as he approaches the Defender and Ky. And I also understand this: when Lorelei was dying, I remember seeing a bright star above the horizon, which struck me as strange at the time, because I’ve never seen a star like that. Venus is usually a little higher, and that star…it was too bright to be a plane, but somehow it seemed to be getting closer, bigger. 
 
    It wasn’t a star. 
 
    This guy reaching for the Defender’s hand and placing a large, dark object on it…he’s the star. He is literally a star. A star that has fallen into the ocean. He looks as if he’s made of light, beams shooting from every pore of his body, the water shimmering with it all around him. He’s huge, towering above everyone else, and his feet don’t touch the ground; he’s floating over it. Our own, personal sun. 
 
    My world once more changes fundamentally. Or has it always been like this? There are creatures beyond any stretch of the imagination around me. Above my head, I imagine the water filled with invisible towers, Ky’s palace, waiting for him. And above the oceans and ships and cities that drift over our heads, I imagine the stars as strong soldiers, looking down on the land, protecting it. I know that there is a prince and a newly-created mermaid on the floor of the Aegean sea, and a sea dragon monster and a battle that puts human wars to shame.  
 
    And I never knew. 
 
    No one above does. 
 
    The fire-radiating giant turns to Ky.  
 
    “Ace,” Ky whispers from the ground. He must have felt the temperature rise around us, and recognized the sun-guy from that.   
 
    “Your Majesty,” the star-giant bows, even though neither Ky nor the Defender can see him, and steps back to his place. I can’t take my eyes off him, which is why I notice a slender figure standing next to him in the lineup. 
 
    She has brilliant, colorful hair that floats around her head, and her eyes are smiling, looking straight at me. Maia. She’s here, looking transformed like me. The color of her hair blends in with the water around us seamlessly, catching the pink, blue and purple hues of the waves. But there are more colors in it that weren’t there before. Strands of gold stretch out like a halo around her as she reins in one of the foam-horses and straddles it gracefully. She’s still my Maia, but now she’s more Amazon than ombre-haired high-schooler. She stays atop her horse, reigning it in-line with the other warriors, silently waiting for the Defender to give the command—for what, I have no idea. As the starry dude called ‘Ace’ takes his place seamlessly beside her, she turns to greet him with a glance, and turns her palms outwards toward him. The water around her bubbles, sparks shooting from her fingers to match the fire radiating from him. Then she turns and winks at me.  
 
    That girl and her winks, I swear.  
 
    Also, this is bad. If she’s here, it’s serious. It’s bad. 
 
    “Wear this,” the Defender is saying to Ky, snapping my attention to them as he fits a gleaming helmet on his long curls, “for your crown. Until the Day comes.” 
 
    That’s what Ace put in his hand. It’s an intricate helmet, straight from Homer’s description. It looks like it’s made of steel, but it fits on Ky’s head like a glove. Ky’s hand shoots up to fasten it under his neck, and his hand meets the Defenders. Ky holds it there for a second, and his back arches, as if he’s taking a few large breaths. Then he raises his head slowly, and unfolds his long body from the floor, until his body is straight and tall, tail reaching all the way to me. Others come forward, bringing him armor and weapons, and he puts them on quickly, until most of his skin is covered in steel. He threads a quiver full of arrows around his shoulder, and sheathes a long gilt-edged sword on his hip. He leaves a spear and trident to float in the water close to his fist, so that he can grab them whenever he wants. His long hair floats beneath his helmet, shining like rich, spun gold in the beams Ace’s light casts. His long, powerful tail is bare and looking harder and more glossy by the minute. 
 
    I remember Lorelei’s transformation into her ‘warrior form’, how red her eyes looked, how feral her teeth, how black her fins. And those wing-like dorsal fins that had sprouted at her back as she’d rushed at me in the blink of an eye. Ky’s transformation into his ‘warrior form’ is slower, more gradual. And when it’s over, and he’s clad in armor from head to waist, his arms covered in steel, he still looks like himself. He’s fierce and terrifying, but his face hasn’t lost its kindness. His emerald eyes search for mine, silently asking me if I’m ok. I nod and he does too, buckling his belt; he exhales in relief. 
 
