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    The iceberg was her palace. For the next few hours, at least. 
 
    The mermaid loved icebergs. Those enormous structures of ice, idly gliding through the earthly seas, were the closest thing to magic she’d found in this world. This one was a thing of light and splendor, even under the surface. 
 
    The mermaid placed a slender hand on the iceberg’s jutting edge and closed her eyes, relishing the feel of the icy water as it shifted through her hair. It was pitch-black down here in the water, several feet under the surface, or at least it would be for any human. But the mermaid’s siren eyes could see everything as her long, iridescent tail coiled under the icy underwater mountain. 
 
    The mermaid had no human name, but she’d chosen one for herself centuries ago, when she’d met a group of Greek heroes sailing home from the war. They’d stuffed their ears against her song, but they had been wrong; her song wasn’t deadly. It could be, but that day it hadn’t been. Her song could be many things, but they had closed their ears to its magic. One of them hadn’t. Later, she’d met him, the one brave enough to listen to her song. He’d been a small, dark man named Ulysses, and he’d told her that her kisses were like dipping in a cool, fresh stream after a hot day’s battle. 
 
    Then he’d asked her for her name, so that he’d always remember her. 
 
    So she’d chosen a human name for herself: Lorelei. 
 
    She’d crossed over to the realm of humans many times since. It all held a certain fascination for her: how violently these humans loved, how coldly they fought, how ignorant they were of all the magic that surrounded them. She kept coming back, even when it wasn’t asked of her for one of the Kingdom’s missions. 
 
    There was no time in her Kingdom, at least not as the humans’ time flowed, fast, ruthless, robbing them of everything. There was no emotion either, no love or hate. Those things brought out weaknesses, and she’d seen how they destroyed the humans over and over again. Still, she observed. 
 
    This time around, she’d arrived at the Human World during the season the humans called spring—in the month of April. She’d traveled on an Arctic iceberg from the Land of Glaciers, chopping it off of a continent made of ice with a single flick of her wrist. Every creature of her kind in the Kingdom could manipulate water. It obeyed their orders, and they could do with it whatever they wanted: they could make it into icy daggers with a twirl of their fingers, build underwater staircases with one thought, or create lethal waves with a single sigh. It was as natural as breathing for all creatures like her. 
 
    And so she’d made the glacier her own; it was big as an island of the Mediterranean. She didn’t know what the humans called the Land of Glaciers, but she had happily ridden her ice island under the stars, sometimes swimming around it, sometimes lying on her back on its cool surface, watching the great fish of the ocean glide under the surface. 
 
    Now, after months of drifting on the icy waters, her glacier was reduced to a small mountain, its tip a light blue rock visible over the surface. Still, her adventure didn’t have to end here. She didn’t want to go back home to the Kingdom, not yet. She shook her head and icicles floated out of her long, orange-red hair like pearls. 
 
    “Where should we head next, iceberg?” she whispered in the water. It could get lonely sometimes, she supposed, being the only mermaid in this strange, human realm. “It will be morning soon,” she mused. 
 
    A harsh, booming sound penetrated the absolute quietness of the water, shaking her iceberg so violently that large shards detached from it, razor-sharp, and flew madly about the water. She dipped to one side to avoid a chunk of ice that was headed straight for her chest. She let out a scream as she shot for the back of the iceberg, breathless, but the sound was drowned in the water. Fear clenched her stomach. Her long body coiled and started to take its fighting form, fangs out, eyes turning black, tail hardening into a vicious weapon. Still, she didn’t transform fully just yet, waiting to see who had attacked. 
 
    What is happening? Are they after me? Have they followed me here? Impossible. I covered my tracks perfectly. Heart throbbing in her ears, she hid behind what was left of her injured iceberg, and peered out for her attacker. She could neither sense nor see any Dark warrior. Who had done this? Who had caused her hiding place to explode, nearly killing her in the process? 
 
    And then she saw it. 
 
    She couldn’t believe her eyes. An enormous piece of metal had just grazed the ice mountain, and was now calmly gliding past it, as if it hadn’t even realized that the collision had happened. The hull of a ship. 
 
    It can’t be true. She hadn’t seen a ship or a boat in these waters for days and days; surely the humans weren’t as reckless as to invade even this deadly part of their world? 
 
    Oh, but they were. As soon as her head broke the surface, the cold air pierced her alabaster skin and she took a refreshing breath, calming her breathing; that was when she saw the huge ship that had hit her iceberg. Absent-mindedly, she twirled her hand in a circular motion, and immediately the water around her warmed, but she didn’t even look down at the fish that, maddened by the sudden rise in temperature, circled her orange fin wildly.  
 
    It truly was a human ship. No, this was no mere ship, humans had to have invented another name for it, because it was much, much more than a ship. She’d never seen anything as huge as this balancing on the water before. It was a floating city. It was long and black and twinkling with lights, their reflection sparkling in the black waters, and it had large smoking chimneys and windows glittering with the silhouettes of hundreds of people. 
 
