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Prologue - The Ferryman

     
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     Gregor Porthmeus pulled the boat’s wheel toward the Maine coast and watched sourly as the storm turned to follow him. 
       The Atlantic rolled and peaked in his wake, long fingers of white foam clawing up the inside faces of the waves. He shoved the throttle all the way forward, hoping for more speed, and bit down hard, ground his teeth together so he wouldn’t bite his tongue. The hull cut through the water, lifted off a crest into the air, went vertical—bow first, and rode the steep canyon wall of water into the darkness below. 
       On the way down, he passed a blur of silver-green off the port side, something human-shaped against the muddy gray sea, but when he blinked away the rain and looked back, it was gone.
       But it would return.
       It called his name across the waves, through the storm, a thin singing voice that reached his bones and made him glance over his shoulder one more time.
       Nothing there.
       Gregor shook more rain from his hair, inching his hands apart on the boat’s wheel, hands like wet bronze, stretched and polished around the knuckles; scar tissue, like welded seams, ran up the insides of his fingers. 
       His brows folded into a worried knot at the bridge of his nose, and his eyes squeezed shut for a moment. He willed them open, holding back tears. Bracing his feet apart, he turned away from the storm-black horizon to search the inside of his boat, looking for the child. 
       Rolled tarps and fishing gear skidded across the deck, tangling with the clothes and blankets thrown from the cabin. 
       Like any man, he feared the storm, but it only went in so far. There were deadlier things out there, things that swallowed boats whole, punishments longer and more painful than any tempest, masters who didn’t expect their slaves to fail. 
       “Kassandra.”  He whispered the child’s name as if it were a secret, as if saying her name aloud might unlock something hidden inside him. 
       He ducked to look in through the doorway, into the plastic and wood interior of the boat’s cabin, stopping on a curl of blanket sticking out from the shadows. The sleeping baby girl was right where he’d put her, under the bench next to his tackle boxes, wedged in place with wads of useless sea charts.
       “First they call me to bring her ashore, then they want her back?”
       Didn’t make sense.
       Gregor had picked her up—a tiny girl in a saltwater-soaked blanket, alone on a rock surrounded by towering waves, a rock that appeared on no chart he owned. His masters had commanded him to pick up the baby, and he’d nearly dashed open the hull of his boat against the rock, but managed to grab the girl without losing more than a few layers of paint and some barnacles.
       The first command had been pretty damn clear. Pick up the baby girl. Fail and die.
       It was also becoming clear someone wanted him to fail.
       And die.
       Hands slipping on the boat’s wheel, he shot another look over his shoulder.
       Something different moved in the waves, right under him, something large and made of ocean shadows, sliding just below the surface off the starboard side. 
       And astern, someone sang the name Porthmeus in one long wailing note that stood his hair on end. 
       Then things really went bad.
       The bow tipped into cold gray water, metal and fiberglass buckling, and the wheel hit Gregor in the stomach. Some monster from the abyss, toying with him all this time, sank its claws into the hull, stopped it in the water, and shook it hard. Windows shattered, wood squealed as if running along rocks.
       A rolling, clanking storm of tackle boxes, tools, silverware, and a baby wrapped in a blanket and wadded up sea charts tumbled from the boat’s cabin, pushed past Gregor’s legs, spilling across the deck. 
       Gregor gripped the wheel tighter with one hand and pounded the throttle with his fist. His last chance. He leaned toward the bow, holding on. The engines roared. The deck tilted back and the cold gray Atlantic swelled over the gunnels.
     



Chapter 1 - Kassandra

     
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     The water felt good, and held me in its arms. 
       It wasn’t the feeling I had expected just before drowning.
       But I’d been through worse.
       So I put my terror in a box, and shelved it somewhere in the back of my mind. Right next to a big locked box of rage, which came in handy sometimes. 
       Then I pulled in a deep breath and held it, because I thought I was going to need it. 
       Red Bear Lake closed over my head, smooth green folds of water, cool and gentle against my throat, and as the surface slipped away, a whispering voice drifted by, repeating one word, “Breathe.”
       I could feel an edge of panic trying to close in, but something in my head took over and mixed my own thoughts with strange new ones, distracting me. I will never know my real home—and I don’t mean St. Clement’s, my shitty boarding school in Nebraska. I mean my world. I will never know my language, my city, my people. I will never sing their songs. 
       Some of them were my thoughts. Some of them weren’t, and someone was mixing them together inside my head.
       And some didn’t even make sense. 
       I have a city?
       A flash of gold above me, and I looked up at a tiny loop of metal falling into the depths of Red Bear Lake with me, catching the sunlight in bright sparks.
       Paddling upright, I reached over my head through the green water, hooking it in my fingers. I pulled it in, stared at it a moment, and then looked up at the surface twenty feet above. 
       It was Deirdre’s bracelet. 
       Serves her right for pushing me in. 
       And it was beautiful, fine links that looked like little overlapping triangles of gold.  It was Deirdre’s and she deserved to lose it. I was about to let it go, lost forever at the bottom of the lake. I held my fist closed, looking into the black muddy depths below, and then opened my fingers, caught the bracelet and slipped it over my hand.
       Then let out more of my air.
       This seemed like the perfect time for panicking, but the silent gloomy lake was peaceful. Peaceful like death. Can my heart work after I’m dead?   
       Nope, and I could hear and feel my own heartbeat thudding in my chest—so, not dead yet.
       A woman’s whispering voice glided by, a soft rustle like water running over sand. I turned my head to chase it, and heard sad piping tones, growing louder as I fell into darker and darker water. 
       My mother’s song.
       I don’t remember anything about my mother or father, and the song I sometimes heard in the back of my mind was the only hint that I had once had a life somewhere else. There were words in the song but I didn’t understand them. Almost as if I had memorized the sounds of a different language—just like we’d been taught Frère Jacques at some point, but couldn’t say what the song was about. 
       And that sparked another strange thought, wondering for the first time if I was American.  And if not, what the hell was I doing here in the middle of it?
       The whispering again. “Breathe.” 
       I ignored it. It had to be some trick of sound underwater—I was trying to convince myself. 
       Until the whisperer used my name. 
       “Breathe, Kassandra.” It was a gentle and motherly voice, but now the word “breathe” was a command, and I felt the air in my lungs climbing into my throat in response.
       “Ar—are you stupid?” My voice came out muffled in wobbly bubbles that shot to the surface, glassy little worlds of air that caught and coiled through long tangles of my hair. 
       “Do not argue with me.” 
       Swinging my arms out, I paddled in a circle, looking for the speaker.
       That definitely sounded like something a mother would say—do not argue with me, and I found myself scowling now and rummaging around for the keys to that box of rage. 
       And the voice was getting impatient.
       The water was heavy against my skin. I kicked weakly. My throat burned, begging me to draw a breath. 
       Then the thought that I couldn’t make it back to the surface hit me—don’t know why it took so long. My arms were thrashing around on their own. I can’t stop sinking! 
       “Take the water inside you, Kassandra.”
       “Stop talking to me!”  The shout was a waste of air. I could hear my own voice in my head, but it came out of my mouth as a gurgling rush of noise and bubbles.
       The motherly voice came back, commanding, “Close your eyes. Now!” 
       I shut my eyes. The lake water burned in my throat, slippery and sharp and cold, like a mouthful of needles. There was a taste to the water, ancient chalk, a bitter rotting edge, something very old...and alive. 
       Greedy for air, the lake swallowed my life from the inside out, swelling in my lungs, pushing under my tongue, icy against my teeth. The chill swept over my lips and cheeks, around my ears and forehead, fingering my throat, my toes and fingers, surrounding every strand of hair. 
       The song grew stronger, walling off the rest of the thick fluid world around me. 
       And it became mine—all of this. A spasm of understanding ripped through me. 
       This is my world.
       On the outside, the lake water pressed against my skin. Somewhere deep inside, I felt a whirling current where my own thoughts had never traveled, sparks in the gloom of my closed eyes, flashing by me at first, and then they slowed down and let me catch glimpses of light reflecting off carved rocks, a sharp ledge over moving black water, a room with strong currents, spiraling endlessly around a wide lightless pit—the water falling into it, lost forever. I caught sight of a row of black doorways leading out of a wet stone chamber, and then it was gone.
       “Do not believe what they say about your mother,” the woman’s voice told me, and there was an angry edge to her words.
       My eyes snapped open, and I could feel my eyebrows climbing somewhere into the middle of my forehead.  And here I thought she was my mother.
       “Your mother saved you.”
       “But...”  A flash of angry teeth and fists, a voice shouting at me from the past. “Director Matrothy said my mother’s in prison, she murdered her best friend.”  
       “No, she did not. She saved you. She saved me. I am...my name isssszzzz—uh!  It won’t let me say it.”  She struggled to speak, sighed, and as her voice faded, said, “I must go.”
       Swinging my hands out to claw at empty water, I spun in the gloom. 
       “Please don’t!”  
       I waited for an answer, breathed slowly, the water heavy in my throat and lungs. No one answered. The song had died, the voice was gone, and the silence hurt.
       I’m breathing underwater. 
       Definitely have to tell my science teacher, Mr. Henderson about this.
       Then the lake jumped, blurred my vision, a ring of rapidly expanding water, like the shockwave of a bomb exploding in the depths.  
       I looked past my feet, and a woman’s sickly pale face emerged from the gloom, her skin a washed out greenish color. Her long stringy black hair floated about her head, medusa-like. The skull of some small sharp-toothed animal floated in front of her, on a chain around her neck. The pale woman opened her mouth, grinning with rows of sharpened teeth as she grabbed my ankle and jerked me toward the bottom.
       Screaming, I threw my head back, reaching for the surface. 
       The water thickened with clouds of silt, and this thing with sharp teeth dragged me like an anchor to the floor of the lake. 
       It spoke to me, a raspy high-pitched screech. “Give me your other foot, girl.”
       I snapped one leg up and kicked. My heel caught the woman in the chin, cutting off a wailing tone that hit me with a thousand needle stabs.
       Soft ribbons of blood curled around me. Shit. Like real needles. 
       You witch!  
       I just floated there, looking down at this monster, thoughts racing through my head, but too fast to catch and act on any of them. That was all it took. A few seconds hesitation and I’d lost any advantage I’d just won kicking her in the face. 
       Move your ass, Kassandra. 
       Another screechy noise from below. The sound chased me, turning when I turned, diving deeper into the lake to follow me. 
       I flipped on my back, trying to get out of its way, heading into the darkness, panicking because insane questions were lining up in my head. Who knew there were witches lurking in the depths of obscure inland lakes?  Ratty black hair, pale skin, wearing aquatic mammal skulls as jewelry?  Had to be a witch. What else could it be?
       And then a more important question shouldered its way to the front. I can swim?
       I had never had swimming lessons. A bathtub gave me nightmares. Five gallons gathered in one place was enough to make my knees shake.
       It was like dancing. I twirled in the water, ducking my head, arching my back against another attack of sharp noise. A glance back, and I kicked fluidly away. My body knew how to move, spiraling and bending, an acrobat dodging a drawerfull of thrown knives.
       Then, because it felt like the right thing to do, I stopped under watery sunlight about fifty feet down, paddling upright when everything went quiet.
       The lake witch shot out of the gloom, grabbed me, her grinning face shoved forward; fingernails like icy claws ripped through my shirt, digging into my arms, working their way to my throat. 
       Nothing to hold on to, nothing solid to brace myself against. The witch pushed me upside down, and I kicked, twisting my shoulders out of her hold.  Her sharp nails cut through my skin. 
       Kicking away, I tasted my own blood curling in the water, a weird bitter tingling that slid over my tongue. 
       Beneath me, the lake witch flipped over in one snapping motion—very fishlike—and came after me, teeth bared, something close to a smile on her face. Another quick look and I kicked straight up, cupped my hands, pulled the water past me, trying to get to the surface as fast as I could.
       The witch screeched again. 
       Weaving through the water wasn’t enough. The sound chased me, and when it caught me, it went right through my shorts and shirt, though my skin to my bones, leaving hundreds of separate points of pain. 
       In the water, noise hurts. Waving away more of my blood. Hurts like fuck.
       I tucked my head down, diving back into the darkness, slicing through a thick cloud of stirred up mud, and it swirled around me like a billowing black cumulus. 
       Against the burn, I urged my legs to kick faster, leveling out when I sensed the lake’s muddy floor. 
       Yeah, I could feel the bottom of the lake coming at me, a sort of tone way in the back of my head that pitched higher as I approached it. Swinging right, just half a turn to get me headed in the right direction, I pushed my aching muscles harder and shot back toward the surface.
       Off on my left, I passed the witch coming the other way, and she did a sharp kicking one-eighty and came after me.
       This cat and mouse game wasn’t going to end well.
       As fast as I pushed my legs and clawed at the water, it wasn’t enough, glancing down in panic as the sharp-toothed woman closed the distance.
       The water brightened, bursts of light catching Deirdre’s bracelet in distracting flickers on my wrist. The surface wasn’t far, but it was clear the witch would catch me before I broke through. 
       And the anger building inside me finally jumped to the front, slid into my arms and legs. I spun to face my pursuer with my fists out, baring my teeth.
       “Leave me the fuck alone!”
       A wave of dizziness. My own voice rang painfully in my ears as if I’d yelled through a megaphone. The sound of my words rolled away from me, gathering momentum, shattering the water into a milky cloud of tiny bubbles. 
       I hadn’t expected that. I fought the shaky feeling in my head, and let my body drift in a cartwheel that brought me upside down, facing the lake’s floor, shocked at what I had just done to the water. 
       The witch sank into the gloom, eyes closed, her pale arms curled around her drawn up legs. 
       And silence returned to the lake. 
       Drifts of blood floated around me with bits of dead leaves and other organic shit, blood coiling through long tangles of my hair.
       Holy crap, I’m tired.
       I looked up, but didn’t have the energy to lift my hands, cup them and swim to the surface. It wasn’t even that far away. My head sagged back, lolling to one side, and I stared up through no more than thirty feet of water at the blinding sun, flickers of it coming through soft swells and crests, a shadow of something on the surface looming off on my right. I didn’t have enough strength to find out what it was.
       Then I remembered my anger; it roared to life, flowed through me, pounding in my temples.
       I didn’t want to get in the damn water in the first place!  That bitch, Deirdre and her accomplices Autumn and Cornelia had taken me to the middle and thrown me in.
       Then an uglier image stepped all over Deirdre and hung in the center of my mind: the director of the entire girl’s department of St. Clement’s Education Center.  
       Ms. Matrothy. 
       I don’t like being pushed around, but I’d never been able to stop Matrothy.  She was like a force of Nature, a wall of brick coming at me, a monster with a brain so small it couldn’t be reasoned with.
       Took me a few tries to open my eyes, and then I looked past my feet, into the gloom, no sign of the witch. Probably on the bottom, still in the fetal position I put her in. I had stopped her just by shouting. 
       I did that with my voice.
       Tilting my neck back dizzily, I started to shake my head, but it hurt too much. 
       What the hell is happening to me?  Sure, all the girls at St Clement’s got the your-body’s-going-to-change talk when they moved into the nine-to-sixteens department, but no one said anything about breathing underwater. 
       No, this is different. This is...something else. 
       I felt as if I should feel out of place, but I didn’t. 
       Floating there, breathing it in, living underwater seemed right, more natural than living in the middle of Nebraska ever had. 
       With the thought of my boarding school, the face of Ms. Matrothy pushed its way back into my head, shoving everything else aside. I bit down hard, grinding my teeth and focused on the surface. 
       Matrothy. 
       Like before, the rage started out small, but quickly turned twisted and jagged, roaring in my ears. I felt like I could punch a hole through this world. Fists tight, the anger exploded inside me, a burn like acid in my stomach, moving through my lungs, into my throat, a hot halo that hung around me in the water as if I had ripped my insides out. 
       I kicked into the light.
       
     
     



Chapter 2 - The Girl who was Afraid of Water
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     It was like hitting a brick wall. I broke through the surface of Red Bear Lake, and for a few seconds, didn’t know what to do.
       I shut my eyes against another wave of dizziness and vomited up everything in my stomach. Then my lungs erupted, pasting my tongue to the floor of my mouth. I choked, sucking in water and air that burned in my throat, and then I sank into the lake up to my chin. 
       Forcing my eyes open, I reached desperately into the air. 
       In the last twenty minutes, I had slipped so easily into another world under the water, and now the thin world above seemed harsh and alien, cold and dry against my skin and painfully bright. Water splashed in my face, blinding me. 
       Someone called out, a girl’s voice. “Kass!”
       I spun toward it, clutching madly at the lake’s surface. Jill?  And where Jillian Crosse was, Nicole Garcia was never far. The two of them were inseparable.
       Something hard hit me in the forearm, scraped along to my elbow before I realized what it was. I clutched the oar, and managed to get my eyes open. Jill yanked me toward the rowboat she and Nicole had taken out on the water.
       “Come on, pull yourself up, girl.” Jill’s voice had a rough panicky edge. “Keep your eyes open.”
       Easy for you to say. I lunged forward, shaking heavy tangles of my hair out of my face. I saw both of them now, Jill and Nicole, closest things I had to friends at Clement’s.  Kneeling over the boat’s side, Jill grabbed my shirt and one belt loop, pulled me backward against the hull, while Nicole—much stronger than Jill or I—dug her hands under my arms. 
       Together they heaved me into their boat, with me kicking and gripping the wood rail like a madwoman.
       The three of us dropped to the benches, arms draped over the sides, gasping for air, and Jill, who never shut up, said between breaths, “Shit, you... scared... us... to... death.” 
       Nicole recovered first and sat up, throwing the working end of the oars back in the water, and shoving the handles into the locks. “What happened to you?”
       “Oh, uh...”  I managed to whisper. “I fell in.” 
       “Yeah. Obviously.”  Nicole pushed the oars deeper into the water and got us pointed toward the shore. “We thought you were...”  There was a pause, and then her voice came back scared. “gone.”
       “Did you come up for air?” Jill put in hopefully.
       Nicole drove the oars, glancing over her shoulder at the crowd of St. Clement’s girls at the lake’s edge, her black braids swinging around her head. “So glad you’re alive.” 
       The warm wood against my neck, the sunlight on my face, I closed my eyes, whispering, “Me too.”
       Jill pulled at the torn sleeve of my shirt. “Tell us what hap—you’re bleeding all over the place!”
       I twisted sideways, lifting my eyelids for a second, long enough to investigate the damage. Then wiped away some of the blood seeping through my shirt, dribbles of it running down my arms. I closed my eyes. “Not enough to kill me.” 
       Jill got all motherly, pressing her shirt against the cuts on my shoulder to stop the bleeding. “What happened after Deirdre tossed you in?”
       I let a few seconds pass, opened one eye to see if they expected me to answer. Then shrugged and felt the cuts in my shoulders pull tight, opening the wounds. 
       Jill and Nicole exchanged worried looks. 
       “Did you stop breathing?”
       My eyes went wide, startled by the question, but I decided I didn’t really need to lie. Just be vague. 
       “I don’t think so.”
       “Then you must have come up for air and we didn’t see you.”
       “Yeah,” I said slowly. “Yeah. I guess.”
       Jill pointed to the road that led through the trees to the picnic area next to the lake. A small fire truck came around the last bend in the road, sirens blaring.
       “Sirens,” I whispered. “I hear the sirens calling me.”
       Jill gave Nicole another worried look, and Nicole jutted her chin back. “You bail. I’ll keep rowing.” 
       I levered my body up and turned to look into the lapping water. My body was one loose pile of weariness, arms and legs draped over the bench and rail, but there was a race of questions in my head. 
       What the hell just happened?  My life had changed in the last twenty minutes. The world wasn’t the same as it had been when I woke that morning. There were pale witches lurking in the muddy bottoms of lakes in Nebraska, and my mother was not a murderer.
       Nicole pulled in the oars when the boat hit the first boulders. Two medical technicians shouldered their way through the crowd, throwing a blanket around me, leading me by the elbows to level ground next to their truck. 
       I let my thoughts run their race of questions and speculations while they checked my breathing, flashed bright lights in my eyes, and squeezed my fingernails to see how long it took for the color to return. They made sharp little remarks like, “eyes open to speech” and “withdraws from pain.” 
       One of them cleaned and wrapped the torn skin on my shoulders and upper arms. It looked ugly, starting to get pale and shriveled at the edges. 
       Looked like some carnivore had attacked me. 
       And that’s sort of the way it went, right?
       The EMT glanced past me, out at the lake. “How did you cut up your shoulders?” 
       I barely heard him, drifting in my thoughts. But I sat up straight when the other EMT rubbed antiseptic along the inside of my arm, preparing for something intravenous.
       I’d had enough needles stuck in me today. I shook my head and pulled my arm away. 
       “It’ll just sting for a moment.” 
       What you all say. I threw him a then-I’ll-only-sting-you-for-a-moment look.
       “Come on. It’s just—”
       I tried to stand up. Took me a couple tries. “Get away from me. I’m fine.”
       Then I threw off the blanket and rubbed away the cold antiseptic. 
       One of the technicians held out his hands, blue-gloved fingers spread. “We’re not going to hurt you.”
       I just glared back, fists going tight. “I am going to hurt you.”
       The one with the needle shifted around so that I stood between them. The crowd of St. Clement’s girls hemmed us in beyond that.
       “Please.”  The EMT tried a calm voice. “Sit down.”
       Looking for a way out. “Leave me alone.”
       I backed away from the one with the needle. It was clear those words did a lot more under the water than above it. They had no effect on these people. 
       Then Ms. Matrothy pushed her way through the girls, came up behind me, and grabbed my wrist, twisting it into the air.
       “That’s mine!” Deirdre’s indignant shout broke through the murmuring in the crowd. “She stole my bracelet.”
       The director pulled my arm higher, a twist in my joints, and pain shot through my shoulder, along with a warm wash of blood into the bandages. 
       “You took Deirdre’s bracelet.” Not even a hint of a question.
       I shook my head. “It was sinking to the bottom of the lake.”
       “And I suppose you swam down to retrieve it?”  
       I swallowed hard. “Yeah.”
       “You can’t even dog-paddle. Don’t play stupid with me, girl.”
       “But—”
       “I was here when they brought you in a dirty blanket.” Matrothy’s face was turning red. “I’ve been here every day since. You’ve been afraid of water since you were four years old.”
        That hit me, stopped the questions running in my head. “What…” I was going to ask what happened when I was four but I had vague violent memories of what that was about. Matrothy shoving my head against the bottom of the bathtub, soap and water filling my mouth, my lungs—and then getting an ass-kicking afterward for throwing it up all over her.
       But a more pressing question burst out of me. “Who brought me?”
       “Ms. Matrothy, make her give it back,” Deirdre’s voice interrupted, and the director released me.
       “Take the bracelet off and give it back to its rightful owner.”
       My face went hot. I hadn’t really noticed all the girls from the department gathering so close. They stared at me, and there were disappointed whispers as I slipped the ring of gold links over my hand. Deirdre snapped it away from me with a sniff. 
       “Pathetic criminal,” said Matrothy in a low growl. “Just like your mother.”
       “I’ll cut out your tongue!”  I screamed the words without thinking, pulling them from somewhere deep and unstable inside. I spun to the director, hands out defensively, my wet hair swinging and curling in the air.
       The crowd of nine-to-sixteens girls backed away. Even the EMTs tensed up.
       “Get on the bus.” Matrothy stepped in, looming over me, flexing the fingers of one hand and making a fist, pulling at the collar of her old fishing vest with the other. Right on the edge of something violent. Then the director reeled it in. She couldn’t break any bones in front of the EMTs. Matrothy took them aside, not really lowering her voice, and lied to them about sending me along to the doctor when we got back to school. Like that’s going to happen. They packed up their equipment and the director returned, crunching across the loose gravel. 
       She pointed at me and then at the bus. “You can wait in your seat until the rest of us are done having fun. You’re dismissed.”
       I held my psycho mouth tight, turned and walked across the parking lot, climbed the stairs, and took a seat in the back. Sliding across to the window, I leaned my forehead against the warm glass and stared at the lake through the trees. So tired. So many questions. If I closed my eyes, it felt like I wouldn’t wake for days.
       “Who are you?” I whispered the question to myself and to the woman whose singing I’d heard in the water. Not the greenish looking one with sharpened teeth—well, okay, even her. 
       There were no answers, and I closed my eyes, trying to remember the song. 
       My mother’s song. 
       Nothing came to me. 
       Apparently, I was asleep when the fun ended and the rest of the St. Clement’s nine-to-sixteens boarded. I was completely out through most of the ride back.
       Pulling up in front of the St. Clement’s main entrance, we jumped down from the bus, weary after the day’s activities. When we got up to the second floor—to our dorm hall, it was mostly end of the day activities, flopping, exhausted onto beds, some chatting, reading, playing cards or videos. 
       Deirdre and her friends threw me contemptuous looks from the hall’s end. Jill, Nicole, and a couple others were sympathetic but didn’t dare show it clearly.  Down the row from me, four beds down, a girl was crying about something inconsequential, and I felt her tears in the air. She was one of those perpetual criers, two or three times a week, sobbing like a baby. But this was the first time I could smell and taste her tears in the air.
       Made me sick to my stomach.
       So I shoved my head in my pillow, closed my eyes, tried to shut out the world, and the more it intruded, the less it felt like mine—the less it felt like it had ever been my world.
     



Chapter 3 - The Guardian
     
       
       
     
     
     
     
       
       
     I wasn’t dreaming about tears when I woke with the taste of saltwater in my mouth. I was dreaming of seeds buried for years, of witches pulling me into the depths of muddy inland lakes, and I was dreaming about my mother—the shreds of a memory about my mother singing to me. She was faceless. I had no idea what she looked like.
       There was just that song my heart told me had once been hers.
       So, the day didn’t begin with tears, but with a dream of something waking inside my head, a seed opening, its shell splitting violently, and there was a cold dark underworld ready to grow inside me. 
       An ocean world. 
       The sounds of the others in the hall waking and talking broke through now and then. It was an otherwise normal Sunday morning, but I woke to find out I wasn’t me anymore. I was something dangerous. I was something more. I was something no one asked me to be.
       The world still looked the same—same nine-to-sixteens hall, same bunch of girls sharing it with me, same school in the middle of Nebraska, but I knew I was different when I opened my eyes.
       Ms. Matrothy usually let all the girls sleep late every Sunday morning. Some were early risers and had already gone down to the cafeteria for breakfast. 
       I rolled over, dropped my legs off the bed and bent forward, groaning at the morning light coming through the closed curtains. As usual, my hair fell in tangles around my face, and when I pulled it out of my eyes, I saw the strangest thing:  
       Our great and terrible Director Matrothy stood in the doorway grinning, a push-broom in one hand and a tray with a bowl of cereal in the other. She looked right at me, and then showed me more of her teeth when she caught me staring back.. 
       “Happy birthday.” Matrothy made a creepy snickering noise and thrust the broom at me. “You’re on cleaning duty for the entire hall over the next week, today through next Saturday.”
       Yippee-damn-do.
       The girls department director set down the tray with the cereal, spoon and cup of water. “Bathrooms, floors and windows. I want the baseboards cleaned of scuff-marks. Dust underneath the beds. Windowsills wiped.”  She paused with a thoughtful look. “Actually...I think your birthday was yesterday.”  She threw open the curtains, letting in a blaze of sunlight. Nearly blinded me. 
       What is this, like punishment for getting through my birthday alive?  
       Yesterday had been rough. Drowning at the St. Clement’s Nine-to-sixteens Girls picnic at Red Bear Lake, Jill and Nicole rowing out to save me and get me back to shore, with me coughing up all the water in my lungs on the way. And what had started it all? On Matrothy’s orders, Deirdre and her accomplices had shoved me in their boat, taken me out to the middle and tossed me in.  
       And today, Matrothy decided I needed to pay for what had happened? Under what twisted view of things did that follow from drowning? How did it follow from you can save your own damn skin, Kassandra? 
       Welcome to every bit of sense my world makes.
       All thanks to Ms. Matrothy, the Director of the Girls’ Department for St. Clement’s Education Center.
       I just stared at her, too tired to say anything. 
       “You’re not to speak with anyone about anything but school work.”  To make it clear, she shot a glare at Jill and Nicole, both of them sitting across the aisle on Jill’s bed.  
       Matrothy’s monstrous face swung back to me, metal things jingling in the pockets of that hideous fishing vest she always wore. “You will not set foot outside the hall today.”  She pointed to the rest of the girls in the department. “They will be playing outside and you will not. They will be going to the cafeteria to have lunch, dinner, and dessert. You will remain here.”  As if some school rule suddenly got in the way, she added, “I’ll send up Mrs. Hipkin later with some lunch.”
       Must feed the inmates.
       Matrothy looked at my messy hair, sniffed as if offended by disarray, and stumped off.
       Both Jill and Nicole threw me hints of smiles, a strained friendliness as they left for the day. Most of the others were afraid to look at me.
       Maybe I was scary? Drowned girl back from the dead?  
       Deirdre made a crazy loud show of my...predicament, mimicking Ms. Matrothy enraged, swinging her fists, then—shifting character—cowering, rubbing her eyes, sobbing, in what I guessed was an imitation of me—although I had never cried tears in my life. 
       In fact, I couldn’t.
       Deirdre the Bitch and her friends finally cleared out, making sure they made plenty of streaks on the baseboards on their way. 
       “Give her something to do while we’re enjoying ourselves outside.” 
       School had just started again, and this had been the sunniest summer I could remember in all my years here—somewhere in the heart of Nebraska. Even I wasn’t clear where we were on the map.  You’d think I’d know. Been here long enough.
       Matrothy was right about my birthday, which was a bit creepy. Someone had dumped me at Clement’s when I was a little over a year old. 
       The last girls left the hall, a group of eleven-year olds who gave me some serious glaring and head-shaking, like Deirdres-in-training. 
       Folding my arms, I glared right back.  Snotty little fucks. 
       Leaning on the handle of the push-broom, I sat alone in the hall, half listening to the talking, laughing, and music drifting in from the yard. Then got up, lifted the window to let it all in.
       Someone said my name, but when I looked down, I couldn’t tell who. I turned away from the window and took in the long row of twenty-six beds, nightstands and curtains, then beyond them to the lounge with the homework tables, couches and TV, to the hall door. 
       I was angry and alone, a prisoner here, doing things I didn’t want to do. 
       Nothing ever changes, I started, but cut the thought short. 
       Some things had definitely changed. Somewhere under the water, deep in Red Bear Lake, lived a woman with sharp teeth and a voice that felt like needles on my skin. 
       Things haven’t changed? 
       How about I’m a total water breathing freak? I should have drowned. I was under for half an hour with water heavy in my lungs. I was breathing it in like air.
       And I can swim. 
       The whole witch attacking me thing felt dreamlike now. I was underwater, fighting for my life. It’s possible that part could have been...delirium setting in. 
       That’s another problem that’s surfaced recently. I’m thinking in words that aren’t always mine, like “delirium.”  Who the hell uses the word “delirium” anyway?  
       What is this, like some kind of latent blooming of last year’s vocabulary lessons?  
       Latent? 
       Blooming?  
       I ground the broom into the floor, and liked the way it made my muscles burn and made my arm shake. The broom’s bristles rustled against the wood like a box of scurrying rats. 
       I was so angry I felt like...
       Crying was something I’d seen a million times.  I just didn’t know how it worked. My head sunk forward. I squeezed my eyes closed, and tried to make them, you know, do their thing. Crying. Knew exactly what it looked like. People seized up, shuddering, streams of water poured from their eyes, over their cheeks, running into their mouths, dripping off their chins. When they wept they made coughing and choking noises, sometimes moaning and shrieking hysterically. 
       I tried all of these but nothing happened. My eyes are broken. I had just never been able to cry tears. 
       When I stopped shrieking hysterically, I noticed the noise from outside had died. I got to my feet and moved to the window overlooking the yard. Some of the girls had heard me screaming and looked up with curiosity at the second floor windows.
       Deirdre stood out among her dull friends, swishing her long hair like a show pony’s tail. She laughed too loudly, pointing at me.
       Holding my mouth shut so I wouldn’t be tempted to shout something, I turned away and got to work. Threw off pajamas, pulled on jeans, a tank top under a boy’s button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and my old hiking boots. 
       The chores weren’t too bad, didn’t require a lot of thinking on my part, and I could spend those thoughts on important things like how come I can’t drown? Or what the fuck was up with that witch and her needly screaming? 
       I started by dusting under the beds and sweeping the hall. I even made a game of kicking the metal dustpan down the aisle, letting it soar between the beds before it struck one of the legs or stopped on its own, spinning and scraping noisily across the floor. Landing on someone’s bed was out of bounds. The trick was to get it to fly as straight as possible. 
       The dustpan was sharp and heavy and had a tendency to flip to the left, making extra long kicks tricky. I was going for a record of kicking it past six beds when Matrothy made a surprise check, slipping into the hall and down the aisle just as I gave the pan a solid boot. 
       Too late to recall it. 
       It flew in a beautiful arc and nailed the director high on the shins. 
       Matrothy staggered, throwing out one arm, grabbed a bed-frame to get her balance, clutching at her knees with the other.
       “What are you doing?”  She managed to shout the question before the pain sunk in. The heavy dustpan had dug deep into one of her legs just below the knee, the handle caught her solid in the other leg. 
       And the pain affected her ability to speak. Her lips kept moving without sound. Her face went red and puffy like a scalded plum. Shaking, she made a fist, but was unable to find more words. She bent forward feebly, huffing for one long minute while I just stared at her, powerless to help and too frightened to move. 
       What could I do?  
       Matrothy hunched down over her bent legs, and finally glanced up, stammering something about strangling me in a high-pitched whisper. Then she limped out of the room in a crouching waddle, stumbled at the threshold, and slammed the door. A second later she opened it with some trouble, and then slammed it again.
       Frozen in place, I waited for the director to return, but the shot to the legs had apparently taken her down. 
       I leaned on the broom and stared at the door. Then shrugged, nodding over a conclusion I’d just drawn. 
       In the world of uncertainty Matrothy made for me, there was one thing—at this moment in time—I knew for sure: short of sneaking a guy into the hall, what could I possibly do to get into more trouble?  What catastrophe could I cause that would lower me any further in Matrothy’s eyes?
       What hell could I possibly raise now?  
       It was time to get back to business. The sun blazed through the windows while I cleaned every pane, wiping the dust from the mullions. I stood on a chair to get the tops of the frames. I paused over my open window for a moment, catching the late summer breeze, and wiped the sweat from my forehead and throat. 
       There’s a sense of order I like about the hall when it’s clean, but the real reason I worked hard was that the sooner I finished, the sooner I could slouch on my bed and read. Books are all I have left.
       I hopped off the chair and ran the length of the hall with the cloth, sliding it along each of the windowsills, and then back down the other side, wiping every surface. 
       Lost in thought about the pale witch in the lake, and most of the way done with the baseboards, it took me a few seconds to understand the nature of a wet slapping and thudding noise that came from behind me. I looked around the room. Laughter outside rising in loud choppy barks.
       “Kassandraaaaaah!”  Someone—it sounded like Deirdre—was shrieking with delight. “Come out and plaaaaaaay!”
       A sloppy wad of dirt came through my open window, splashing across the floor, spraying my bed. 
       There was mud everywhere. 
       I jumped to my feet, raced across the room, and slammed the window down. Autumn—Deirdre’s enforcer—sneered at me and hurled a handful of mud. Cornelia followed. Wet chunks of dirt splattered the glass and oozed into a solid brown film at the bottom. Deirdre stood next to them, encouraging them, but not about to get her pretty fingers dirty.
       Autumn and Cornelia pointed up at the mess they had made all over my window, and then bent down around the water pipe that stuck out of the ground not far from the building. The faucet dripped continually and there was always a shallow muddy pool beneath it, green and slimy. 
       For a moment, I couldn’t think of anything to do other than stare down at them through the mud-streaked glass. Then I turned and looked at my bed, stunned, my heart suddenly thumping hard. There was a weird loose and scattered feeling in my head, not dizziness, maybe paralysis, no way to decide if I should let my anger off its leash or...cry. 
       I wish.
       There was one clear section of floor at the foot of my bed, and I jumped to it, wheeling to take everything in. My hands were shaking, so I curled them into fists. Then my fists shook, and then my arms. My head felt light. I really had to find some place to sit down.
       Greenish slime oozed over my blankets, pillow and sheets. Mud all over the curtains, the floor, dripping down the nightstand and seeping into the drawers. The breakfast tray was splattered brown and there were chunks of something solid in the bowl of soggy cereal.
       I groaned and dropped on the clean end of my bed, let my face fall into my hands. A small spasm rushed up my back and snapped my head down. Then an unzipping crinkle of bone and muscle ran up my spine. I sniffled and wiped my nose, staring at the mud on the blanket next to me. 
       I froze. Felt it. A small cold line of water inching down my cheek, a teardrop. 
       Aren’t tears supposed to be warm, body temperature? But what do I know?  Never done this before.
       My fingers came up automatically, but I stopped them an inch from my face. I was about to touch it—really wanted to, but then I wanted to feel it on my face. 
       I’ve made one tear. I’m really crying. A real tear. 
       It tickled as it traveled down the side of my cheek, rolling over my skin. I leaned forward and it dropped to the floor. I followed it down, starting to smile. 
       I listened for an insignificant wet tap. The tear hit the wood, rang like a tiny bell, and spread out. The small wet circle hissed and a watery cloud puffed out of it. It broadened and bubbled, sharp points rolling jaggedly up its sides as if something inside was trying to claw its way free.
       That can’t be right. I stared at it, jerking my feet off the floor. 
       “What is wrong with me?”
       The cloud expanded, growing thicker and taller, oozing over the beds, covering the space between me and the far wall in seconds. I screamed and scrambled back across the width of my bed, somersaulted rearward, and fell sprawling in the gap between mine and the next bed.
       “Why is this happening to me?” 
       Breathing hard, heart thudding in my chest, I pressed my fingers into the floor and lifted my head an inch at a time over the top of the bed. I had to yank my neck all the way back to see what it was. 
       A wall of water rippled from the floor to the ceiling. It stretched from one side of the hall to the other. 
       I got to my feet, unable to look away from it. 
       Colossal liquid bars broke away from the central mass and swung together like arms, and then the whole mass shifted along the far wall to make a semicircle around me. It reeked of salty ocean spray and seaweed, a body made of lapping seawater with a fluid lump centered on top. 
       The thing has a head on it!  
       The water around its face folded into a big ridge above two deep indentations, its eyes. It was doing the water monster equivalent of scowling down at me. Then it spoke to me. Its voice was heavy, a deep shuddering rumble that drove through my body like thunder.
       “You are not Ampharete.”
       I couldn’t move, rooted to the floor, staring up at the monster’s face. My mind stuttered over its words. Amph-air-eh-tay...Who?  And then everything in my head disintegrated into a shuddery fearful cold soup.
       “You are a girl,” he rumbled.
       And I just stared up at him stupidly.
       “Why have you summoned me?”  
       I didn’t know what he meant, but that line shuffled things back into place in my mind—even thought I caught a slight surprised tone in the deep growl. It also sounded like he wanted to know my name.
       “M—My nnnname is Kass—Kassandra.”
       He nodded, slow and watery. “I can see that you are the Wreath-wearer.” His voice built up like a freight train, and I stood like a stunned deer on the tracks, unable to get out of its way. “Why have you sent for me, Kassandra?”
       The head of the monster rotated side to side as if studying the hall. 
       “Why have you called me to this place?”  His voice pounded its way through my skin, bones, and then into the floor, and made me stagger back.
       “I called you?  Oh, I cried!  It’s my first time.”
       The two big branches of water swung in again, sending waves swirling up its body. It folded its arms, not very impressed. 
       “Do not make a habit of it.” 
       Sharp ridges of water danced along the edges of its shoulders and arms like pale blue flames. It was impatient. If it had feet, it would have been tapping one edgily.
       “But...but I cleaned...” I gestured around the hall. With all the water in the room, my mouth was completely dry. “Th—They threw mud.”  I pointed to the window next to my bed. 
       The monster made a deep rumbling noise that made the floor creak, and ripples of water eddied around its sides, a crest of sloshing ocean along the middle of its back, like the pointed clash of two opposing currents in a harbor. 
       I dropped my arms to my sides, trying to read something—anything—in its face. It had deep sockets where eyes should have been, and a wide horizontal line for a mouth with something glistening and sharp behind it. There was just no way I could tell what it was thinking. The rumbling could have been something like purring in a cat or it could be an I’m-starting-to-get-annoyed noise.
       “Okay.”  I need to do something. Tell him something. Before he get’s mad. The words rammed up against the back of my throat and wouldn’t come out. 
       But I knew what I wanted.
       My arm rose slowly, straightening out. My finger shook as I pointed to my bed, the window next to it, and the floor. It was a perfect match. They were covered in mud, and this giant...thing...it was made of water. 
       My voice came back, but only in a dry whisper. “Can you help me...uh...clean this up?”
       A deep spasm shook me from my toes to my scalp. My hair shuddered across my face. Every muscle in my body tightened until it hurt. 
       I knew immediately I’d made a mistake, but I peered up at him through my hair just to see what he’d do.  
       I tried to smile. Please don’t kill me.
       His eyes deepened, maelstrom eyes, and then widened. He swelled to twice his bulk, swallowing most of the room in a wall that covered the windows with a glowing mass of water and claws. His mouth gaped with gigantic pointed teeth of ice. 
       “I am a king among the offspring of Poseidonos!” 
       It was like a landslide of boulders, his voice rolling deeply. The beds bounced around like pebbles on a trampoline. 
       “Two thousand five hundred years ago I destroyed the entire fleet of King Darius in the waters off Mount Athos. I sent thirty thousand to their deaths!  I devoured them by the hundreds and picked their bones out of my teeth with the oars of their ships!  I can snap an oil tanker in half and pull it to the floor of the ocean. I can make a wave taller than the mountains. I can level cities. I am the son of Periklymenos and the Nereid, Eione. You may call me Ephoros!”
       I was shaking like a flag in a hurricane. All I heard were a bunch of names and a bunch of people killed and bones being picked out of teeth.
       “...and you have sent for me...TO DO YOUR LAUNDRY!”
       Ephoros was like a lion roaring at me, a lion twelve feet tall and thirty feet from tail to teeth. 
       I swallowed hard, made a few panicked “uh” noises. It could have been part of the whole begging-for-my-life-and-shaking-in-fear package, but I managed a slight nod and the faintest whisper, “Please?”
       Ephoros blinked and then shrunk down to his former size, stretching half the width of the room. His voice still boomed at me and made me shiver. 
       “It sounds like something your mother would have liked me to do.”  He paused and nodded wisely, rubbing his chin with a claw, and then sighed. “Actually...I am pretty good at it. I can get bloodstains out of a cotton and raw silk blend. Mud is very simple. Consider it done.”
       “My...mother?” 
       Just that fading memory of a song. I didn’t have parents. There wasn’t even a mention of them in my records.
       Ephoros ignored me. Two thick appendages, probably his fingers, emerged from the elephantine block of water that must have been one of his fists. They blended into one, and then broke away to make a thunderous bang that rattled the windows. For a king among the offspring of Poseidonos, it was the equivalent of snapping his fingers.
       Light came in hazy from outside, flickering colors through the moisture in the air. There was a rushing noise of water over rocks, and a blurred glassy sphere expanded to the ceiling over my bed, the floor, and furniture around it. I backed away, my hands going instinctively to my face. 
       The sphere vanished and there was no sign of the mud that Deirdre’s asshole friends had hurled through the window. Even the blankets and pillow looked dry. 
       Then the door banged open as if someone had kicked it in. I whirled toward the end of the hall, sucking in a breath at the same time. 
       Matrothy stood on the threshold, fuming and snorting like an ox, her shoulders pumping up and down on each side of her big ugly head. She was still a little bent from the dustpan incident, but the painkillers had obviously kicked in.
       