    “This is all the crown I need,” he says to the Defender, who replies: 
 
    “Keep it safe.” ‘I won’t lose my crown,’ I remember Ky’s words. He has it now, pressed upon his head while he was lying on the bottom of the sea. And it isn’t a king’s crown either. It’s a crown for a warrior, a crown for fighting.  
 
    “I will, sir,” Ky replies, touching the steep reverently. 
 
    “I meant the head under it,” the man replies. “I could care less about the metal. Not long now,” the Defender adds mysteriously. “They’ll be here.” 
 
    “Who will be here?” I hate that the words blurt out of me. Everyone is so formal, almost reverent, and I…just interrupted in this way.  
 
    But no one looks at me strangely. The Defender meets my gaze squarely, and his eyes crinkle with an invisible smile.  
 
    “The Ophiss will be here,” he replies. “The ancient dragon; our enemy.” He says it so calmly I can hardly believe that he’s saying an actual battle might happen here. But I’m sure he’s wrong. How can there be one? It’s all over. Ky is alive, he’s King. No more Vathi. Right? Right?  
 
    ‘My enemy is death. The same as yours.’ 
 
    I turn around to look at Ky, and my hair gets tangled in something. It’s a big, glowing jellyfish, that is swimming away with so much purpose, a piece of algae is trailing behind it, caught in its tentacles. It’s quickly followed by a swarm of eels. Before they collide with my face, Ky quickly shoves me out of the way and clears a space around me with his hand. Even more fish follow, but at least these ones leave me alone, not touching the path his hand cleared.  
 
    “Take your positions,” Ky yells while still holding me. He seems to have no problem slipping into his place as King and Commander of the ‘special forces’, if that’s what’s happening here. “Swords bare, shields up. Stay close, fight far.” 
 
    Everyone obeys, unsheathing their swords. So, this is my life now. Swords being pulled out of their sheathes as I watch. And now I get it. ‘Weapons can’t cross over,’ was one of the first things Lorelei told me. I’ll say they don’t. These warriors are the weapons, aren’t they? The weapons are not the swords and forks they grasp in their strong, elegant arms. It’s them. These otherworldly creatures that tread the bottom of the ocean as if it’s a battlefield. Yep. I’ve crossed over to the impossible. Or even beyond that. 
 
    The water starts frothing again, and Ky grabs me and pushes me behind him. He passes his hands around me, in a circle, and I feel the water still in a half-a-meter radius from my body. Within less than a second, I’m ‘enclosed’ in a cylinder of water, like a transparent elevator, the water forming a wall thick as glass around me, but staying  thin and clear close to my face and skin. 
 
    “But you won,” I tell Ky, raising my voice to be heard over the thick wall of water between us. “What is there to fight for? It’s over.” I need him to tell me it is, but he’s deep in concentration. 
 
    “It’s not over,” he says. “It’s beginning.” 
 
    What is—? 
 
    “Are you sure you can keep the wall up while fighting, Highness?” Maia’s voice calls to Ky with a familiarity that sounds weird after all the prostrating and crowning and ‘take your positions’ that’s been happening. The water around her is bubbling again, hot with electricity. 
 
    “It’s ‘Majesty’ now,” Ky replies without looking at her. His hands run over the glass walls of my cylinder, checking for gaps and cracks. They don’t find any. “Not ‘Highness’. And yes I can hold it up and fight at the same time. If anything happens to me, your place is by her, soldier.” 
 
    Maia yells: “Sir, yes sir,” as if she’s in a marines fanfic of Top Gun that I read recently, and then murmurs something under her breath. It sounds like ‘majesty, my ass,’ but I can’t be sure. I’m shaking all over. 
 
    “Children,” the Defender says, “this isn’t the surface. Keep your wits about you.” 
 
    Ky passes a hand around the glass one last time, and fixes his eyes on me. “Are you breathing ok? I swear,” he whispers so that only I can hear. “Nothing will touch you.” 
 
    “Keep yourself safe,” I whisper back thinking of that ‘if anything happens to me’ thing he said and the chills it sent down my spine.  
 
    I peer at his face through the glassy water. I thought it would look young in the helmet, but he looks determined and focused. Ready. 
 
    “Ellie.” His voice quivers with pain and longing. 
 
    He touches his palm to the glass, and his jaw works. Heat floods my cheeks, and when he turns to leave, I discover my legs have turned back to a mermaid. He did that. His hand didn’t even touch me and I was transformed. I guess that’s as ready as I will ever be to face what’s coming. And it’s coming fast. 
 