    And it was sinking.

  

 
   
      
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    It took a while for the ship city to realize it was sinking, but Lorelei could hear the water rushing into the metal under the surface, taking over greedily, forcefully. She’d seen the water take hundreds, maybe thousands of humans in her life, and by now it meant little to nothing to her. Most humans weren’t even aware of the magic that surrounded them, so what was the point if they lived or died anyway? 
 
    They lived their lives being willfully blind, powerless and useless anyway, no matter how long or short these lives were. In her Kingdom, death didn’t exist, but she’d become quickly accustomed to it in the Human World. It just happened and there was nothing anyone could do. The war against death had been lost on Earth, that was all there was to it. 
 
    All her attention was on the war going on in the Kingdom; that was what was important. And thank Seidon that she didn’t have any emotions to confuse her or hinder her. As the ship, oblivious to its impending doom, carried on sailing, she leapt onto the iceberg and motioned for it to float away. 
 
      
 
    It was the screams that made her turn back. 
 
    Humans always underestimated the strength of the water. It was only a few hour later, but even from a distance, with her superhuman eyes, she could see that the ship’s dock was at level with the water, part of it dipping already below, emitting a great, breaking sound. The water was littered with tiny boats overflowing with humans, and there were bodies floating around, grabbing for a piece of debris to grab onto. At this temperature, these would all be dead within seconds. The great ship was still lit up brighter than the starry sky, and it illuminated the icy waters around it. Its yellow light fell on the distorted faces of the drowning people, the frozen, terrified women in the boats, the helpless, crying children. 
 
    Lorelei’s heart lurched as she swam closer, seeing all this happen in front of her eyes. She rarely gave a second thought to the humans’ fate; after all, they were worth nothing individually. It was just their World as a whole that played a part in the great war that involved her Kingdom as well. 
 
    But watching them flounder and die in front of her, she felt something twinge in her chest, a pain so sharp it took her breath away for a moment. She was close enough now to see their faces clearly, which was too close, but this time she knew no one would bother to notice her. If they did… It would mean her death. Still, her heart lurched again for the dying humans, oblivious to her own danger. Was this what pity felt like? Imagine feeling like this every time some fragile human took it to its head to dip into the mighty waters. 
 
    “Help! For God’s sake, please help me!” The voice was hoarse and broken, full of water, and it ended up in a gurgle, as the ocean rushed into the speaking man’s mouth. 
 
    She turned sharply around. A man was bobbing on the surface. As he spoke, his head went almost completely under, but he fought to rise above the waterline again, sputtering and gasping. He was fighting to keep his nose above the water, and his eyes were endless pools of pain. And they were fixed directly on her. 
 
    He had seen her. 
 
    The blood drained from her face, and the warm shield she had created around her dropped. Cold pierced her skin, making her scales turn hard and black. 
 
    “Are you all right?” The man was fighting to keep himself alive, and yet his eyes suddenly burned with concern. For her? “Miss? Do you need help? I’m co—” 
 
    Was he really that stupid? 
 
    His head went under again, and this time it didn’t come up. She was swimming towards him before she realized what she was doing. 
 
    She’d die. Princess or no princess, she’d be executed instantly, the minute it was discovered that a human had seen her in her true form. She tried to turn her tail into legs, as she could at will, but there was too much water all around her, and it was impossible. She could easily do it on land, but now she was thoroughly wet, and cold and so shocked she could barely concentrate. 
 
    The man’s head bobbed once more above the water, but his eyes glazed over. 
 
    Still, he turned to her, reaching out a trembling hand, a flimsy, white sleeve clinging to his skin like gossamer. 
 
    “Take my hand,” he murmured, spitting out water. “I won’t let you die.” 
 
    He fought to stay above, trying to move, trying to reach her, but his body was too frozen to obey him. He was already dying. 
 
    She ventured a look closer, she couldn’t help herself. She had to see the human who would send her to her death. 
 
    Beautiful. 
 
    Seidon, was he a fine specimen of humanity. His face was like a sculpture, so perfect that she’d only seen the likes of it in ancient human art. His features were in perfect symmetry, his eyelashes so long that icicles had formed on them, and his cheekbones were so sharp she could cut herself on them. 
 
    She couldn’t stop staring at him, magnetized. And they call me a siren, when he possesses such cruel beauty that could send me to my grave. 
 
    She had to go before he opened those piercing brown eyes again and saw her, try to save herself, but she couldn’t move away, couldn’t stop taking him in. He had cropped black hair and the light from the drowning ship illuminated the sharp planes of his face. He was young, too young to die, and his skin was black like the water. His lips were full and turning blue with every second that passed. He’d stopped shaking, which meant that he had already begun to drown. 
 