     
     



Chapter 4 - Ephoros
     
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     Matrothy stormed into the hall, boots thudding, fists up. “What the hell are you doing up here!”
       I tried to look innocent. Wide and innocent. That’s how you’ll get out of this. Eyes wide, mouth hanging wide open. Surprised I wasn’t drooling. 
       “Uh...Nothing. Nothing’s going on.”
       “Then why does it sound like you’re training several herds of elephants!”
       What, was she blind?
       “That was hi—” I turned and pointed. Gigantic, enormous water monster Ephoros was gone. He’d simply vanished. “Him.”
       Matrothy caught that one word, and was going to beat the hell out of me with it. “Him?  Him?”
       I had bigger problems. Where could something that big go in a hurry?
       Not to mention vanish in a flash and leave behind total chaos. 
       I stared around the hall. All of the beds had been pulled away from the walls, some were angled and stacked together along the center of the room. 
       Blinking a couple times didn’t seem to work.  I had to rub my eyes, not sure that I was seeing things right.
       “How did—?” I started to ask about the beds, then shut my mouth. Play dumb. Don’t make eye contact. There’s a chance the predator has already killed today.  
       Matrothy took another step down what remained of the aisle, wrinkled her nose, and sniffed the salt in the air. “What is that smell?  It’s like...something I’ve smelled before. I know it.”
       Matrothy’s searchlight gaze moved around the room, over the beds and windows. A slow worried frown formed on her face as she took in the disaster area, but after a minute of silence, the old grimace returned. She was nearly all the way to her usual bitter angry self when she noticed a pattern in the way the beds had been arranged. Then she exploded.
       “What is that!”
       The first thirteen beds spelled out “HA HA!” with Deirdre’s bed and nightstand positioned as the exclamation point. 
       Matrothy hit some record depth of rage, her fists clenching, her knuckles whitening. She blew foamy spit from her mouth. More saliva squeezed through her grinding teeth, sucked in and out with her breath. The director lunged. I ducked, but she got me by the ear. 
       “Who are you talking about, girl?  Who is this ‘him?’”
       I tried to pull out of Matrothy’s hold, fingers digging into her wrist. “No one!  I don’t know.” 
       “Who is it?  Where are you hiding him?”
       Matrothy scanned the room. Her voice dropped to a cold whisper. “Tell me now, Kassandra.”
       “I—I really don’t know!”
       “Did he help you do this with the other girls’ beds?”
       “No.”
       “Who is he?”  Matrothy pulled my ear harder, started shaking me. “Spit it out!  Who is he?  Who is he!  Who.  Is.  He!”
       My head was pounding, and there was a rushing water noise closing on us—but still far away.  Matrothy yanked down, threw me to my knees, and she lost her grip.
       Then there was a loud slurping noise. 
       I bent over, one hand pressed to my ear—hot and stretched by the feel of it. 
       Matrothy was screaming from far away. Deranged monster. I hope you fell out a window. 
       When I looked up, Ephoros was back, stretching over most of the room again, spanning half the far wall and wearing a grin, his teeth a tight row of icicles the circumference of tree trunks. 
       And there was Matrothy, floating in the watery space about halfway between the floor and ceiling. 
       Oh my god!  Ephoros ate the director!  
       “Put...Stop...Don’t!” 
       I danced around with my hands on my head, stuttering the first parts of several demands that apparently made no sense. Ephoros ignored me. He curled around to glare at Matrothy in her unfashionable vest, struggling inside the wall of water—his stomach.
       “I believe you are referring to me,” he rumbled. “You made use of the pronoun ‘he’ and its objective case ‘him’ several times. I am he who rearranged the beds. It was an amusing trifle to entertain the princess. I had no idea she was under the care of such a vulgar...whatever you are.” 
       Ephoros studied the struggling Ms. Matrothy with interest, teeth clicking and water sloshing along his shoulders. 
       “I do not know what it is about you, but you are not what you appear to be.”
       Matrothy’s shrieking was crackly and weak, her eyes bulging from her face. 
       Ephoros straightened—as much as he could in the hall—and vomited his wriggling breakfast onto the floor. Matrothy flopped about pathetically like a gigantic landed fish, mouth gaping, sucking in air, her body covered in thick clear slime, whatever Ephoros used for digestive juices. She wiped it off her face and the goop stuck to her fingers, pulling away in ropy webs. 
       “What is your name?”  Ephoros boomed down at her.
       Matrothy spent a minute struggling to get to her feet, and when she didn’t answer right away, he nudged her playfully with a giant watery finger. She slipped and fell flat on the slimy floor, her legs splayed. 
       Ephoros’ mouth closed on one side and his brows connected into a frowning expression. He waited for Ms. Matrothy to get to her feet again, then he dropped one massive finger right over the top of her. It went to the floor, enclosing her in a column of water. 
       The director’s arms snapped to her sides and her body went rigid. Her eyes stared ahead stupidly. Ephoros whispered something in another language, a long string of words that made the water prison undulate, and then he lifted his finger away. 
       Matrothy, dripping wet, without one look at me, walked briskly to the door, opened it, stepped out and closed it behind her.
       “She will remember nothing of what just happened.” 
       “Where did she go?”
       Ephoros sighed. “I have sent her to clean her teeth.”  He shook his head distastefully, water going everywhere. “Did no one teach her to care for them?”
       Even more monstrous than I thought. “Who are you?”
       “I have told you. You may call me Ephoros. I have other names, but that is one that I have used for many hundreds of years.”
       “And...the princess?”
       “Am I not speaking loud enough?”
       “Oh, come on. Me?”
       “You are the Wreath-wearer.”
       I looked up at him, curling my lips on one side. It didn’t sound like something I wanted to be. “The what?”
       “The one who is wreathed. The one who wears the gift of Poseidon.”
       I continued staring, my mouth dropping open. My tongue was picking at my teeth all by itself. 
       God of the sea?  That Poseidon?  
       I shook my head. “Uh...?”
       “You are the daughter of Ampharete, a princess of House Alkimides, the royal house of the Thalassogenêis.”
       He looked down at me and I gave him my totally lost look.
       “Your father was a lord of House Rexenor, but he disappeared not long after you were born. I would never tell anything but the truth to the wearer of the Wreath.”
       The way he said the word it was clear that it came with a capital W.
       “W—What’s the Wreath?”
       “It is part of you. It is a circlet, a victory wreath fashioned of the plants of the sea. I can see what the gift giver himself used to craft its outward manifestation, woven seagrass, intricately branched pink Maerl, darker bands of Sebdinia, but most others will only see its radiance, and only you will be able to use and see the Wreath’s inner manifestation. Your mother must have given it to you before you were able to receive it...hmmm...when you were an infant.”
       My brain stalled on the first part of his answer, unable to get more out of it than the Wreath was made of different seaweeds, and then the mention of my mother brushed all the other thoughts aside. 
       “My mother,” I whispered, biting back a wave of sickness. “Is she alive?”
       Shaking his head sadly, “No. You cannot unwear the Wreath. Once it is given, you wear it until you die.”
       “There was a voice in the lake yesterday—talking to me, almost like a dream. It was a woman—not the witch, someone else. She couldn’t tell me her name. She told me to breathe, and then I could breathe. Underwater.”
       “That was not your mother. Ampharete died giving you the Wreath.”
       “Why?”
       “That is the way it is done. When you pass on the gift, you become a part of it forever. Your mother is still part of you. If your mother had spoken to you, you would know. You would hear her in your thoughts. She would talk to you as I am talking to you. She would tell you her name and your history. There are many others in there, forty or more generations of Alkimides. It can only be passed to one of the royal family of your house.”
       “But what is it?  I can’t see anything.” I ran my fingers through my hair and in the open space around my head. “I’m not wearing a...wreath.”
        He looked down at me a minute, then nodded his head. “You seem old enough. Perhaps you are not yet strong enough. In time, you will be able to see it and feel its weight and strength, and you might also be able to speak to Ampharete and to many of the wearers of the past. It has powers that are unknown to me. Only the wreathed know what they can really do.”
       I ran my fingers through my hair again, pulling it behind my ears. 
       With a few hand waves, Ephoros rearranged the room, sliding the beds and nightstands back where they belonged.  
       “You really knew my mother?”
       “For too short a time.”
       “What...what happened to her?”  
       I started with the first question that came to me, but like an overflowing pot on the stove, more questions boiled up, hundreds at a time, overlapping, joining to make bigger ones, some rising all the way to my lips. “How did I get here?  In Nebraska, I mean. I...I don’t belong here do I?  What are you really?  You said Matrothy’s not what she appears?  Who is she?  Why does she hate me so much?  I ran into a witch in a lake yesterday. Who was she? She attacked me by screaming at me and I did the same back to her. Who am I?  Please tell me. Tell me I’m not a psycho.”
       He kept nodding his head at each question, and then when I stopped, he started at the top with my mother. “Ampharete was—”
       He went quiet, gave me a look full of sorrow and impatience, and turned toward the door.
       “What is it?” 
       “I must go.”
       “What? You just got here!”
       “There is someone coming. Six someones by the sound. Hold out your hand. Open it. Quickly!  Face up.”
       “When can I talk to you again?”
       “When you are alone. I can only remain above the ocean surface for a short period. I must return to the water and cannot allow myself to be trapped up here.”
       “But—” 
       “I can remove myself from the memory of one thinling. I must not be seen by many, especially above the waves. Hurry!”
       “But—”  
       What’s a thinling?
       “Do it!”  He urged in the softest rumble he could produce. “Let the water drop slide back into the tear duct in one of your eyes. They are the gateways through which—”
       Ephoros vanished and a little bead of water that kept its spherical shape rolled into the center of my palm, and suddenly everything in the hall was dry. Ephoros seemed to have taken all of the water with him.
       I sat down on my bed just as the door flew open and a group of nine year olds entered. They looked around the hall, impressed with my cleaning job. A couple of them smiled thinly, but didn’t look over at me.
       Yup. Psycho drowned girl back from the dead. I almost smiled myself.
       I fell back on my pillow and let the bead roll into my right eye, wondering if it would work. 
       Tears typically don’t return on their own once cried out, do they?  I didn’t know much about crying but that didn’t sound right. I felt the hard water drop wobble into the corner of my eye, and with a jolt of pain that shot through my head, my eye sort of sucked it inside. 
       Okay, that felt...weird.
       I blinked, focusing on the hall of the nine-to-sixteens girls department of St. Clement’s Education Center. 
       Everything had nearly returned to the way it had always been. 
       I was alone. 
       I closed my eyes and tried to remember my mother’s song. 
       Nothing came to me, but I hardly noticed. My mind raced with everything that had changed in my life, lake witches, breathing underwater, some wreath thing, and Ephoros, a king among the offspring of Poseidon. 
     


     
       After dinner, Matrothy swung the door in and stamped her feet, every last tooth brushed.
       There didn’t seem to be anything different about her, but I couldn’t get a good look.  Too much commotion in the hall.
       “Line up!”
       Everyone scrambled to get in line, dropping game decks, books, phones. We formed up, shuffling around and making room for a few caught out of line. The youngest and those with the fewest friends were usually the last to get in, or sent off to the back like losers in musical chairs. Deirdre Milhorn was first in line, as usual. The first few got the hottest showers.
       Matrothy walked down the row, making a real effort to glare—doesn’t she get tired of that? 
       The bucket of bathroom cleaning equipment was swinging in her fist, and guess who she singled out for a bit of extra work tonight?
       “Kassandra!  Back of the line. Take the cleaning supplies with you.”
       I just managed to hold in something abusive, grinding my teeth. Then snatched the bucket away from the director and went to the end of the line. The water would be ice cold by the time it was my turn.
       Matrothy made surprise visits over the next two hours, coming in without warning and standing by the hall door.   
       And I moved closer to the bathrooms every twenty minutes, nudging the bucket of cleaning supplies along the floor with my feet. Fortunately, most of the girls took short showers.
       When my turn finally came around, I got the bathroom to myself, and of course, the hot and cold felt the same when I spun the knobs. 
       Not that it mattered.
       The water temperature didn’t even make it through the soup thick daydream I had going. I couldn’t spare a thought on how cold it was, letting the water run through my hair, down my face.  I let my gaze settle on the grid of pink tiles, while in my head I jumped back to Red Bear Lake and drowning and breathing underwater.  Something inside me was building—a sense of wonder at the glimpse I had caught of a different world. 
       So closed down around my memories of the lake, I didn’t notice the eyes of three witches staring at me through the flow of water pouring from the shower. 
       Not at first.
        
     
       
     
     



Chapter 5 - The Three Spies
     
     
     
     
     
       
     
     
     
     
     “Are you blind?  That’s the girl.”
       “She looks different in the water.”
       Three strangely dressed women stood barefoot in the bathtub in the room they had taken at a motel just outside Mullen, Nebraska, standing straight, scowling, crammed into the bathtub with the water from the high spout pouring in a smooth arc between them, splattering their bare feet and ankles. 
       They were naiads, river witches, and they were sisters, all with the same bleached-pale skin and dark hair tangled like marshweed. One was short and plump and the other two tall and bony. The short one, Limnoria, wore a garish gold taffeta dress that crinkled and rattled like a potato chip bag every time she moved. The second sister, Helodes, had on a long pale orange gown, and the third, Parresia, very stately, the eldest of the three, wore a ratty old black frock. 
       The head was off the shower and the water poured out smoothly. The curtain had been ripped down and thrown over the toilet. Water flowed steadily from the open pipe that stuck out of the tiles above their heads.
       Fastened to the end of it, just above the threads, was an ornate arrangement of three thick heart-shaped blocks of gold.
       The three witches stared into the water flowing past them, into a small bubble in the stream that smoothed into a polished transparent sphere. A girl’s face appeared inside the bulb, her eyes closed against a spray of water.
       “It’s Kassandra,” said the one in gold taffeta, and the other two leaned forward, their noses almost in the water, eyes fixed on the girl’s face.
       “You’re right,” said the one in orange, Helodes, in a low voice. The eldest, usually quiet, said nothing at all. 
       They watched Kassandra run her hands over her face, pull back from the water and dunk her head under cold spray. The girl was taking a shower miles away in the second floor bathroom of the girls wing of the St. Clement’s Education Center.
       Limnoria frowned. “I thought she was afraid of water.”  
       “Aquaphobia, it’s called,” said Helodes knowingly.
       “It’s hydrophobia, stupid.” 
       Parresia gave her sisters a sharp look. Her lips tightened, but she remained silent and watchful.
       “She’s not afraid. Just look at her.” Limnoria tugged on one ear, accompanied by a rustle of taffeta. She looked at the eldest. “It would be so easy to choke her. I can reach right through—”
       “Not now,” said Parresia.
       Kassandra’s face drifted in and out of the sphere. She scowled, tilting her head so that the icy water sprayed into one ear, then her face lifted and she opened her eyes. A look of shock swept her face, and she withdrew again.
       The naiads froze.
       “Is she able to hear us?”  Helodes’ startled whisper snapped the other two out of their paralysis. “Or see us?”
       “If she’s powerful enough,” said Limnoria doubtfully.
       “But that’s unlikely.”  Helodes went thoughtful. “Does she even know what she is?”
       “How powerful does she need to be?” Parresia asked quietly, and as usual her question brought silence and thoughtfulness to the other two.
       Another minute passed before Limnoria spoke up. 
       “Wouldn’t she need a trilithon?” She jerked her chin at the three gold blocks clamped around the pipe.
       Helodes smoothed her gown and nodded. “Maybe she made one.”
       “Like she’d know how.” Limnoria shook her head at the dimness of her sister. 
       Parresia frowned and grabbed their shoulders, letting the water with the glassine bulb pour between them. Her gray eyes darted to the three gold triangular forms at the end of the shower pipe. Her eyes widened and heavy heart-shaped metal unsnapped and thudded to the bottom of the tub with a splash. The other two yelped and shuffled their feet. They looked at each other, surprised, and joined hands.
       “She’s still with us,” breathed Limnoria, satisfied with their combined power. 
       “I feel the pathway draining my strength,” Helodes added with a nod.
       “But the three of us together can keep it open,” said Limnoria proudly. “What can this girl do by herself?”
       “She doesn’t know what she is.”
       “Are either of you going to answer my question?” Parresia’s fingers dug into their shoulders.
       “Either of you heard from Olivia?” Limnoria asked brightly, ignoring Parresia’s second request.
       “She’s still up at the lake, I suppose. Kassandra didn’t go in.” Helodes rolled her eyes. “She didn’t go anywhere near the water. We’d have heard of it from Olivia.”
       “Who hasn’t shown up yet,” said Parresia ominously, and then asked her question again. “How powerful does this girl need to be?”
       “She’s a child,” said Helodes. “What can she possibly know?”
       There was silence again. Limnoria and Helodes withdrew from the viewing bubble as they watched the girl move closer into the water on her end. Kassandra pushed her face into the shower’s flow, her brows knotting up in suspicion, her head slanted to one side as if listening. 
       “So, there are three of you,” said Kassandra, her face moving deeper into the stream, mouth tilted up as if talking into a microphone. “Who are you?  Will you tell me what’s going on?”
       The naiads, standing in the tub in a motel just outside Mullen, gasped together. 
       “How do you know who I am?  Tell me what you know about me,” demanded Kassandra, speaking into the shower head. 
       “Sweet Hera!  Turn it off!” Limnoria shrieked.
       “Tell me who I am. Answer me!”
       “Dah!  What’s with this?”
       “Oh, let me do it, you dolt.”
       “I got it!”
       “The big knob!” Shouted Limnoria. “Other way!”
       The pipes rumbled loudly and the water stopped flowing. The three of them huddled in the shower, leaning in on each other, puffing, out of breath.
       “Why do they have to change these things?  Why is there only one knob?  What happened to two valves, one for hot, one for cold?  Why change that?” Helodes asked, bewildered. She’d finally managed to turn the faucet right. “What is this thing?  One dial for both and then this lever underneath for the shower?  What kind of fool designed this?”
       “Certainly not one of the naiads or Haliadai,” said Parresia, and then looked at the dripping pipe. “Or the Thalassogenêis.” 
       “Darn awkward.” Helodes turned to Limnoria as if she were to blame. “You could have told me before we got started.”
       “Don’t get brackish with me!  You saw me turn the water on. Looked right at me. Not my problem if half the things that reach your eyes don’t get into your head!”
       The three huffed and snorted curses and made signs with their fingers in the air as they struggled to get out of the tub. 
     


     
       On my end, the water pushed past my face, cold, but I ignored the temperature.
       “Who are you?”
       I waited, my voice echoing off the tiles in the stall.
       “I know you’re there.” Pulling away, a shocking thought occurred to me. “You can’t see me can you?” 
       Looking stupid, I’m sure, I tried to wrap my arms around myself, stepping back from the showerhead, hesitated and then elbowed the water off. 
       A whisper of the word, “Thalassogenêis” came with the last few drips into the drain at my feet.
       “Tha-lass-oh-ghen-ace?” The word sounded familiar, but in a faint foggy way, like the name of someone or some place I once knew, but so long ago that the feeling was all that remained.
       Can thoughts and memories slide around on their own, shifting into new thoughts to gang up on me, or fall into forgetfulness—without me wanting them to?  That’s what it felt like.  Is that what insanity is?
       Shuffling through the anarchy in my head, I tried to put a bunch of new thoughts in order. First, the witch in the lake had appeared out of nowhere and grabbed me. Did anything happen before that?  I wasn’t sure. 
       Now three more witches were talking about me, and I heard them through the pipes. For a second, I thought I’d seen them through the water, but wasn’t certain. And they spoke to each other as if I wasn’t able to hear them. Finally, they used words I didn’t understand, and it made me think of Ephoros speaking in a different language.
       “Shit.”
       I snapped the towel against the tiled wall, throwing a scowl at the showerhead. I didn’t like admitting it. 
       “They’re right.  I think.”
       Then I rolled my thoughts back to the lake witch curled in pain, falling into the depths of Red Bear Lake. 
       I was pretty sure it was me who did that.
       A wave of cold spread up my back and the hair on my neck felt like it was standing up. I had listened to the soft singing voice, my mother’s song, for years, but in the lake it had spoken to me—in English, emerged from the melody, told me to breathe, and it took away my fear of water.
       What the hell is going on? Witches talking through the pipes and gigantic watery kings springing out of my tear drops.  Is this the start of something much bigger? 
       I let out an angry breath, mulling that over. The motherly voice had always been in a language I couldn’t understand, but I couldn’t drop the idea that under Red Bear Lake the woman had spoken English.
       “What powers do I have?” I jumped, startled at hearing my own voice echo off the tiles. Then glanced at the door, hoping none of the others had heard. Most of the department already thought I was odd—at the very least. Some would have agreed with me and jumped right to psycho.  
       Either way, I didn’t need to be caught holding conversations out loud with myself.
       I dressed and finished by cleaning the mirrors over the four sinks. Looking at my reflection, turning to the left and then right, I didn’t see any changes. I looked exactly as I had always looked. The chaos is on the inside. My hair fell smoothly, somewhat straight because it was still full of water. I didn’t feel any different, and yet something had changed in the last few days.
       Pressing my hand to the cold glass, “Who are you?”
       There was no answer, only the sharp echo off the crazy themed tiles. 
       And I could feel the water behind the tiles, pipes running with it.
       I actually hadn’t really looked at the bathroom in years.  It was just sort of there, with four old-fashioned sinks, four shower stalls and four enclosed toilets. The floor was tiled in a checkerboard pattern of pink and black, with solid light and dark pink for the walls. As if something inside me hadn’t been here for years, I had to take a fresh look around the room—noticing how absurd the design was. The whole room looked like it had been lifted intact from a drive-in diner from some past era and dropped into a boarding school in the middle of the Sand Hills of Nebraska. 
       Coming back to the sinks and the bucket of cleaning supplies, “Time to get busy.”
       I mopped the floor, used the brush on the toilets and sprayed down the showers. The abrasive odor of ammonia attacked me, but I squinted against it, and pretended not to smell it, instead trying to hold my breath for two or three minutes at a time until I became light-headed and stopped. I wanted to see if I actually needed to breathe. Apparently it didn’t work that way underwater.
       I kicked the bucket of cleaning tools and soaps under the sinks, opened the door into the dark hall, and switched off the lights in the bathroom. 
       Nothing but slow breathing and shadows draped over every bed I passed. 
       Pretty sure I was the last one to sleep that night. I had trouble calming down, opening my eyes at every noise against the windows and every creak of the floor. 
       I kicked in spasms, crying out once. The face of the lake witch with the sharp teeth appeared right in front of me, out of the gloomy water, a necklace of tiny skulls floating around her throat. 
       Deep in a foggy dream, something with claws grabbed my ankle., and I curled into a tight ball, pulling my knees against my chest, tucking the blanket tightly around me. I wasn’t cold, but I shivered, and decided I just wasn’t going to sleep anytime soon—stretching out on my back.
       “Calm down.”
       My eyes open, pointed at the ceiling, I concentrated on my mother’s song. It came to me easily, but it was like singing to myself rather than listening to another’s voice, and it was in that language I didn’t understand. 
       But the song soothed me, and without understanding how, it told me to close my eyes and dream of deep water.
     