    The fish have stopped running away, and the churning water swirls around my invisible fort. A current slams into the glass, rattling it, and Ky turns sharply around, extending his hands. I see his muscles strain as he struggles to keep the watery glass in place as the wave barrels into it, trying to shatter it in pieces. I don’t dare move, concentrating on keeping my emotions in check; I don’t want to lose my tail again, or my ability to breathe. It’s the only thing I can do to protect myself. I’m not a warrior like these special forces guys, but at least I won’t be human. The glass walls whistle and shake, almost collapsing around me, and I hear Ky’s distorted cry from outside of it, a feral war cry, as he struggles to keep it intact. What is happening? Will someone tell me? 
 
    And then there’s no need for anyone to tell me.  
 
    I can see. I can see the tentacles, the slithering tails, the black-red circles on the pale skin. The Vathi, all around us, spreading like foam.  
 
    It’s here. 
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    “Who commands the dragon?” the Defender’s voice rings out over the turbulent water. “Show yourself.” 
 
    It doesn’t move any of the creatures around. It would look creepy in a movie, them standing here, on the ocean’s floor, coral tangled in their feet, seaweed playing with their hair, the water flowing over their bodies. But it’s not. It’s  majestic and what’s more important, it’s real. 
 
    ‘The dragon’ must be the Vathi. 
 
    “Ophiss obeys me.” 
 
    There’s only a voice heard, and then another figure approaching from the water. This one is human, I can tell straight away. He moves his hand slightly, and the tentacles gather themselves from all around us, heading towards him. And I see it. My eyes can now see far into the water, and I can see the whole creature, where I’d only caught glimpses of its tentacles before. 
 
    It’s disgusting. I shudder as I look at it: it’s got scales like a snake’s and suction cups like an octopus’. It’s got thin, sharp tentacles like a squid’s, and others that are soft and squishy and trail slime like a snail’s. And it’s got tentacles that are as thick as a tree’s trunk and as long as a highway. I can see now that it’s just one creature, reaching for miles and miles, and all these tentacles are connected in the middle by a long snake-like body. It raises itself towards the man who spoke. It has no head and no face. It’s a horror, made up of fear and nightmares. It lets out spurts of black ink as it slithers, attaching one of its black suction cups onto my glass fort. I gag. 
 
    “Hello, Medusa,” the same man tells Maia, gathering a slimy tail around his hand as casually as if it was a cat’s, curling at his touch. “Looked at anyone reeeeally closely lately?” And that’s when I recognize him. 
 
    “You!” a voice squeaks, must be Ky’s, but it doesn’t sound like him. “It was you, the whole time?” 
 
    He recognizes him as well. Because it’s Mr. Who, my favorite physics teacher. His teacher as well. And Maia’s. What in all the seas is he doing here, petting that Vathi monster like a dog? 
 
    “Of course,” Mr. Who replies, coming close enough—the monster, Ophiss with him—that I can see that it is, indeed him. My nerdy, protective teacher, the only safe person in the entire school. He’s been with the Vathi the whole time. 
 
    I remember him following those girls into a shop right before the Vathi attacked Ky from inside that lamppost. Ky hadn’t touched water that day. How did the monster know where to hit? Had it been Mr. Who? Did he set it up? And is this the same Vathi that broke my spine? Ky killed one of these monsters, or did he only injure it? 
 
    “You wouldn’t recognize me, exiled puppy,” my favorite teacher spits. 
 
    “I remember you from before I left,” Maia says, and there’s something  in her voice I’ve never heard before. Fear and sadness. The hum of energy around her goes weak. “You’re a son of Fos, like us. I would have known if you were sent to Earth as well.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sent to Earth, Medusa,” he smirks. “I was thrown to it.” 
 
    Ky’s back stiffens. He brings a hand to his face. “Seidon. You’re a son of Nyx.”  
 
    Son of Nyx. I remember what Ky told me about them. Emissaries of the Kingdom turned into creatures of darkness, crime and revenge. The professor turns around to fix the Defender with a hateful gaze, his familiar, kind expression completely gone. The Defender doesn’t even flinch; he simply waits him out. I’ve known Mr. Who for three years, and in all these years, he’s been the only one who… 
 
    Wait a second. Was he really the one who saw me? Who understood? The one who helped? He was always polite and shy and kind to me and to everyone, but…is that enough? If he really saw what they were doing to me, why did he never speak up? He was a teacher, he would have been heard. Why did he never do something? 
 