    “Miss,” he whispered, water in his mouth. “Don’t be afraid. I’m coming, just try to stay afloat, you’ll be…” 
 
    He went under again, and only the top of his black curls remained visible. He is trying to save me, she realized with a sudden searing pain that pierced her chest. He’s trying to save me. The fool. He’s trying to save me while he’s drowning. 
 
    His body convulsed, expelling the last of his air, and he started to sink. Lorelei watched his body plunge into the still waters, frozen. 
 
    No one had ever tried to save her before. She was the one that usually did the saving, alone. Yet here was a human who couldn’t even save himself, and he was struggling with the last of his failing strength to reach her. 
 
    That was the moment. 
 
    Everything around her disappeared. The screaming humans, the bobbing boats, the sickening cracking of the great ship. The threat of being seen as she was, the fear of death. She dove under, her heartbeat throbbing in her ears, drowning out all sound, and caught him by the waist. 
 
    She breathed into his lips, while her fingers were turning the water into a warm embrace around him. Still, his eyes didn’t open. Those thick, long lashes stayed stubbornly glued to his cheeks, and she ran a hand around the contour of his cheekbones, marveling at their beauty. Suddenly his eyes flew open and his chest concaved as he opened his mouth and hungrily breathed in water. He began to choke and fade out again. 
 
    He can’t breathe water like me; I have to take him up again. 
 
    She pulled him easily to the surface and coiled her tail around his lean, strong legs to support him, as her hands held firmly onto his hips. Immediately as the cold air hit them, he coughed out water and took a rattling breath. She supported his long form as he shook; his body was slender but rock-hard and strong. His eyes drifted shut again. 
 
    “Don’t die on me now, Brown Eyes,” she murmured, shaking him. He opened his eyes, and more water flowed out of his lips. 
 
    So many taut muscles, so much power in his arms, his legs, and yet he was so fragile in the water. 
 
    “Darius.” It came out as a choked sound from his chapped lips. He tried to lift his head and look at her, but his muscles jerked and his head flopped back into the water. He had no strength left. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “‘S my name. Darius. Thank you.” 
 
    Of all the humans drowning around her, she had to be stuck with the one who would bother to mind his manners as he was dying. She bit back a laugh. “Well, good to know. Stay alive, Darius.” 
 
    The minute she said it, his chest jerked and he stopped breathing. Frustrated, she cupped his head in her hands and lifted it from the water. His hair was dripping into her fingers, and his weight kept dragging him down, but she paid to attention to either as she fit her mouth over his once more. She gave him air again and again, until he woke up, spluttering. 
 
    “Death feels so warm,” he whispered, his warm, brown eyes hooded as they looked into hers for the first time. “Didn’t know there were mermaids in heaven. Ice mermaids…So beautiful. Jewels for eyes, pearls for hair.” 
 
    Then he fell back with a small splash, the breath leaving his body. 
 
    Lorelei gave a frustrated sigh and tightened her hold on him. This is useless. He had obviously swallowed too much water and had been in the cold for more than he could endure. He’s not going to survive. There’s only one thing left to do. 
 
    Before she could think about what she was doing, she swished her fins and took him with her down, down, past the ocean waters, into the abyss. 
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    After what she had just witnessed in the Human World, Lorelei was almost glad to be back home in the Kingdom. It took her only seconds to propel herself and Darius down to the bottom of the ocean, where she found a portal to the Kingdom and slid through it. 
 
    Immediately, the water around them changed to a lighter, more airy substance. Darius opened his eyes and took a full breath of watery air. He didn’t look surprised by the fact that he was able to breathe in the Kingdom’s water; probably because he was busy gawking at her, brown eyes almost popping out of his handsome face. The Kingdom’s water healed everything, and once they’d crossed over, his life was no longer in danger. He was healed. 
 
    Darius could now support his own weight, so she slowly removed her hands from around him, surprised at the aching emptiness once she had let go. 
 
    He floated in place, unaware of the water supporting him as his long body relaxed, his back arching slightly as if he were asleep. She watched in fascination as his eyes roamed over her floating hair, her orange tail, the translucent fins around her ribs, the glittering pearls around her throat and wrists. His shirt was plastered to his ribs, chest rising and falling with every fragile, human breath. 
 
    “If you’re acting like this now,” she said, “what will you do when you see the Palace?” 
 
    Darius licked his lips, as if he was trying to remember how to speak. 
 
    “I can’t think of anything more beautiful,” he murmured, and then proceeded to completely lose his mind as soon as he realized that he’d spoken underwater. 
 
    He brought his fingers to his lips, examining them, then to his chest. 
 
    “I’m… I’m breathing? And speaking? How is that possible?” His eyes took on an anguished, confused look that shattered her. “Where is the Titanic?” He looked around him, then down at his body. “It was sinking fast, and all these people… I jumped—Did it sink? Am I dead?” 
 