Chapter 6 -The Math King
     
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     The school week began like most others, with alarms going off at 6:30 in the morning, and Ms. Matrothy banging the door against the wall, shouting at us for imaginary indiscretions. 
       The director paced at the head of the hall, glaring as each of us left for the school wing. She slapped the back of my head as I ran past with Jill and Nicole. 
       It’s a standard trick. She usually didn’t get me. I was quick, but I had to pause to give her a good look as I went by, just to see if anything had changed. Matrothy wore the same sneering expression she always wore, and showed no sign of being eaten and then spit up by an enormous king among water monsters the day before. 
       Good.
       Everything seemed normal, then she shocked the hell out of me, calling me back, pointing one stiff finger at me. I glanced over my shoulder at Jill and Nicole to get some support.  They looked as lost as I felt.
       Matrothy jabbed me in the shoulder. “You’re going to end up just like your mother, a murderer, someone who stabs her best friend in the back. Then to waste away in some prison in the middle of the desert. No water. Not one drop.” 
       My mouth fell open.
       Matrothy turned as if nothing had happened, waving and shouting at a couple girls holding open the bathroom door.
       Took me a second to close my mouth.
       I walked to class between Jill and Nicole. 
       Two tales of my mother in two days, one by my nasty, brutish and giant director, the other by a king among the offspring of a sea god. I knew who I preferred to believe, and steered my thoughts to Ephoros.  It straightened my walk and fed my courage. I even whispered some of the new words to myself.
       “Wreath-wearer.” It was like a title. 
       I’m wearing a victory wreath—something around my head—I cannot see or feel. 
       Ephoros was the name of the king made of water—who comes out of my fucking tears—sworn to defend me. I was trying to convince myself, anyway. 
       Princess. 
       That was the silliest part, and I had to force my thoughts on to something else, because I found myself grinning at the idea, and Nicole stared at me oddly. It was being the Wreath-wearer, the link to my mother, that kept my imagination busy.
       I think I walked more firmly on the earth that morning than any other I could remember. Ephoros had immense power, and he was on my side. 
       Someone’s on my side.   
       For the first time in my life, I felt as if I had something of a grip on the way things were moving. Staring down the hall of the school wing, I let my gaze wander over the classroom doors, down long rows of lockers. The walls looked different, the ceiling lower, everything weaker. 
       Clement’s had always been a prison out in the middle of Nebraska, with high walls, fences and wide-open grassy fields, and no place to hide. Now it appeared less imposing. 
       Against the thought, you’re not strong enough—rising in my mind like an incoming tide—I let out my anger, just a whisper of it. I looked up the hall, over the heads of the students and a couple teachers. “I could escape from this.” 
       “What’d you say?” Jill turned to me just before we entered the classroom.
       I snapped out of my daydream, blinked, and shook my head. “Just...nothing.”
       Nicole, Jill, and I navigated the rows of desks and took our seats. 
       Looking around, the classroom seemed alien—and I mean more than it usually did, a tall box of painted cinder blocks on three sides and a fourth wall of a hundred glass rectangles, some of which could be winched open to let in a breeze. It looked as if someone had put down dark green plastic tiles and lined up forty old-fashioned one-piece desks in a steel mill. 
       At the far end was the solid wooden door we’d just come through, the only way in or out to the central hall running the length of the school wing. 
       Our teacher, Mrs. Vilnious, The Scourge of New England—that’s where she’s originally from—had her back to us, her skeletal arm high over her head as she wrote lines of neat numbers down the blackboard. Her hair was in one long gray braid that reached her waist, and her crazy cats-eye glasses that she only used while grading papers, were propped on her head. 
       Something different and alien about Mrs. Vilnious, too.
       With her back to us, her gray hair moving fuzzily across her shoulders, her long dress of faded denim, Vilnious blended into the dusty slate background like a specter drifting along the front wall, back and forth, making little scratching noises as she moved the length of the blackboard.
       There was the typical clamor of my fellow students settling into their desks, getting their books out, whispering, shouts, and the rustle of notebooks and pencils, followed by a short gap of silence that began when Mrs. Vilnious stepped away from the board. There were thirty-four long division problems in two rows of neat white chalk. 
       Shit.
       Mrs. Vilnious examined the board again, comparing it to the problems and answers she’d written on the paper in her hand. The fluorescent lights caught the lenses of the glasses she wore on her head, and flashed at us like signal lamps. Thirty-four students groaned at the same time, and our teacher made the slightest smile.
       “Just review. This is simple math.” She smiled when she said it. 
       They called Vilnious “The Scourge” because she was tough, not because she was evil. On the other hand, this was only her second year teaching at Clement’s. Perhaps that side of her would emerge in time. Here we were just starting the third week of the school year and we already knew what was coming. We’d heard every horrible detail about Vilnious over the summer from last year’s class. 
       She’d give us loads of homework, make us stand in front of the whole class and recite our reading assignments, and hit us with surprise quizzes.
       This year was going to suck.
       “Andrew!” Vilnious’ voice cut through the grumbling and whispered complaints. “Martin. Elizabeth. Jill. Toshi. Harriett. Luke...” She pointed at the board a few times as if we didn’t understand what she wanted from us, and continued calling the first seventeen names. The last she called for the first row was me.
       “Take the last one, Kassandra.”
       I dropped my pencil and scooted out from my desk. I hated division. Everything else was simple, adding, subtracting and multiplying. Division was a lot more work. Well, I don’t actually hate it. I’m just lazy. I understood it, knew how to work out the problems, even knew that it was all just a different way of looking at multiplication, but that didn’t make it easier, especially when I had to get up in front of the class to do it. 
       I picked up the stick of chalk under problem seventeen, the last one in the top row. 
       “25,305 divided by 35,” I whispered sourly, bit my lip and put the tip of the chalk to the board.
       Seven hundred and twenty-three, said a man’s voice.
       Startled, I snapped the chalk, clamped my mouth shut and almost drew blood. I’d heard the number.  And it was pronounced funny, sort of old fashioned, with the r’s in “hundred” and “three” rolled. 
       I looked around and wrote 723 across the top of the problem. It looks right. I stole a sidelong glance at the others working at the board. None of them looked back. 
       They hadn’t heard the voice.
       I wrote 723 over 35 and multiplied it out, whispering as I went. “...Nine plus one, ten, carry the one, six plus six...It’s right.”
       I paused to look at it. If that’s the answer, do I need to do the work?  
       I turned from the board while everyone else was still busy scribbling numbers and lines.
       “Show your work, Kassandra, and you can also do problem thirty-four.” Vilnious snapped the words off, glancing at the open math book on my desk, thinking I’d calculated the problem before coming to the front.
       “20,052 divided by 12.”  I read problem thirty-four off the board and a few seconds later, I heard the answer.
       I looked around at the teacher. “1,671.”
       Mrs. Vilnious tilted her head forward as if looking over her glasses, which were still propped on top of her head. Her focus pinned me to the blackboard for a few seconds and then she glanced down at her paper. “320,736 divided by 78?”
       “320,736 by 78 is...4,112.”
       Mildly impressed, Vilnious tilted her head sideways as if to attack from a different angle. “12,168 by 78?”
       “156.”
       Mrs. Vilnious didn’t seem to be able to hear the voice because nothing changed about the serious look on her face as she watched me. There was no reaction from others in the class. 
       A chill swept through me, my skin prickling. 
       It’s in my damn head.  I’m a total freak.
       “Take your seat. I still expect the problems to be worked out in your homework.” Vilnious watched me for a few seconds, and then her gaze moved over the rest of the class. “Francis. Kassandra’s given you the answers. Come up and work out numbers seventeen and thirty-four.”
       Jill was still at the board scratching away with the chalk over 15,933 divided by 17. When I took my seat, Nicole turned to me and gave me a clear Why-haven’t-you-ever-told-us-you’re-a-math-genius? look. 
       I shrugged with my eyes innocently wide and mouthed, “I didn’t know.” 
       Then I picked up my pencil and bent over my math book. My face felt hot. I tried not to look up, but I couldn’t help it and glanced around a couple times. 
       I dropped my gaze. There were others staring at me from around the room, especially guys—many who had never looked at me before. 
       Ah, the life of a celebrity. 
       Kassandra the Weird. I had always been the one that Matrothy hated. Other than that, I was the weird angry girl with the messy hair, but today...well, today I had become the weird angry girl with the messy hair who was really good at math. Matrothy would hate me, freakish math skills or not. 
       Everybody knew that.
       The day moved on normally from there, going from slow to nearly grinding to a halt over some subjects. In Mrs. Jarpe’s class, we studied the week’s forty spelling words, none of which were “latent” or “delirium”. We spent fifty minutes with Mr. Henderson, the science teacher for all grades, who went on at length about the germination of lima beans. 
       His class was usually one of the most exciting, but when we arrived that morning, Matrothy was just leaving, her face red and sweaty as if she had been yelling, and Mr. Henderson sat hunched in his chair looking sullen. 
       Matrothy—the fun-killing loon—had tried to get him fired a hundred times. It never worked. She was a department director, and had little influence over the school side of St. Clement’s. I think it only made her look stupid. 
       But if there was one person the director hated most after me it was Michael Henderson, and like me, there seemed to be no clear reason for her hatred. 
       Henderson didn’t appear to be in any mood to talk, but I had to ask him about breathing underwater—the questions were piling up in my head. He gave me short, complicated, scientific answers and motioned me to my desk. 
       Disappointed.
       I hadn’t heard the voice in my head for a while, and it didn’t occur to me until ten o’clock that maybe it only worked with math. So, I closed my science book softly, rested my hand on it, and bent close to my desk, trying to hide what I was about to say from everyone else.
       “Seven-hundred and fifteen,” I whispered, and hoped no one could hear the words. “Times four-hundred and five?”
       Almost immediately, the man’s voice in my head answered. Was that seven-hundred and fifty?  Or fifteen?  
       Underneath my hair, my skin went all prickly. A jolt of electricity ripped through me. My arm swung away, out of my control, throwing the book from my desk. It flew into the aisle and slammed on the floor.
       No one noticed because at that moment there was an announcement over the PA, a well-timed distraction from what I was doing, even though no one bothered to listen to it. Then the bell rang for morning break and there was so much noise and disruption, I retrieved my book without a glance from anyone around me.
       “What was that about?” Nicole shoved me when we gathered in a corner of the playground.
       “What?” I dragged out the word, played dim.
       Nicole put one hand on her hip and said in a mock outraged voice, “Doing division in your head, stupid!  Where did you learn that?”
       Jill shrugged, nodded in acceptance. “I know who to get homework help from.”
       “The answers just...came to me.”  I wanted to say I heard the answers in my head, but wouldn’t be able to explain how they got there, and, well, that sounded insane.
       “You’ve changed since the lake.” Nicole jabbed a finger at me, accusing. “Something’s different about you.”
       Jill put her hand to her chin, backing up to study me. “We both heard what you said right before class. About escaping from Clement’s.”
       I shook my head. “I meant...”
       “Nothing wrong with wanting to get out of this place,” Nicole started, glaring up at the walls and windowpanes of the school wing, ending in a whisper, “You have a better reason than most.”
       An angry blast of heat inside me. “What does that mean?”
       Nicole just stared at me, but I could see her brain working fast and far away. Then she stated it like a fact: “I plan on leaving before they kick me out at eighteen.”
       Jill waved a hand, apparently at empty air. “You don’t have any money, no family, nowhere to go.”
       “Matrothy picks on you more than anyone, but she only does it because she knows you can’t get away from her.”
       “What if I show her that I can?”
       Nicole was shocked.
       Jill looked at Nicole and then back at me, leaning closer and dropping her voice. “What did you do to her? I mean really?  Why does she hate you so much?” 
       Jill had been dumped at Clement’s at seven years old, and probably assumed that whatever I’d done to Matrothy must have happened before that.
       “Nothing.”
       “It’s your mother,” said Nicole with a wave that vaguely indicated the hall—where she’d overheard Matrothy.
       Jill nodded. “Yeah, tell us about that.”
       “Matrothy said your mother’s a murderer.”
       I could feel my brows curling into a knot. “She’s not.”
       Jill looked doubtful. “How do you know?”
       Nicole tilted her head toward the school. “I heard what the hag said about your mother killing her best friend, stabbing her in the back.”
       “We both did.”
       I ground my teeth, releasing them to say, “It’s not true.” 
       Both of them stepped back from me, and there was a tense silence between us for a minute. 
       Jill shrugged. “Do what you want, Kass. I just don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
       Nicole looked thoughtfully at me. “And you never cry.”
       My rage slipped off its leash. “What the hell does that have to do with it?” I shouted. Other girls nearby looked over at us.
       Nicole folded her arms. “I don’t want you to leave because they’ll move someone I don’t like next to me in the hall, probably that hippie girl who’s always moaning.”
       “Who?” 
       Nicole turned to Jill. “What’s her name?” 
       “She’s just down from you.” Jill jutted her chin at me. “Charity, Cherish?  It’s something like that.” 
       “Her name’s Charisma,” I said flatly, embarrassed to say that I’d always envied the girl because she could cry easily. 
       The return bell rang and we joined the crowd going back to class.
       At lunch, I picked at my food tray and read the homework chapters from The Odyssey.
       I sat by myself, back to the wall, at the end of a deserted table in the far corner of the cafeteria. Jill and Nicole came in late, spent lunch stuffing food into their mouths, silently throwing scowls, widened eyes and questioning stares at each other as if carrying on a conversation without words, unusual for both of them. 
       I was still annoyed with them for bringing up Matrothy’s lies about my mother. 
       My mother was Ampharete. 
       I ignored them, and after finishing their turkey sandwiches, Monday’s entree, Jill and Nicole ran off excitedly without telling me where they were going. 
       Good riddance. 
       I shoved my tray aside and opened up The Odyssey, stuck my face into it, flipping through the story to a random page. I started reading silently, and then to drown out the noise of the cafeteria, I read in a low whisper. 
       “These things sang the bard, but Odysseus drew his sea-purple mantle over his head and covered his face, for he was ashamed to let the Phaiakians see the tears running down his face. And every time—” 
       You read beautifully. I love this part, said the man with the unusual accent.
       “What!” 
       The book flipped out of my fingers and skimmed over the tabletop. I looked around. It was the voice again, the same voice. The man with a strange thick accent had spoken, and it sounded as if he’d been standing right behind me. 
       I had heard nothing from the multiplying and dividing voice for hours, and I’d told myself that it must only work for math. Admittedly, I had been afraid to call it for anything else. Afraid that it might answer. Now it was commenting on my selection of passages from The Odyssey.
       I straightened on the cafeteria bench and pulled my book back from the other side of the table. There was no one near me, but it was as if the voice had been right in my ear. 
       The hair prickled on my neck. My elbow banged on the tabletop as I spun halfway around on the bench, looking suspiciously at the kitchen doorway as if the speaker had tiptoed up behind me, spoken in my ear and then vanished.
       “Who...Who are you?” I whispered. 
       Praxinos, said the voice. I am Praxinos, King of the Seaborn. Well...I was king and Wreath-wearer...oh...it must be over two thousand years ago. I have lost track. 
       The voice was definitely in my head. 
       I pulled in a long breath, held it for a few seconds, and then released it. I picked up the book, flipped it over, dropped it on the table, and bent over the table, rubbing my eyes. 
       “Great,” I said, disappointed.
       What is wrong?
       “Oh, you know, Matrothy, teachers, doctors, and pretty much everyone else already think I’m a freak. Now, I hear a voice in my head of a two thousand year old king. That can’t be worse, can it?  Where are you from?  Wait. Let me guess. Atlantis?”
       Don’t be silly. My great great grandfather was a child when the Telkhines destroyed what you call Atlantis. And you do know it’s called Santorini?
       “Oh...Of course. And I am not being ‘seely.’”  I mimicked his pronunciation. “The day before yesterday I fought off a lake witch, some angry lady with sharp teeth. I learned at the same time that—not only can I not drown—I can breathe underwater, which, according to my science teacher Mr. Henderson, is impossible with—his exact words—our current mammalian breathing apparatus.”  My voice built up into a furious whisper. “I also learned that sound can hurt someone...but only underwater. I yelled back at the witch and she felt pain. I saw it in her eyes. Yesterday, I cried a single tear and who shows up?  Just who you’d expect!  One of the irritable descendents of a sea god. Today, I’m chatting with royalty...In my head. What’s going to happen next?  Do I get to fly off on the back of a dragon?  Are there magic flutes?  Mice that talk?”
       I have never spoken with mice, said Praxinos as if this were something to consider. But sea-dragons are some of the most beautiful creatures in the ocean. Dangerous as a dark sea vent, but beautiful. They are enormous. I rode one once when I was young.
       “Right. I’ll run off to Scotland to look for the Loch Ness monster because a voice in my head told me to.”
       I will bet it is pretty this time of year.
       “And just what time of year do you think—!” I started angrily but stopped myself. “So, you gave me the answers to the division problems.”
       I could not resist. I love mathematics. Always have.
       “Kassandra?”
       “What!” The shout burst from me, and then I looked up at Jill and Nicole. In a friendlier tone, I said, “I mean, what?”
       They both stared at me with the same worried expressions, mouths open. They had just caught me talking to myself, and not just a few whispered words—who doesn’t do that?—but one side of an entire conversation. 
       Nicole wore a clear I-need-to-look-up-‘psychotic’-in-the-dictionary look. Jill gave me a frown, then shrugged off her worry—just like Jill—and spoke excitedly, moving on to something more urgent. 
       “We just went to talk to Mrs. Lindsey, who’s in charge of school records. You’ve seen her. Older, not very organized, gray hair, friendly. She knows everything about everybody here. I know her really well. And guess what?”
       I leaned forward. My fingers played nervously with the pages of The Odyssey. They sat down and Jill lowered her voice, glancing around suspiciously.
       “Matrothy took the job and came to work at the preschool dorms little over fourteen years ago, on October 4th.”
       I strangled a gasp. “October 4th is when they...delivered me. I was a little over a year old.”
       Jill Nodded. “Matrothy started work at 8:00 in the morning and you arrived at 8:05, right into her arms.” 
       All three of us shuddered. Jill continued. “You and Matrothy showed up on the same day. That’s about all Mrs. Lindsey would tell me about you. Matrothy received you and you were her first...child.”
       As I stared at the fake wood grain on the cafeteria table, Nicole whispered my exact thoughts:  “Did Matrothy know your mother?” 
       Jill glanced at Nicole, and both of them nodded. That’s exactly what they were thinking. Jill leaned closer. “Everyone knows she hates you...but...it’s like revenge. It’s scary. Like Matrothy came to work here just to torture you.”   
       
       
     



Chapter 7 - Gregor Remembers
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     Time passed for Gregor Porthmeus, but every detail of his last moments above the waves—almost a decade and half before—had been sewn deep into his memory. Permanent. He wept and replayed them, beginning with his hands on the wheel of his fishing boat, trying to steer it away from death, always ending as a captive, always losing Kassandra. 
       For years he replayed the memories while he clawed with bleeding fingers at the walls of his prison. 
       “Betrayed,” he whispered, his voice hard, echoing off damp stone. 
       He closed his eyes and watched the frames roll by like a movie in his head, unable to imagine differences in the progression of events. 
       He felt the driving rain against his face; the thin air hit him in cutting gusts. Towering waves crowded angrily around his fishing boat, jagged and foam-streaked, a pack of wolves that had finally cornered their victim after a long chase.
       He turned the boat’s bow toward the coast of Maine. 
       The hull shuddered under the control of something that belonged to the sea, something that knew more about it than he did, and he knew quite a bit. He knew without looking at a map, without clear skies, that he was eleven miles out from the Isles of Shoals, which stood about seven from Portsmouth Harbor. Although he couldn’t see it through the storm, he knew Boon Island Light was a few miles off to port, and in his bones, he felt the sloping floor of the Jeffreys ninety fathoms under him. 
       Gregor Porthmeus had fished in New England waters since... 
       He couldn’t remember. It must have been a long time because everything, the color of the surge, his sense of the soundings, the way the currents and tides thrummed in his bones, it all seemed so familiar, as if he’d grown up in these waters, learning to swim before he could walk. 
       History hurt.
       He hunched forward, squinting against the anticipated pain in his skull, the punishment for trying to remember. Anytime he tried to pull up a memory from before, a dull thudding ache fired into the base of his neck and punched its way to his scalp. It was as if his life, his childhood, all his recollections and dreams, had been sealed away from his own prying mind, and someone had shoved him into the world with a canned set of conditions and values and memories. 
       He only remembered the present, and not much more. The dream of his final moments above the waves rolled on, and he couldn’t escape it. 
       A long shriek pierced the storm. “Porthmeus!”
       He swung around, a startled look on his face. One of them—a woman—screamed his last name, but far away, obscured by the wind, thundering waves, and the choppy roar of the fishing boat’s engines. 
       Porthmeus. Gregor pushed it around in his mind, frowning. It always sounded like a peculiar word when he was more than half a mile from land. 
       Gregor Porthmeus...Porthmeus. It was like fiddling with a defective puzzle piece, nagging him because he knew it wouldn’t fit—and there was something else, something sharp and painful in the name. 
       He didn’t want to try to remember why.
       Gregor pried one tight hand from the wheel and swung his body loose toward the stern, whipping around like a flag in a gale. His boots skated on the wet deck. He braced his legs to get a better look at everything he owned—or had picked up in the last hour—sliding past him.
       “Kassandra!” he screamed her name over the roaring wind.
       Then crouched down and, one handed, grabbed a thick soft bundle. He pulled it in, and then let it go. 
       Empty blankets. Not hers. 
       He had lost the child in the nets and blankets rolling under his feet. 
       And then the world tilted as the human-shaped things pursuing him pulled his boat under. The stern slid into the water. The engines choked and died, and the wheel flew from Gregor’s hand. The hull flipped vertical, bow jutting into the sky, launching him over the waves like a stone from a catapult. 
       He smacked his head on the canopy’s edge on his way into the storm, cartwheeling through the air, clipping a wave cap, hitting the Atlantic in the center of a deep-drawn trough between crests. 
       He surfaced, wiping the water and blood from his eyes. His head was pounding. A sharp-peaked roll of Atlantic approached and Gregor went under, surfacing on the other side, letting the foam cascade over his shoulders. Seawater filled his ears, but he heard the storm’s rage through it. He spit bitterly, looking for the girl up the dark canyon walls of water. 
       His heart jumping a beat, he kicked toward a white bundle of cloth twirling up the slope of water, half submerged. The thick wrap of fabric kept the girl face-up and afloat. 
       “Kassand—” He choked on seawater.
       As if in answer, the baby woke and let out a cry—not a cry of fear or longing for her mother, but a playful peal of noise, tearing through the roar of the storm. 
       The surge lifted Gregor and the baby—just out of reach—up the face of the wave. He sucked in a breath, glanced over his shoulder, and raced the Atlantic for the child. 
       The wall of water caved in over his head, scattering what was left of the debris from his boat. He broke through, into the air, and flipped the hair from his eyes. Panic twisting his features, he spun, nothing to see but gray mountains of water to the sky, nothing to hear but the steady roar of the waves and wind. 
       The girl was gone.
       Fail and die.
       The icy water’s temperature against his skin hadn’t sunk in, but his muscles trembled and pulled in spasms, as if aware that stillness meant death. He kicked and dragged his body through the surge, circling over and over. 
       Lost...and found, a puppet in the middle of an argument among puppeteers. Someone had ordered him into the storm to retrieve the baby. He knew exactly what they wanted, just didn’t know who wanted it, or why. He’d carried the orders out, but they had been so different.
       Retrieve the child. She is called Kassandra. 
       The voice had given him coordinates for a tiny rock nearly twenty miles offshore where no rock had ever been mapped. 
       And he didn’t need to flip through his charts to know there was empty sea there before the orders came to him. 
       Let no one see you. Do not fail. Fail and die. Drive the child from your home harbor to the strand south of Little Boar’s Head. 
       He replayed the final weird part of the instructions and watched the roiling surface of the ocean close in on him. 
       Park in the thirteenth space from the south end of the lot. Take the child across the boulders, down to the sand. Walk south. When a passing woman tells you she collects heart-shaped stones, give the child to her. 
       “Heart-shaped stones?” What does that mean?
       Typically his masters had him buy or steal something, and then leave the goods on an island, one of the Shoals. Other times he gave the goods to one of their agents, usually a skinny old man named Mr. Fenhals. 
       The money for the “export” operations, sometimes thousands of dollars, showed up in his bank account, or he’d open an envelope without a return address and there would be a credit card inside to be used for a particular purchase. For pricier items, he even had numbers for several offshore accounts in the Grenadines.
       But he had never taken something from the sea back to land. 
       He had never lost anything.  Never had anything taken from him.
       Never failed.
       His chin dropped in alarm, and he pulled back to look into the water below. Something coming up he didn’t want to meet. He choked down panic and kicked, trying to get out of the way. 
       Twisting, he grabbed madly at the sea’s surface. Five hard slender claws curled around his body, overlapping as they bound his legs. 
       Gregor swallowed the seawater in his mouth. He sucked in a final breath, his mind racing, trying to understand what was happening to him.  
       Tangled in cables?  One of my own nets?  
       It might have been the numbing weight of the ocean. The dark water could chill the blood of a man, sapping the life out of him in ten minutes. Or it might have been something alive.
       The claws or cables tightened around him and gave him a cautious tug, like a monster testing its grip on its prey. Like an angler. 
       The sea slapped him in the face before it overwhelmed him. Gregor closed his eyes against the cold, and then whatever it was that held his body, sucked him into the depths—something with claws then. It spun him around, and pulled him headfirst into darkness like a fish dragged at the end of a hook. 
       The cold blinded him, water running against his cheeks, raking over his eyelids. His ears worked and he heard someone swimming alongside him, two of them. 
       There was a rustling sound, like leaves blown across pavement. He knew that fluttering, the rush of water against thousands of light armor plates stitched together into a hauberk. They wore armor. He felt them close by, and then one, a woman, spoke to the other.
       “Is it dead?”
       Gregor pulled his jaw down. Couldn’t get the words into his mouth.
       No!  
       He tried to lift his brows, tugging at the muscles in his face, tried to open his eyes. The cold—or something these two had done—paralyzed him, imprisoning his body but not his sense of hearing, which went right to the edge, taking in everything unfiltered. 
       He’d heard the question, a woman’s disgusted voice above him in the water column. A man answered, closer to Gregor, older, his voice sharp and commanding, used to giving orders. 
       “Do not call him ‘it’. He is not a thinling.” 
       “Stasa, my apologies.”
       Stasa is short for something, a man’s name. And names he’d never heard before—but somehow knew—slid into his thoughts. Stasandros, Stasanor, Stasianax.
       Stasa grabbed one of Gregor’s hands, spread the fingers, and yanked it up by the wrist. “He was mutilated, not long ago, too.” He tugged the jacket sleeve up Gregor’s arm, revealing a gold bracelet. “From House Rexenor.”
       “An exile?” The other whispered cautiously. “He is...I have never seen one before.”
        “Take a good look. He’s the last Rexenor you will ever see.”
       “The Olethren?”
       “As we speak.”
       The woman’s voice dropped when she turned away from Gregor, toward Stasa, more questions bubbling up. 
       “Why did he run from us?  He is the porthmeus. He has no choice, no will. Did he throw off his enslavement?”
       “Impossible.”
       Cold currents lashed Gregor’s face, but there was a warm fluttering in his stomach, a hunger that didn’t gnaw at his insides. It filled him with a restless sense of coming home after a long absence. 
       And Gregor released the last of his air. 
       The rasp of saltwater flooded his mouth, shoved its way under his tongue, filling his lungs. His face compressed into a frown as a word came to him.
       Drown...drown...drowning. 
       The word hung inertly in his mind. He thought about it, took a deep breath, and then gave up. He knew it was something important, but he couldn’t remember what it meant.
       The woman dug her fingers through his hair, jerked his head back so that Stasa could get a good look. “You have seen this one before?”
       Gregor listened eagerly. Maybe there was some nodding back and forth, or hand signals. Then Stasa said, “Speak no more of him. The king must hear of this before word gets to the other houses.”
       Gregor Porthmeus pulled at the restraints. He made a noise in his throat, lost in the rush of water. Nothing came from his mouth. He wriggled in his bonds one more time and gave up.
       These must be the givers of orders, or maybe they just worked for them. They knew his name, although they didn’t use it properly. He wasn’t the Porthmeus. That was his surname, not what he was or what he did. 
       Distant thoughts—mainly doubts—surfaced with the tightening pressure and cold water on his skin, thoughts hovering at the edge of his mind, enough to give him a glimpse, a taste of something important, before they wavered and vanished. 
       He had a faint feeling that Porthmeus was a word or title, not a name, and they were using it correctly. Other feelings, like little collections of dust, drifted through his head, awakened and formed into shapes, stars into constellations. They said he wasn’t a ‘thinling.’ He knew that word, knew it was something awful but didn’t know how he knew. He wasn’t sure what a thinling was. 
       The woman spoke, her voice loud in Gregor’s ears. “What’s to be done with her?”
       Kassandra?
       “Let her sleep.” Stasa sighed. “If it were up to me, I would feed her to Ochleros. It would be merciful. The king...who knows?  Probably send her off to one of their inland states, like Nebraska.”
       Gregor heard the woman gasp and sputter some spell to ward off evil. He couldn’t hear her words but he felt the shudder of terror in her voice. It was the reaction to a penalty of suffering no one deserved. Even Gregor felt a moment’s outrage without really knowing why. Nebraska. They wouldn’t dare!  
       A shift in the water’s motion, and Gregor’s head shot around at a louder rustle of armor plates. Stasa moved above him and said, “Ochleros, loosen your hold.” 
       Then he whispered something, a spell, and Gregor’s body, suddenly feeling very heavy, folded forward, then snapped straight, his spine turning into what felt like a cracking whip. 
       The claws eased their grip, not enough for him to escape. A wave of heat passed through him, took hold of his muscles, and drained his strength. He fought it feebly, like clutching at air while slipping off the end of a cliff. 
       The muscles in his shoulders jumped, wrenching his neck as he tried and failed to throw his arms out to stop his fall. His head slammed into the overlapping claws. There was a bright flash behind his closed eyes and he tasted his own blood in the water.  
       His last thought was a sudden certainty about his name that the depth brought to his clouded mind. Porthmeus didn’t belong to him. The other name his captors had mentioned, Rexenor, was his real family name.
       Gregor heard nothing more.
     


     
       A year passed. Another. So many of them, and in his stone prison in the abyss, Gregor Rexenor replayed the memories thousands of times. The events never changed, but they grew clearer in his mind every time he watched them, sharper, more real, the boat’s wheel colder, the storm louder, the baby girl more familiar.
       
       
       
       
       
       
     
     



Chapter 8 - Storm Brewing
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
       
     I spent the rest of the day trying to get away from everyone. 
       Nothing was more important than making time to ask King Praxinos the million questions that had been stewing since the attack at the lake and the appearance of Ephoros. Unfortunately, I only had a few minutes between classes, and that meant whispering to myself in the halls and hoping no one heard me. 
       After school, it was little easier. I devised what I thought was a brilliant plan, pretending to read while really chatting with Praxinos.  It even worked for a while.
       But Matrothy was restless and kept barging into the nine-to-sixteens hall to bother everyone—and by everyone, I mean me. 
       The director spent most of her time slapping me around, making me brush my hair, and leaning over me, arms folded, while “the scared little rat” repacked everything in the clothes trunk, most of which was arranged neatly already.
       I kept my psycho mouth closed, but gave her a couple glares. 
       Tonight of all nights.  Why can’t the hag go clean that stupid vest or something?
       After the third interruption in two hours, half the girls in the hall stirred to anger over sympathy for me, which was unusual—most of them making snarling under-the-breath comments at the director. The other half wished Matrothy would just finish the job, and kill me, so that so much of her attention wasn’t directed at the nine-to-sixteens. I had to agree. Most of their troubles would be eliminated if they could just get me out of their hall.
       On her fourth trip up to spread some cheer, Matrothy meandered down the center aisle, folded her arms, and stopped to study me with distrust.
       “There’s something different about you, what is it?”
       Keeping my mouth shut, I dropped my gaze to my feet. 
       Oh yeah, tell me a question like that’s not a trap.
       She prodded for answers a couple more times, and when I refused to answer, the director found a misplaced sock among my clothes and up-ended the trunk on the floor, ordering me to fold everything again.
       Fucking bitch.
       So, I was happy to start classes the next morning. Mr. Henderson seemed less afraid to answer a question I had about sound moving through water. (Matrothy hadn’t gotten to him yet). But then I pulled words I didn’t know out of my head—I mean I just spoke a different language like it was natural to me. Then I spent a minute trying to measure the depth of my psychosis, and didn’t really pay attention to what Mr. Henderson had to say.
       My suspicion was that Praxinos didn’t have to sleep and spent the night feeding his knowledge into my head—or from his head, which was somehow inside my head, back into my head. That really hit home when I had a hard time waking up the next morning. Of course, I demanded to know what he did in the middle of the night, but he played stupid. Asshole. 
       So I gave him the silent treatment, and Praxinos played along like a pro. He was quiet the rest of the day. After dinner, I gave up and went back to asking him what the hell was going on, who I was, and what it meant to be the Wreath-wearer. 
     