    Why did he never do anything? 
 
    And that’s when I get it. That is the description of the real enemy. The biggest bully of all the bullies. The one who sees and does nothing. The one who lets things happen. I see him in a new light: behind the lines of combat, lurking in the shadows. Hiding evil with a smile. Saying ‘hi’ to me while I was on my way to the girls’ bathroom, aka on my way to get brutally murdered by his pet snake-dragon.  
 
    All my life, people have stood silently by while I was being beaten and threatened and destroyed. All my life, people have left me behind because it was convenient. Until now. Until Ky and Maia and Lorelei. Until the Kingdom. 
 
    I understand so much more than I did before. It is a war. And it’s not coming to Earth. It’s already there. And every single human being is in it, whether they know it or not. 
 
    My so-called favorite, understanding, fandom-loving teacher was a lie. He is the enemy. Him. And Ky is about to crush him. 
 
    “Take your snake and begone,” Ky flings out the order in his king’s voice. “The Vathi has no power over me now. You can’t touch me.” There is an undertone of shimmering anger in his voice. The Defender shoots him a glance. “You can’t touch any one of us. The dragon is defeated, son of Nyx.” 
 
    “Oh I’m not going to touch you or your Archistratigos,” the teacher replies, not giving him his title. “We’re claiming the Earth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” Ky says calmly. My heart is frozen in terror, yet nobody steps in, nobody moves. They let Ky handle it on his own. “You are not.” 
 
    “I have been doing things you can’t even begin to fathom, little prince,” the professor scoffs. I think of Coralia’s beautiful face and gorgeous voice, stopped forever. “I’ve been doing them without permission from anyone.” 
 
    “Well, now I’m the one who gives the orders,” Ky replies with dangerous calm, “and you need my permission. The Earth is under my protection, as are all of its creatures. Nothing happens unless I allow it to. And I don’t give you permission to take a step towards the surface.” 
 
    “And yet I already have it,” Mr. Who replies. “You’ve exposed the Kingdom to a human who is still alive. It was all right to show your true form to her when she was destined to die, but since she didn’t and you didn’t either, Earth is fair game. It was supposed to be either one of you. Not both. Never both. You didn’t think you’d get away with keeping her as your toy and not pay the price? Since you’ve exposed the Kingdom’s secrets to a human, I clearly have permission to do the same.” 
 
    My mouth hangs open. All these times Ky told me I was his only hope, that he couldn’t let anyone else know…That was why. Oh no. No no no no no. 
 
    “Elissavet,” Ky’s voice rings through the whirlpools roiling around Mr. Who and his monster, “is one of us now; her blood is pure.” 
 
    My skin tingles in response to his words. It feels as if I’m somehow one with the sea, of the sea, its salt flowing in my veins. My blood hums with newfound strength as its master commands his enemy’s surrender. 
 
    “She is a human,” Mr. Who retorts, the words laced with contempt. “There is no purification without spilling of blood.” 
 
    Ky’s face grows white. The phrase he uttered must be well-known by everyone, judging by the concern on their faces. Well, I’ve never heard it before, but I get its meaning. And I’ve had enough. 
 
    “I spilled blood!” My voice interrupts the teacher, ringing strong and true, in spite of my shaking. “I spilled my blood, Mr. Who. All of it.” 
 
    “Almost,” Ky adds in a whisper. His color has returned, and he flashes a small smile in my direction. I didn’t know I had this much courage, but it turns out I do. I’m not afraid of Mr. Who. I’m not afraid to speak up in front of him, to tell the truth. 
 
    To stand up for myself and everyone I love. 
 
    I can’t change. I can’t turn back into a human, just like I can’t turn back into who I was before the bullying. Into who I would have become. But I can be brave now. And I am. 
 
    I am. 
 
    “She’s right,” Ky says to him. “There was spilling of blood. Quite a lot.” 
 