    His face was transformed with so much pain and horror, it almost tore her apart. But almost. She wouldn’t succumb to human emotions. “I’m dead, aren’t I?” he asked in a hollow voice. 
 
    “It will, soon enough, I imagine. And no, you’re not,” she replied, reaching out to him. He took her hand in his with no hesitation. Apparently he hadn’t read Homer’s myths. “But you’ll wish you were if you keep annoying me with talk of how you nearly died. I wish to forget it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said immediately. His fingers curled around hers warmly. “It’s not every day that you get rescued by an ice mermaid with hair like fire.” 
 
    “I’m not an ice mermaid,” she said absent-mindedly. “Come.” 
 
      
 
    She tried to see the Palace as he would for the first time, tried to imagine seeing it through human eyes, but with little success. She’d grown up here, it was her home. Nothing seemed more natural and plain to her than the Grecian columns surrounding the walls made of water and the dome of marble that rose up above the surface of the sea. The Palace was built half underwater and half above. It was inhabited by creatures who could live in either, like her. There were vines coiled around the terrace, overlooking colorful fish that grazed in the rooms below. Harp players and winged servants were flurrying about, paying her no attention as her tail changed into legs. Her feet found the steps to her rooms, in the south wing of Poseidon’s sprawling mansion Palace, and she led Darius up the stairs and above water, into the marble halls. 
 
    His feet touched the solid ground, and she expected him to be less dumb-struck now that he could finally walk again, but he seemed to have lost the ability to speak. 
 
    As soon as they rose out of the mist-like water, their skin became dry, and she realized with a pang of surprise that she missed the way his hair curled and the diamond droplets on his lips. Now, there was nothing but his disheveled and torn clothes to remind her of the ordeal he’d been through. 
 
    She flicked her wrist and at her call a servant appeared, carrying a robe that was at once placed around her shoulders. It reached all the way down past her long legs to her bare toes, covering everything. It was high time too, because Darius’ cheeks were so bright, their color was beginning to resemble her hair. 
 
    “Welcome to Poseidon’s Palace,” she told him. “I am Lorelei. And this is your new home.” 
 
    “Poseidon? The god of Greek mythology books?” he asked. 
 
    “Why must you be so tiresome? Yes, that one, although Seidon was no god. He was a King, and my grandfather. Here,” she gestured around, “time flows differently. There is no death and no decay. We like to travel to your Earth, and have been mistaken by gods or… otherworldly creatures from time to time. What humans lack in intelligence they try to make up for with imagination.” 
 
    Darius smiled, and her heart stopped. His white teeth flashed and two dimples appeared in his cheeks. Seidon, this man is dangerous. “Such disdain when you speak of humans, ice princess.” 
 
    “They’re weak,” she shrugged. “Why else would they have lost the war?” 
 
    “What war would you be speaking of? There have been quite a few.” His voice was condescending, as if… as if he was laughing at her. 
 
    Fury boiled inside her and she whipped around, nearly colliding with his rock-hard chest. “The war against death, of course,” she replied, ice dripping from her voice. “And I am. Not. An. Ice. Mermaid.” 
 
    He lifted his hands in the air, still smiling. She was beginning to despise this smile. What had been so gorgeous about it before? It was now obnoxious and irritating. He thought he knew so much, and could stand here, asking all these questions… No one had ever dared question her before. 
 
    “What are you then?” 
 
    “I am me,” she replied haughtily. “For centuries, Earth folk have given me names: Nymph, siren, mermaid. Here, I am merely myself. Is not a princess enough for you, human?” 
 
    “It is, your Highness,” he replied, his smile widening. 
 
    He bent at the waist, mock-bowing, and she wondered if it was too soon after his near-drowning to punch him. Then she realized that some of the inferior human emotions were bubbling up inside of her—all this rage and irritation. They were beneath her. It’s all this cursed human’s fault, he brings it out in me. She had to be careful, guard herself against them—and him. She took a deep, calming breath, and opened the door to her left. Sunshine filtered through, and they stepped into a secluded garden. 
 
    Marble benches lined the perimeter, and a circle of grass spread softly under her feet. She closed her eyes, relishing its pureness before she sank cross-legged onto the blossoming earth. The garden was lined with tall rose-bushes all around, giving the secluded garden some privacy, but its only ceiling was the blue sky and the iridescent rays of the sun. Darius padded beside her, but took his sweet time sitting down on the grass. 
 
    Crossing over to the Kingdom had healed him, but she was sure his whole body must be aching everywhere, and he was in need of rest. Still, he stood tall, looking around him and up to the clear sky, inhaling the rose petals’ fresh scent. 
 
    “What is this place?” His voice was low, filled with awe. “Where have you brought me? This feels like… Earth, if it had been created yesterday.” 
 