     
       “Girl’s the Wreath-wearer!” Screeched a voice from the motel bathroom. “She’s got the Wreath of Poseidon!”
       “What!” Limnoria screamed and threw a coffee mug full of water into the air. If she’d been drinking it, she would have spit it up. Instead, she shot around the room like a crackling fireball in her gold taffeta dress. 
       Helodes stood rigid, stunned into silence.
       “Calm down,” said Parresia in the low growl she always used to cut through her sisters’ chattering excitement. “Tell us what happened, Olivia.”
       A fourth naiad had joined the first three. Wearing the ratty terrycloth robe that came with the motel room, Olivia paced in front of the bathroom door as if afraid to move far from any source of water. She rubbed her ears and threw her black hair up into a twist with one of the bath towels. Her eyes darted around the room fearfully, and she sniffed in disgust. She hated being away from her nice dark fresh water. She’d take a mushy bog, even a sweet-smelling salt marsh, any place that didn’t have wall-to-wall carpeting. Her eyes were cold gray like the rounded boulders of a creek bed. Her skin looked a little less green out of the lake.
       “Kassandra’s got the Wreath. I could see it, glowin’ all about her. She was wearin’ it!”
       Olivia had a dry squeaky voice that sounded like wood being twisted and tortured into different shapes to form the words. She told them what she had done at Red Bear Lake, how she had started by scaring the girl, grabbing her ankle, dragging her down, the usual stuff, and then the squirmy little bitch turned on her, and attacked her with a sound that melted the water itself and made her bones turn to liquid.
       “The girl hurt me,” Olivia wheezed, flinging her hands over her head. “She’s got it!  She’s got the Wreath!”
       Helodes and Limnoria gasped, turning to Parresia.
       “But the king told us it was destroyed,” Helodes whispered rapidly, her voice a little quivery. “It wasn’t the first thing we thought to ask, but we asked it, does this girl have the Wreath? She’s an Alkimides, but not royal, the king told us. Kassandra’s the daughter of a maid devoted to a traitorous royal. He said we wouldn’t have to worry about the power of the Wreath.”
       “I think King Tharsaleos’ exact words were...” Limnoria cleared her throat and brought her voice low to mimic a man’s solemn tone. “The Wreath is destroyed. Its power has gone out of the oceans.”
       “Yeah, out of the oceans.” Olivia spat on the carpet. “It’s here in Nebraska.”
       Limnoria and Helodes shrieked two different curses against the seaborn at the same time.
       Helodes shook with the effort of finding something to say. “Can’t trust a sea king. I’ve always said that!”
       “You’ve never said that in your life!”
       Olivia growled and squeaked something that sounded like, “Want to get that girl for what she done to me!”
       “Quiet.” Parresia’s voice cut through their panic. And the room went quiet. “Let me think.”
       Still huffing, the three of them stared at the eldest and waited. Limnoria fidgeted and made little crackling noises with her dress. Helodes sat quietly and made sharp practice motions in the air with her fingers. In freshwater, the figures she drew would have come to life and attacked anyone at whom she pointed. Olivia went back to the bathroom and spun the big knob in the bathtub. 
       “Help me set up a path. I’m gonna throttle that little brat right now!”
       “Turn it off,” said Parresia firmly, her voice growing loud and commanding. “Get in here. We have to talk.”
       “What about?” Limnoria stopped rustling.
       “No. There’s something wrong here.” Parresia shook her head. “Either the king lied to us and wants us to go against this Wreath-wearer by ourselves...” They all shuddered. “Or he doesn’t know who Kassandra really is.”
       “What are you talking about?”
       “Of course he knows who she is. King Tharsaleos sent her to Nebraska in the first place.”
       “I’ll choke the little maggot!” Olivia squeaked.
       “Quiet! I don’t think he would have sent one of his own children or relatives here.” Parresia had to shout above a new wave of cursing. “Tharsaleos said that Kassandra was the daughter of Zypheria, a maid to a traitorous member of the royal house.”
       “...and that he had also devised a particularly cruel punishment for the maid. I remember, something involving prisons in the desert.”
       “Kassandra cannot be the maid’s daughter.”
       “Only one of the royal family of House Alkimides can wear the Wreath...not their maids. The traitor must have passed it on to her own baby daughter.”
       “Kassandra,” the four of them said at the same time, with Olivia’s bitter squeaky tone underscoring the name.
       “And they tricked the king into thinking the maid had given birth to Kassandra, not the traitor.”
       “We must tell the king,” said Helodes immediately. “He’ll find out anyway.”
       “Is he going to be angrier at being tricked or because he’s punished his own kin?”
       “He’ll kill the messenger.”
       “Kill the girl, I say,” grumbled Olivia.
       “Shut up!” The other three shouted together.
       After a long space of silence, Parresia stabbed one of her bony fingers in the air. “We must not rush into this. But plan well. We must not jump at any decision.” She threw a serious look at Olivia, and emphasized the word ‘any’ to make it clear that that also included choking and killing the girl. “We must be patient.”
       “Go on,” said Limnoria, knowing that when Parresia started like this she meant to say a lot more.
       “If we run to the bottom of the Atlantic and tell King Tharsaleos that the girl at the school is his daughter or granddaughter or whatever she is, what will he do?”
       “Take his wrath out on us.”
       “Be surprised?” Helodes put in to be helpful.
       “Kill the girl,” said Olivia.
       Limnoria and Helodes swung scowls at her, but Parresia waved her finger at them with a gesture that told them, “There’s that hastiness I just warned you about.” 
       Limnoria and Helodes exchanged looks and then went still, waiting.
       “All three correct answers,” Parresia said quietly.
       Limnoria scowled. “But you just said he’d never knowingly send his own child or descendent to Nebraska?  He wouldn’t do that, but he would kill her?”
       “I also said that we must think about this before we do anything. Maid’s daughter or not, the girl wouldn’t be here if he liked her. What if he does know?  What if he doesn’t, but when he finds out, he wants to kill Kassandra?”
       Helodes gasped, putting a hand to her mouth.
       “War?” Limnoria asked faintly. “Here?”
       “Won’t that be a sight,” said Olivia and smiled grimly, showing a few pointed teeth.
       “Perhaps.” Parresia picked something off her sleeve. “The king may send his soldiers, but Kassandra wears the Wreath. She’ll not be easy to defeat if she knows how to use it.”
       “Oh, she knows,” breathed Olivia and then rubbed her hands together as if they hurt.
       Hating it, Limnoria agreed with Helodes. “We must tell the king. He has spies everywhere.”
       “Like us,” said Helodes.
       Limnoria looked at her pityingly, their agreement abruptly ending. “We’re guards not spies. The king gave us the waters in return for our service.”
       “What waters?” Olivia asked, her brain stopping on the only other item of conversation that appealed to her besides killing Kassandra.
       “All of it between the Mississippi and the Rocky Mountains.”
       “They’re not his to give,” said Parresia, never really liking the deal they had made with the seaborn king.
       “He said he wouldn’t dispute it. It’s all ours.”
       “He also said Kassandra is the daughter of a traitor’s maid, but it turns out she’s the daughter of the traitor herself.”
       “Does it really matter if she has the Wreath?” Helodes asked brightly out of left field.
       “Of course it matters!” Limnoria shouted indignantly.
       “Idiot! She screams at you, you’d wilt like rockweed under the sun!” Olivia threatened Helodes with one tight-clenched fist.
       Helodes kept her pleasant expression. “But why does it matter?  All we really have to do is make sure Kassandra doesn’t go where she’s not supposed to. That’s all we promised King Tharsaleos.”
       Parresia nodded, her gray eyes cold and thoughtful. “Nothing more.”
       Limnoria and Olivia stared at her. Helodes folded her arms, satisfied. 
       “But she’ll grow in power and soon we will not be able to stop her.”
       “Can’t stop her now,” snapped Olivia, shaking her head and then mumbled something like “I’d like to try.”
       Parresia, with her finger still in the air, nodded again. “We’ll wait for the right time, and then we’ll tell the king. After that, his death armies will be in Nebraska in a matter of days. They’ll pound the school into the ground and exterminate every living thing within miles of it.”
       “He wouldn’t use the Olethren, would he?”
       “Pestilence!” shouted Limnoria. “They’ll foul our fresh water!”
       “The king will not care about that. You know the stories, what he did to House Rexenor?  This is a matter of deceiving the King of the seaborn. It will end quickly and completely. He’ll use the dead army.”
       “Will he honor his word?”
       “You mean, will we be able to keep all the waters to the Rocky Mountains?  Only the king knows that.”
       “King Tharsaleos may say that since he had to get involved the bargain means nothing.”
       Helodes smiled, way out in left field now. “What if we let Kassandra go?”
       “What?” Limnoria scoffed, shaking her head. “Then we’ve failed, and broken our word.”
       “But if the king takes back the waters anyway why does it matter?  If the king doesn’t have to keep his word why do we have to keep ours?”
       “Because he’s going to punish us instead, that’s why!”
       “If you’d half a brain...” mumbled Olivia, scowling at Helodes.
       “Interesting questions,” said Parresia. She had started to lower her finger, but had it up in the air again.
       Limnoria and Olivia looked at her, stunned. 
       “What do you mean?  Let her go?” Parresia studied Helodes.
       “Tell her she can run away, escape from her prison.”
       “But she doesn’t know it is a prison. She doesn’t know that she can’t run away.”
       “What if we tell her?”
       “Are you stupid?” Limnoria poked a finger at her.
       “If she’s not here then the king will not send his armies here,” said Helodes as if it was a simple conclusion to draw. 
       Parresia shook her head, her brows knotting together. Something about the idea didn’t make sense but she couldn’t think of anything against it, and so let it go. 
       Helodes chattered on. “He’ll send them somewhere else...like east of the Mississippi. Going on the king’s own word, Kassandra’s just your typical seaborn transported deep inland to serve a sentence for a crime she did not commit.”
       “How could she?  She was just a baby?  Kassandra’s being punished in place of a traitorous parent.” 
       Limnoria said the words with a snarl, and Helodes dropped her shoulders, returning a scowl that said, “Now you’re just being argumentative because Parresia sided with me.”  She sighed. “That’s what I’m saying. So why don’t we let her go?  We can even give her a little nudge in the right direction.”
       “Away from here!” Limnoria blurted out, catching on and making it sound like her idea at the same time.
       “And when King Tharsaleos asks us why we didn’t stop her, we say that stopping her was...beyond our powers. She’s the Wreath-wearer, after all.”
       They stared at Helodes with a range of facial expressions, from frowning disappointment from Olivia to a partial smirk from Parresia, that could only mean that she was mildly impressed with the woman who always seemed so flighty, irresponsible and even nit-witted on occasion.
       “How do you suggest we nudge her in the right direction, Helodes?” Parresia asked. “What could we show her that would make her really want to leave?”
       “We could send her a dream that gave her some hints.”
       “I was thinking that as well.”
       “Something subtle, something simple to show her what she’s up against. Give her a vision...”
       “Of what?” said Limnoria. “King Tharsaleos angry and shouting?”
       “Hmmm...” Parresia turned that thought over. “That’s not bad, but she doesn’t know who Tharsaleos is.”
       “King Tharsaleos is probably her grandfather.”
       Helodes stood up to Limnoria. “But she won’t recognize him.”
       “Wait!” Parresia burst out, frightening the others. Even Olivia, the least shakable.  She had been grumbling to herself for the last minute, but shook suddenly, throwing her arms wide as if the rug had been pulled from under her. 
       A slow, scheming smile spread over Parresia’s face. “I have just the thing.” She pointed a demanding finger at Limnoria. “But first we need a storm. Quick. Nothing too strong. Just enough to get some water through the open windows of St. Clements.”
       Limnoria rushed to the window to start on it right away. Helodes looked excited. Olivia chewed her lip, disappointed. 
       “Does this mean we ain’t gonna kill her?”
     



Chapter 9 - Dream of the Deep
     
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     Rain? 
       Brushing aside the curtains, I reached for the window frame over the nightstand, but not before catching a few drops on my hands. It felt good and I bent down and stuck my head out to let the water sprinkle my face. 
       Then licked the rain off my lips. 
       “Typical.” I slammed the window closed. The last few weeks had been nothing but sun. No sign of any change in the weather all day. Suddenly there were storm clouds filling the sky.
       I jumped onto my bed in a sitting position and opened The Odyssey to a random page about halfway through.  
       The page didn’t matter. I was only pretending to read. 
       Most of my homework was done. Almost everyone was watching some obnoxiously loud TV show at the end of the hall. A few still had schoolbooks open and papers scattered over the tables opposite the television set, their eyes drifting up from their work to the bright screen.
       “Sorry about that, Prax. Mind if I call you Prax?”
       As a matter of fact, I do.
       “I had to close the window. Crazy. It started raining.”
       Raining? said Praxinos in an especially excited voice. Is that when the water falls from the clouds?  
       “How many times did you get to the surface?”
       Ten or eleven times, mostly when I was young and wayward. After my father gave me the crown and the Wreath I spent most of my time battling the Telkhines, the oldest House. Actually all the seaborn are descendants of different houses of the Telkhines. It was the old royal house that my grandfather destroyed after stealing their enchantments.
       “What enchantments?”
       The Telkhines had powers beyond anything we Alkimides can imagine. They could change the shape of the earth, make islands rise where they wanted. They could appear in many forms, a dolphin, an octopus, a dragon, anything. 
They could lift the water off the seafloor, make whirlpools wide enough to swallow navies.  They controlled monsters, enslaved titans of the oceans, and made them do their bidding. My grandfather used these thralls against the Telkhines, freeing them and asking for their service in return.
       “Monsters?” I whispered, chewing my lip. “Like Ephoros?”
       Praxinos made a choking sound, and I felt my own throat constrict. 
       How do you know about Ephoros?  Praxinos wheezed the question. I’d surprised him with that apparently.
       “I accidentally released him here in the hall yesterday.”
       There was a long silence. How old did you say you are?
       “I didn’t mean to call him. It was an accident.” I put some defensive in my voice, and then added firmly, “I’m fifteen now,” as if that was sufficient. 
       And where are we exactly?  How close to the ocean?
       “In the middle of Nebraska, about as far as you can get from any ocean.”
       Rivers and lakes nearby?  Anything big and deep that flows into the sea?
       I thought about it for a minute. “I’m not sure where they end up, but there are a few big rivers. The Loupe is big, the Platte I think is the biggest. Why?”
       And you are certain it was Ephoros?  He said his name?
       “I—I had a lot of cleaning duties.” I didn’t need to mention that Matrothy was punishing me. So far, I knew that Praxinos heard me only if I spoke the words aloud. He couldn’t read my mind. “Ephoros cleaned the dirt off my bed and the floor for me. Some of the other girls got them all muddy. He told me I had the Wreath. That I’m the wearer. He even said I might one day speak with my mother.”
       Praxinos gasped. You had Ephoros...doing chores?  
       “Yeah, he wasn’t too happy about it either, but he snapped his fingers sort of, and everything became clean. He had to leave in a hurry because the director showed up and then some of the girls returned to the hall...Is something wrong?”
       Ephoros, said Praxinos cautiously. Is the master of those monsters my grandfather released. He is their king. He doesn’t answer to anyone but the Wreath-wearers, and maybe a few immortals. He is so frightening most of us never saw him, too afraid to call him for any reason. There were always some fearless Wreath-wearers capable of befriending him—well, as close to friendship as you might make with someone like him. He hesitated over continuing this thought and abandoned it. And you summoned him from the ocean to...Nebraska?
       “Yup. Nebraska. The middle of Nebraska. He went back into a small drop of water and into my right eye.”
       That is just the door through which he can emerge. The deathless ones live in the oceans. Kassandra, you called their king all the way to Nebraska.
       “Am I not supposed to be able to do that?”
       At fifteen years old?  No!  I called for his help only once in my life, and I nearly fainted when he appeared.
       “But how old were you?”
       Sixty-one.
       I bit my lip and flipped through a few more pages of my book. Was there something that made it easier for me?  Easier than a sixty-one year old king?  
       “Well...there’s a little river, a tributary that comes close to the school. It’s not deep but you can see it from the road. So much is happening, and it’s all going so fast...” Words were coming out of my mouth, trying to make it sound as if my success and toughness came from not being able to take it all in. “I was frightened, but... Maybe if I hadn’t been attacked by that witch in the lake the day before, I would have been more frightened...And you’ve heard what Matrothy is like. She’s more of a monster than Ephoros.”
       Making excuses.
You are Ampharete’s daughter, and you’re just like her. Ampharete did not belong at the king’s court. She was like a wild seaborn—not in a go-any-way-the-current-goes kind of wild, but the maker of currents that others follow. She liked to stir everything up. I liked her immensely. Your mother called Ephoros hundreds of times, for protection and for knowledge. She had no bleed, and so she relied on his power. He’s roamed the oceans since the dawn of time and has seen many civilizations rise and fall. Ampharete...She was fearless, and always did what she thought was the right thing, even if it meant going against the power of her house and even all the seaborn. Ampharete was of House Alkimides, you know...and your father of House Rexenor, an exile house of the seaborn... 
       His voice trailed off.
       There was silence for a bit, and then Praxinos muttered a curse followed by a sound of desperation, a sob that caught in his throat. The lives of the last four or five wearers have been so short. It saddens me to remember them. 
       “Tell me more,” I whispered impatiently. “What’s a house?  What does it mean to belong to a house?  Not where you live, but like House Alkimides?” 
       Maybe Praxinos would think I was stupid for asking it, but the idea of one family living under one roof didn’t fit the way he was using the word.
       Ah. I did not at first understand your question. A house is like a city, a polis, a people with their own ways and art and culture.
       “Not all related?”
       By blood?  No. There are royal Alkimides, your family, and there are people of other blood and family lines that belong to House Alkimides.
       “Is that my family name?  Alkimides?”
       Of course it is.
       I scowled, recalling the surname written on the forms by my deliverers.  I’d never liked the name, Porthmeus. It had an odd sound. It just didn’t fit me, and, on the rare occasion where my surname was required, I always changed it to Prometheus—the guy who stole fire from the gods and gave it to humans. Much rather be related to a guy who plays with fire than whoever or whatever Porthmeus was.
       Okay, I’m an Alkimides. Kassandra Alkimides. “What else?  What exactly is Ephoros?”
       Listen to me. He paused for a few seconds as if collecting his thoughts. You must be careful. You cannot tell anyone about the Wreath, or that you have any unusual power. You mustn’t call Ephoros or any others to Nebraska.
       “Others?”
       He ignored me. It’s not like you’re growing up at the Thalassogenêis court in the Nine-cities, where everyone can see with their own eyes that you wear it, and you would have your own bodyguards, demons, and the royal army to protect you.
       Never forget who you are, Kassandra. You are royalty, a descendant of the kings and queens of the seaborn, but your father was a noble son of an exiled house. The seaborn have been at war with House Rexenor for two hundred years, and King Tharsaleos, your grandfather on your mother’s side, has spent most of his life battling Lord Nausikrates and Lady Kallixene of Rexenor. Nausikrates was your grandfather and Kallixene your grandmother on your father’s side. 
       “Lord Now-seek-rah-teaz,” I said and repeated it, and then went to my grandmother’s name, “Lady Kal-ix-eh-nee.” I had him spell the names and, after digging around in my nightstand for a pencil, I wrote them on the inside cover of The Odyssey.
       Nausikrates and Kallixene were my family. I felt my heartbeat pounding harder. “Will I get to meet them, ever?”
       Praxinos didn’t answer at once. They were the last of the rulers of House Rexenor, all dead now it is to be assumed. When I last spoke with your mother, King Tharsaleos’ army of the drowned dead, the Olethren, were swarming over the walls of the Rexenor fortress, killing anyone who had a pulse. You can only lose to the Olethren once because no one has ever survived their attack. All I know is that your mother willingly passed on the Wreath to you when you were very young, five or six months old, and once Ampharete passed it on, her body withered and died.
       “But that’s horrible!” My body snapping upright in surprise. “Why would she do it?  Couldn’t she fight the king?  What about Ephoros?  Couldn’t he help her?”
       Praxinos hesitated. The seaborn have weapons that...The king has magic. It is weaker magic, nothing like the spells the ancient Telkhines used to employ, but magic of some power nonetheless. And he has tools that were created with that ancient magic.
       “Couldn’t she hide or run away?”
       She would have been hunted. She had already tricked her father, secretly accepting the Wreath from her mother. The king does not know that a Wreath-wearer survived. And by passing it to you, she made sure that the Wreath of Poseidon was hidden until you were old enough—fifteen years. That is why you must never drop your guard. 
       He paused and seemed to sigh. Do not think for an instant that the seaborn are not watching you. They don’t send anyone to a place like St. Clement’s and then not keep an eye on them. The king’s purpose has never been to dump you in Nebraska, ignore you, hope you can fend for yourself, or hope you never bother him again. The king has spies everywhere. Everywhere there is water. If you turn out to be a threat, they will kill you, kill you mercilessly. If they discover that you have the Wreath, they will gather all of their forces—they have considerable forces and allies—and they will destroy you for good. The king would risk everything he has to kill you. He would end the world before he let the Wreath of Poseidon fall into the hands of someone he thinks an enemy. 
       The door at the end of the hall banged open and Matrothy filled the space, blocking out all the light from the entryway beyond. She had her shoulders hunched and both her hands were drawn into fists.
       “TV off!” She shouted, but her eyes were fixed on me.
       “Got to go, Praxinos,” I whispered and closed the book. “Matrothy is here.”
       The way you described her, she sounds like a—
       “Worse.”
       Matrothy walked slowly down the aisle, shooting mean looks at some of the girls still playing cards on one of the beds. She moved up the space between my bed and Nicole’s, examining the nightstand, the curtains and the floor. Deirdre had probably told the old bat how they had been muddy yesterday. 
       Matrothy turned to go, stopped, and then wheeled to face me, one hand up in a gesture at me, making it clear that whatever was about come out of her mouth was about me. And it wasn’t going to be good. She blinked, distracted, and then stared down at the book, The Odyssey of Homer on the blanket where I’d dropped it.
       She snapped it up, flipped through it with a disgusted look on her face. “Nothing but trash, a muddled waste of time...rot your brain.” Her gaze stopped on the two penciled names on the inside cover, then she closed the book and gripped it like a brick in her fingers.
       I held my hand out for it, but Matrothy pulled the book back, her fist wrapped around it. She swung it, caught me across the side of the face, and knocked me off the bed.
       I got up in time to see Matrothy toss the book on the floor. She walked away, her glower swinging to each bed. 
       “Brush your teeth, all of you, and then lights out!” 
       Holding my cheek, I got to my feet, and it was already hot and puffy. The impact of the book felt like it had loosened my jaw, and I opened and closed my mouth, tasting for blood or teeth dangling. And I kept my glare fixed on Matrothy’s back until the director slammed the door.
       Then I caught Jill mouthing the word “revenge” at me as we got into the line for the bathroom. I just nodded back, assuming that she meant Matrothy was here for revenge. 
       But it occurred to me I could use the word against the tyrant. That thought was bright as a sun breaking over the hills in the morning, intense and new, promising to get hotter. My whole body froze around the idea of killing Matrothy. My breathing slowed, thoughts of vengeance racing through my head, building scenarios of murder out of all the knowledge I’d gathered of the director’s routine, manner and methods of violence. Where would I kill her?  Here in the hall, in front of everyone?  Down in her cramped office on the first floor?  I had been hauled there countless times for beatings and shoutings. 
       Nicole put her hand on my shoulder in a show of sympathy, and I jumped, snapping out of the dream just when it was starting to get bloody.
       “You okay?”    
       No, I’m a total psycho.
       “Yeah, fine.” I nodded and got in line. I tucked my head down so that others couldn’t see my cheek swelling. The line moved quickly, and I brushed my teeth after spending a few minutes twisting and wrenching the flattened tube, wrestling with it, forcing it to give up the last of the paste. 
       I spit a few times and brushed some more, listening for my mother’s song. I heard nothing but the splattering water and the gurgling drain.
       The water rolled around the white porcelain, and made me think of the suggestions Praxinos had given me so far. 
       In the water. 
       Praxinos said I could go anywhere in the water, that I’d never have to worry about breathing or pressure or the cold, that I could live as easily in the darkest abyss as a mountain lake. 
       Was it something that just switched on when I went under the water?  The cold water from the tap felt cold on my skin and hot water felt hot. What was different about it?  Praxinos called it an ara-something, a curse, not really a power. The seaborn lived on the ocean’s floor because they were cursed to live there.
       While getting my pajamas on I whispered, “Are you still there?”
       What happened?  
       “I can’t talk, but you can still talk to me,” I said, trying to keep my lips from moving. 
       Nicole heard me anyway, and gave me a worried look. I gave her back an innocent smile, that I’m sure didn’t help the crazy factor.
       I’ll tell you about my grandfather, Polemachos, the first king of House Alkimides... 
       Praxinos droned on for hours while I curled up in the dark with my eyes closed, half listening. I was on the edge of sleep when Prax’s excited voice startled me. He went off on a tangent for thirty minutes on giant squid chasing, a game he’d played when he was my age. 
       Alpha, beta, gamma, delta... Just before I drifted off completely, Praxinos decided there was no better time than now to embark on ancient Greek lessons.
       Sure. And I slid into a warm comfortable sleep. 
       There was darkness and pressure against my skin. My hearing changed, as if I could feel every sound as tiny vibrations around me. Sound waves. Mr. Henderson had a whole lecture on sound waves. 
       I opened my eyes in a dream and immediately wondered if I had actually opened them. 
       The water was so dark. I blinked and I knew I was far away from Nebraska, in the middle of a very deep ocean. I spent a few seconds trying to make out the shadowy figures of some pelagic animal between me and the surface, a pod of dolphins or killer whales. 
       Off in the distance I heard Praxinos talking about the ancient Greek language. 
       That’s my preamble to the omicron and alpha declension nouns. Let’s move on to the verbs...
       The dream seemed so real, and I wanted nothing more than for it to continue. 
       This is my world.  
       Moving fast through it, I held my arms tight against my sides and watched the ocean race by. I kicked my legs and rocketed through the warm dark fluid like a fighter jet across the sky. I angled back and then zigzagged between three coral covered towers of stone. Up ahead, the horizon was black and something told me to keep moving toward it.
       In seconds, I went over the edge of a wide canyon, plunging headfirst into water so deep the blaze of the sun had never touched it. I swam vertically for what seemed like an hour, deep, into the pure abyssal night.
       There were sharp flashes of light around me, anglerfish luring in prey. Long ribbons of fiery dots flared to life and vanished, and far off in the darkest of dark, singular pinpoints of light blazed into existence, glowed and expired like the birth and death cycle of miniature suns. 
       My hands shot out, arms windmilling to slow myself down. The floor was coming at me quickly. I bent my body at the waist, swung my feet down and landed up to my knees in the soft muddy bottom. 
       The soft powder of the ocean floor clouded the water. Tilting my head up, I caught shadows and pale light on flat stone facings. The ocean glowed green-blue, and the light seemed to come from me—yeah, the freakishness just keeps going: I’m glowing in the dark. 
       A gigantic box-shaped stone loomed over me, and I had landed right next to it. That seemed interesting. Time to explore. The mud had caught my ankles and anchored my legs, but I twisted to free myself, sliding higher into the water to kick along one squared face of the massive rock.  Running my fingers over it, through soft nets of sponge and mats of tiny animals with tentacles, I felt long straight ridges running vertically.  Underneath all the growth, the box was rough stone with smooth carved strokes, man-made.
       I jerked my hands back, startled. 
       The stone moved when I touched it. 
       It drifted away and then back toward me, a slow pendulum motion. It was as if the box floated in mid-water. 
       Interesting. I swam over the top, down one side. Underneath I found the strangest thing: two heavy chains went from metal rings in the bottom to the seafloor.
       The whole thing was a puzzle. Maybe if I got a wider view. 
       So I kicked away and then turned back to get a look at what appeared to be a giant rectangular box made from stone that...floated...as if it would normally have shot off to the surface except that someone had anchored it deep into the mud. 
       Tiny bubbles of air lifted away from the top, one after the other, a parade of miniscule glassy spheres. It was a box, hollow on the inside, full of air? 
       I froze. 
       A low hollow moaning sound came from somewhere nearby. I swung around in the water, twisted and kicked to get closer to the seafloor, feeling vulnerable out in the open. 
       Then I hovered about a foot above the mud, trying to determine the direction of the new noises. Someone coughed, and then drew in a long ragged wet breath, and the sounds were harsh and echoed sharply. 
       “Hello?”  
       There were scraping noises coming from the stone. 
       “Is someone there?” 
       A man’s voice answered me. “Who are you?” It wasn’t Praxinos. 
       “Tell me your name first.” I said, swimming around the giant floating box, darting to the other side to see if he was hiding behind it.
       “I’m Gregor...of Hous—I am Gregor.” He stopped, and drew in another wheezing breath. “Now, who are you?”
       “My name’s Kassandra.”  My voice sounded clear and strong while his was weak and echoed faintly. He couldn’t be inside that thing?  “Where are you?”
       “Kassand—”  He broke into a fit of coughing. “Kassandra...” His voice faded. “I failed her. Fail and die.  I failed Kassandra.”  He was sobbing, and then his voice went quiet. “Kassandra is my daughter’s name.”
       “Where are you?” I followed the links of chain into the mud.
       “I am inside this...” His tone went cold, and he stopped talking, suddenly becoming wary.
       “The stone?” I turned and climbed like a crab over the sides and then up to the top. “I don’t see a door or a way to get in. What are you doing inside?”
       He made a muffled whimper and then took another breath. The man was weeping. 
       “How did you get inside?”
       “Go away!” He coughed again, then made what sounded like a laugh, and then wept in between choppy gasps for breath. “Liar. You have come to torment me, using my daughter’s name.” Then he got angry. “You’re nothing but a trick of that squidfuck of a king, Tharsaleos.” 
       Which made me angry. “I am Kassandra! My mother was Ampharete, a princess of the Alkimides.”
       The ocean went silent. 
       His voice came back almost inaudible. “Ampharete...of House Alkimides...is my wife.”
       I opened my eyes in the dark hall in the girls department of St. Clement’s Education Center, sitting up, heart thudding. My fingers clawed at handfuls of blanket, and I swung my wide-awake gaze up and down the hall. 
       Everyone else was asleep...everyone but Praxinos.
       Of all verb tenses, the Future in Greek is the easiest to learn... 
     
     
     



Chapter 10 - Princess
        
       
     
     
     
     
     
       
       
     Heart thudding, my skin feeling cold, I slid out of the blanket and made my way unsteadily to the end of my bed. Then eased my trunk open and pulled out a shirt and a pair of shorts.
       “Shut up, Praxinos. I’m trying to think,”
       What’s your highness up to that learning or even polite talk has been cast aside?
       I tossed socks into the pile. “I’m leaving St. Clement’s. Running away from here,” I breathed the words, glancing around to see if anyone had stirred from sleep.
       To where?
       “To find my father. He’s alive. He’s imprisoned...inside a big rock that’s chained to the seafloor.”
       I see. He sounded doubtful. We’re off to spring a prisoner...from a big rock?
       “I saw him in a dream, but it was like I was really there.”
       I understand little of what you’re saying, Wreath-wearer. Begin again.
       I scowled at his use of the title, worse than princess, because it had the deeper relation to my mother’s death. I threw it off with an angry head shake. There was no time for bitterness. Not yet. “He’s sealed inside this thing.”  I whispered as forcefully as I dared. “We have to get him out.”
       Where?  
       “It was in the sea, deep in a canyon. The rock is chained to the floor.” 
       Praxinos said nothing for a second. Describe this rock.
       I whispered frantically as if we were wasting precious seconds chatting. “It was big. I had to kick twice to reach the end of it. It’s a rectangle, longer than it is tall or wide. I tried to follow the chains into the sand but I couldn’t find the ends. His name’s Gregor. He...He didn’t believe me...He thought I was using the name ‘Kassandra’ to hurt him. There’s no door into the rock, either. I couldn’t find a way in.”
       Gregor is your father’s name. Were there many of these rocks?
       “I only saw one. The one my father’s inside.”
       Were there other things down there...alive?
       “No,” I said, shaking my head. “What kinds of things?”
       Praxinos ignored me. For a seaborn there are few tortures greater than being forced to remain out of the water: To be locked inside a bubble of air at the bottom of the sea. Shut inside an air-filled chamber, but surrounded by the vast ocean. Unable to feel the water on your skin but knowing it is just beyond the stone walls. It drives a seaborn mad. 
       “You know what it is?” I whispered excitedly.
       I may. But you could not have been there...I think you’re describing a lithotomb. 
       “Good. Let’s go.”
       We’re just going to swim down there and get him, are we?
       “It’s my father.”
       Do you know where to go?
       “You’re going to tell me.”
       I know where they are, said Praxinos but in an unhelpful voice. Set this dream aside. What else has happened?
Why the sudden urge to leave the middle of Nebraska?
       I answered immediately. “Because I don’t belong here, Praxinos. I belong...somewhere else.”
       The lid of my trunk slid out of my fingers, dropping the last quarter inch with a little thump. I straightened and looked around the dark quiet hall. A few of the sleepers were stirring but none of them seemed to know what I was about to do. I pulled my pillow out of its case and stuffed my clothes inside, added The Odyssey and my homework notebook with a pen. 
       With my senses charged from the dream and the excitement of sneaking out of Clement’s in the middle of the night, I tried to get my head turned toward the future. 
       How far is the ocean?  
       I’d studied the map of North America in Vilnious’ classroom, and had a pretty good picture of it in my mind, but I did wonder about its accuracy, and how far away things were. 
       On the map, Nebraska was pink and there was a purple state below it that I was almost certain was Kansas. 
       How many days would it take to get there?  
       Mullen was the nearest town—the farthest I’d ever been from Clement’s, and it might take me all night and most of tomorrow just to walk there. I could ask someone in Mullen about the distance to the next state. I’d ask Ephoros the ocean questions. I would have to come up with anything that had to do with Nebraska and the rest of America on my own. 
       Praxinos wouldn’t know the first thing about traveling on roads, would he?
       I stopped in the middle of the aisle, my head going from one side to the other. Should I wake Jill and Nicole, and tell them what I was about to do?  
       They took a boat out on Red Bear Lake to save me. They had stood up for me before and been punished. 
       Even the best of friends will only take so much of that. 
       I walked to the end of the hall, throwing a quick sneer at sleeping Deirdre Milhorn as I passed.
       My hand curled around the doorknob, stopped only a second, and then I opened the door.
       Stepping across the entry room outside, there was a dim glow from the parking lot lights coming through the window to my right, glinting dully on the worn railing of the stairway leading down to the first floor. A long gleaming line revealed where a second railing ran toward the far wall and then bent away and up to follow the stairs to the third floor.
       I stopped and looked down the gaping black stairwell, imagining that Matrothy was pounding up the steps, bellowing my name. With a shudder that shook things in place in my head, I got my fear under control. 
       Matrothy lived at the school, in an apartment somewhere on the first floor, but she wouldn’t be up this hour, right?  Still, I couldn’t walk the first floor halls without being seen by someone.
       I bit my lip and scowled, trying to come up with a way to get out of Clement’s. 
       I’m already stuck. 
       I couldn’t use the front door because the administration office opened opposite the entrance, and at least one of the ladies who worked behind the counter was sure to be there. 
       There were the stairs going up to the seventeens-and-up girls. Short of flying, that was the only way up or down from the third floor. I turned on my heel and looked at the nine-to-sixteens hall with the door halfway open. 
       No way I’m not going back now. 
       There were ways to get out through the basement, little covered doorways that opened up on the ground floor, and I turned to the window over the playground. The school grounds were dimly lit with a few streetlights at the edges. 
       Putting each step down carefully, I moved over the shiny plastic tiles to the window. It took me a few minutes to slide the latch and push the frame up to the highest position, only making a few clicks and a slow scraping noise. 
       Then I was leaning into the cool summer air, taking a deep breath, and realized for the first time that my heart was pounding like mad, so fast that each beat seemed to blend into the next.
       “What are you afraid of?” I whispered.
       Me?
Oh, you know, shipwrecks...and the men who sink with them...broken wooden ribs of the hull...sea-anemones, corals and other creatures of the deep growing on it...they look eerie in the gloom.
       “Not you. I was talking to myself.”
       I lifted my leg through the open window. I put it down on the roof of the little bulkhead building that stuck out from the first floor and had a door that led down into the basement. There were six or seven of the doors sticking out from the first floor around the school. I pulled the rest of my body through the window and stood up on the steeply slanted roof.
       “I’m outside.” 
       Going to get away from the school so the evil director won’t catch you?
       “Right.”
       Let me know when we reach the water. What is your plan?  Follow a path to the biggest river and then into the Gulf of Mexico?
       “I haven’t really thought that far. I’m still standing on the roooooooof!”
       I slid down one side of the gray shingles, fell on my butt and flew off the edge. I swung my arms in front of me, spiraling them to push my body forward. My pillowcase full of clothes, shot out in front of me and hit the ground. 
       I landed at a steep angle on my heels, which immediately slid out from under me. Then I skidded forward and landed flat on my back, my head slamming into the hard dirt.
       A bright band of stars blazed across the sky. I stared at them for a second, and then rolled over to my stomach. My brain didn’t seem to want to come back online, stunned from the fall. My lungs didn’t want to work and I made feeble choking noises. I tried to breathe but couldn’t take in any more. I tried to exhale and nothing wanted to come out. I rolled onto my back again and my body jerked on its own, bending in the middle like an arch. I fell back, arms wrapping around my stomach. It felt as if someone had punched me. My lungs burned as I sucked in a long ragged breath.
       I was on my back in the dirt and grass, staring up at the night sky with the walls and windows of St. Clement’s Education Center looming over me. For a minute I couldn’t remember why I was outside so late.
       Found some water we can use yet?  Praxinos asked enthusiastically.
       I opened my mouth to speak but only a gasp of air came out. clawing at the ground, I sat up and reached for my stuffed pillowcase as if that would make me feel better.
       “Prax—”
       It hurt to use my voice. I leaned back on my hands and took deep breaths until my heart stopped hammering around wildly in my chest, settling into a quick rhythm.
       “I fell, Praxinos.”
       Fell?  It was like he didn’t know the meaning of the word. Off of what?
       “Off the roof.  Didn’t you hear me?  I’m surprised the whole school isn’t awake.”
       What about the Gulf of Mexico?  We have to find some nice water. Flowing water’s necessary.
       “No shit!  Hold your horses.”
       Hold my what?
       “Just wait.” Thinking geography, maps, I got to my knees. “Gulf of Mexico.”  I concentrated on remembering the big pull-down map in my classroom that showed the whole country, with Canada and Mexico above and below. 
       Bits and pieces of Vilnious’ first day of school responsibility pep talk came to me. Think about the future, stake it to the ground, and then work your way toward it. Don’t veer. Keep an eye on it. Straight to the goal.
       Now, move. 
       Texas curved around the western end of the gulf. It was becoming clearer in my head. The gulf was almost directly south of Nebraska, maybe a little east, if I was remembering correctly.
       I looked around for something to help me to my feet. 
       Holy crap. I’d be dead if I’d hit that.
       I had landed three feet from an iron pipe sticking out of the ground. It bent at a right angle, ending in a faucet. It was where the gardener hooked up the hose to water the playground.
       I crawled toward it, determined to use it to get to my feet. Dropping my stuffed pillowcase, I reached out and grabbed the pipe just past the elbow, using it like a cane to pull up one foot, planted it firmly, and pressed my other hand on the ground for support.
       “Yuck!”
       As my hand sunk into the sloppy pool of water under the spout, the whole world moved under me and spun in circles. There was a rushing sound in my ears, like a waterfall. 
     