    But Mr. Who is beyond listening. He begins to writhe and sprouts wings like the ones Lorelei showed me in the pool, only darker and more massive. His teeth elongate, and I turn my face away, unable to watch. The fury etched on his face will give me nightmares for years. He isn’t furious. He is fury. How can someone I thought I knew transform so completely within seconds? The creature Ophiss swirls its tentacles around the thing that Mr. Who has become, and they shoot for the surface.  
 
    A war cry shatters the sea into a million pieces, as Ace flings himself in its path, blinding light emanating from his every pore. The professor screams an order in a foreign tongue, and the creature reaches its tentacles towards Ace’s huge chest. Immediately, the rest of the Defender’s army spread themselves out, seamlessly. Maia slides next to Ace and they fight back to back, both straddling the water horses. Their movements are perfectly synchronized as they generate an arc of fire and thunder over their heads. The arc buzzes with electricity as it shoots towards the tentacles and teeth, throwing Ophiss back with force. Once the light fades, they generate it again, together, without turning once towards each other. As if they’ve done this before, many times. 
 
    ‘What Lorelei is doing for him…even I wouldn’t do it. Well, maybe I would for Ace—for one person.’ I remember his name slipping out once, when Maia was talking to me. So now I get it. He must be her Ky. 
 
    To my left, the girl with the wings is joined by two more boys with lesser wings. They give a little push with their feet, and the water carries them upwards. They look like they’re flying around the tentacles, slicing at them with their swords. Ky’s energy is buzzing around me as he swims powerfully to the other side of the monster, to the Defender’s side, and they yield their spears together. 
 
    Still, the monster is bigger than all of the warriors together. I notice that there is no body of soldiers working together, just individual ones. This can’t be the entire army. It looks more like creatures from different regiments –maybe the best of them all. But definitely not all. There aren’t more than fifty, including the sharks and other fish some of them are riding. And they look like ants spread around the huge sea dragon’s body. 
 
    Its arms and tails writhe and take a few hits, but it slashes way more skins and scales open. The water around the warriors’ bodies grows muddy with blood, and Ky abandons his weapons to the Defender’s hands, and starts fighting with his bare arms. I see his every muscle strain as he struggles to command the water to crush the creature like he did before, and that’s when I realize that he’s never fought a creature like the Ophiss before.  
 
    None of the Vathi he came against were this big or powerful. The walls of solid water that Ky sends to slam against it barely tickle its scales. Its headless core opens up in a vicious mouth full of tears, and bites at the Defender, who extricates himself from it at the last minute, a trail of thick blood following him. 
 
    “To me!” Ky yells, grabbing the Defender by the waist, and trying to keep the blood in him. “Everyone to me, now!” 
 
    My cage quivers, about to disintegrate, and Ky winces, snapping its walls back together with his powers. And that’s when I realize what was in front of my eyes all this time: 
 
    We’re still in an earthly ocean.  
 
    There are people walking on the land that’s miles and miles above our heads, completely ignorant of the deadly battle that’s going on under their feet, the battle that might save or doom them all. Unaware of their impending doom once the Ophiss is unleashed into their universe. 
 
    And along with that thought, this: 
 
    We’re losing. 
 
    The Defender droops next to Ky, and Ace grabs him and foists him over his shoulder, but before he can move them both out of the way, there’s a great snap of the Ophiss’ tail, and the both disappear. Into thin air. A sickening suction sound echoes in the water, and they are both gone. My lips open in a silent scream and Ky yells curses in a feral voice.  
 
    “Your Majesty!” Maia yells at him. “Cover your left.” He has barely time to strike at the creature before he too is sucked away. “You’ve trained for this, Ky!” She screams again, struggling to detach herself from five sharp tentacles slapping at her face, her legs, her hands. “Remember what you’ve trained for.” 
 
    ‘I’ll be over here, training.’ 
 
    “I can’t.” He sounds defeated and out of breath. 
 
    “Well, can!” Her reply echoes. “We’ll all be dead in a few minutes, anyway. Find the strength to win.” 
 
    As soon as she stops talking, I can’t see her anymore. She might be somewhere behind this chaos of bubbles and tentacles and blood, but I’m so scared she’s gone too. Not Maia. Not her. 
 
    Ky lets out another scream, sending all his energy into the water, but the sharp swords he forms out of it do nothing more than cut off the edges of some of Ophiss’ tails. They don’t deter it a bit. 
 