    She smiled, for the first time in years and years. “That’s exactly right,” she replied. “This is what your Earth was like, too, before you lost the war. Our worlds were created as twins. You’ve destroyed yours. But we…” she spread her arms out, feeling the sun caress her skin. “We haven’t. Not yet.” 
 
    Darius landed with a loud thump beside her on the grass, and spread his long legs before him. He was seated in a haphazard way, no symmetry or elegance in his pose, but there was an effortless grace about him that made it hard to breathe when she was looking at him. 
 
    “Not yet?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re in a war right now,” she replied, shivering as she said the words. She’d travelled far and wide, trying to distract herself from the truth, from what was to come, but she couldn’t deny it any longer. “We’re in a war,” she repeated. “A great, all-inclusive, constant war that will end in destruction and glory. You are too. Earth, that is, but no one living on it is aware.” 
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    Darius jumped to his feet, his eyebrows creasing. Minutes ago, she had done all she could to chase that agonized expression from his face, but now it had come back, and she couldn’t do a thing to stop it. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked. 
 
    She got up and wandered around the garden, feeling the grass caress her bare feet. On the east side, a small cluster of orange and pomegranate trees grew, and she plucked a fruit and began dissembling it. She tossed a few seeds to Darius, which he popped absent-mindedly in his mouth. As soon as their taste exploded in his mouth, she saw his expression change from concern to utter bliss. That was better. 
 
    She chewed on the sweet seeds for a second, weighing her next words. How to explain her entire world to him? 
 
    “We are both fighting the same war,” she said. “Earth and the Kingdom. A war against utter destruction, against death itself. We were created invincible, and someone is trying to change that. Earth has lost. But it won’t be until the Kingdom loses too that everything will fall apart.” 
 
    Seeds forgotten, Darius stood up, his eyes snapping to hers. He looked pale under his dark skin, and he swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. 
 
    “But you already know what will happen?” he asked. “You said the Kingdom will lose.” 
 
    “If we lose,” she amended quickly. “I don’t know exactly what will happen, but I do have visions of the future. Excruciating ones.” She shuddered at the memories, but quickly pulled herself together with an effort. “I am the Oracle, you see. I know what is coming, but only in fragments.” 
 
    With one step of his long legs he was next to her, warm hands on her shoulders. She felt a shiver running down her spine, an entirely different sensation from the horror of her visions. This shiver was delicious. It was setting her skin on fire. When was the last time anyone had touched her like that, leaning down to examine her face with so much concern? 
 
    “You’re the Oracle too?” he whispered, his eyes searching hers. “I won’t pretend to know what that is, but it doesn’t sound like a one-person job.” His hand travelled down to her fingers, sending goosebumps on her skin. “Especially when there’s a war going on.” He looked around, but didn’t let go. “All this exquisite beauty and quietness…and still there’s a war going on. Even here.” 
 
    He shook his head, and a muscle ticked at his jaw. 
 
    “Did you bring me here to fight with you?” he said. “I asked you if I could help you, before I… Before I died,” he said. “I remember your face, how white it looked above the waves.” His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper and he shut his eyes as if he was in pain. “I remember thinking that there was no way I was letting you die in the Atlantic. Not an exquisite creature like you. The embodiment of beauty. But… It was the other way round. You saved me, and now my life is yours. So tell me, is this why I’m here?” 
 
    She tried to shake his hands off, but his hold on her was sure. 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “Things work differently here. For now, the war takes place behind closed doors, in the rooms of kings and princes. The fighting won’t start for… many earthly centuries still.” 
 
    He lifted his arm and trailed a finger down her cheekbone, tracing the contour of her face. “But you are a princess, so you’re already part of the war, aren’t you? Not to mention that you run around rescuing drowning men…” 
 
    The words trailed off. His hand stilled on her shoulder and he started trembling. He stumbled back, almost fell. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She grabbed a fistful of his shirt to keep him steady. 
 
    “Drowning…” The word was wrenched out of him. “My friends, my whole family, we were all on the Titanic… Oh God, what happened? Are they gone? Do you know what happened to them, to the ship? Please, will you help them too?” 
 
    She looked at him, puzzled. He looked as if he was in physical pain; he was gasping for air, drowning on dry land. She couldn’t understand his despair. “I’m not allowed to help,” she replied. “I can neither save nor take a life. I’m merely allowed to observe. I had to save you, because…” 
 
    She didn’t know how to finish. Because he’d seen her? No, that hadn’t been the reason. It was because she had seen him. Because she’d met so many humans, but he had been the only one whose eyes had held a secret she couldn’t figure out. 
 
    “I didn’t have to save you,” she said finally. “I don’t know why I did it. I broke the rules.” 
 
    His eyebrows met. “Will you be in trouble?” His voice was hoarse with concern. 
 