     
       Two things happened at that exact moment. In a dark room inside St. Clement’s Education Center, Ms. Matrothy shot upright in her bed, screaming in a high voice, “Forgive me!” 
       And miles away in a motel room in Mullen, Nebraska, Limnoria frowned and looked at her sisters, saying, “Now that’s odd. Why’s the girl building a path outside the school?  Why not use one of the sinks or showers?  Much easier.”
     


     
       Everything whirled by me, smears of darkness and bright bars of streetlights. St. Clement’s blurred in between the black stretch of field and the row of trees at the end of the parking lot. I fell over, lifting my hand out of the muck. My whole body was off the ground, spinning like a motor until my arm twisted painfully and I released the pipe.
       It was like being launched by a catapult. I flew through the air, and landed in the grass thirty feet away.
       Again, I found myself staring at the stars, blinking dizzily. I dug my fingers into the ground next to me, feeling for the rest of the world before I realized where I was.
       I had been thrown to the edge of the playground. My back was on the grass, the flat cut green blades rasping against my skin where my shirt had been pulled up above my waist. My feet stuck out across a narrow concrete sidewalk that bordered the grassy field.
       “What happened?”
       You tell me? Praxinos said, annoyed. Are we in the water yet?  I’m still holding my ‘horsizz.’ 
       “A horse is an animal. Hold your horses means to wait.”  
       I rolled onto my stomach, trying to focus on the two hard black lumps sticking up from the ground right in front of me. It took me a second to figure out what they were. 
       I gasped and pushed away, a dull ache in my head threatening to split me open. 
       Ms. Matrothy stood over me, her big shoes sunk into the grass.
       “While we’re on the subject of animals...” The director shoved one of her shoes into my ribs, not really a kick, nothing savage, but it hurt.  Still, it tossed me back to the ground. “There’ll be no waiting for you. You’ll be punished right now. Move it, back inside!”
       The school blocked out the night sky in front of me, three stories of the girls dorms of St. Clement’s, that drab face of gray bricks, cut with darker rectangles of windows and wedges of shadow. Looked more and more like a prison every day. 
       Crawling to my feet, I staggered a few steps toward the school, still too dizzy to defend myself.  Matrothy kicked me in the ankles, tripping me. 
       Movement came in sharp confusing spurts, the world halting between each. Spitting grass from of my mouth, I pushed down, got to my feet again. Normally I would have been quick enough to avoid these things, but my head was fuzzy and my eyes wouldn’t remain focused on anything. They wobbled all over the place.
       I got my feet moving, stumbling away from the director, and along the way, snatched up my clothes, twitching at every move from Matrothy.  The night brightened and then went dark.  It came back into view.  I caught myself wincing against a rhythmic ache in my skull. The director hovered over me, gave me a few more shoves, herding me toward the open main doors, back into St. Clement’s.
       “You think they hate you now?”
       “Who?”
       “You don’t even know what it’s like to be hated...yet.”
       I fell on the stairs, but using one hand to grab the next step, I pulled myself up, and managed to get slightly ahead. With some of my balance returning, I made the distance to the dorms in good time.
       The director caught up just as I turned the doorknob to the nine-to-sixteen’s, shoved me against the door, then with one hand against my back, used me to open it, her voice right in my ear. 
       “Sneaking around the school in the middle of the night!” 
       Matrothy turned on all the lights and raged up and down the hall. “Go. Stand next to your trunk, you little shit.” She gave me another shove.  “Up!  Everyone up!”
       The girls in the nine-to-sixteen department tossed away their blankets and got to their feet, assembling in two facing lines next to the trunks at the foot of their beds. They shivered, blinked sleepily, rubbing eyes, straightening pajamas. 
       Most had already started turning some pretty nasty looks at me, the only one not dressed for sleeping.
       “Kassandra!” Matrothy screamed hysterically, her hair, normally up in a tight bun, was loose, flapping around her face like a shredded flag in the wind. “Kassandra wants all of us to get up with her at...” She turned to Deirdre Milhorn. “What time is it?”
       “Two-thirty, ma’am.”
       “...at two-thirty in the morning!  Kassandra doesn’t like to play by the rules.  She wants to run away from St. Clement’s while we want to sleep.”
       Matrothy stomped along the aisle, glowering at the girls she passed. “She shouldn’t be allowed to do that, right?  The rules say that no one—No one—is allowed outside after eight-thirty.”
       She pointed a finger at me. “But she doesn’t want to follow our rules. Princess Kassandra wants to make up her own, and she expects you to follow along!”
       Every muscle in my body went tight. The director couldn’t have known. Ephoros said he’d taken away her memories—and sent her to brush her teeth. 
       Matrothy swung her hand in a gesture that took in every girl in the hall. “Everyone’ll remain standing for an hour.  You will remain silent and you will remain standing because Kassandra feels like breaking the rules.
       “Kassandra is a stupid, selfish little fuckup who can’t follow simple orders. That’s not really my problem, is it? It’s yours. So, because all of you can’t seem to cleanup your own mess, and because Kassandra cannot follow the rules, you will all be punished.” 
       Matrothy dumped out the stuffed pillowcase onto my bed, going suddenly cold and quiet for a moment when she saw my copy of The Odyssey come tumbling out. 
       Picking it up, her hand was shaking with rage. 
       Matrothy walked around the end of the bed and stopped in front of me, her anger winched down tight like a catapult straining to hurl a car-sized boulder into the air. I was already starting to duck.
       She slammed the spine of the book down on my head.
       “What—do—I—have—to—do—” She hammered down with the book on each word, and I put my hands up to take some of the pain. “—to—make—this—stupid—”
       “Leave her alone!” Jill shouted over Nicole’s almost identical demand. Actually, Nicole, much closer to the action, yelled, “Get away from her you fucking ugly rhino!” but since Jill’s voice was a lot louder, Matrothy heard, “Get—leave her alone—rhino!” which still made enough sense to get the director’s attention.
       Matrothy whirled, stomping her foot, very much like an angry rhino. If there had been dust on the floor (I had dusted the hall) she would have kicked it up.  I expected her to start snorting.
       “You two,” she said coldly, wiggling a finger at Jill in the opposite aisle and Nicole, who was glaring right back, arms folded, as she stood beside her trunk at the end of the next bed. “Will spend the next two hours standing.”
       Matrothy paced to the end of the hall and then headed back toward the door.
       “Maybe I wasn’t clear about whose fault this is?  If Kassandra hadn’t broken the rules, you would be asleep in your comfortable beds. You are cold and awake because Kassandra breaks things she shouldn’t touch, and none of you should stick your noses out for her.” She bared her teeth. “Unless you want it chopped off!” 
       A few of the nine year olds at the hall’s end whimpered and put their hands over their faces, covering their noses.
       “I’ll be making surprise visits!” Matrothy shouted with a finger in the air. 
       As if anyone would be surprised by that.
       The director made another sweep of the hall with her prison-searchlight gaze, turned on her heel and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
       I glared at the door and pretended to mutter some curse against her. Actually I said, “Praxinos, I got caught by Matrothy before I could run away. I’m back inside the hall, being punished.”
       Maybe it is just as well. I have been thinking about this dream, what little you described. You told me yesterday...or the day before (Time being a little shaky for past Wreath-wearers) that you do not remember anything before St. Clement’s, so it is not possible that you can know about the lithotombs. There is little chance you could have heard a childhood story about them. Lithotombs have always been the popular threat for taming unruly children. Scary damn things—scary place to find yourself. 
       Either you had some sort of vision in which you heard your imprisoned father’s voice...or someone wants you to think your father is imprisoned...and... He made some noises, tried the starts of a few words and gave up. I do not know. It is not one of the other wearers. So far, I am the only one who is awake. I think someone sent that vision to you. Perhaps they want you to go after him?  It could be a trap.
       “What are you talking about?” I pushed the words through my teeth in a barely audible voice.
       You are not the first fifteen-year old to wake up one day to discover you’re carrying a burden as great as the weight of all the oceans. You are not the first fifteen year old Wreath-wearer. The Wreath has been both a curse and blessing to our line, to House Alkimides. A curse for an accursed people... 
       His voice trailed off, as if on a path of thought he had no desire to tread.
       I am the oldest wearer you’re ever likely to hear. My father and grandfather have both faded and gone to sleep...permanently. I have not heard their voices in hundreds of years. Your mother never met them. I think Queen...what’s her name? ...Andromache was the last wearer to speak with my grandfather three or four hundred years ago. We are long-lived. I reigned as king for over a century. I passed the Wreath on to my son when I was one hundred and thirty-two. Most wearers have not been as long lived as I was. Many have been...murdered.
       “What?” I choked the word out, glancing around and then dropping my gaze to the floor. There were too many hate-filled eyes staring back at me.
       You carry something that many seaborn want but cannot have. Your own grandfather, King Tharsaleos of House Dosianax, is such a man. He is from a noble house. He is very powerful. But he never loved Pythias. He married your grandmother in order to control her, and he used her as a path to the throne. Pythias was the Wreath-wearer, but when she told him he couldn’t use her power for his ends, he sent assassins to kill her. He would rather have his wife dead and the Wreath destroyed than have it used against him. 
       I shifted my weight to the other leg, tightening my fists to stop them shaking.
       Now, some of the enwreathed got what they deserved. You’ll meet some of them—He stopped suddenly. He did not add, assuming you live long enough, but I heard the tone in his voice. Some of them, he repeated. Some of the Wreath-wearers were vicious people who shouldn’t have been allowed to wield its power. That is always the way it is with monarchy. Sometimes it was a wicked father passing it on to his wicked son, sometimes it was out of necessity, pass on the Wreath to someone unworthy or let it be destroyed forever.
       “How?  It can be destroyed?” 
       If the wearer dies before passing on the Wreath, all its power, all of us past wearers will vanish, disappear into the oceans, which is the source of all our power. As I said, a blessing and a curse.
       I would have gone on talking to Praxinos in front of every girl in the hall, but I was at a loss for anything to say, and Praxinos understood my silence.
       I will tell you more at another time...when you are ready to hear more.
       There wasn’t much to do but keep my eyes on the floor in front of me, not wanting to meet anyone else’s eyes. Even Jill and Nicole must hate me now. They defended me and look what it got them.
       Murder, I thought, and just as a warm fear started to spill through my body, something inside stopped it and drove it away. My anger rose in fear’s place. How dare anyone—especially my own grandfather—treat me like this. How dare that asshole king Tharsaleos pretend to love my grandmother and marry her just to take the throne and use her power. And then kill her. She was the Wreath-wearer. 
       Lifting my head, I jutted my chin out at an imaginary adversary. Someone might try to murder me?  Rage slammed around inside my head, and I tried to keep it from showing on my face. Some of it got through. I felt it in my eyes narrowing, and I couldn’t stop the tightening at the corners of my mouth. 
       “Right.”  The director of the girl’s department has been trying for years and I’ve managed to avoid death so far. 
       Of course, I had managed to make a whole pile of new enemies in one night. I heard them whispering to each other. Everywhere I looked, hate and plotting. 
       They had been thrown from their warm beds by “that trouble-making loser Matrothy hates so much.” They mumbled and folded their arms and glared at me for what seemed like three or four hours. 
       If looks could kill...
       Two beds down from me, Charisma sobbed uncontrollably with her face in her hands. 
       I wish she would stop. I can smell her tears in the air. I can feel them in my toes, each one a little saltwater thump in my bones when it hits the floor.
       And I swear the clock conspired with the director/dictator. I glanced at the far wall and shook my head at the minute hand, which stood frozen at 3:05 for what felt like twenty minutes.
       Matrothy made sudden, random entrances, throwing the door open, snapping her fingers and pointing at girls who’d been whispering.
       After the first hour the director dismissed everyone except Jill, Nicole and I.
       After the second hour, which passed slower than the first, she ordered Jill and Nicole to sleep. She made me stand for another hour before jerking her chin at the bed and stomping off.
       As tired as I was, I couldn’t sleep. I had no trouble closing my eyes. They shut on their own, but the dream of my father returned as real as ever. What had he called Tharsaleos? A squidfuck of a king? That was good. I’m going to have to use that one. 
       End to end, I replayed the memory in my head and heard him clawing at the stone from the inside, sobbing and cursing, trying to scratch his way free. 
       
       
     
     



Chapter 11 - Beautiful Water
    
       
     
     
     
     
       
     
       
     Mrs. Vilnious stood at the door to her classroom, watching us as we filed out on our way to science class with Mr. Henderson. 
       I liked Mr. Henderson and paid more attention in his class than most others. Mr. Farber taught physical education—and he was okay, if a little old to be out kicking a soccer ball. Mrs. Culpin, the librarian, was like a dragon with its gold. She was determined to stop anyone from checking books out of the library. Not that there were many to check out. Half the shelves were empty and there were few books printed within the last decade. Mrs. Steck taught a subject called “language arts” that had something to do with what people in different parts of the world ate, bought at the store, and watched in video. Mrs. Steck occasionally gave us useful information, like how to say “hello” in Peru, Thailand, China and Vermont. She taught all of these things with a knowing condescension, but I got the feeling Mrs. Steck and generations of Stecks hadn’t set foot out of the Sand Hills of Nebraska for a hundred years. It was a puzzle how the woman could know so much about the eating utensils used in the street cafes of Manila and Pasadena. 
       I may have preferred my science teacher Mr. Henderson to the others, but I didn’t want to disappoint Mrs. Vilnious. And I certainly didn’t want to piss her off. I’d heard all the stories from last year’s class—she could be a total witch if you got on her bad side.
       Unfortunately, I saw disappointment in the old woman’s eyes when she called me back and told me to wait while the rest of the class left the room.
       My shoulders went rigid. Damn, I’m in trouble. None of those delicate butterflies in my stomach—not for me. It was a giant octopus unfolding, eight arms wrestling in a pool of ink and acid inside me.
       “You’re a smart girl, Kassandra, but you make it difficult when you pull a stunt like running away from St. Clement’s.”  Mrs. Vilnious glared at me in an angry motherly sort of way.
       I hate that look. It makes my knees shake.
       I stopped biting my lip because there was something I could read in Vilnious’ face, a struggle of some sort going on behind it. I risked a bolder look directly into her eyes.
       Vilnious took a step back, almost a hop, and then looked away, startled as she pulled off her glasses to rub her eyes. I saw fear in them, just for a second, and then she wiped the expression away, set her glasses back in place, and turned back to me. 
       She’s afraid of me. Why?
       In a low voice, Vilnious said, “I do not like that director any more than you do, girl. She came down here this morning and told me you were not to go to your elective classes for the next two weeks. I told her to go to...well, never mind what I told her. She knows you like science and... way of punishing you... she has brought me into this.”
       By the time Mrs. Vilnious reached the end of her sentence she was fuming and had lost the ability to articulate a clear thought into speech. She pointed a bony finger skyward, puffed some weird sort of curse about strangling weeds and then waved me away. 
       “Oh, go on. I’ll deal with Ms. Matrothy if she comes looking for you.”
       I nodded happily, tightened my grip on my book bag—and my gurgling stomach, and ran to class.
       Mr. Henderson was tall, over six feet and half way to seven before Nature had apparently stepped in and told him to knock it off. He had coarse blond hair, sloppily parted in the middle. Funny hair. I mean his hair looked like the thatched roof of a medieval cottage. 
       He had university degrees in chemistry and biology on the wall in old frames with cloudy glass. He’d studied with famous marine biologists and biochemists. He’d done his thesis on Clownfish reproduction, and there were faded color photos of him in t-shirt and shorts on some Pacific island, standing next to three or four other scientists with scraggly beards. 
       He always complained that no one ever asked him about science. Everyone wanted to know if he played basketball, and he always gave them his trying-to-keep-it-civil answer, “Of course. Who hasn’t played basketball?  Professionally?  No.”
       I never asked him about basketball.
       I had asked him about breathing underwater the day before yesterday, but he’d been in Matrothy Recovery Mode after the director’s intimidation attack, and he’d handed me the “impossible with our current mammalian breathing apparatus” line.
       So yesterday, I thought I’d go for another attempt to make his day and ask him about sound traveling through water, and how it worked. 
       “Very interesting subject.” He’d nodded at me with one of those huge you’re-reading-my-mind smiles that teachers use when you ask them exactly the right question. “The science of sound is called acoustics.”
       And then everything had gone sideways. I had nodded back, and said, “Yes, from the Greek, akoustos, which means audible.” 
       Mr. Henderson had stopped and stared at me. Then I stopped and stared at myself, mainly at my shoes, trying to cover my shock.
       Where had that come from?
It hadn’t been Praxinos’ voice speaking the answers. I knew that, and I said it confidently. 
       Henderson had recovered, nodding his head. “Yes. I believe so. I took three semesters of Ancient Greek in college, had to, and two of Latin.” He had straightened his wire-rim glasses. “You have a language class here at St. Clement’s. Do they teach the classics?”
       Shaking my head, still trying to pry through my memories for an explanation, “No. It’s...I like Homer...You know, The Iliad,
The Odyssey...I just picked that up somewhere.”
       And Mr. Henderson said he was impressed, and wrote something nice about me in his grade book.
       Cool.
       Today, I rushed into class late and made a lot of noise getting to my seat. 
       Marcus, one of the guys in the first row stuck his foot out to trip me. I dodged it, but the weight of my book bag carried me forward, and I fell into my desk, catching the wooden edge in the ribs before sliding into the seat.
       I threw him an I’ll-kill-you-after-class look. I wasn’t really going to kill him. Marcus was cute, so I’d cut him a break. Then I swung to the front of the room to say sorry.
       There was no need. Henderson wasn’t even paying attention.
       He was half-leaning, half-sitting on his desk, rubbing his eyes with his glasses pushed up over his hand to his forehead. His hair was messier than normal. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days.
       And when he focused on us, he wore a strange smile, a little scheming. He was about to teach something forbidden.
       Even cooler. 
       Mr. Henderson levered his body off his desk and paced the width of the room, pushing his glasses up his nose. He stopped once, about to say something, and then went to the blackboard and picked up the chalk. 
       He drew a large circle and, toward the top, sticking out of it on each side, he drew the halves of two more circles. It looked like the beginnings of a giant cartoon mouse. He drew another small circle in what would have been the mouse’s forehead, and then wrote the letter H in the two semicircles. 
       “Can anyone tell me what this is?”
       A few hands went into the air, and there were some chuckles and remarks about deformed rodents.
       “Martin?”
       Martin straightened in his chair. “Easy. That’s a monster mouse Cyclops.”
       Mr. Henderson frowned and looked over his shoulder. “Yeah, it does look a little like that. What would the two H’s be then?”
       He looked around the room and picked the straight-A student. “Nicole?”
       Almost bored, she said, “It’s a water molecule.” 
       Smartest person I know, Nicole. If it was up to me, I’d make her Queen of the World.
       “Excellent.”  Henderson went back to the board. “Water, for those of you who don’t know, is made up of two elements, hydrogen and oxygen.”  He ran his finger around the circle in the center. “The big O is the oxygen atom and the two smaller circles are the hydrogens. They bind together to make a most remarkable thing.”
       Then he stopped as if that was enough to get us thinking, and it gave him some time to do something very peculiar. He dashed to the classroom door and jerked it open to see if anyone was in the hall listening. He stuck his head through the doorway, and looked both ways before closing the door quietly. Then pulled his chair away from his desk and sat down in the center aisle of desks, lowering his voice even more.
       “Today, we’re going to talk about the most important substance in the universe.”  
       I leaned forward. 
       “Water.”
       Every student in the class released a held breath at the same time. 
       Some looked at each other with “that’s it?” expressions. Some began to smile and chuckle, thinking our teacher had finally cracked under Matrothy’s pressure.
       Most—like me—waited for more. 
       “Water is really amazing stuff.” Mr. Henderson half turned in his chair and pointed at the molecule on the board. “Oxygen is what?”
       “A gas?” several students asked at once.
       “Right. So is hydrogen, the lightest of the elements. There is a connection between the fact that we need oxygen to breath and that water is a major part of almost every living thing.”
       Mr. Henderson went to the board and wrote H2O in large letters and then returned to his seat. “That’s the chemical formula for water, a capital H, a two that goes a little below the line and a capital O. You pronounce it H-two-O, and it means two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom. That’s water.”
       Time to start taking notes. Mr. Henderson’s overly serious presentation made it sound like we’d better get this down because it was the only time he was ever going to talk about water. Strange. It was as if he wasn’t allowed to talk about it, that it was an off-limits subject, like do-it-yourself electroshock therapy, gene splicing, or how to make explosives out of common household chemicals.
       Henderson gestured with the chalk. “One of the many remarkable things about water, one of its special properties, is that it’s a liquid at room temperature even though it’s made up of two gasses. Another is that frozen water, ice, expands, and even floats. In fact, water expands so forcefully that it can break metal pipes. Have you ever left a can of soda in the freezer?”
       There was some nodding and laughing in the class.
       “What happens to it?”
       “It explodes?”
       It wasn’t the answer he was looking for, but it was close. “Something like that. It bursts. The expanding soda, most of which is water, creates so much pressure it can literally tear open metal like you would tear a sheet of paper.”
       “What else?” I asked, caught up in the excitement.
       “Water’s in almost all living things. It surrounds us. It is a gas in the air as vapor, in the arctic as ice, a solid, in the creeks, rivers and swamps as a liquid. Lakes of water, seas of water, oceans of water. Water is everywhere.” 
       Mr. Henderson scooted his chair back and went to the board. He wrote in big letters, 
     
       EARTH IS AN OCEAN WORLD.
     
       He grabbed the way-out-of-date globe off the shelves by the window, slammed it down in the center of his desk, and spun it until the colors of the landmasses blended into the oceans and the entire globe became blue.
       “The oceans cover about seventy-one percent of the planet’s surface and the emergent lands, twenty-nine. There are over one point three billion cubic kilometers of ocean on our world.”
       He dropped one hand over the top of the globe and stopped it. 
       “As humans, we tend to favor land. After all, we’re air-breathing land animals. We don’t have gills or any other natural method of underwater respiration—respiration’s another way of saying breathing,” he added when some of the class looked puzzled. “But this doesn’t mean we live an existence in which oceans, seas, lakes and rivers play no part. Look at our planet.” He used his fingers to spin the globe slowly. “The majority of our most populous cities are ports. People like living by water, whether it’s an ocean, a lake, river, or pond. All life on land is maintained by the oceans, from the air we breathe to much of our food and transportation.”
       Seeing some skeptical frowns he added, “You’re wondering how the food we grow and eat has any connection with the oceans?  Here we are in Nebraska, right?  What connection could fields of grain have with the oceans?  Easy. Rainwater. Rain clouds are formed out of the evaporation of water. Evaporation is just a fancy way of explaining how water gets into the air. When this happens in the oceans, the salts stay behind. Just the water”—he pointed at the H2O on the blackboard—”turns to vapor. Evaporation from the oceans accounts for more than ninety-five percent of all rainfall. That means almost every drop of rain that hits the earth was once part of an ocean somewhere.”
     
     
     



Chapter 12 - Too Much Water
    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     “Any sign of kassandra?” Helodes asked in a cheery voice. 
       The sun had risen two hours before and the naiads were busy with the bathtub, sinks, coffee pots, and glasses, anything that would hold water. 
       They’d been hoarding glasses for a week. Limnoria had gone on cup foraging excursions into the motel’s lobby and dining room—twice. 
       The slow hollow tone of the bathtub being filled seemed to come from everywhere at once. The walls moaned with the sound of running water.
       Helodes went to make sure the front door was closed and double-latched again. She got up and checked it every fifteen minutes even though no one had left the room by the door since the day before. As she crossed the room, she turned to listen to Parresia’s faint singing coming from the bathroom. 
       Olivia slouched in a worn cloth chair by the window, picking her teeth with her claw-like nails, itching to get back to her swamps and lakes. She sat and waited while her sisters went looking for that girl who wore the Wreath.
       “Nothing,” said Limnoria absently, her finger dipped in one glass and her eyes staring intently into a dark blue coffee mug filled to the top with water.
       “She’ll be in classes by now, right?”
       “Huh?” Limnoria glanced up. “Yes. Most likely, but she might slip out for a drink at the fountain or use the sink in the ladies room. Then we’d know.”
       “Any word from Agatha?”
       “Nope. Of course not. Paranoid. Pretends she doesn’t have sisters.”
       “I don’t think Kassandra left the school.”
       “You said that already.” Limnoria growled the words, not easily forgetting that it was Helodes’ idiotic idea to lure the girl away from St. Clement’s in the first place.
       “We couldn’t have missed her passing by in the river.”  Helodes folded her arms, self-satisfied. “I think she was caught outside last night.”
       “We’ll find out,” said Limnoria in a tone that silently add, If you’ll just shut up.
       So Helodes went into the bathroom to bother Parresia. The eldest of the four naiads sat on the edge of the tub with her bare feet in the running water. She leaned forward, rocking and singing.
       “See anything?”
       Parresia stopped, but didn’t look away from the rough rippling surface of the water. “Nothing.  Nothing at all. I’ve followed every large waterway to the Gulf of Mexico. I found four of our cousins along the way and none of them have seen her.” She lifted her head. “Oh, I saw Theupheides.”
       “The one who likes to ride on trains?”
       Parresia nodded. “He spent the last month in Galveston, right on the Gulf. Apparently there’s a railroad museum of some sort there. No sign of Kassandra, though.”
       Helodes noticed the faraway look in her eyes and an almost imperceptible fear. “Is there something else?”
       Parresia shook her head. “I don’t know. There’s been talking between someone up at the school and the seaborn. Abrulla still lives along the Mississippi and she said she’s heard the talk, very faint from the north but loud and furious from Atlantic.” Her brows lowered even more. “Abrulla said the sea king’s angry.”
       “Got her!” Limnoria shrieked from the main room. “She’s at the school, just used the water fountain.”
       Helodes and Parresia left the bathroom and stood around Limnoria, Parresia pressing her feet into the carpet to dry them. Even Olivia sat up straighter in the armchair. Limnoria leaned back, pulling her hands from the water. 
       “Well done, Limnoria,” said the eldest of the naiads.
       “Parresia has some interesting news,” Helodes added brightly.
       “What?” Limnoria glared back at them, thinking that Helodes just wanted to diminish what she’d accomplished, finding that damn girl.
       Olivia gripped the arms of the chair, her claws digging into the soft material.
       “King Tharsaleos may know about the Wreath-wearer.”
       “What?” Limnoria took a quick sip of water. “How?”
       “Someone’s been talking to the seaborn.”
       “Another one from the sea at the school?  
       “Might be,” said Parresia. “Hand me one of the cups, dear.”
       “Tharsaleos has agents everywhere,” said Helodes, passing a mug of water, shaking her head in an I-told-you-so sort of way.
       Limnoria didn’t notice, still staring at the floor. “I once...” She started. Her voice faded behind a frown. She put the glass to her lips and then drew it away. “I didn’t think much of it. Maybe some background coming up one of the rivers from the sea.”
       “What is it?”
       “I heard someone singing. The day we came ashore and took a room here at the motel. I heard a woman singing in the water. Very faint. And in Hellene.”
       “Was it Agatha?”
       Limnoria shook her head. 
       “Could still’ve been a naiad. You think it’s a seaborn?”
       “What was the song?”
       “Something about strength. I couldn’t really hear it, but it didn’t sound like a naiad, too rich and dark for lakes and rivers. It was like the song of a dying mother to her daughter. The singer stopped before the end, as if someone else had prevented her from continuing. I haven’t heard it since.”
       There was silence between them for a minute before Helodes gulped down more water and broke it. “That was weeks ago. Who’s talking to the seaborn now?”
       “How do you know it’s not that Kassandra girl herself?” Olivia squeaked.
       Parresia’s glare stopped on her. She hadn’t thought of that. “That’s a good question, Olivia.”
       “Back up,” said Limnoria. “How’d you find this out?  You didn’t go all the way out to see the king did you?”
       “Abrulla told me.”
       “The one who lives on the Mississippi?” Limnoria frowned. “You don’t trust her, do you?”
       “She told me. I didn’t ask. She said there’s been some talk between someone north of her and the seaborn below.”
       “But that doesn’t—”
       A firm rapping of knuckles on the door cut off their conversation. Helodes whisked off to see who could possibly be disturbing them at this hour of the morning. It was way too early to scare off the cleaning staff.
       “Don’t let anyone in!” said Olivia in a feverish whisper, her hands thrown up into claws as if to fend off an attacker.
       Limnoria pushed passed Parresia. “Why not?”
       “Yeah. Let’s see what he wants.” Helodes had her face against the wood and her eye glued to the door viewer. “He looks friendly.”
       “That’s how they always look in the beginning, talkin’ nicely and then they call you monstrous things, call you a witch, and say you’ll cut ’em up and eat ’em raw!”
       “Who says these things?”
       “People, right to my face.” She smiled menacingly. “Do I look like I’d hurt anyone?”
       No one answered, and the man outside knocked again, this time harder.
       Parresia broke the silence, waving a hand at Olivia. “Look in a damn mirror. You look half wild. When was the last time you were around a human?  And actually spoke to one?” She wanted to add “normally.”
       Olivia looked at the ceiling, picking at her lip thoughtfully with her pointed teeth. “Must be forty years, maybe more.”
       “I was with you,” Limnoria said, nodding and wagging a finger at her accusingly. “We were out east, the Chesapeake. Remember? Those kids with fishing poles came through the woods and surprised us on the shore.”
       “And then some men showed up,” Olivia started defensively. “Their fathers. They called us names and told us to go away.”
       “They were a little more forceful than that, and they were yelling at you not me.”
       “What’d I do?” 
       “You squeezed that kid’s arm and said something like, ‘Nice, but you need a little plumping up before you’re ready.’”
       Olivia flew into a rage as if Limnoria had dredged up an old unsettled argument. “Ready to use the giant fishing pole he carried!  That’s what I meant. You remember that thing?  He coulda pulled in a hundred pound flounder without bendin’ it. And the boy was a scrawny thing. They were starving him. If one of them big river carp grabbed his hook it would’ve taken him to the bottom. I was just protectin’ the boy from a horrible fate.”
       “The men thought you wanted to eat him, which is, frankly what I—” 
       “Why’d they think that?  We’d just lunched, a dozen bluegills, a fat little tautog and a couple a sandbar sharks.”
       The corners of Parresia’s mouth tilted up, as if amused by the dispute. 
       Limnoria shook her head, exasperated. “Talk like that scares people.”
       “Should I open the door or not?” Helodes shouted and put her hand over her mouth as if she’d been a bit louder than she’d have liked.
       “See what he wants.” Parresia turned away from the argument. Olivia grumbled and sank into her chair. 
       Helodes pulled the latch free and swung the door in. A young man with thick-rimmed glasses stood in the hall, his fist raised, ready to knock again. His crisp white short-sleeved shirt hung on his skinny body like armor. Even his shoes were polished. He looked as if he was trying to please someone higher in the motel management. 
       “Pardon me for disturbing you, ladies,” he started out politely.
       “Oh, that’s fine. We’re just chatting over some nice cool water,” said Helodes, waving her hand at him as if to dismiss some indiscretion that he need not have brought to their attention.
       “Yes...” He lowered his hand slowly, still a white-knuckled fist, looking past Helodes at the dozens of cups of water around the room. There were glasses full of water on the television, mugs along the windowsill, on the nightstand, peeking out of open drawers, under the writing table, and balanced precariously on the arms of the chairs. 
       “Yes,” he repeated stiffly. “It has come to my attention...Yes, that’s what I wanted to ask you about...um...You see we track how much water our guests use. The water usage report was brought to me this morning, and the amount of water you ladies have poured down the drain since you checked in...well, it’s more than everyone else in the motel combined.”
       “Hmmmm...” Limnoria nodded seriously, tapping her chin. “That sounds right.”
       “Doesn’t surprise me.” Parresia nodded along with Limnoria.
       “Sure. We’re quite the water users, the four of us.”
       “Couldn’t live without it,” added Helodes with a cheerful shrug.
       “But...” His voice went high, and he was breathing rapidly.
       Parresia looked at him coldly. “But what?”
       “If—if you cannot keep the water use down I’m afraid...”
       “Afraid of what?” said Olivia. She got up from her chair, crossed the room, eeling between her sisters. She jumped out right in front of him, and suddenly she was glad they had opened the door.
       “...I’m afraid I’m...” His voice came out in shuddery squeaks. “...going to have to ask you to leave...please?” 
       He looked relieved at getting all the words out.
       But only for a second.
       Parresia threw him one of her iciest glares and his mouth went dry, powdery and burnt tasting, like the floor of a cold fireplace. “If you had not tacked that ‘please’ to the end, young man, I’m afraid I would have had to...do something about it.”
       The man clamped his mouth shut after his teeth started clicking.
       “Olivia,” said Parresia, not taking her eyes from the minimally polite young man. “What do you think we should do with him?  He’s awfully skinny. What would you do with him?”
       Olivia moved in closer, her clawed fingers picking at her lips and her eyes moving over him in appraisal. She showed him a pointy-toothed smile and fear shuddered through his body. 
       He kept blinking, and his thoughts were plain on his face: Was her skin kinda green?  He tried to move, but terror anchored his feet to the floor. The rest of him shook like jelly. 
       Olivia reached out and squeezed his arm. “Dinner. I’ll have to fatten him up first, but he’d be good for dinner.”
       The man’s feet came unglued from the carpet and he ran, screaming hysterically down the hallway.
       “Ah, go on, you scrawny boy!” Olivia leaned out of the room, watching him run away. “I was just having some fun!”
       Helodes pulled Olivia back inside before anyone else saw her, closed the door and double-locked it.
       