    A sharp cry splits my ears, and the next moment a tidal wave crashes over me, sweeping everything from sight—armies, monsters, friends and foes. My glass fortress is shattered into droplets, and the water rushes into my mouth, choking me. I’m swept away, and I kick my tail frantically, but I keep being carried away by a fierce current. The frothing water steals my breath as I’m flung further and further down, into the abyss. 
 
    Strong arms surround me, holding me in place. “I’m here,” Ky’s voice says. “I’m here. I can do it, I will.” 
 
    The wave is still raging over our heads, and water gets into his mouth as he starts yelling a string of words. I don’t understand one of them, but his voice gains power with every single one he utters. 
 
    “Ari el lavi nenne asad leon sing haidar.” 
 
    The wave loses its strength mid-crest, and it drops onto the floor of the ocean, powerless. It’s not like he did it before, though. This time he’s holding me so close to this chest, I can hear his heart beat under his breastplate. He’s tucked my head under his chin, and his lips brush my hair with every word. He’s not using his hands. He’s not using his powers. He’s not doing anything, except speaking these indecipherable words with his siren’s voice. 
 
    “Usa ma arta chshatra tauv shi xsay arsa.” 
 
    A screeching sound deafens me, but it lasts less than two seconds. Ky droops against me, breathing quickly, trying to stay conscious.  
 
    And the monster. 
 
    The monster convulses, and stops. 
 
    It just stops. It stops attacking, writhing, screeching. It stops being. I don’t even see it turn into foam like Lorelei did. It’s not defeated; it’s gone. As if it never existed. The waters close over the space it occupied, and the blood dilutes quickly into the current.  
 
    The sea goes quiet. 
 
    Ky coughs into my neck, struggling to breathe, and I put a shaking hand on his back. He clasps it with his own, clinging onto it so hard it almost hurts. 
 
    “What was that?” I whisper. “What spell did you say to it?” 
 
    “That was no spell,” he gasps. “It was a name. Spoken over and over again, in every language known on Earth. And a few unknown. The most powerful weapon in all the worlds—and the toughest to use. I’ve been practicing.” 
 
    A name? 
 
    Whose name could be powerful enough to do that? 
 
    “Well, nice job,” I say, but he brushes my words aside. 
 
    “Are you safe?” he breathes. “Are you all right?” 
 
    I am, but he doesn’t look like he is. His arms are sliced open, and his helmet is broken in three pieces, ugly bruises forming underneath.  
 
    I can’t see anyone else around us.  
 
    “Is Maia ok?” The words come out painfully. Black spots are dancing in front of my eyes, and my chest hurts where the wave slammed into me. A wet cough comes out, and I cover my mouth with my hand. It comes away with specks of blood, but he doesn’t see. 
 
    “Wherever she is, she’s with the Defender. He’ll keep them safe.” Them? How many are gone? The question dies on my lips as his face descends towards mine. He touches his cheek to mine, and then his lips travel to mine. He utters one word. 
 
    “Saranghae.” 
 
    ‘I love you.’ The title of my fanfiction story. 
 
    His lips come down on mine hungrily. I feel the hard lines of his body as he presses against me and brings a hand behind my neck. His mouth stops moving and his body tenses.   
 
    “You’re not all right.” He slides a hand over my ribs carefully. “I’m taking you home right now. Ellie?” I know his hands are holding me up, but I can’t feel them anymore. The darkness is sucking me fast.  
 
    “Ellie. Ellie Ellie Ellie Ellie…”  
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    Silence. The silence of calmness and of the still air, an alive silence. 
 
    Then there is warm sand under my head, cradling my aching body. There is light above my head, but it’s not blinding me as I slowly open my eyes. 
 
    Ky’s hands are still around me, holding me as he’s laying me down carefully. Water is lapping at my feet—feet?—but I’m breathing in air. I sit up, dizzily. 
 
    “Are you here?” I ask him unnecessarily. I feel my stomach churn like it did before when I’d swallowed all that pool water, but it passes quickly. 
 
    “Always.” He rubs a hand down my back. “And so are you. Look around you, Ellie. We made it. We’ve arrived.” 
 
    Wait. What?  
 