    “Can you stop doing that?” she snapped. Her inability to understand anything about this human frustrated her. 
 
    “Stop doing what?” 
 
    “Caring!” She shouted the word, flung it at him like an accusation. “It is what it is. What good will caring do? It just makes you miserable all the time. Seidon, you’re so feeble, you humans with your emotions. Look at you, you’re practically ready to ask me to take you back to drown in that icy water all over again, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You really are an Oracle,” he murmured, swaying on his feet. “Out of all the horrible things you just said, the last one is the only one that’s true.” 
 
    A harsh laugh left her throat, the ugliest sound that had ever come out of her. “Are you seriously thinking of going back?” 
 
    “Can I?” There was hope, actual hope in his eyes. As if he was talking about something good. Something that would make him happy. “Caring is not a weakness, Lorelei.” 
 
    She was about to spew hot words at him, but the minute her name left his lips, everything stopped. She was undone. The way he’d said it, like a caress, like water flowing through her hair, like a breeze of clear air passing through her lungs…Like a spear piercing her soul. Her knees turned to water, and she didn’t have the strength to stand upright anymore. He’d stolen it from her, just by pronouncing her name like that. Like… he cared. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    He lunged for her and grabbed her by the waist before she hit the ground. He pulled her against his chest—his head reached over hers, a good few inches. She tried to catch her breath, but his closeness made it even harder to breathe. He smelled of roses and of the ocean. 
 
    “It’s all right,” he whispered, burying his face in her hair. Was he out of breath too? “Don’t be scared. Caring is good, Lorelei. It’s not a weakness. It’s the greatest power in the world. Look.” 
 
    With his thumb on her chin, he tipped her head back and smoothed away red strands of hair from her forehead. “Look at me,” he repeated. She did. 
 
    And as she looked, he lowered his lips to hers. 
 
    She’d kissed humans before, many times, and had even enjoyed it once or twice. But those kisses were nothing compared to Darius’ kiss. He tasted of salt and pomegranate seeds, and his arms were strong as he turned her against him, circling her waist. Then one of his hands was on her back, tilting her so that his lips could fit better over hers, and the other in her hair, cupping her head, practically lifting her off the ground. Her bones melted and she forgot to breathe. 
 
    When he parted his mouth from hers, she wasn’t done. She lifted her face to his again, and he laughed, a happy, incandescent sound, as he quickly bent down again and kissed her a couple more times. 
 
    Then he put her back on her feet and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering on the woven pearls in her tresses. 
 
    “Caring,” he said, “will win the war, I bet.” 
 
    He was smiling again, but it wasn’t like before. 
 
    His beautiful, kiss-swollen lips were trembling, and a drop of water appeared in his left eye. Then it made its way all the way down his chiseled cheek, followed by another. Then both his eyes were flowing with water, as he looked at her with shining eyes. Tears, the humans called it. 
 
    “Why…” Her voice sounded hoarse and wrong, as if she’d forgotten how to use it. She tried again. “Why are you crying?” 
 
    She lifted a hand to his cheek, drying the tears, and he grabbed her hand in his quickly, hungrily, and brought it to his lips. 
 
    “Because,” he said in a voice full of tears, “you are beautiful, and I have to leave.” 
 
    “No. No!” Not that idiocy again. 
 
    “I have to go back.” His voice was steady, even as more tears flowed from his brown eyes and dripped down his jaw. “For my brothers, for my friends. I love them. They deserve my life.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. How can he say that they deserve his life? I didn’t save it so he could lose it for them. 
 
    “We were on this trip, my family and I, in order to try and create better lives for us. I come from a place where…it’s hard to be alive.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    He swallowed hard. It was his turn to try and explain his world to her in a few words. 
 
    “It’s my skin,” he said eventually, his brown eyes glittering with earnestness as they met hers. “Where I used to live, people don’t like the color of my skin. Life was… life was unbearable for us. Then we heard that things are better in America, so we put what money we had left towards this trip. I haven’t eaten for days in order to afford a third-class ticket. But it’s our only hope. I can’t stand the thought of my brothers’ children growing up like I did…” 
 
    A darkness descended on him, and he turned away to hide it from her. She wondered what horrors he must have gone through, horrors she knew little of. She had seen so much during her travels on Earth, but she hadn’t heard of the despicable things he’d just spoken of. What new evil had these humans invented? Hating a man like Darius, a man who had abandoned the effort to save his own skin in order to save her…Hating such a man for the color of his skin? She’d think he was making it up if she didn’t know him well enough to believe him. 
 
    “Is that why… Is that why you risked your life for this journey?” she asked quietly. 
 
    He laughed. “Oh it was no risk, believe me. The RMS Titanic was the unsinkable ship. The biggest one ever launched. The…” His voice trailed off. “Well, there’s what arrogance will do for you, right? It was supposed to be all those things. Now it’s just a wreck in the bottom of the ocean.” 
 