       
       
     
     



Chapter 13 - Another Wreath-wearer
    
       
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     I was dragging my book bag—and every other part of me—back to the hall by the time the afternoon came around. So damn tired, but my brain was running at high speed. Most of the time it didn’t even feel like me, but something else in my head shifting gears and driving me faster.
       Praxinos made a disappointed ticking noise. You are not thinking like a seaborn. You are thinking like a thinling. You are the Wreath-wearer. The water is yours to command. Use it...Use the water.
       “How?”
       It will obey you, Kassandra.
       “Okay.” I said it slowly, dragging out the second syllable, not really convinced. 
       I kicked off my boots and they fell over the end of the bed, thumping to the floor. 
       It was as if Praxinos had told me to fly to the clouds because the air was mine to command. I knew without even trying that flapping my arms would not do any good. 
       I’d look really stupid doing it, too. 
       Well, I wasn’t totally certain. There was the strange spinning sensation that started when I’d touched the muddy water by the playground faucet. I had been so dizzy I’d ended up by the sidewalk with no idea how I’d landed there. 
       I stretched out lazily on my back, holding The Odyssey above my head, a pretense for my conversation with Praxinos. I hadn’t read a word of it for days. 
       I frowned. How can I command water?  I imagined myself walking bossily into the bathroom and ordering the toilets to flush and hot water to come out when the cold water taps were turned.
       A pleasant little “hmmm...” sound escaped my lips, but then I could feel someone’s eyes on me, several sets of them. I felt their hate, and I scooted up against the wall and buried my face in the book. 
       The day had started out bad and went swiftly downhill—all through classes, until after dinner when the other girls finally got tired of trying to hurt me, finally left me alone, content with scowling and making nasty remarks. 
       I’d been tripped twice. The second time caught me completely by surprise, and tossed me hard on the sidewalk. My schoolwork flew from my hands and my knees were bloody. The laughing hurt even more. It always does. 
       Mrs. Vilnious, as strict as they came, had always been fair. I remembered her kindly look—the first week of school—when I’d answered a difficult question correctly. She was pissed, but still allowed me to go to science today, and it had turned out to be the most interesting class yet.
       All day long I’d tried to keep my mind on the science. Earth is an ocean world. But the laughter of the girls in the yard had intruded every few minutes. It merged with the pain from my torn knees and little spasms of shame swept through me. 
       Then I was glad that Praxinos only seemed to be able to hear my voice, not my thinking. He couldn’t read my thoughts, even though it seemed like he could plant thoughts and teach me things, Ancient Greek for instance, without me being involved. I shoved the humiliation aside to make room for more important thoughts, like how I was going to squeeze through a fucking water pipe. 
       “Okay, let’s say I can command the water. I can travel through it...”
       Somewhere in the deep ocean, my father was clawing at the inside of a stone prison, and I had to save him.
       “Praxinos, if I go through the water...” I couldn’t seem to get the question started. In my imagination, girls laughing had been replaced by the nightmare of the witch in the lake, grinning with sharp teeth. “Are there things out there waiting to catch me and...hurt me?” I wanted to say “kill me” but couldn’t. 
       Probably kill you.
       “Who was that lady in Red Bear Lake?  She had dark hair, her skin was sort of greenish, and when she looked at me, well…it was like her eyes told me I was going to die.”
       Interesting. Did she say anything to you?
       “She screamed, and it hurt. It was like she threw needles and they stuck into anything she shrieked at—mainly me.”
       Praxinos was silent for a space and then said, Hmmmm. Could be one of the river witches, the naiads. The seaborn rarely travel out of the sea and saltwater. You won’t ever find them this far inland without a life and death reason. 
       Praxinos went silent as if he’d stumbled onto something important.
       “What is—” 
       I didn’t get to finish my question or hear what he had to tell me. 
       The book flew from my hands. I blinked and tried to focus on the world around me. The
Odyssey bounced off the wall above my head and flapped through the air like a wounded bird, landing on the floor, sliding next to my trunk. 
       Praxinos was speaking but I couldn’t hear him.
       “That’s enough reading for the night.” Deirdre Milhorn stood over me, one hand grabbing me by the hair. “You’ll ruin your eyes.” She dropped a sheet of paper into my hands, shoved me back against the wall and walked away. “Those are your tasks tonight,” she said over her shoulder, and as she passed Autumn, gave her a knowing smile. 
       I sat up, pulled the paper around, scowling at it before my eyes focused on the words. Coming from Deirdre, it couldn’t be good. It was a formal looking list of jobs I was supposed to complete before the end of the day.
     
       Hall tasks for Kassandra
       September 8th
       
       To be completed before 9:00 PM:
       Collect all laundry, bag, tag, deliver to basement.
       Empty trashcans in the recreation area.
       Dust television set.
       Clean gum off the bottom of the tables and chairs.
       
       “I also expect you to finish your homework.” Deirdre wagged a finger at me. “From what I hear you shouldn’t have a problem doing your math plus the tasks I’ve given you.” She laughed at what she thought was a witty use of the word “plus” to tie in my math abnormality. 
       What a dipshit.
       But the whole school was talking about it.
       My face went hot, my fingers crumpling the paper, and it rattled, scratchy and dead. I got up without really thinking, following her to the end of the hall, spinning the rolled up paper in my finger tips.
       When Deirdre turned, a little spark of fear in her face—she hadn’t been aware of me following. And the struggle in her expression was easy to see—should she keep her eyes on me, or should she call for Autumn’s help?  
       I overhanded the paper at her and it bounced off her forehead. “Go screw yourself.”  Then I turned and walked away.
       Peripherally I noticed a couple of Deirdre’s other acquaintances giving me nasty stares as I passed, but I kept my head straight and my face expressionless. 
       Girls who normally didn’t even notice me, looked up as I went by and made some snippy remarks. The trouble I’d caused running away had pushed most of them into the if-we-can-just-get-rid-of-Kassandra-all-our-problems-would-be-solved camp. 
       The closer I got to my bed and as more girls turned to watch me, the harder it became to keep my face from showing what was stirring inside me.
       I looked down at my feet. I didn’t need to see at their faces. I couldn’t read their minds, but I knew what they were thinking. 
       Anger banged around inside my head like a handful of rocks in a metal pot, and through the noise, I picked up Praxinos’ faint chattering voice. Now that I heard him, I knew he’d been speaking for a while, probably the last five minutes. 
       My eyes widened when I didn’t want them to, and then I felt a surge acid in my stomach, a sour burn in my mouth. I swallowed it, holding my teeth firmly closed. My anger, usually out of control by this point, drifted off like a flight of birds. 
       One of the girls I passed threw a retaliatory wad of paper that hit me in the back of the head, stuck in my hair for a second and then dropped to the floor. I ignored it.
       Catching the edge of my truck with a couple toes, it should have hurt. I didn’t notice. I stopped next to my bed, faced the nightstand, and stared through the window at the faint slate outlines of trees, the black expanse of the play yard, and all of the rest of Nebraska beyond. 
       My shoulders dropped, vaguely aware of Nicole, Jill, Elizabeth—another fifteener who had the next bed—watching me. 
       I just stared through the window over the nightstand and listened to the voices in my head. 
       Praxinos wasn’t talking to me. He was in the middle of a fierce argument about...
       Fighting?  With a sword?  She’s only fifteen!
       Enchantments!  Sorceries!  Praxinos, you will gain nothing, and only weaken her position!  It was a strong woman’s voice, with an accent that was vaguely British. And there was a forceful snobbishness in her tone. Failure to learn from prior mistakes is the dominant trait of an idiot!  The girl needs to learn to fight, you droning fool!  Not mouth a bunch of useless spells at our enemies!
       “Ar—are you Ampharete?” I didn’t even realize—and at the moment didn’t much care—that just about every girl in the hall could hear me.
       Yeah, the freak’s talking to herself…  
       Focusing now, my own eyes stared back at me in the window’s dark reflection. Everything else was a blur.
       I’m afraid not, snapped the woman. I am Queen Andromache. You must be the new wearer, Kassandra?  She did not seem very pleased to meet me. Inauspicious name. I never liked the choice of your mother’s. Kassandra, the same name as the daughter of the king of Troy, the one with foresight. 
       “Yup,” I nodded gloomily. “She could see the future but was cursed to have no one believe her.”
       I looked up, clamped my mouth shut, but caught myself too late. 
       The hall swept into focus, mirrored in the night-backed glass. Like indistinct ovals, the girls’ faces were turned toward me, eyes blinking and their brows arched down in questioning stares.
       The laughter started at the far end, and a few seconds later, most of the girls, from nine to sixteen, were chuckling, smiling sharply and snapping little comments like, “I always knew she was a freak.” 
       Jill and Nicole exchanged worried looks.
       I closed my eyes, ignoring everyone, and turned back to the window.
       “An-drom-uh-key,” I whispered it, stressing each syllable. “Andromache.” I knew that name.
       Our first ambition should be to get you a superb Telkhines sword, young lady. Andromache brushed aside one of Praxinos’ sounds of protest. Greatest metal workers on earth and undersea. I started sword training when I was ten. By my sixteenth year I could have taken on twenty of the most powerful of my father’s abyss mages.
       Ignorant weaklings, snorted Praxinos. They knew nothing of the old magic. And you, praising the Telkhines for their craftsmanship when that was simple for them, and took little of their thought. They had powers that few of you later seaborn have ever witnessed. Most of you, anyway. There was one, Praxinos said in a shaky voice as if remembering something particularly horrible. A couple hundred years ago. You remember him?  Imprisoned in stone, far away in a canyon—
       “You’re named after Hektor’s wife,” I whispered excitedly, my words trampling all over whatever Praxinos was saying. I’d always pronounced it Andro-maitch because I’d never heard anyone say it correctly. “Hektor, prince of Troy. Andromache is the name of Hektor’s wife.”
       Praxinos!
You wordy rump-fed perch!  You have her reading the Iliad of Homer?
       That is not my doing!  Praxinos shouted defensively. She was halfway through The Odyssey when I woke!
       Glancing over my shoulder, I was startled to see half the girls in the hall still staring at me, a few still laughing. 
       I went around to the end of my bed, retrieved The Odyssey, and crawled over the blankets. Then pulled my back against the wall and buried my face in the open pages.
       For the next half hour, I slouched in bed, easing the book closer every few minutes until my nose was almost in the binding. I couldn’t get a word in with these two rattling off the names of kings, far off places, and submarine mountain ranges, and that led right into a tandem lesson on “divers powers and magics” with Andromache and Praxinos alternately speaking on the same subject. 
       I only understood half of it, and I didn’t dare interrupt with questions because I had too many of them, and the truce these two had reached in order to speak civilly seemed fragile. 
       Apparently Andromache was used to having the first and last word on any subject.
       Telkhines is the first house of the Thalassogenêis—Seaborn.
       I have begun her language training, Andromache.
       All seaborn are descendents of the first nine houses. Some have been added through curses in later centuries.
       Praxinos elaborated on Andromache’s statements. The Telkhines were not originally from the sea, but put there through a powerful curse. They already had earth magic that comes from the core of the planet, and their secret was knowing that the earth subsumes all magics of the sea. They drew much of their power from combining the two. This is what enabled them to gain supremacy over immortals, god-descended beings, like Ephoros. Poseidon and his offspring are blind to the earth, or are only interested in its destructive powers, earthquakes and so on.
       Andromache cut right in. Obviously Praxinos had left out important points. When the Cloud-Gatherer sent them to the bottom of the sea for their alleged arrogance, Poseidon stepped in and planted in each of the cursed Telkhines a seed from the ocean force. Poseidon felt it was wrong on his brother’s part to punish so completely the people who had always honored him.
       After a brief scuffle over who was originally at fault, the two of them continued with types of magic. ...Abyss magic draws power from the well of darkness at the ocean’s depths. This is a dark branch of ocean magic.
       But practiced by many serious mages in my day, added Andromache.
       The Oceanic and other water magics vie with earth for seeds, for growth, and air magic is based ultimately on the oceans.
       There is Terrain magic, Core magic, Lithic...
       ...the Ether, includes musical magic.
       The Thin, The Etheric, which includes weather and sky magic.
       And finally, there is the inferno, pyromancy, the powers over fires and molten earth, the liquid form of everything once solid. You will never ever perform these.
       A combination of earth and oceanic magics, Praxinos put in. Very powerful but it always consumes the mage in a short time. Simple fire magics always lead the novice deeper into the inferno. A trap many of the Telkhines fell into.
       ...and from there, there is no return, said Andromache with a cold voice. 
       The hall door banged open and Matrothy stepped inside. 
       
     



Chapter 14 - Matrothy’s Warning
    
        
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     I felt my skin tightening around my bones with every step the director took toward me. She came in slow—unusual for her, looking side to side at each set of beds and at who sat on them, prowling down the center aisle, sniffing the air and stopping and giving every girl she passed a study. Like a predator. There wasn’t a girl in the hall moving, all of us staring at Matrothy. 
       When the director reached me, she became herself again...sort of.
       She pointed. “You.”
       I kicked backward over the blanket, got my back against the wall. The book fell to the floor with a papery slap, and Matrothy took four strides down the space between the beds and bent down over me.
       I had my hands up. They were open as if pushing something away. I curled them into fists. Andromache—in my head—could really come up with some nasty curses, but I couldn’t think of one, nothing working right in my head except the need to fend off an attack.
       “I just want to tell you that it is your fault that Henderson will be punished,” said the director in a quiet cold voice. 
       Matrothy’s acidy breath attacked me. I could barely breathe.
       “Henderson...He will be dealt with, teaching you things he was told not to. He taught a forbidden subject because of something you said to him, stupid girl. It is your fault that he will be punished. He even raised your grade and put a note next to your name, something about how you wanted to know about sound working underwater. Water, Kassandra?  Now why would a stupid sick-in-the-head girl like you want to know about the science of water?”
       I didn’t know what to say. This was the last thing I’d expected. 
       I sent one thread of thought racing through some of the day’s events, looking for anything that might make Matrothy’s actions understandable. Mr. Henderson had acted funny, almost as if he was teaching his last class. Maybe he’d known something would to happen to him if he taught us about water. And what was the argument with Matrothy the day before really about?  What to teach and what not to?
       The whole thing was weird. Henderson had checked the hallway to see if anyone was spying on us. He’d kept his voice low. And he’d erased everything on the board at the end of class. But none of that explained why water was a forbidden subject to teach. Didn’t even make sense. Sure, water was interesting and did some amazing things. You drank it, showered in it, it fell from the sky as rain and there were oceans of it out there somewhere. What more could be said about it?
       “I hope it was a good lesson, because you have cost your teacher everything. I hope you enjoyed it.”
       “But—”
       Matrothy cut me off. “Agatha hates all you brats. If she didn’t, she would be next.”
       “Who?”
       “Vilnious!” 
       I shook my head, trying to say “She doesn’t hate us” but the words wouldn’t come out.
       “In a way this is her fault also. She let you go to science class today after I told her not to.”
       “I don’t understand,” I found my voice but it was faint. “Mr. Henderson didn’t do anything wrong.”
       Matrothy leaned in even closer until her nose almost touched mine. 
       “I don’t trust your science,” she breathed. “I don’t like it.” 
       I held my breath. 
       “I don’t like you knowing about it. If I don’t like it, it’s wrong.”
       Just as I reached the point of breathe or pass out, Matrothy straightened and walked away without another word. 
       I slid down on the bed, thinking that that was the strangest talking-to I had ever had. 
       Matrothy was always bitchy, spiteful, belligerent and violent, but this change in her, the unfeeling, unpredictable robot, made her more monstrous. It was like someone else talking through her mouth and controlling her body. 
       Nicole and Jill both wore the same expression, staring at me from across the aisle, a sort of wide-eyed headshake that probably meant, “What was that about?”
       I shrugged and shook my head, mouthing, “I’m not sure.” I turned to watch the director as Deirdre approached her at the door.
       “Ma’am?  Do you want me to make sure everyone gets to the showers?”
       Matrothy turned and stared at Deirdre as if she didn’t recognize her. 
       “Yes.”
       I saw the uneasy look on Deirdre’s face as she swung away from the director toward the rest of the hall. Even Matrothy’s favorite wasn’t sure how solid the director-will-back-me-up ground was.
       “Get in line!” Deirdre shouted with her eyebrows going thin and hunched over her eyes. “Showers. Now!”
       The nine-to-sixteens girls meandered toward the front of the hall, chatting and giving Deirdre defiant looks. 
       They had seen what had happened as plainly as she did—and Deirdre wasn’t nearly as effective as Matrothy. Her abrasive shrieking lacked a solid foundation of violence. If the edge in Deirdre’s shouting was as threatening as a garden claw, Matrothy’s was a wood-chipper—and not one of the portable backyard ones, but the kind that had to be towed in on a truck, that some guy with goggles, work gloves and lots of tattoos fed whole trees into.
       Nicole had been talking on Jill’s bed when the director came in. I hopped off mine and joined them in line, Jill shaking her head at Matrothy’s odd behavior, waving me into a huddle.
       “She wasn’t wearing her vest. She always wears that stupid vest.”
       The three of us nodded.
       “And when was the last time Matrothy came in here without slamming the door against the wall?”
       “Yeah, I got that too,” I said. “I didn’t notice she was here until she was past Deirdre’s bed. It was not hearing the door banging that surprised me.”
       The three of us moved closer as the conversation dropped into Top Secret territory. Nicole gave some of the nearer girls a scowl to drive them off. 
       “What did she say to you?” Nicole whispered.
       “Something’s going to happen to Mr. Henderson.” I let the words pass my lips slowly, every one emphasized as if it was the craziest set of words I could string together. “I don’t know what she meant. She said it was my fault.”
       “He was shaking yesterday after Matrothy left.” 
       “What else did she say?”
       “She kept repeating herself. You saw her.”
       “Yeah, it looked like she was going to cut your throat.”
       After a moment’s pause to let the decision settle in my own mind, I nodded. “I have to warn Mr. Henderson. She’s a psycho. She’s going to kill him.”
       “He’s gone home, hasn’t he?”
       Some of the dorm administration and custodial staff lived at the school, Matrothy, Mrs. Hipkin and others, but none of the teachers had apartments, and even Mr. Cutler, the administrator, drove in every morning from somewhere.
       I bit my lip. “Henderson looked really fried today, like he’s not sleeping enough.” I wanted to leave St. Clement’s, “Use the water” to go to the oceans, but I couldn’t leave without warning my science teacher.
       Maybe a test trip, out into the oceans, find my world, and then back again, just to see how it worked...if it worked. No. My inner voice was clear and commanding:  Stick with the plan. Find the lithotombs, find my father. No playing games.
       I looked at Nicole. “You have to warn Henderson.”
       “Will do,” said Nicole with a glance at the clock up at the hall’s far end. “Tonight? I doubt he’s still here. I can probably get by the admins with a forgot-my-homework excuse and run for the school wing to see.”  
       Nodding, I said, “Henderson’s been reading books on the ocean and water science instead of sleeping.” 
       “But I don’t think Henderson...” Jill’s gaze shot left, toward impending trouble.
       Something hit me in the back, two strong hands, fingers spread, threw me into Nicole, and both of us fell to the floor in a tangle.   
       “Get in line.”  Autumn, towering over us on the floor, had shoved me.
       Nicole pulled free, jumped to her feet, her fists up. 
       “We are in line.” Then she called Autumn several discerning names that had the nearest girls putting their hands over their mouths in shock.
       Autumn was taller, heavier, but Nicole had a lean, muscular build, slender waist, broader shoulders.
       “Back of the line, Garcia.” Autumn cracked the knuckles of one fist with the fingers of her other hand.
       It took a few seconds for most of the surrounding girls to figure out who she was talking about. We rarely heard Nicole’s last name.
       “We’re in the middle of a conversation,” I said, stepping forward. “So I don’t think she’s going anywhere.”
       Autumn looked at me, her lip curling down. “You’re already at the top of the list for who the director hates.” With a glance at Nicole—some uncertainty there, Autumn poked me in the arm. “Trying for extra credit?”
       No one moved. The three of us stared back at Autumn for ten long seconds, arms folded, before the bullying friend of Deirdre turned with whatever dignity she could assemble and walked away. 
       Autumn couldn’t beat us all up. It was questionable she’d survive alone against Nicole. 
       Autumn, Cornelia and a couple other bitches surrounded Deirdre in sympathy, sneering and doing little offended headshakes and snapping, “How dare she” over and over. 
       Yeah, yeah.
       We watched them walk away, Deirdre in the lead, on their way to the showers. 
       “I hope she...” I wasn’t sure what I hoped happened to her, something bad for sure.
       Cursing silently, I watched them move to the end of the hall, file into the bathrooms, and close the door. Even halfway down the line of twenty-six girls, the shower water would be ice cold by the time it was our turn.
       Not that we weren’t used to it, but it wasn’t fair, and I watched the bathroom door a moment longer, thinking that it would be good for them—call it character building—if the water furnace stopped working and they had to suffer through a cold shower...or better, what if it started nice and warm then went suddenly icy...
       “You all right, Kass?” Jill grabbed my shoulders.
       Oh, god, that hurt. I bent down. A sharp pain drove through my head, like someone jabbing around inside my skull with a skewer. 
       My legs shook, a rushing sound in my ears drowned out the sudden shrieks from the bathroom. Deep inside, I felt a tug of whirling black water against my legs, tasted seawater in my mouth. A spiral of moving water rolled around me. A room with tunnels and a wide lightless pit in the center flashed by in my thoughts, then vanished.
       And Deirdre and her three friends were screaming, so loud it sounded as if they were being tortured.
       The word spread. The water heater wasn’t putting out hot water. 
       Nicole laughed, and I took a few more deep breaths, shrugging off Jill’s help. I felt weak but the good news helped me ignore it. Once in my life, there appeared to be justice in the world. Matrothy was apparently cracking up and Deirdre Milhorn had to take a damn cold shower.
       The funny thing was—and the three of us laughed about it when it was our turn in the bathrooms—that the water heater mysteriously started working when I spun the knob. I ended up taking one of the few hot showers in my life. 
     
     
     



Chapter 15 - Andromache’s Sword
    
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     An hour later, Matrothy kicked open the nine-to-sixteens hall door—that’s what it seemed like. The door slammed into the wall, knob punching into plaster. The normal impulsively belligerent director was back.
       “Lights out!”
       Matrothy stood in the opening, her head hunched forward, her eyes bulging from her face. It made you want to look for a lit fuse. Looked like she was going to explode and take us all with her.
       Every girl in the hall scrambled to get pajamas on or skidded under their blankets if they were already dressed for bed. Trunk lids slammed, followed by the rustling of clothing being tugged on by fifteen girls at once. In two minutes everyone was quiet except for Deirdre’s sharp Kassandra-hating whispering. 
       I wasn’t the only one peering over the folds of my blanket at the hall doorway. 
       Deirdre made little sweeping gestures, her delicate fingers opening and closing in sequence with her whispered words, and then both she and the director turned their glares to me.
       Oh, crap.
       “Kassandra!” Matrothy curled one finger toward herself. “Come with me.”
       She sounded funny, almost slurring the words. Is she drunk?
       I slid out of bed, dug my feet into my slippers, and tried to take my time getting to the end of the hall. I caught movement out of the corner of my eye, and noticed Jill and Nicole gesturing, fingers making shapes, a whole wordless wide-eyed nodding and chin-pointing conversation. I’d guess it amounted to something like, This doesn’t look good. 
       Who knows? The two of them have this elaborate and complex sign language, and no one, not me, not the director, no one really knew what they were saying sometimes.
       Matrothy, on the other hand, was perfectly clear. “Hurry up, you slug.”  Then with a glare past me down the hall, “The rest of you, go to sleep.” 
       She turned and shoved me across the entry.
       “To my office.”  She pointed to the stairs to the first floor. 
       Halfway down, Matrothy started in on me. “What’s wrong with you now? You’re talking to yourself in the cafeteria, and now in the hall? Mrs. Vilnious said you’ve become unusually quick with your math problems?  That’s it with you, isn’t it? Unusual, abnormal, weird, mutant, a freak!  An angry little freak who can’t keep her mouth shut!” 
       I don’t know…having trouble opening it at the moment.
       It was as if my mouth was glued closed. This had already veered off the normal punishment tracks. Didn’t look good for me at all. I sucked in a sob, straightened my back, walking as boldly as my legs could handle, silently cursing Matrothy for making me feel the urge to weep.
       We marched along the brightly lit central corridor of St. Clement’s, and I kept my eyes straight ahead because the director made little ticking noises whenever I glanced through open doors or down any of the hallways that crossed our path.
       When we reached her office, Matrothy grabbed my collar and pushed me through the doorway, snapping on the lights with her elbow. 
       Almost in time with the door’s slamming against its frame, the director spun me around and backhanded me. Didn’t even see it coming. I staggered away and fell into a hard plastic chair. 
       My fists came up shaking. The right side of my face was hot, and I turned away to hide it from Matrothy. 
       Then I froze. 
       One tear slipped icily over my skin and dropped to the floor.
       A quick crouch and I jumped back, sprang out of the chair, knocking it over. The director’s office easily fit inside the nine-to-sixteen’s hall and I wanted to give Ephoros as much room as I could. I pressed my back against a set of empty ceiling-high bookcases. 
       A scary racing thought about Mr. Henderson’s talk of frozen water expanding, strong enough to break metal pipes. Would this little office explode if Ephoros expanded in here, or worse, froze?  The thought of not being able to escape and being broken into a thousand bits stuck in my head for a moment. 
       Then a scarier thought hit to me. What if I cry a tear and Ephoros doesn’t show up?  
       The director, one hand over her head for another swing, watched me with contempt.
       “Crawl away. Like a rat in the sewer.” Matrothy took a step forward, not realizing Ephoros had appeared right behind her, mashed against the other three walls and ceiling.
       Backing up, pressing my body against the wall, I kept looking to Ephoros then back down at Matrothy. She took another step.
       Holding up a fist, “Get away from me. I’m warning you.”
       Matrothy stopped dead. Her eyes almost crossed as they tried to focus on the tip of a long black sword that had materialized in my outstretched hand.
       The blade shivered in my grip. I was just as surprised as Matrothy, and nearly dropped it. The sword was heavy, longer than my outstretched arm, with a dark metal blade. 
       My fingers tightened around the grip, and it made me feel safe. The director couldn’t hurt me while I held this.
       “Go on, you monster.” The right side of my face starting to sting. “Give me one reason to keep your head on your shoulders.”
       Praxinos, did you hear that?
That sounded promising, said Andromache’s excited whisper in my head. She’s threatening to behead someone!
I’m beginning to like this new Wreath-wearer. 
       Ephoros’ body stretched across the ceiling and curled down over the top of the director. 
       “Princess, is this thing bothering—” He stopped abruptly, recognizing Matrothy, and sounded disappointed. “Oh. It’s you again.”
       With a sloshing sound like the agitation cycle in a washing machine, Ephoros edged further around the walls and plunged a finger over the director. 
       I hardly noticed. I couldn’t stop looking at the fingernail-sized opalescent green plates that covered my arm. Shot one last glare at Matrothy, who now stood dumbly inside the column of water, and I lowered the sword and looked at what the hell I was wearing over my PJs.
       My whole body was covered in shimmering armor of paper-thin green-blue plates. It was high on my neck and went about halfway down my thighs like a short dress with leggings of the same scaly stuff underneath. And it was light. I felt it pressing in on my shoulders and spine, like the deep water’s squeeze against my skin.
       Putting my weight on one leg, I lifted my foot away from the hem of the armor, checking out the leggings of the same overlapping plates running to my ankles. Something cold and smooth against my face, and I reached to touch armored cheek plates. They continued up around the top of a helmet with a ridge that started above my forehead and went to the base of my neck. 
       The sound of the office door closing startled me. I looked up at Ephoros. Matrothy was gone, probably off to brush her teeth again.
       “Princess,” he rumbled and the whole school could probably hear him. “These are the arms and armor the great Queen Andromache—when she was your age—left in offering at the Arctic temple of Poseidon. You have called me and I was seeking you. I have brought your battle gear. The king has awakened the Olethren.”
       I blinked up at him. “Who?”
       “Not who...It is an army. The king’s army of the dead. He may not know your name, but he knows a Wreath-wearer has survived, and he is angry. It will not be long before the Olethren march out of the rivers near here and destroy you and everything around you.”
       “Olethren...” 
       I knew that word. It was something Praxinos or Andromache had mentioned.
       Olethren! Both Praxinos and Andromache shouted together.
       I jumped in surprise. “They’re not here yet, but the king knows I am here.”
       We must ready for war!  Andromache cried fiercely.
       Who are you speaking to, Kassandra?
       “Ephoros is with me. He has brought armor and a sword...for me.” 
       Excellent!
       Are you dense?  You expect Kassandra to fight off the army by herself?
       You tottering old fool!  How dare you. When I was queen, I didn’t tolerate bad behavior. I’d have had your head lopped off if you took that tone with me!
       And I would have turned you into a hagfish before you—wait, you are one already. 
       “I don’t even know what to do with a sword.” I talked right over them, swishing the blade around like I’d seen in videos—women wearing way too little swinging swords way too big.  Looked just about as useful in battle as big tits and bikini armor. 
       I will teach you, dear.
       Yeah, you’re not out here in the real world. “Won’t that take too long?  Praxinos is right. Even if I can swing this thing properly, what can I do against an army?”
       One trained swordsman can hold off many in the right place like a narrow hall or a doorway. Remember what the three-hundred at Thermopylae accomplished?   
       I shook my head, glanced up at Ephoros. Who?  Did they fight the Olethren?  
       Andromache continued with the certainty that she was completely understood. There’s more to it than just stabbing and parrying. And there are other ways of fighting the Olethren.
       I turned the word around in my head.
       “What does their name mean?  Olethrios is destruction and ruined.” How do I know that?  Praxinos and Andromache both went silent. “Olethrion, Olethros...Is that what this army will do?  Destroy everything?”
       Most assuredly, said Praxinos with authority. An ancient magic binds them together and gives them a sort of half life. My...My grandfather created them to fight the Telkhines. Remember I told you that he used their own enchantments against them?  The creation of...
       I leaned against the bookcase, my stomach cramping up. 
       Oh, go on and tell her!  Stop wasting our time. They are dead, Kassandra. Disgusting. Waterlogged skeletons and worm-eaten carcasses that can walk where they’re told and kill whatever gets in their way. His grandfather, King Polemachos, gathered up the decaying corpses of three thousand men who sank beneath the waves with their ships and drowned—and there are many more today. Polemachos bargained with the one who lights the way of the dead, made deals with immortals. He gave the dead something like purpose. He filled them with horrible power and they kill anything they touch. Wherever their rotting feet tread the ground dies. If you come across a brown, decaying path that crosses the seafloor you know that the Olethren have marched to war.
       “Are you not feeling well, princess?” Ephoros’ voice boomed down at me. 
       I bent forward, dry-retching. A blast of cold, and I looked at my hands, then up the sleeves of my pajamas. The sword and armor had vanished with the rising tide of fear. I swallowed and ran my tongue over my lips, tasted something warm and bitter.
       “Oh!” I gasped, dripping blood to the floor, and threw my head back. I jumped to Matrothy’s desk, tugged out ten sheets of tissue from the box on the corner and clamped them around my nose. 
       I didn’t know if it was a latent response to the director’s punch in the face or my reaction to an army of dead warriors coming to kill me. Either one could give you a nosebleed.
       Meanwhile, Praxinos and Andromache continued to argue in my head. I didn’t pay much attention to their back and forth squabbling with the sudden attention I had to give the blood running from my nose. I took a breath and made my body go completely still. Only my heart remained in motion, thumping uncontrollably.
       ...but the Olethren will have to come out of the water. How do you know the old magic will work oversea?  It has never been tried!
       I tell you it will! Praxinos was enraged, but there was an edge of uncertainty in his voice. He just didn’t want to lose every argument to Andromache. Her sword will be useless. Using their enchantments against them is our only way. 
       My voice came out in a high whisper. “Why, Praxinos?”
       The Telkhines were not originally from the sea. They never forgot what it was like above the waves. They were cursed and imprisoned in the sea...
       “Lady Kassandra?” Ephoros bent his head lower, obviously seeing the fear in my eyes when I looked up at him.
       “There is a king with an army who wants to kill me,” I whispered. “I cannot fight him alone, Ephoros.”
       “Beneath the sea I can help you against the Olethren. For a short time. Up here, I cannot. It is doubtful I would be effective in the rivers. I am weakened, diluted without the ocean around me. I can only fight them beneath the waves.”
       “Have you fought them before?”
       Ephoros paused as if not wanting to answer me. “No.” He made a slow rumbling sound. He might have been thinking about past undersea battles, but I bit my lip, tried to see if he’d show anything in his expression, thinking that it was odd that he hadn’t met the dead armies before. Wasn’t he with Ampharete?
       “Why didn’t you save my mother?  And defend the fortress of House Rexenor?”
       I expected guilty hesitation, but Ephoros answered at once. “I was very far away, too far to return to her in time. I felt her calling me, crying for me, but I could not reach her...in time.”
       There was silence between us for a minute, and then I said “Oh” faintly. 
       “And you are not alone. You wear the Wreath. You have been speaking to one of the past wearers.”
       “Two. Praxinos and Andromache...are awake.”
       He nodded as if expecting them. “They are the longest reigning of the seaborn rulers.” 
       I bit my lip, still holding the tissue to my nose. I wasn’t thinking of the voices in my head or the giant water deity taking up most of Matrothy’s office. 
       “Do you know where I can find lithotombs?  I think I know where my father is. Will you help me rescue him?”
       “They are well-guarded,” he said with hesitation. “But if that is what you wish I will take you there.”
       Praxinos gave me an indignant snort. What is it you are thinking?  You are being led into a trap!
       “I was there, Praxinos. My father spoke to me.”
       Listen to me!  You cannot run from the king, even with Ephoros’ help. 
       For once, I agree with you, came Andromache’s disappointed voice. We cannot have you running into the blue without sword practice.
       You cannot survive without water, and anywhere there is water he will find you. But you can prepare for this. If you stay on land...far inland—
       “I need to go into the sea, Praxinos. I am not from this thin world!”
       But that is what your grandfather wants. You will fall into his hands and he will kill you just like he killed your grandmother, Pythias, and your mother!  Ampharete underestimated... 
       His voice trailed off.
       Anger stirring inside me, tugging at its leash. “I am the Wreath-wearer. Ephoros can help me in the sea. Up here he cannot.”
       I took their silence—which was very out of place—as permission to go. I’m out of here. 
       “Ephoros, show me how to travel through the water.”  
     