    I’m sitting on a shore. But this is no earthly shore, it’s obvious at once. For one thing, there are two suns shining down on me, their light gentle and orange. For another, there is a small, winged girl playing at the water, stealing curious glances at me. And for a last un-earthly thing…I move my legs and they don’t hurt. I brace them on the powdery sand beneath me, and they support me. I stand up on them and they’re not broken anymore. 
 
    The shore I’m standing on is white, and transparent water floats in and out, leading to the wide expanse of turquoise sea. Marble steps come out of the water, leading up to the walls of a majestic palace. It’s buried in trees and crawling rosebushes, so all that’s visible from here are a few slender columns and the whisper of a winged creature’s wings as it flies over its dome. 
 
    But. 
 
    All of these things are so obviously not of Earth, but they’re not why I am absolutely sure, without the shadow of a doubt, that I’m not on Earth. 
 
    It’s my dad. 
 
    He’s here. 
 
      
 
    This is not déjà vu, although I have seen it once before, in the pool’s mirror with Lorelei. But I’ve never lived it before. I’d know if I had. 
 
    My dad is there, on the beach, smiling at me from a distance of no more than twenty steps. He’s alive. He’s well. He’s him.  
 
    He’s wearing his favorite shirt and pants, the ones I had to iron constantly, because he wanted them as soon as they got out of the washing machine. His face is full, not emaciated, his hair flopping with the movement of his walk. He is rushing towards me, but I’m rooted to the spot. My lips want nothing more than to smile back and call his name, but no sound comes out. 
 
    “Ellie, what are you…?” Ky’s hand is still on my waist. I don’t know if he thinks I can’t walk, because the truth is I can’t. I don’t even know if my legs are working, but I can’t try them. I’m frozen to the spot. 
 
    “He’s, he…” I murmur. “Look, he…” 
 
    And he’s gone. He fades like a vision, but I know that was no vision, no dream. Someone is screaming, clawing at the sand, a sound worse than the Ophiss’ dying screech. Oh. It’s me. 
 
    “Don’t cry,” Ky is next to me, on his knees on the sand. He has lost his tail too. He’s my Ky. His hands wipe my tears as quickly as they come. “There are no tears on this land, or so I’m told,” he says. “Although we might have just changed that.” He sniffles. Is he crying too? Why? “I can’t watch you in pain, Ellie, it’s tearing me apart. Look at me.” I try to. “There is no death here. Whatever is lost can be found again. There is no death.” 
 
    I make him say it three times. 
 
    He repeats it once more, for good measure. I’m sure he would repeat it forever if I needed him to. 
 
    ‘There is no death.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever is lost can be found.’ 
 
    “No one dies in the Kingdom,” he adds softly. 
 
    I remember Maia telling me that the Kingdom wasn’t an ‘imaginary’ land. That it was better than dreams. Maybe it is, after all. It looks like earth in a way, and it doesn’t. It looks like earth reborn; more majestic, uncontaminated. What I imagined the world would look like if all the dust and pain had been washed away from it. A fairytale earth, like my new body. ‘There is no purification without spilling of blood.’ 
 
    And I don’t know what the vision or Ky’s words mean exactly, but I’m content for now. Content and excited, two things I haven’t been for ages. It seems like all sadness has left me, evaporated like the water from my skin. And then I remember. 
 
    “The soldiers?” I ask. “Those who disappeared…Are they ok?” It seems wrong to say ‘dead’, but that’s what I’m thinking. 
 
    His eyebrows meet. “They’re alive, if that’s what you mean. They’re prisoners of your land now, but they have the Defender with them. They’re safe.” He looks at me, and adds evenly, “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    He’s still studying my expression. “We take care of our own,” he repeats the phrase that makes my heart shiver. His voice is quietly confident, the voice of someone who is in charge, and knows his own power. The voice of a king. “They fought for us, and now we’ll fight for them. We won’t let them down.” 
 
    ‘Everyone will let me down,’ the old Ellie used to think. Well, it turns out not everyone. Not by far. 
 
    “You…you said it’s not over,” I remember. “You said it’s beginning. Is that what you meant?” 
 
    He smiles faintly, his frown gone. “Among other things.”  
 
    A noise rises from the direction of the green palace, getting louder. It sounds like a thousand, a million voices cheering. It sounds as though they’re chanting in unison, like in a stadium. Or an arena. 
 