    He turned pale and looked like he was about to become sick. 
 
    “Sit down,” she told him. “Put your head between your knees.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to sit down,” he replied. “Don’t you see? My brothers, my friends… We only have each other in this world. They are my life. I have to go back for them. I have to.” 
 
    “No one deserves your life but you. If you go back, you’ll die, Darius. I can’t… save you again. Do you understand that?” 
 
    He nodded, keeping his eyes closed for a second longer. She felt tears sting her eyes too. Stupid human emotions. 
 
    She stomped her foot and turned her back to him, angrily wishing her throat didn’t burn with emotion. She would not be sad. She would not be like one of them, weak. Caring. 
 
    “You’ll be safe here,” she tried again. “You…” 
 
    “Say my name again, ice mermaid. I want to die with the sound of it in my ears.” 
 
    She closed her lips stubbornly, but as soon as she turned around and saw him standing there, his tall body trembling with the pain of leaving, she caved. All her bitterness melted away, and she closed the distance between them. 
 
    “Darius.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, savoring the sound as he drank it in. 
 
    “Darius,” she said it over and over again, and he stood there and listened with his eyes shut, face washed in tears. “Darius, stay. You said your life was mine.” 
 
    “And so it is,” he replied gently, “so if you’ll order me to stay, I will. But if you don’t, even though it tears me apart, I have to go.” 
 
    She stayed silent. She wouldn’t order him, she wouldn’t. She turned, lifting tormented eyes to his, and his own softened. 
 
    “You’ll understand later, ice mermaid, when your heart melts. Did you make the water warm and safe around me? Was that you? I remember it. I remember how it felt, being warm after that endless cold…” He shuddered. “I’ll pray that it will be like that, when the ice melts in your heart. Right now you have a heart of ice; you don’t know what love is.” 
 
    “If it’s what’s making you do this right now, it’s not something I’ll ever want!” she cried. “It’s killing you.” 
 
    “No, ice mermaid,” he was smiling again. “It’s what’s making me do this.” 
 
    And he kissed her again. 
 
    She felt him tremble against her, his resolve getting weaker with every moment that their kiss deepened. His hand hardened around her neck, pressing her to him, and they were both out of air, but they couldn’t stop. Maybe if she kept him close, his lips on hers, his arms around her waist, he’d never let go. Yet, eventually, he did. 
 
    He pressed his lips to her forehead so hard it hurt, and begged her to take him back. 
 
    “Is it love, then, that you feel for me?” she asked him, as she walked back out of the garden, numb with the pain of losing him. He followed her silently, letting her speak. “How can it make you kiss me and then kill yourself the next second? Don’t you see how wrong this ‘love’ is?” 
 
    “Love,” he said, grasping her elbow from behind, and waiting until she turned around to face him. His eyes were burning golden now. “Love is laying down your life for someone. It doesn’t matter if it’s someone you’ve known for years, or a person who happened to be next to you when you were thrown overboard. Or the most beautiful woman in every universe that ever existed,” he added in a quiet voice. “Love is putting someone else above yourself. And I’m doing this now. For my two brothers, if they are still alive, for my friends, for any human being aboard the Titanic who might need me. Do you understand that, Lorelei?” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    But she took him back through the portal and swam up the ocean, filling his lungs with air, making sure they reached the ship at the exact same moment that she’d saved him. 
 
    “Lorelei,” he gasped, as the water quickly turned cold around again him. 
 
    She took the warmth with her when she turned to go; she couldn’t afford it if another human saw her. The screams made her insides twist in a way they hadn’t before. She wanted to leave right this second. But her name on his lips… She turned around, cursing. 
 
    She saw him floating there, bobbing up and down with the waves, his head silhouetted by the ship’s failing lights. Darius. He wasn’t just a dying man now, another victim of the sea. She knew him. He was hers. Wet lips, shining eyes, shaking teeth. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to die for you, too,” he murmured. 
 
    Stupid human. 
 
    She gave a push with her tail, and surfaced next to him, her wet curls floating in the inky waters around his already stiff body. “If that’s your way of telling me you care for me, Brown Eyes,” she said, “then you need to find a better one.” 
 
    With that, she leaned in, and breathed all the air she could into him, filling him up to the brim. She felt it as her strength entered his body, felt his vitality return inside him, even if it would be only for a few seconds. 
 
    When she let him go, he floated there, making no move to swim away from the breaking ship, staring into her face as if he’d entirely lost his mind. She muttered a curse. She flicked her wrist and a piece of floating debris, a large piece of wood that could easily support him, came to her obediently on the waves. 
 
    “Here.” She placed his hands on it and dragged him onto the wood so that the majority of his body would be out of the cruel water. “For Seidon’s sake, hold on.” 
 