     
     
     



Chapter 16 - Jill and Nicole to the Rescue
    
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     The door burst in and Nicole and Jill skidded to a stop halfway to Matrothy’s desk. They looked afraid, stunned, and angry all at once. Nicole’s eyes widened at the blood on the floor and the wad of tissue I held to my face.
       “What did she do to you?”
       “Kassandra!”
       Both of them rushed me, grabbed me and almost tackled me, Jill by the shoulders, Nicole wrapped her fingers around my forehead and pushed my face up to look at the swelling cheek and bloody nose.
       Felt like Jill was trying to get me in some kind of wrestling hold. “We came to rescue you.”
       “What’s going on?” Nicole went on breathlessly. “We snuck out of the hall. Matrothy just passed us near the stairwell and...acted like she didn’t know who we were.”
       Jill looked at Nicole, frowning. “We didn’t really do much sneaking. I think you left Autumn on the floor.”
       “She deserved it.” 
       “I’m not saying she didn’t.” Jill shook her head. “I’m just saying we didn’t do much sneaking. You attacked Autumn and we ran like hell.”
       Nicole nodded. “And when we turned down the main hall, Matrothy was there staring around like she needed a map.”
       “Scared the shit out of us!”
       “But she didn’t even look up.”
       I wiped my nose again, glancing around the room to see that Ephoros had vanished. I pulled in a deep breath, let it out slowly.
       “Listen to me. I have to do something... I mean... I think something very bad is going to happen here.”
       “Bad?  Like Matrothy’s going to start beating us all?”
       “Bigger than Matrothy...and worse.”
       I hesitated, saw the immediate doubt in their eyes, in Jill’s before Nicole’s. What could be bigger and badder than Matrothy beating us all?
       “I can handle her,” I said quickly. “You are my closest friends, my only friends... I need...” I couldn’t find any words to really convince them. I knew that anything I might say would sound insane. “I’m...” 
       Should I tell them I was a princess of the seaborn?  I sighed away the temptation. How would that sound?  I wouldn’t believe it myself if weird shit didn’t happen every couple days to convince me. And I was very aware of my own name, Kassandra, the prophetess no one believed. I frowned. I might as well be called girl-who-cries-wolf. 
       Should I show them Ephoros first and then tell them?  Would they drop dead of fright right in Matrothy’s office?  Probably. If I pretended Matrothy was threatening me could I conjure up the sword and armor?
       “I’m not sure,” I said at last. I put my hand to my cheek and it felt cool against my red swollen skin. Nicole and Jill stared at me, waiting for an explanation. “We should get back to the hall.”
       “What?” Jill grabbed my arm. “You can’t say ‘something bigger than Matrothy’ and then back up and pretend you didn’t say it.”
       “Yeah, what do you mean?  Kassandra, you tell us what’s going on.”
       I closed my eyes for a few seconds, opening them after drawing another deep breath. “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.”
       Nicole pointed at the door. “What did Matrothy do to you?”
       “It isn’t her... anymore. She can’t hurt me.”
       Nicole folded her arms with a frown. Jill glanced over and mimicked her, one eyebrow going up. They both shook their heads at the same time. 
       “I don’t think so, Kass. She’s been beating you most of your life. What can you do against her?  She’s taller. She must have a hundred pounds on you.”
       “But I have... Look. Just let me think about it. I want your help.”
       Jill waved dismissively. “What’s there to think about?  Tell us what’s going on.”
       “We’ll help you whatever it is.”
       I closed my mouth and breathed out my nose, growing angry. You don’t understand. A tightening fury started in my stomach. 
       “Would you help me if I told you that I’m not sure what I am? That I hear voices of long dead royalty in my head? That there is an army of drowned rotting soldiers marching from the bottom of the ocean to kill me?  That I have a descendent of a sea god for a friend?  Would you?” 
       Jill and Nicole exchanged looks and backed up a step. 
       “Would you?”
       “Are you... going insane?” Jill asked delicately.
       “Answer me!  Would you believe me?”
       “What have they done to you?” Nicole’s voice went cold, and she looked around for the perpetrator, both her hands curling into fists. 
       I shook my head.
       “Was it poison?” 
       “Mind-altering drugs?  Don’t tell me it doesn’t happen. The government does it all the time. I’ve seen it on TV!”
       “Electroshock therapy? Weird psychological experiments?” Jill added grimly.
       Nicole shook one fist. “If Matrothy has done this to you, I’ll kill her.” 
       I stared at them, my anger fading. I dropped my shoulders and breathed. There was a roaring in my ears that drowned out Praxinos’ voice. He had been complaining about something for a few minutes, and Andromache was telling him to shut up so she could listen to me.
       “Close the door. Let me show you something.”
       There was an instant of panic on Jill’s face. She backed her way to the door and pushed it closed. Nicole backed up too.
       Safety in numbers, and if the door remained open they had a better chance of escaping if I did something...that needed to be escaped from.
       “What about Matrothy?” Jill pointed over her shoulder with her thumb.
       “She won’t be back,” I said. “I’ll show you why in a second.”
       Nicole and Jill glanced at each other.
       “Are you sure you’ll help me?”
       The two of them nodded.
       “You need to be sure.” I pointed at Jill and then at Nicole. “There’s no going back once I show you.”
       They looked at each other again, both nodding, but I could see fear there, too.
       “Ready,” said Nicole.
       “We’re with you,” said Jill firmly, squeezing her lips thin.
       I closed my eyes and dropped my shoulders, exhaling slowly. I kept my voice low, but had to say it aloud. “I hope this works.” 
       Then I pulled up an image of Matrothy, plastered her right in the center of my imagination. Oh, that did it. My throat constricted. The nightmare grew huge, hideous, teeth snapping at me. It pressed in close and made me take a step back. 
       Jill and Nicole gasped in shock.
       I opened my eyes, feeling the slight pressure of the helmet against my head and cheeks, and the weight of the scaly armor on my body. 
       Then my knees almost buckled under me, a dump of energy, a wave of dizzy, and I had trouble standing. I grabbed the edge of Matrothy’s desk.
       When I got my eyes to focus clearly on the room, Jill and Nicole had backed up against the door, their eyes on the sword in my fist.
       “Who—?” Jill breathed. “Who...”
       I gave them both a nod. Yeah, sword, armor, shocking as hell, isn’t it?  “Who am I?” 
       Both of them nodded. I drew in a few deep breaths, trying to get my balance back.
       Spent another minute fiddling with the thought that I had shown them enough for them to believe me. I don’t have to show them Ephoros also, do I?  What about telling them that I was a princess?  The Wreath-wearer?  What about people of the sea?  The witch in the lake?  And the voice of that other woman in the lake...
       I bit my lip. Ephoros had to come with me unless I could get Jill and Nicole out of the room long enough to do that water drop in the eye thing. I needed Ephoros to help me get through the water pipes.
       “I am Kassandra...”
       I wanted to tell them my family name was Alkimides but I didn’t need that to get around the school yet. 
       “I grew up at St. Clement’s Education Center in Nebraska, part of CCS—child custody services...and I have two friends—also in the program, Jill and Nicole, who broke a bunch of rules to rescue me from the evil director, Matrothy.”
       “But—”
       “H—how did you do that?  Where did that come from?” Jill pointed at the sword.
       “You were in your pajamas a second ago, and now you’re wearing...that.”
       “I’m a...” Even with armor and a sword that had appeared out of nowhere, it sounded silly. “I’ll tell you when I can. I have something really important to do right now...I just wanted you to believe me. I’m not crazy or anything. There are no government experiments. I have some kind of power my mother gave me before she died. I can’t show you much. Right now I have to go. I had a dream of my father and I need to rescue him.”
       Fresh scowls on their faces. 
       “From where?  You can’t go anywhere.”
       “And if you get caught again?” Nicole added.
       “I’m pretty sure I won’t need to step outside the building to go where I need to go,” I said slowly, wondering about my ability to “use the water.” 
       I lowered the sword and my hand clamped around empty air. The scaly armor drifted away and my pajamas were back.
       The two of them jumped in surprise. 
       “You’re like...” Jill gasped. “You’re like a witch.”
       “More like a mermaid,” I said with a smile that made one side of my face hurt. I’d feel Matrothy’s backhand for a few days. 
       Jill and Nicole looked down at my legs at the same time. 
       “No, I don’t have fins or flippers, but I can breathe underwater.”
       Nicole nodded, and both of them said “The lake!” at the same time.
       “You were under there for at least twenty minutes!” Jill shrieked. “I knew it!”
       “Why didn’t you tell us before?”
       I shrugged. “That was the first time. I didn’t know either.” 
       I stared at my hands. I opened my fingers and studied the brown scar tissue that lined the skin between them. A mixture of anger and shame stirred my pulse.
       “I think I had a thin webbing of skin between my fingers and toes when I was a baby, but someone cut it off.”
       I held up my outstretched fingers to show them. Jill made a painful face, approaching cautiously with Nicole.
       “Praxinos?”
       My only friends looked around the office, and then followed my gaze, fixed on the dry-erase board behind them.
       “Andromache?”
       “Who are you talking to?” Jill said with a slight shudder, terror on her face at the thought that there might be invisible people in the room.
       “They’re a king and queen. I can hear them but no one else can,” I whispered. “Yeah, they’re in my head.”
       Oh! The princess decides to pull the stoppers from her ears! Praxinos said disdainfully.
       I told you. Andromache sounded just as angry. Manners! The girl has not been taught even the simplest rules of etiquette.
       “Told you what?”
       That you are just like Ampharete, stubborn as a bridled Orca.
       “A what?”
       Black and white with a lot of teeth?  Killer whales that can be ridden. Even if you manage to get the bit inserted and buckle on the V-brow headstall—
       Praxinos interrupted with, The one with the gold-trimmed cheek bars because all cetaceans, from the friskiest porpoise to the slowest Bowhead, are show-offs.
       —and then saddle the Orca, you still have to deal with an eight ton streamlined mass of teeth and irritability.
       Right, said Praxinos knowingly. Your typical show dolphin, although capable of turning on its rider, will rarely maim him and then toss him around playfully with a lot of breaching, spouting and tailslapping before ripping him into bite-sized pieces and devouring him.
       “What the hell are you talking about?”
       Listening only when she wants to.
       We’ve been shouting for you!
       “My mother was like that?” 
       Oh, worse! Andromache said with affected shock. That woman could turn a deaf ear to a hurricane if she stood in its path. She would have made a fine ruler.
       Now, who have you been talking to? Praxinos said, his concern taking over. I told you not to trust anyone. 
       “I’m with Ephoros and my two best friends, Jill and Nicole. They came to save me from Matrothy.”
       Dreadful monster, snapped Andromache. Is she the one you were threatening a little while ago?  I hope you followed through with a nice broad stroke. Otherwise the blade will catch on the vertebrae. And make sure you clean the blade well. We have to get you out of that place, girl. 
       “I plan on leaving tonight.” I paused. “To rescue my father.”
       After a stunned silence Praxinos said, I think that will be disastrous for us, princess.
       At least let me train you to use that sword first!
       “You listen. Both of you. He’s sick...I heard him coughing...and trying to claw his way out of that rock tomb thing. I have to save him,” I cried. “It is my father.” My voice fell to a whisper by the last word. 
       Jill and Nicole stared at me, mouths open, uncomfortably shifting their feet and each taking a step back from me.
       Praxinos and Andromache went silent.  
       You are the Wreath-wearer, said Praxinos softly. Have you figured out how to open a path through the water?  You are not going to walk to the Atlantic Ocean are you?
       Just like that? Andromache was livid. You’re going to let her have her way?  I will never understand how you came to rule for over a hundred years and be so spineless at the same time!
       “I plan to use one of the showers upstairs.”
       Good!  Praxinos yelled. Make sure you leave it running. Even a dribble will work. Otherwise you may not be able to make it back. Praxinos shouted the words so he could be heard over Andromache’s shouting.
       “Thank you so much, Praxinos. Thank you, Andromache. I’ll have Ephoros with me. He’ll keep me safe.” 
       Andromache went right on cursing and accusing Praxinos of weakness.
       “Eph—” I started and then cut off the rest of his name because I didn’t want him to appear and frighten the wits out of Jill and Nicole. 
       They were already agitated over my one-sided conversation. I looked up. “Can you appear in a not so frightening size, Ephoros?”
       “Very well,” he boomed and, as expected, my friends jumped back against the door, hugging each other, staring around the office.
       Ephoros drifted down from the ceiling like a cloudburst and regained his form, although he was no taller than me—and that was with him floating a few inches off the floor.
       “It’s okay,” I said quickly, nothing but terror in their eyes. “He’s good. He’s a king. He’s already saved me twice from Matrothy.” I held my open hand out toward the human-shaped mass of water with pits for eyes. 
       “This is Ephoros.” 
       I indicated my two mouth-gaping friends. “This is Jill, this is Nicole. I trust them everything.”
       Jill mouthed a frightened, hoarse “Hello,” and Nicole made a slight lifting motion with her hand that was probably a wave.
       Ephoros bowed. “I am honored to meet two friends of the princess,” he said and swept a watery arm around the room. “If she trusts you then I will trust you.”
       Greetings taken care of, I pointed at Nicole. “Check if the coast is clear. We need to get back up to the hall without being seen.”
       Glad to be given the chance to get out of Matrothy’s office, Nicole pulled the door open a crack, peered out and then pulled it all the way in. She stuck her head out and looked up and down the hall.
       “No one,” she whispered.
       “Let’s go,” I said. “I need to get into the bathrooms. You two need to make sure that the shower keeps running, even if it’s just a dribble. If someone turns off the water I could be stuck.”
       “What about...him?” Jill pointed at Ephoros. 
       “He’s coming with me.”
       “He can’t...uh...walk through the hall. What if someone sees him?”
       “Oh, right.”
       I looked at Ephoros and was about to ask about possible forms he was capable of taking when he drifted to the ceiling like a thick cloud of vapor. 
       “Lead the way upstairs,” he boomed.
       That worked. Nicole and Jill looked a lot calmer with Ephoros gone, calm enough to exchange a quick puzzled look. Jill turned to me, both her eyebrows up, whispering, “Princess?  You said mermaid. You didn’t say anything about princess.” 
       I tried not to roll my eyes, waving them ahead of me through the door. I didn’t bother answering that one, but I felt them shivering with more questions. 
       Jill, who’d always had trouble keeping quiet, threw me inviting looks as if to prompt me for information. Nicole glanced over at me, nodding with a You’re-a-mermaid princess?-Now-that’s-cool look. 
       We stepped into the main hallway and closed the door to Matrothy’s office. With a glance back down the hall, the three of us and a cloud of mist raced toward the girl’s wing of St. Clement’s.
       We jumped the stairs two at a time, and stopped right in front of the closed door to the nine-to-sixteen’s hall.
       “We’ll go in first,” suggested Jill. “To see if everything’s okay.”
       I agreed, wondering where Matrothy had wandered off to, hoping she’d found her apartment and was still brushing her teeth. 
       Nicole sent a fleeting look up at the mist before pulling open the door and stepping into the hall. The lights were still on and most of the girls were awake, watching TV or talking on their beds in groups of three or four.
       I stopped just inside the threshold. 
       Deirdre sat on her bed, arms folded obstinately, glaring at us. It was well after lights-out, but she’d lost control of the hall. And it was clear Matrothy hadn’t yet come up to shout orders
       “Where have you been?” Deirdre snarled the words, unfolding her arms, waving in our direction but not really pointing at us, which she probably thought would have appeared too aggressive...and after what Nicole had done to Autumn.
       Jill took on a snotty tone that sounded a lot like Deirdre, hand on her hip. “Oh, uh...you know, chatting in the director’s office.”
       Deirdre’s face went white. It had probably never occurred to her that she could lose her position as Hall Leader, as Matrothy’s favorite, but the director had been acting so strange lately, unpredictable really.
       Stupid not to take complete advantage of that.
       I walked down the aisle, went straight to my trunk, noticed Autumn on the way, curled up under the blankets, probably ashamed to face the rest of the hall after Nicole’s beating. 
       Good.
       I changed out of my pajamas into shorts and a T-shirt. Should I wear socks, shoes?  Probably not. I kicked my slippers under my bed.
       Jill and Nicole huddled around me. “What do we do now?”
       Every girl in the hall was staring our way, but that couldn’t be helped. 
       I kept my voice as low as possible. “I’ll go in the bathrooms. You’ll hear me start the shower. In ten minutes check to see that the water’s still running. You can turn it down to a little more than a drip and leave it. Don’t let anyone turn off the water or I’ll be stuck outside. I’ll return, hopefully with my father.”
       Nicole nodded. Jill just couldn’t keep quiet, but at least she kept it to a whisper. “This is so exciting!”  She grabbed Nicole’s arm, staring eagerly at me. Her voice went even higher. “You’re a mermaid, a witch, a princess, something—and you’re about to do magic to get out of Clement’s.”
       I shook my head. We’ll see about that. “Make sure no one comes into the bathroom for the next ten minutes. Water needs to keep running.”
       “Right,” they said together.
       I took their hands and pulled them together with mine, my grip tightening. I held onto them and I didn’t want to let go. My mouth opened, but I couldn’t find anything profound to say. 
       “Uh...I’ll try not to get everyone in trouble this time?”
       That’s not what I wanted to say. Start with how you feel. I felt...exactly as I should feel, like a frightened fifteen-year-old about to step into a world I knew nothing about. The image of the huge stone box anchored to the floor of the abyss flashed in my mind. I felt the weight of sorrow, but no words.
       “You sure you’ll be all right?” Jill asked quietly.
       I nodded, and then I let them go. Above me, the mist glided along the ceiling, following me to the bathroom door.
       Deirdre’s look of stubbornness and hate remained on her face, and she tracked me to the bathrooms. I ignored her.
       Shutting the door, I let out a breath and went to the last stall, starting up the shower. 
       Just to make sure, I checked the toilet stalls and other showers, even under the sinks to see if anyone was hiding in the bathroom.
       “Ephoros?”
       In a flash, Ephoros appeared, floating a foot off the ground.
       “What do I do?” I looked up at him.
       “Hold your eyes up into the water and dream of where you want to go.”
       My stomach hurt. “Dream?”
       “Imagine may be closer to what I mean.”
       “What if I’ve never been there before?”
       “You will know what to do.”
       I turned the cold water all the way on and it poured over my head. I shivered, then a slow warmth spread through my body. The water felt cold but not uncomfortable. 
       The Gulf of Mexico, I thought, picturing the big pull-down map in Vilnious’ classroom. Not straight down. A little to the east. Gulf of Mexico.
       I frowned, thinking, this is stupid. 
       Then it happened. The bathroom spun around me, followed by the whole school, the state of Nebraska and then the whole world as far as I could tell, spiraling, and I fell into it headfirst, flying through watery darkness.
       I couldn’t open my mouth and was pretty sure if I opened my eyes the force of the motion might tear off my eyelids. I didn’t want to go into this blind, and so I had to risk it. I squinted, tried to peer through the hazy line of light that came through my lashes.
       I couldn’t make anything out. 
       A freefall drop in my stomach. My body shook, and I felt the spiraling force of the water press me one way and then another. I was hurtling down a black water pipe and had just spun around an elbow or curve in the flow. 
       Ephoros was with me, and that took away a couple teaspoons of fear.
       I couldn’t move from the center of the current, and if I tilted my head to one side the force worked against me, straightening me out in the flow.
       Ten seconds after my feet shot off the tiled floor of the shower stall in St. Clement’s, something sharp grabbed my shoulder. 
       Claws dug into my arm, snagged my shirt, and jerked my whole body back in the water. 
       What’s happening?  
       Something stronger than the roaring channel slowed me down and pulled me sideways.
       I heard Ephoros’ angry rumble, and opened my eyes. Through the rushing water I saw shiny white tiles and across the room, a toilet. I’m in someone’s bathroom!  
       Then I heard a voice, clear, right next to me, and it sounded horrible, like the screeching of a bird. 
       “I got her!  I got Kassandra!” The woman’s voice yelled with glee.
       “We know!  She’s up at the school.” Irritated voices came through the open bathroom door. One continued with, “Weren’t you here?  I found her hours ago.” 
       “No, I mean I really got her!” The screechy one shouted excitedly. 
       
       
       
     



Chapter 17 - The Naiads’ Bargain
    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
       
     I landed hard in a bathtub in somebody else’s bathroom. It was full of water and the tap was running. Water sloshed over the tiled floor, darkening as it spread into the hall carpet. Ephoros made an unfathomably deep angry rumble that made the bathroom’s walls shudder.
       Prefect. The sound almost entirely covered up my choking, coughing and retching. Then the room went silent except for the water running into the tub.
       “Hello?” 
       I called up my armor. Thousands of scaly plates slipped over my body, and then I stepped from the bathroom.
       Fists tightening, I had my sword out—and this time it came with the scabbard, held in my other hand. The sword fed my courage, crushed my fear. It felt good in my grip, deadly sharp but light, like I could chop through a forest of trees if I wanted to.
       Ephoros floated behind me with two giant columns of water defensively half-wrapped around on each side.
       “Is this supposed to happen?” I asked quietly out of the side of my mouth, looking up at Ephoros. 
       I coughed up more water, wiping it away with the back of my hand. I re-gripped the sword.
       “No, it is not,” he rumbled through his thick pointy ice teeth.
       I filled in Praxinos and Andromache, whispering as softly as I could. “Someone grabbed my shoulder and pulled me out of the water,” 
       I elbowed Ephoros in the arm, looking up at him. “Where are we?”
       “We are still in Nebraska, not far from the school,” he said, eyeing the room with distaste.
       I blinked the water out of my eyes and took in the details of the room. It looked like an apartment or motel room someone had ransacked. Two large beds were pushed into the far corner. Some alarm inside my head went off, directing me, warning me of potential threats, and I glanced over my shoulder, noticing the door behind me, closed and chain-locked. 
       Good. Cover your retreat. Know the exits.
       At the end of the room, three freakishly scary women stood side by side in front of the armchairs and curtains as if protecting something behind them. They looked similar, maybe sisters, all with cold gray eyes and dark hair, long and tangled and wet, like black eelgrass. A fourth woman, who looked similar to the others but with pointed teeth, crouched against the wall, partly hidden by the TV cabinet. 
       I turned my attention back to the long chest of drawers that ran half the length of one wall. It was painted in cheap shiny maroon lacquer, chipped in dozens of places. Two worn armchairs squatted by the window at the other end of the room. The curtains were closed. 
       Then I noticed the hundreds of glasses, cups and mugs of water, placed randomly on every horizontal surface, lined up along the top of the television set, propped in the corners of the cushions of the armchairs and placed here and there on the splotchy brown carpeting.
       Letting my gaze slide across the women for a closer look, I recognized the one crouching next to the cabinet, the one who had pulled me from the water. I knew who she was. 
       My skin went cold. 
       “The witch from Red Bear Lake is here,” I whispered to Praxinos and Andromache. “Along with three others. They don’t look friendly.”
       Are they naiads?  Praxinos asked but went on before I could answer. I told you this was a bad idea.
       Naiads? Andromache shouted and I jumped in shock. Ask them if they know Paramythis who lived along the Thames in England.
       “Who?” I breathed the word, still a little startled by the unexpected meeting and the continuing silence.
       It was like two groups of diplomats from opposing sides in a war stumbling upon each other on terrain that neither side was happy with.
       Paramythis. Thames.
       I straightened my back, trying to appear more in control than I felt. I am the Wreath-wearer. I am a princess of the seaborn. 
       Start with confidence. I gave them a conversational wave of my sword. “Do you know Paramythis who lived near the Thames in England?” I directed the question to all of them, focusing on each face in turn.
       The tall one in the center tilted her neck back, studying me through her half-closed eyelids. “Paramythis was our grandmother.”
       “Uh-huh,” I said in a low voice as I bowed to her, feeling that that was the right thing to do at that moment.
       That means ‘yes’, said Praxinos knowingly.
       I know what ‘uh-huh’ means, you insufferable dolt!  It is impossible for you, but can you shut your mouth for a minute?  Tell the naiads that Paramythis was a friend of mine.
       “Your grandmother was a close friend of my ancestor, Queen Andromache.”
       Andromache chattered on. Close friends indeed. Inseparable, really. I used to sneak out of my aunt’s house. She had a secret place up in the North Sea and I would holiday there. The two of us, me and Paramythis, used to go ashore in the West Country fishing villages, or across to the Channel Islands, even into London. We’d see plays at this theater along one of the rivers. Andromache laughed sadly, lost in her memories. We had such fun. We used to dress up like ladies from the court and go to the wharves to lure—
       Andromache! Praxinos’ sharp shout cut her off and then he mumbled something like, That’s enough.
       “Lure who?” I asked under my breath, my gaze moving between the naiads.
       Some other time. They know Paramythis?  A grandmother?  What did they—
       I didn’t get to hear Andromache’s question.
       “We finally meet in person, Kassandra,” said the tall stately naiad in the center, her old black dress pulling at the shoulders and hips when she folded her arms. She glanced up without fear at Ephoros, and she looked straight at me, but didn’t meet my eyes.
       Then she did something unexpected. She relaxed her arms, let them drop to her sides, and she bowed to me. 
       The two naiads beside her noticed this and followed reluctantly. The fourth naiad, the witch who had attacked me in Red Bear Lake, seemed unable to move, mouth agape.
       “I am Parresia, and these are my sisters. We are naiads, descendents of the Potameides on the distaff side, and can trace our line back to Kastalia.”
       Praxinos had explained who the naiads were—freshwater witches, but I didn’t understand the rest. It sounded impressive though, and I nodded my head in what I thought was a regal way.
       “I am Kassandra of the royal line of House Alkimides.” 
       I noticed slight smiles of surprise in two of the women, as if they had not been sure I knew who I was. Do I know who I am?  Not in this world.
       “Honored,” said the skinny woman to Parresia’s right with a smile. She curtseyed. “I am Helodes.”
       The plumper woman in a gold gown that crinkled like a potato chip bag, stood to Parresia’s left, bowed her head seriously. “And I am Limnoria.”
       All three of them turned to the wall and looked at the fourth. “That’s Olivia.”
       Helodes nodded with a bright smile. “She’s the youngest.”
       “A bit rash at times.”
       Parresia gave her sisters a look as if to say, At times?  When is she not rash?
       I lowered my sword, gripping it tight, not wanting it to disappear.
       “This was not supposed to happen,” Parresia growled after the silence continued. “But now that it has, what are we going to do?” She looked over at Olivia.
       I followed along. Why did she stop me from going to the sea?  My anger sent along some clear messages, and wanted to go on a slash and burn mission. The sword shook in my hand.
       “Why did you pull me from the water?”
       Olivia shrank even lower against the wall. She shook her head and stammered something unintelligible, nodding and shrugging her shoulders. Who’s she afraid of?  Ephoros or her sisters?  Or me?
       Ephoros made a clearing his throat noise, which sounded like a volcano about to erupt. It made the walls creak. 
       He was reminding me of my journey. “I—” Should I tell them about my plans to rescue my father?  “—I am on my way to do something very important.”
       “To find your father?” 
       I locked eyes with Parresia. “What do you know about that?”
       “I sent you the dream.” 
       I caught myself just as my mouth was about to drop open, and then tightened my fingers before I dropped the sword. 
       “So...It was a trick?  You tricked me?” 
       Sorrow flooded in thick and heavy, like wet oozing sand. My teeth clicked together. The dream was a fake...a deception. 
       I wanted to run, but the heavy feeling filled the space around me, chilled every muscle and choked off my thoughts. Pain and emptiness blossomed, took hold of me, and tried to rip me apart. My knees shook, and I pressed my legs together.
       Then my anger rose in its place. My voice was raw and didn’t even sound like me. 
       “You did that to me?” I pushed the words through my teeth and pulled up my sword. “How dare you.”
       Parresia’s body bent toward me as if she was struggling against an invisible force. 
       She’s fighting the truth. I caught her eyes and I felt her try to look away. She couldn’t move. As long as I pushed my will into her, she couldn’t get away from me. She made a grunting noise, and I wouldn’t let her go. A fish in my net. I have your neck, naiad. What happens when I push harder?
       The motel room dissolved, fading to black all around me. Water clear and cold on my skin, and I saw a baby in my arms, a pale dark haired boy about two years old. He looked up at me and he smiled. 
       Oh my god, I’m inside this witch’s head. 
       I knew her name, all of it, Parresia Atania Matronis Potamilla, and I told her I knew it. 
       She answered in curses, magic that had no effect on me, and then she begged me to let her go. She was a mother. She had children who needed her. Her sisters needed her. 
       This witch, who looked like she could kill me with a mean look, she was pleading with me.
       My body felt light, like I was floating, a buoyant rage that lifted me into the air and made me fly. The sword was so light in my hands. It could cut through bone as easily as it cut through air. 
       My anger reached into my throat and grabbed my tongue. It wouldn’t let me speak. It pushed a stream of words into Parresia.
       You will tell me the truth or I will hunt every naiad to the spring at the world’s end, and I will kill you all. I will make you especially pay for what you did to me.
       Pushed my own teeth apart, my mouth opened, but no sound came out. Let me go!  I don’t want to do that. 
       I nearly hurled my dinner, but after a minute of teeth grinding and muscle tightening, I pushed my anger back inside. 
       No, I’m not like that. My own inner voice was back. I’m sorry, Parresia, I didn’t mean it. Please. I need to find my world, and the only connection I have to it is the dream you sent me. I want to trust you, but you must trust me.  
       I let her go. Our locked gazes snapped apart and my eyes burned.
       “Yes,” Parresia gasped, her voice trailing into a hiss.
       “Tell me then, my father isn’t—”
       “He is alive.” She bent forward, wrapping her arms around her stomach, breathing hard. “I made the dream.”
       “It’s like a stream,” Helodes put in helpfully. “A channel from you at the school through us and out into the sea where Parresia’s phantom—”
       Parresia’s hand shot up, and Helodes shut her mouth. 
       “I showed you pieces of what is real, but it is a dangerous place, not like the dream. Your father is there among the lithotombs, trapped by the king and well guarded. I just... didn’t think you would actually try to rescue him. At least not so soon.”
       My eyes went to hers and something inside me wanted to hurt her for saying it. I forced myself to focus on a glass of water next to the television. 
       It shattered and Olivia let out a shriek.
       “What else would I do, Parresia?” 
       “Our purpose,” the naiad went on slowly as if delicately choosing words. “Was to draw you safely away from the school. That is all.”
       “Why?” The reason hit me and the words rose right to my lips. “Is it because the king has awakened the Olethren?”
       An explosion of shouting from Praxinos and Andromache in my head.   
       I’d expected cries of angry shock from them, but all four of the naiads were screaming curses, too. 
       Praxinos’ and Andromache’s voices blended into alternating shouts of warning and threats. Why are you telling them? ...cannot trust... stupid... get us all killed... insanity!
       I closed my eyes and kept my mouth shut until it stopped.
       “How do you know about the Olethren?” Parresia flexed the fingers on her right hand, making a fist.
       I glanced up at Ephoros, wincing as Andromache yelled in my head. Tell them nothing more!  We do not know whose side they are on. You could be handing them an advantage! 
       “I have ways of finding out,” I said in what I thought was a cool calm tone, and added in ancient Greek, a language I didn’t know I knew, “I’ll say no more.”
       Parresia nodded in return, understanding. “Very well. That is wise.”
       Limnoria stepped forward with a now-that-the-dream-is-on-the-table look. “I created the storm that carried the dream to you, by the way.”
       The rain, an unexpected storm, and the cool drops on my face, the taste of it in my mouth. I shifted my gaze to Limnoria, studying her a moment. “You sent that?  It surprised me because the sky had been clear all day—clear for weeks before that.” 
       My voice trailed off in a whisper, and then all of us stood looking at each other, unsure about where to go from here.
       Courage. I just said the word in my head and it poured into me. It didn’t tell me what to say, but it loosened the hold fear had on my tongue.
       “If you help me, Parresia, I will help you. I don’t want an army of the dead here any more than you do.”
       All four of the naiads went still, exchanged looks, and nodded to each other. 
       Parresia looked me in the eyes. “Can you do something about them?”
       Limnoria added, “You’re practically the ruler of the seaborn. Maybe they’ll listen to you?”
       I shook my head. “I don’t know. There are things in my head...”
       Things? Andromache and Praxinos said indignantly—and with perfect timing.
       “Rage and ancient hatred and a million other feelings that try to make me do things and say things.”
       Oh, those. That’s just the Wreath trying to keep you alive, Kassandra. You can fight it, but you cannot win against it. 
       “I can fight it. It knows more than I will ever know, but I know what is right.  I know what I want. And my life is my own. I don’t belong on the surface any more than I belong to someone or something else. When my rage wanted to kill you, Parresia—and all naiads. When it wanted me to hunt you down, I told it to stop. It listened to me. It left me with my own thoughts.”
       Really?  Andromache and Praxinos were almost happy about it.
       “And I have decided that we will work together.”
       Limnoria and Helodes backed away from me, right up against the armchairs. Olivia edged away along the wall. Only Parresia held her ground, staring at me expectantly. Her lips moved, but she didn’t say anything.
       I added, “I think it would be right if we worked together to fight the king—and destroy his army.”
       Pretty sure that stunned them more than admitting the urge to go on a naiad hunt. 
       Helodes fidgeted and then took advantage of the silence to ask something that had obviously been nagging at her. “In what way are you related to King Tharsaleos?  I mean, we heard you were the daughter of some maid—Zypheria, not a royal, and then it turns out you’re related to the king.”
       Parresia made an offended gasp and raised a finger to silence her sister.
       I held my hand out. “I’ll answer that. Tharsaleos used my grandmother Pythias, tricked her into marriage and then had her murdered. I am Ampharete’s daughter who was Pythias’ daughter.”
       “The king killed his wife?”
       I nodded. “And his daughter.” 
       The naiads exchanged looks, and after a minute of thoughtful silence, looked back at me.
       Parresia put her hand on her chin. “And then he married the sister, Isothemis, to keep the throne.”
       “Pythias’ sister.”  Andromache had told me of recent family history, down to my mother’s escape to the renegade House Rexenor. “I am Pythias’ granddaughter. I am an Alkimides. I do not consider...that man a relative. The blood of House Dosianax runs in my veins. I cannot change that. But someday I will do something about the fool who wears the crown and is unworthy of it.”  Wow. Runs in my veins...unworthy of the crown. I even sounded regal. Thank you for the speech lessons, Andromache.
       Parresia took another step toward me, her hands at her sides, staring about an inch above my head. “I can see the Wreath. Difficult to focus on out of the water.”  
       She showed me a sympathetic smile, and then she tilted her head down and spat on the carpet. “Fools for siding with Tharsaleos. If we had known you—a Wreath-wearer remained alive we would never have done it, sovereignty over the plains rivers or not.” 
       Limnoria moved closer, squeezed her arm, jutting her chin toward me, urging her on. 
       “I think...” Parresia glanced at her sisters. Helodes grinned. “...we need to...” She cleared her throat, starting over. “I am sorry. The truth again. We made a bargain with King Tharsaleos.” She struggled to get the words out, watching me carefully as she said them. 
       I smiled. 
       That was all it took, and Parresia told me everything.
       “I think he suspected you long ago but wasn’t sure. He told us to keep an eye on you, to tell him if you ever left the school grounds on your own. We were to do what we could to keep you at that school.”  She ground her teeth. “School’s a prison, you know.” 
       “Yes, I’m aware of that.”
       “The burden of trust is in our hands. You have no reason to trust us, but I will offer you what I can to change that. I really did send you the dream of Lord Gregor. What I can tell you is that I know your father is alive. The king himself told me where he has imprisoned Gregor. We were given some information about you—that you were the daughter of the maid to Ampharete, someone named Zypheria, but that you had potential—and could possibly be dangerous.”
       I hoped so.  But it was time to get moving. 
       “My father’s in the king’s prison,” I said, nodding. “I will find him in the lithotombs.”
       This time Parresia looked at me in clear disbelief. I caught her eyes again and pushed. 
       A flood of ink-darkness and her mind was open to me, deep caverns of another person’s soul, and all I had to do was look. I scooped up a handful of surface thoughts and drank them. They tasted sharp and metallic, like pressing my tongue to a nine-volt battery.
       Parresia’s thoughts flowed through me, fleeting questions, sparks of ideas. The Wreath is powerful. Several times now you said only a few words but they carried such force. They lacked wisdom...sometimes no wise choice presents itself. Fifteen years old...a thousand years old at the same time. How can you know about the prisons of the Thalassogenêis?  How can you know anything about the seaborn?  How can you be so young and at the same time possess the ability to command the obedience of what is surely one of the immortals or their offspring?  No wonder King Tharsaleos is awakening the dead army. You spend most of your life nowhere near an ocean, in a school that’s more like a prison camp, and days after your birthday, you speak of destroying the Olethren as if they were annoying pests and toppling King Tharsaleos off his throne without fear.
       Parresia’s thoughts just spilled into my head and I trapped them and listened. Then I pushed back. But do you trust me, Parresia?  That is the question I need answered...desperately.
       I felt Ephoros tense up and I broke the connection before she answered.
       I whirled halfway around, bringing my sword up defensively. Ephoros looked ready to battle on two fronts, one side against the naiads should they strike, and the other directed at the doorway to the bathroom.
       The sound of a man clearing his throat echoed from the doorway. “It’s me, Theupheides. Everyone decent?”
       Parresia raised her open hand, taking one cautious step forward. “It is just one of our cousins, Theupheides,” she said rapidly, adding, “He is harmless.”
       A lean gray-haired man stepped out of the bathroom, soaked, but smiling jovially. He ran his hands down the front of his yellow tweed jacket to get some of the water out. He had thinning hair, a long nose over a gray mustache. His cheeks were red as if he had been out for a walk on a winter’s day. 
       He stopped within beheading distance of me and my sword, and pulled a flat old-fashioned driving cap off his balding head. He seemed unconcerned. He slapped the hat against his knee as if wringing out his clothes was as common as saying hello.
       He popped back into the bathroom to set the hat on the edge of the tub and returned a second later. He looked around the room, taking it all in—me with my drawn sword, an enormous monster made of water, and four naiads.
       “Ah, there you are, Parresia,” he said pleasantly, letting his gaze drift inquisitively to me. “I say. Who are you?  You’re a Thalassogenês, aren’t you?”
       “Not just anyone from the sea, Theupheides,” said Parresia. “This is Lady Kassandra, an Alkimides, heir to the throne.”
       “The Wreath-wearer,” added Limnoria.
       “Oh my!  And who is that?” Theupheides gasped, throwing his head back to take in the giant wall of water with teeth that stood behind me.
       “I am King Ephoros.”
       “Oh, right.”  Theupheides paused to give Ephoros another look, then a bow of his head. “Pleased to make your acquaintances.”  
       He looked at me for another curious second, turned back to Parresia, and then went on as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. 
       “Anyway. I met this strange gentleman on the train, Parresia. I thought you might like to know. A Mr. Fenhals. I finally got his name after badgering him for an hour. A tricky man, Fenhals, but you know me and how I can badger someone.”
       Helodes and Limnoria rolled their eyes and nodded.
       Parresia shook her head. “What are you talking about?” 
       “After a nice bus ride up from Galveston, I took a sleeping car on the train out of Longview, you know, the 7:05, a beautifully smooth ride through Texarkana, Malvern, Little Rock that eventually winds its way up to Chicago. The Windy City,” he said solemnly. It was almost comical but he sounded serious. “I love saying that. Anyway, I went up to the sightseeing lounge and met one of the seaborn there. At least I think he was, a very peculiar gentleman. I missed the 3:06 stop at Poplar Bluff and so I waited to get off with the strange man at 8:09 in St. Louis. I made my way to the river first thing. It took me a bit of work to find you, but here I am.”
       “Wait. Back up,” said Parresia, now scowling. “What does this have to do with our last conversation?”
       “Mr. Fenhals told me he was going to teach at a school in Nebraska, and that he was on his way there now. That’s when I thought of you and the questions you’d asked me. You said you and your sisters were doing something up this way. I thought you would be interested in this Fenhals character. He seemed a little crooked.”
       I held my breath for a stunned second, recalling Matrothy’s remarks about Mr. Henderson. “Did this seaborn, Mr. Fenhals, say what he was going to teach?”
       Theupheides turned. “I asked him, you know, and he started to answer but something stopped him. He didn’t like my question. He grew suspicious, clammed up and I couldn’t get much out of him after that. I’m not certain, but I think he started to say, ‘philosophy,’ which you seaborn use to mean what everyone else calls ‘science’.”
       My breathing quickened with the last word, even though I knew he was going to say it.
       Kings and dead armies, my father’s a prisoner in a tomb, some crooked seaborn Mr. Fenhals is going to replace my favorite teacher. Half the world was caving in on me. 
       And the other half didn’t look like it was going to stay up much longer.
       I was standing in a motel room with naiads, powerfully magical river witches. One of them sent me the dream of my father and another created a rainstorm to send it. I let my gaze shift to the others, the one still crouching by the TV, Olivia, then to Helodes and the jolly man who didn’t seem to fit in with this group at all, but looked more like someone’s grandfather who was rich enough to spend all his waking hours riding trains across the country, bothering other passengers with unwanted conversation. 
       My nerves were pushing at the edge and raw. Every sense came in unfiltered, stirring thoughts into the mix. River witches conjuring weather out of thin air, playing tricks with my dreams, playing both ends?  Was Matrothy in on this?  Was someone—the king—controlling Matrothy?  Was the director going to bring in this Fenhals guy to replace Mr. Henderson...for teaching us about water?  
       “I need to go,” I said at last. Focus on why I’m here. My father needs me, and I need to find my world.
       Theupheides bowed to each of us and said. “Me too, or I’ll miss the 11:20 out of St. Louis. Farewell ladies and gentleman.” He bowed to Ephoros. “Good luck in all your ventures.” 
       With that, he returned to the bathroom. He tugged on his hat, made a couple remarks about the “beautiful gold trilithon you ladies have set up,” stepped into the running bathwater and vanished.
       I backed up a step toward the bathroom. I wasn’t sure how to bring a meeting with river witches to an end without offending them, so I was going to follow Theupheides’ example.
       But can I trust them?  
       “I have to look for my father first. That’s what I set out to do tonight. Then...then I’ll return to Clement’s to see if I can help Mr. Henderson.”
       Parresia held up a hand. “Who’s he?”
       “My science teacher. The director of the girls department said something really weird to me, that Mr. Henderson was going to be punished, and that it was my fault. I think she’s going to kill him.”
       “You think this has to do with this Mr. Fenhals?  Who’s the director?  Is she involved?”  
       “I don’t know,” I said after a pause. “Matrothy—the director—has been acting weird, weirder than normal. She—” I pulled my words in. I didn’t need to tell them Matrothy had been beating me since I was a baby. “I’m not sure...but I think there’s more to it. Maybe it has nothing to do with what Mr. Henderson was teaching,” I whispered, my eyes drifting to the ceiling. “Maybe this Mr. Fenhals has been sent to Clement’s to let in the Olethren?”
       I snapped back into focus at the hisses of rage from the naiads. The mention of the dead army of the seaborn drove them mad. 
       “Lady Kassandra?” Ephoros moved his arms closer around me as a firm knock came from the motel room door. 
       