    “Elissavet,” he murmurs, fixing me with those brilliant eyes that match the color of the water. “It will always break my heart, what you sacrificed. And I’ll not pretend that this is a replacement for your life, but...” he spreads out his arms like an eagle. “This is yours.” 
 
    “This what? The beach?” 
 
    The voices are rhythmic and musical, a constant soundtrack in the air, and getting slightly louder by the second. 
 
    Ky smiles widely, showing his teeth. “This palace,” he says. “The ocean is my palace. The shore and as far as the eye can see. I’m told it’s my palace, and now it’s yours.” 
 
    The ocean is his…? I peer at the moss-covered walls behind me, but as I turn my head, I notice something in the water. I whip around. And sure enough, there are the spikes of twin turrets sticking out in the shallows. The water is so clear it’s transparent, and by looking at it more carefully, I see… 
 
    I see a city. There’s a city built under my feet. The steps lead under the water, to a street. Which leads to a castle, which…It’s endless, as far as the eye can see. Like he said. There is an olive grove to my left, a dome to my right, a fortress beneath me. And in my ears, the rhythmic song is getting louder and louder. 
 
    “What is that noise?” I ask distractedly. My eyes feel so wide, trying to take in everything at once. ‘Better than a dream.’ 
 
    Better indeed. I could never have dreamed of this. My feet are itching to explore every inch, but I’m scared they’ll betray me again. 
 
    “That,” he says, trailing his finger on my wrist, “that, my friend, is the Kingdom. Its people. They’re cheering for us, because we made it back alive.” 
 
    “Did you just call me your friend?” 
 
    He looks down at me and his eyes turn dark and intense. He dips his head close to mine. “I’d call you my everything,” he says, “but I’m worried you’ll punch me like you did once before.” 
 
    “I…I don’t mind it if you call me that,” I say. My voice sounds awkward. 
 
    ‘I’d call you my everything.’ 
 
    He lets out a low rumble of a laugh which he swallows down immediately, but it’s the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard. A shudder passes through me. 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    “Ky,” I say, tasting the salt that’s still on my lips, mingle with his name. His hand shivers and his fingers tighten around mine. “I’m scared.” 
 
    He looks at me for a second, his eyes doing that thing where they shift from right to left, as though they’re searching mine, trying to look right into my thoughts. “I don’t think there’s anything more to be scared of,” he says finally. “We’ve both died, a few times over, we’ve lost each other and…and ourselves, we’ve both left behind someone who can’t come back.” His voice turns wobbly, but he swallows hard and continues. “Whatever comes. I don’t think I could face it better with anyone else by my side. I don’t think I’d want to.” 
 
    “Me either,” I murmur. 
 
    He pulls me to him and crushes me to his chest. He pushes me so hard against him that my bones turn to liquid, and I forget to breathe. I guess I didn’t really get how scared he truly is until now. He holds me there for an eternity and then he lets me go, grabbing my wrist. 
 
    The voices are getting stronger.  
 
    The idea of going in there, wherever there is, and facing all those voices, terrifies me. And I have been terrified enough in my life to hate that feeling. 
 
    “I regret that you first came into this world in the middle of a war.” Ky’s familiar voice anchors me. “It won’t always be this way, I promise you.” 
 
    My eyes snap to his face. “No, it won’t.” I agree. It won’t. This time I had to be protected. I had to stay safe and watch from a distance as others fought and got hurt. But it won’t always be this way. 
 
    The next time, I won’t have an army to defend me. I’ll be the army.  
 
    If there’s one thing we proved, it’s that I’m stronger than the evil. The evil should be scared of me. I’ve got nothing to be afraid of. And if I wasn’t ready to fight this time, I will be. I will. 
 
    “Do you think,” I pause to lick my lips, “that I can actually walk in this new Kingdom?” I still haven’t moved, even though I’m standing on my own now. He’s let me go. 
 
    Our shoulders touch. I know he’s here, his hands ready to catch me if I fall, his face concentrated on watching me, his heart a place I belong. But he doesn’t take my hand again. He lets me just…be beside him, as his equal, as my own person.  
 
    “I think you can,” he replies. “I think you should.” 
 
    I think so too. So I extend my foot, which is new and fully healed, and free of pain, but it’s still what it always was: mine.  
 
    And I take my first step. 
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