    He nodded, lucidity returning to his eyes, and she took his chin in her fingers, not caring who saw. “If you really want to show me you care for me, even a tiny little bit…” It was hard to breathe, and not because of the cold. “If you want me to see this love you say will melt me… Then this is how I’ll know: Promise me you won’t die again.” 
 
    “I will, someday.” His teeth were chattering, and his eyes were pouring water again. He was crying. For her.  
 
    In the distance, someone started screaming his name in a voice thick with water. She had to get out of there. Now. 
 
    “Well, it sure as Seidon won’t be today,” she said, and disappeared into the black waters. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t. She dove away, but she didn’t go far. He pulled her like a magnet, and she had to see what happened to him. So she did. 
 
    She saw him jump back into the water, but he didn’t let go of the piece of wood. He helped load children in a boat, then he climbed onto the raft she’d given him. He repeated this process, helping whoever was left alive in the water, but he always returned onto the floating wood, careful to warm himself up. She stayed in the water, watching over him and the other survivors from a small distance, concealed by the utter blackness of the sky, as the night dragged on and on. Finally, a ship arrived. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    She watched him from afar for years, looking for him whenever she surfaced on Earth. Watched him fall in love, get married, have children, grandchildren. She saw the brothers he’d spoken of—one of them had survived. She watched him grieve the loss of his brother, of his friends, she saw him take care of his dead brother’s wife and children. She saw him make a life for himself in the new land, and although she could still see the struggle and strife he’d spoken of, things got better for him gradually. He worked himself to the bone and he loved with all his heart, and it took him years and years to smile again, but eventually he did. 
 
    He laughed a lot, and his laughter rang pure and true. When his children grew older, he was able to give them a much better life than the one he himself had grown up in, and she was happy for him, because she knew that he’d gone through this entire journey and almost died for them; for the children that he hadn’t had yet, when she’d met him. 
 
    All of this she saw from afar and in broken fragments, never letting him know she was there, keeping watch over him. 
 
    And every time she saw him, a piece of ice melted in her emotionless heart. 
 
    But Seidon, the pain. The pain was excruciating. It hurt so much, feeling things. Seeing him live his life, this life she would never be a part of. Ever. It hurt impossibly. But for the first time in her centuries-long life, she didn’t mind the pain. 
 
    The ice princess was melting. 
 
    She just hoped this melting wouldn’t one day cost her her life. But for now, for Darius…She wouldn’t take it back, not one moment of it. Every stab of pain reminded her of how he’d looked at her, how he’d kissed her, how he’d made her feel. How much he’d cared. He’d kept his promise to her: he hadn’t died that day in the shipwreck. He hadn’t died for a long, long time after that day. And she’d kept her own part of the promise, no matter how much it hurt. It took years and years, but finally she realized it. 
 
    This ‘caring’ Darius had spoken of. Love. 
 
    It was worth it. 
 
    It was worth the pain, the weakness, the vulnerability. The defeat. Maybe someday it would even be worth dying for. Caring for someone, loving someone, if that someone was special… yes, it was worth it. 
 
    It was all worth it. 
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    Ice Mermaid is novella from the Salt for Air series 
 
    Salt for Air by M.C. Frank 
 
     
 
    Greek mythology meets The Little Mermaid in this delicious fantasy novel about a quiet, nerdy girl who meets a mer prince in her bathroom. Perfect for fans of The Heroes of Olympus and the Lux series. 
 
      
 
    Seventeen-year-old Ellie dreams of mermen. She writes fanfiction about them and spends time in underwater kingdoms in her imagination, trying to escape the sad reality: she is an orphan. And not only that, but she’s bullied every day at school -she’s a nerd, she hates sports, she loves books and she used to be overweight. What’s not to bully?

One day, the bullies go too far. They try to drown her, but at the last minute an otherworldly creature shows up in the water. He keeps her breathing and tells her to live: "How will you be able to save anyone if you can't even save yourself?"

She thinks it was a dream, but the emerald-eyed merman boy who rescued her appears in her school the next day. Is he really the exiled prince of an ancient kingdom that's on the brink of utter destruction? And is he asking her to save him? Or is something far more sinister and deadly lurking in the water that surrounds her little Greek town?

When myth and reality collide, can love save their lives? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    READ ON 
 
    for an excerpt 
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    For my dad who would have loved it 
 
    but will never read it 
 
      
 
      
 
    Let no one steal your crown. 
 
      
 
    Revelations 3:11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie’s Blog 
 
    Rules for surviving bullies 
 
      
 
    #1 
 
    Did you know that when someone is bullied, they’re forced to become a different person than they would have if they hadn’t been bullied? Distrustful of people, clammed up in themselves, always doubting their own worth and strengths… 
 
    When you bully someone, you’re basically robbing them of their true future self. 
 
      
 
   

 

 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. 
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