     
     
     
     
     



Chapter 18 - Saltwater
    
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     Parresia pointed at the bathroom. “Go. We haven’t been watching the local rivers as well as we should, looking south, all of us, instead of upriver. We will try to learn more about this Fenhals and Henderson and what the king is planning. I will reach you with any new information.”
       I nodded as someone knocked again, this time harder.
       “Helodes, see who it is.” 
       Parresia turned to me just before I entered the bathroom. “Lady Kassandra?  The answer is yes. I trust you.”
       My breath caught in my throat. I let my eyes fall closed, released all the tension in my body and opened them. “Thank you.”  
       I had won with words, not my sword or my rage or any other powers and faults at my disposal.
I had talked my way through this.
There’s a word Mrs. Vilnius used. Diplomat. I wanted to do...diplomacy. That’s the word I was thinking of. Diplomacy.
       I bowed to Parresia and turned to go as a man’s voice came through the door, muffled but irritated. 
       “Ladies?  Sorry to bother you this late. This is Gilbert Smolton, the manager. Can I please speak to you?  It’s about the amount of water you ladies are using—more than all the other guests put together.”
       I stepped into the running bathwater, pausing to look at three heavy blocks of gold clamped to the end of the shower pipe, each shaped like a heart turned in. They looked familiar. I stared at them a second more and then focused on the weight in my hand. I still held the sword and I gripped it tighter as I pictured the map in Vilnious’ classroom. 
       On to the Gulf of Mexico. 
       The motel bathroom spun like a merry-go-round and the sound of the door latches clicking and Helodes’ cheerful “Hello” were drowned in the rushing current that grabbed me by the shoulders and lifted me in.
       I released all of the breath in my lungs, drowning all over again, choking on the last of my air.  There was a tight surge of panic, and then my body found its own way, relaxing when it was over and the water moved inside me like it belonged there.
       I rocketed through smears of light and darkness. It was like being fired from an underwater cannon. I really wanted to open my eyes. The helmet made it easier this time, and I watched cloudy brown shapes whip past me.
       “Wha—” I started and choked on the surge of water against the back of my throat. I bent my head down, away from the speeding current and pulled in a breath. 
       I tasted something bitter.   
       Saltwater. I’m in the ocean. I made it.
       “Do not speak until we stop,” Ephoros’ voice rumbled nearby. I glanced around, then my helmet slipped sideways, partly covering my right eye. Ephoros was with me, but I couldn’t see him.
       The current slowed. The roaring faded, and then the same force that grabbed my shoulders and sucked me into the water pipe like a vacuum cleaner, shot me out on the other side. I soared headfirst through open water, gradually coming to a drift. 
       The first thing I did was fix my helmet. 
       The ocean slipped slowly by me. I was sinking a few inches a second, and I kicked to stop it. I slid the sword into its scabbard, fingering the two rings, and stared down at my waist for a place to hook it. I found flexible loops that opened and snapped closed in the last place I’d expected to find them, just above my butt, one hook higher than the other. My sword hung at an angle across my lower back, with the grip sticking out over my left hip. 
       Didn’t seem that convenient.
       But I’m sure there’s a reason for that.
       And now my hands were free. I looked down, paddling to slow the descent, surprised as my feet came to rest on something solid, like an invisible floor. 
       There was nothing see a thing below me, just the pure blackness of the deep ocean, and hundreds of feet above me, the pale blue rippling surface. The soft shimmer of light distracted me.
       “Ephoros?  Is that moonlight?”   
       I turned around and he was there, as large as I had ever seen him, his shoulders like rounded shadowy mountains. 
       I looked down at my feet again. I was standing on his hand in the middle of the sea.
       “Welcome home, Lady Kassandra.”
       I nodded, found myself grinning as wide as the sea. 
       This is my world. My world. I made it.
       If anyone understood what I was feeling, it was Ephoros, and he let me soak in my freedom for ten minutes without saying a word.
       “We are in the Gulf of Mexico,” he rumbled, looking around at the uniform blue that gradually darkened under us.
       “How can you tell?”
       He looked at me, puzzled. Guessing it wasn’t a question he heard often. 
       “Perhaps there are things I can see that you cannot, voices I hear that do not reach your ears?  The ocean is alive, princess, and it tells us many things.”
       Ephoros kept looking in one direction—what I thought was west, but then he pointed the opposite way and said, “That is our path.”
       “To my father?”
       He worded his answer carefully. “The prison of the Thalassogenêis is that way, in the Atlantic.” 
       He lifted me up to his right shoulder, and I took a step onto what seemed only slightly more solid than open water. My foot stopped firmly against Ephoros’ skin and I leaned forward, lifting my other foot up. 
       It was like balancing over an abyss on a tightrope I couldn’t see, but the water around me held me up, pressing against the soles of my feet. I dropped to a crouch and sat down on Ephoros’ shoulder.
       “Hold on, Lady Kassandra. I will not let you fall, but we will be moving swiftly.”
       I dug my fingers into the semi-solid watery substance that was Ephoros’ skin and we sped off. 
       I couldn’t tell if we were moving faster than the journey through the pipes. It was smoother and quieter, but the gulf was so vast that it seemed as if we were gliding along at no more than a slow walk. 
       A few things—maybe fish—flitted by us in blurred streaks of color. The water was nearly empty.
       “Why don’t we just think about the ocean ahead and do the same thing we did through the water pipes?” 
       As fast as we were going, wishing yourself from one place to another and getting there almost immediately must be faster.
       “That works well with rivers that flow to the sea, and are less tricky. But when you are out here.”  He made a sweeping motion with one arm. “You must take the mischievous currents into account, the strong flows around the islands of the Caribbean, and the welling currents from the deeps, the temperature changes, floor events. They are both water, rivers and oceans, but the oceans cannot truly be mastered by any save one.”
       “Who?”
       “The one who gave your family the Wreath.” 
       Ephoros flowed through the blue, making his own current. He spoke for an hour about his family, and wars, and how he’d helped the Athenian fleet at Salamis. Crazy stuff. The deeper he went into the stories, the less he spoke English, and finally every word was in ancient Greek—or Hellene as Praxinos called it. 
       I picked out phrases and words, getting the theme of each of the tales but losing some of the details. 
       I yawned and stared around blearily. It must be well after midnight. And how deep are we?  I was too tired to ask.
       Andromache stepped through sword lessons, and I felt my hand clench and my arm twitch when the old queen told me to turn a certain way or make some motion to parry an enemy’s sword stroke.
       As I drifted off to sleep, I wondered about the power I shared with the past Wreath-wearers, or with the Wreath itself, which seemed to be this sort of decision engine inside my head. What else is it?  Can the past wearers control me?  I seemed to be able to tune them out completely without much effort. Who will appear next?  My thoughts were already crowded with the two of them and myself...and where’s my mother?  
       “Kassandra?”
       I opened my eyes, but it was hard to wake up. My shoulders ached and my right wrist was sore. I felt exhausted, as if I hadn’t actually been asleep all this time but practicing sword fighting with Andromache. 
       I looked down at the tall castle-like forms of stone rising from the ocean floor. We were far away from the Gulf of Mexico and much deeper. There was no moonlight coming from above, but I could see the shape of the rugged ground below. It was like standing high in the mountains at dusk, no shadows, just a pale ambient glow. 
       We were in the mountains, but at the bottom of the ocean. 
       A brighter glow caught my attention and I twisted around.
       “What is that light?” I pointed at blue glow on the seafloor’s horizon, too far away to make out anything.
       “That is the Nine-cities of the Seaborn.” 
       “Is that my home?”
       Ephoros nodded. “It will be.”
       “But I’m free.”  I pointed back the way we had come. “Let’s get my father and go home. I don’t have to go back do I?”
       “You are less welcome in the Nine-cities.”  Before I could speak or protest, he added, “And you have friends and allies at the school. Best friends. You would leave them behind?”
       He already knew me well. 
       I glared at him. “When can I go to the Nine-cities?”
       “You are its ruler. You will tell me when it is time.”  Ephoros made a dismissive rumbling sound in his throat, trying to keep me on track. “Lady Kassandra, we are not going there...”  His arm swung down into the yawning canyon in front of us. It opened up wide and depthless, and I heard faint noises, the clinking of chains and distant screams. “...but there.” 
       
     
     



Chapter 19 - The Lithotombs
    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     “Hold on with all your strength, Lady Kassandra.”
       I leaned back on my hands, my fingers digging into Ephoros’ shoulder like hooks. I stared into the Atlantic abyss, no light penetrated from above, nothing stared back, and the muted glow that seemed to follow me, gave me about fifty feet of visibility and went dark after that. I made out dim craggy outlines of cliff walls and shelves, passing as we descended, but little else. 
       Is the glow coming from me or Ephoros?  I knew there were fish that had the ability to light up sections of their bodies, but this didn’t seem to be the same. Was it...the Wreath?  I am seaborn, I thought, and maybe the glow was part of being one. 
       Repeating it, I am seaborn, it sounded strange and proper at the same time, like medicine that tasted good. I knew medicine that didn’t make you retch existed, but I’d only had it once when a doctor from Omaha came out to the school and gave me strawberry-tasting antibiotics for an alleged ear infection. Any other time I’d been given or force-fed the stuff, it was horrible, like rancid licorice or powdered sour cat-droppings, which of course is what anyone expects from medicine.
       “How far is it?” I asked Ephoros in a soft voice. The world was so oppressively quiet, it felt as if I could bring down the stone walls just by yelling.
       “Deep,” was all he answered. 
       Maybe he felt it too, and didn’t want to go through a lengthy explanation. If my voice could trap us under tons of rubble, surely his booming could cause the entire mountain range to slide to the seafloor. 
       I had just steered my thoughts to my mother again when Ephoros slowed noticeably.
       “We must be careful, princess.”
       “What is it?” I couldn’t see anything below us, but I tensed up, unhooked my left hand and made a fist with it.
       “I can sense one of my kin, a brother perhaps. We shall see.” 
       I felt a ripple of tightening muscles pass through Ephoros’ shoulders. What was he readying for?  
       “Don’t you get along with your family?”
       “It is not that...”
       “What then?” I whispered anxiously.
       Ephoros stopped and backed up against the cliff wall. A defensive position. Without thinking, I had the sword in my hand and I jumped into a crouching stance. For one stunned second I wondered what the hell I was doing. 
       Somehow the Wreath-wearers influenced or transferred knowledge or taught me through some accelerated method. I wasn’t sure which. Praxinos had managed to instruct me in ancient Greek, and now Andromache, afraid that I would be caught defenseless against the Olethren, had taught me something of the art of sword fighting. 
       Out of the side of his wide toothy mouth, Ephoros said, “Say nothing. Let me speak to him.”
       Everything was a deep perfect black beyond the radius of the glow that followed us. But if I focused hard I could just see the soft sandy floor below Ephoros, but past that, there was nothing, not a single outline or difference in the smooth inky space. 
       Who’s there?  I wanted to scream the question just to cut through the tension thickening around us.
       “Ochleros?  It is me,” said Ephoros into the darkness.
       A long tense minute passed and then I saw something drift out of the gloom. It was another watery shaped monster similar to Ephoros except that this one had a more rounded head and deeper, cruel looking eyes. I stepped back and brought up my sword as if years of training had taught my muscles what to do on their own. 
       Ochleros had enormous claws, almost ten feet long, coming to points so fine he could probably pick up a grain of sand between two.
       “Brother,” said Ochleros without the slightest movement, not even a hint of a bow or “how are you doing?”  He didn’t even say the word as a question. It was the least of actions, the smallest thing he could do to acknowledge Ephoros. 
       “We are here for Gregor Lord Rexenor.”
       Ochleros’ body stiffened and he swung away from us, throwing his claws out like the framework of two gigantic black umbrellas. I swallowed hard. There were more shapes coming into the edge of the glow, ten or eleven of them, hulking ugly creatures that looked like lumps of sand come to life. They waddled side to side as they moved into the glow, and I leaned forward to study the dark shiny eyes staring hungrily back at me. 
       Ephoros spoke in a rumbling voice, and not in English, but I picked out the words, “phasma nerterôn,” and thought it meant something like, phantom of the deep, phantom of the lower world. 
       Then his growl shifted to English. 
       “They’re here to eat anything that happens to fall from the surface, living or dead. Or anyone trying to escape.”
       I shuddered. The sand lumps were animals of some kind, but not like anything I’d ever seen. The closest thing that came to mind, squeezing in between all the frightening thoughts, was that they were kind of like walruses without tusks and with armored with slabs of stone. They had small knobby heads that stuck up from their massive shoulders like a rocky outcrop with eyes. 
       Under my helmet, my hair felt like it was standing on end. The lumps sidled to the right of Ochleros where they could get a better look at their prey, not Ephoros, but me. Rocking back and forth, they shuffled into each other. One of them snapped its mouth open and closed, and I saw a dull gleam of teeth.
       Ochleros hadn’t moved, waiting for something, which made me duck lower. The mutant walruses didn’t even appear to see his hulking semi-transparent form, or his giant claws. Their little eyes were pinned to me. 
       Then one opened its mouth, let it fall wide, and I felt my own drop in surprise. The front of the monster peeled away down to the sand. The little outcrop head was just a place to hold the eyes. After that, it was mouth all the way down to its club-like feet.
       I screamed in my head. No walrus ever did that!  My hands shook. Something told me to change my stance, because the sand thing was going to strike. I spun sideways to it, bracing myself with one foot against the cliff wall and the other at the edge of Ephoros’ shoulder. Then in one movement, I swung the sword grip around in my fingers so that the back of the blade followed my forearm. I held the sword, a downward stabbing hold, blade edge facing out. I pulled up my left hand. 
       One of the monsters made its move. The thing lurched forward as if it was going to vomit something big.
       Like an enormous frog going after an insect, the sand lump launched thirty feet of thick, corded tongue at me. The end was pointed and barbed like a harpoon, coming straight at my face.
       In the same instant Ephoros ducked, I pulled my left hand to my hip, snapped the sword in an arc with a thrust of my forearm and a twist of my wrist. Ochleros clamped two of his claws closed. The sand lump snapped back like a released rubber-band. Its severed tongue contracted and dropped to the seafloor, squirming like a dying worm. 
       Ochleros had moved blindingly fast, cut his end with his claws, and I had sliced right through my end, leaving the harpoon stuck into the cliff face just above my head.
       The sand lumps noticed Ochleros for the first time, still didn’t seem to be frightened of him. Instead, they turned away to fight over their wounded companion. I watched them surround the tongue-less one with mouths gaping, lunging aggressively. 
       In a few seconds, they’d ripped its body apart in a cloud of stirred up silt and shredded tissue. Ten harpoons stabbed into it, hooked hunks of meat and shot back to their owners’ cave-like mouths.
       “Follow me,” said Ochleros calmly, as if the attack had been some weird greeting ritual that had to be completed before any real business could be started.
       Ephoros moved after him and the glow followed us. Fifty feet in front, Ochleros moved at the edge of the light, not looking back.
       My arms went prickly, like a cold current washing over them. I felt things—living things—in the water close by. 
       I dropped into my ready stance. Something large and dark loomed into view off to my right. I lowered my sword a fraction. It was a squared off stone, twice as long as I was tall, floating off the seabed. From my height, standing on Ephoros’ shoulder I couldn’t see the chains underneath, but I knew they were there, anchoring the lithotomb to the earth.
       There were more, another floating stone passed on Ephoros’ left. We moved across the floor of the abyss past twenty of them. I couldn’t see beyond the nearest row of tombs, but I knew there were many more out in the dark, possibly thousands of them, beyond my ring of light.
       Someone screamed, a thin hollow shred of noise, followed by sobbing. Ephoros looked, but only for a second. He turned his attention back to the slow pace of his brother. Some of the lithotombs swayed back and forth, the prisoner throwing himself against one side in a mindless rage. Below these, the chains made little ringing and clicking noises with the motion.
       Ochleros stopped in a clearing and turned to face us. There were giant links of chain, each one as thick as my arm, and they curled in a heap in the sand, two broken rings off to the side. Ochleros picked at the links with his claws, moving them as if they were toys, making them clink together loudly.
       “Brother, the Rexenor lord is no longer here. The king sent his guards at the light’s rising and they moved him. I do not know where.”
       I brought up my sword as soon as I felt Ephoros tense up. Ochleros stood motionless, his arms at his sides and claws sunk halfway into the soft floor. 
       “I will not fight you, but I am bound here by the spells of the king. I must tell him that I saw you and this girl who wears the gift of our earth-encircling ancestor.”
       Ephoros didn’t answer.
       The two brothers, descendants of Poseidon, stared at each other. They’re talking in a way I can’t see or hear. I didn’t want to interrupt, but I had so many questions. What was the “light’s rising?”  Certainly no sunlight this far down. 
       Tilting my head back, I tried to take in how I appeared underwater. Ochleros could see the Wreath?  How? Parresia said the same thing. 
       I looked down at the links of chain, thin sparks of greenish light flashing along them when I moved. 
       The chains that had held my father’s prison were a tumble of loose rings in the sand. That meant they didn’t release him, but just moved the whole lithotomb itself. Where would the king move something that large?  And if it took chains that big to hold the lithotomb down what happened when they cut them?  Did it shoot to the surface?
       “Praxinos?” I whispered, not wanting to disturb the two brothers.
       Let me guess, he said sarcastically. Your father is not there?
       I let out a heavy sigh. “No.”
       Praxinos said nothing but it was a gloating, I-told-you-so sort of silence.
       “But he was here not long ago, I think. The king moved him.”
       How do you know?
       “Ochleros told us. He said—”
       Ochleros! Praxinos and Andromache shouted together. That’s—
       “—Ephoros’ brother, I know. They’re talking right now. I think they are anyway. What’s the light’s rising mean?”
       There was a brief pause among the past Wreath-wearers. My question had no context and it took Andromache a few seconds to figure out what I was talking about. 
       The start of a day just like the sun dawning oversea, said Andromache, and then her tone went bitter. The seaborn like to think they’re better than the surfacers, the humans who live on the lands, but they steal, copy and borrow from them when it suits them.
       In my time there was no rising or setting of lights. They were always lit, said Praxinos boastfully. That’s a modern invention.
       Andromache muttered under her breath, Anything in the last thousand years is modern for you.
       I chewed my lip. Light’s rising made sense. I’d seen the blue glow on the horizon before we’d descended into the pit.
       “Praxinos, you said your grandfather freed Ephoros and his kin.”
       Yes. My grandfather, Polemachos. And the sea demons helped him defeat the Telkhines.
       “How did he do it?”
       Do what?  Free them?  I...don’t really know. He told stories of the freeing but they seemed to change with his audience, and he never really said what he did. It may have been as simple as taking the keys from the Telkhines king and unlocking their shackles.
       He didn’t use the Wreath, said Andromache.
       That is why he was given the Wreath, for freeing them and overthrowing the ones who enslaved them.
       “Hold on, something happening.”    
       “Go,” said Ochleros slowly, almost sadly, and then pointed up. There was a wide band of black metal on his arm, looked like it was made from the same material as my sword. I hadn’t noticed it before, the world was so dark and Ochleros’ body wasn’t quite solid, blending into the background. He was bound by the spells of the king.
       “Is that what binds you here, Ochleros?” I asked, pointing at the metal band on his arm.
       Through my toes I felt Ephoros tense up as if my question was a serious breach of etiquette. 
       Ochleros swung his eyes to mine and I felt the rage he held inside, like looking through a tiny fissure in a mountainside and discovering there was nothing beneath the soles of my feet but a thin layer of rock over a seething, turbulent molten ocean of wrath. 
       “Do you know what your father was doing when King Tharsaleos caught him, girl?”
       No one knew anything about Gregor’s disappearance. Even my mother, with spies and desperate inquiries, found little. If I’d known, then Praxinos and Andromache would also have known.
       “No,” I said softly and shook my head.
       “He is a powerful Thalassogenês. He traveled far over the oceans, to the caves of the Telkhines on the isle of Rhodes, which long ago was called Telkhinos. And Gregor spoke with the old ones who still keep some of the stories of their ancestors before their downfall. They told him where to find the pieces of a book of their magic. He went to the Arctic, the top and bottom of every ocean, and returned with pages covered in moving letters, ink like darting squid on each. He gathered more of the scroll fragments from the poles of the earth, out of volcanic tunnels in the Pacific Ocean, from deep burial grounds in the canyons of faraway seas. And when at last he had bound them all into a complete book, he had a way of teaching himself spells and new methods for forging devices that he planned to use to defend the Rexenor fortress in the North from King Tharsaleos.”
       “Where is this book now?”  The question burst out of me. That’s exactly what I needed to stop my grandfather and his army of the dead.
       Ochleros went on as if he hadn’t heard me. “That was when we caught him. I was doing a favor for the king because I thought him honorable. He sent me and the trusted eight of the royal guard, oktoloi, to capture the exile prince. The king’s spies had tracked Gregor to a cave in the mountains not far from the Nine-cities, but when we attacked, the Rexenor prince cast a spell that caught us by surprise. The fire and sound hit us. What he did nearly took my life. I have not seen power that strong and wild wielded for a long time. All eight of the king’s guard went down, some with their spears in their hands, others had their swords drawn but unused, none of them dead but seriously hurt.”
       “Then how did the king capture...my father?” I had hesitated because I thought I knew where part of the story was leading. My father had nearly killed Ochleros.
       “I do not think the Rexenor prince was ready with the powers, and he cast them in distraction, for he too was hit with some part of the blast and fell to the light, hurt as badly as the oktoloi. The king appeared soon after and took the book without any of his following soldiers seeing it. But the first wave, his own royal guards—now wounded, had seen the book, understood its power. It gained them nothing. Nothing good. The second group of the king’s guard took your father away in chains.”
       “But how did you become under the control of the king?”
       “I was very weak and King Tharsaleos ordered his men to bring me back to the Nine-cities to recover. And while I was weak, he took the book your father had made and studied it. Using the same horrible powers the ancient Telkhines discovered, he bound me with the ring you see on my arm. He enslaved me. Your father rebuilt that ancient book and it led to the downfall of his house, for not long after the book came to the king, he doubled the size of his dead army and destroyed what was left of House Rexenor.”
       Ephoros sensed some sort of tipping point in the rage brewing in Ochleros. He shifted to the right, pivoting me away from him. 
       “We must go, princess.” 
       Ochleros swung up one set of claws. “It is your father’s fault that I am a servant of the King Tharsaleos. Now Go!” 
     


     
       Mr. Henderson balanced his body awkwardly, shuffling the bundles of books in his arms. With a few unemployed fingers, he tugged the knob on the door at the end of the school wing. It was locked. He nodded and turned from St. Clement’s, heading toward the parking lot, trying not to shift the load in his arms.
       Henderson looked up at the black starry sky as he headed off the sidewalk across the grass toward the cars. Two of the streetlights were out and he saw more stars than he normally could this close to the school.
       A whisper gusted out of him. “Damn.” He fumbled with a couple shifting books. Some were slipping from his grasp as he walked. 
       Crossing the parking lot, mostly empty, except for the live-in staff who always took the nearest spaces, Henderson’s car, an old Chevy with a quarter million miles on it, was out by itself in the dark.
       He stumbled and dropped one of the books, then he dropped his keys. He blew out a breath in frustration, left them there and continued on to his car.  Slamming the rest of the books down on the roof, he turned and went back, but as he picked up his keys and the book on coastal invertebrates of the Pacific Northwest, there was a rustling noise. It might have been someone whispering. He looked down at his hand. Maybe the keys made the noise, scraping together, but it hadn’t really sounded like that.
       And it had come from behind him.
       Heading back to the car, He tried to focus deeper into the darkness beyond the parking lot.
       Henderson dragged the books off the roof, went around to the passenger side, and tossed them to the seat. Half of them spilled ended up on the floor. He cut across the front of the car and got in on the driver’s side, starting it up, pressing the gas pedal a few times. The old Chevy rumbled and sputtered. He gave it a minute and then threw it in gear, glancing back in the mirror as he drove away from St. Clement’s.
       Ms. Matrothy’s sneering face showed up in his thoughts and he knotted his brows angrily, looking past the hood of the car, down the road. “Maybe I’ll teach the kids about water chemistry tomorrow too,” he said in a defiant whisper. 
       Without looking in either direction—no one would be out on the road this late, Henderson turned onto a bumpy two-lane road, and headed east along the river. His headlights lit up a hemisphere in front of the car, nothing visible but alternating yellow strips of paint and the rough gray surface of the road. 
       A flicker of light off on his right, and he glanced out the side window at the river running by, mysteriously deep and black, like something he could dip a pen into and write sonnets. 
       He waved irritably, brushing aside Matrothy’s repeated appearance in his thoughts. 
       “And next it’ll be the oceans and atolls and carnivorous fishes and all kinds of interesting things about the sea.” 
       He gestured with an open hand facing up and went on as if speaking to a group of invisible students. “For instance, did any of you know that barnacles, the pointy volcano-looking things that grow on rocks at the seashore are related to crabs?” He nodded. “Yeah, they’re arthropods, just like crabs and shrimp and lobsters.”
       He looked up in the mirror again. Nothing but darkness on the road behind him, and the last outlines of. St. Clement’s fading behind a small hill.
       “I did know that,” said a man’s heavily accented voice, and a face materialized in the rearview mirror. The man continued speaking but in a different language.
       Mr. Henderson whirled around. Something hit him like a jolt of electricity. His hands jumped from the steering wheel. The car shot off the road, spanned a ditch on the right side and flew down a shallow bank into the black river.
       Henderson couldn’t move. He stared into the bright green eyes, holding him immobile. There were little wrinkles in the skin around them. The man had a wide nose with a square bridge that blended into a jutting ridge above his eyes. His dark brows were thick and curly with a little gray in them. A fleeting thought went through Mr. Henderson’s mind, that the man could have played a convincing Roman army commander in a movie. 
       The car tilted forward and the water rose above the windows. Even as he sank in the river and the cold spread up his legs, he found himself listening to the man’s voice and thinking, “Isn’t that ancient Greek?”
       It had been a decade since he’d had the ability to translate the language, but his mind worked on it anyway. He knew the man in the backseat had said something about a “home in the dark sea” and “speaking secrets.”
       Blinking stupidly, Henderson snapped out of the paralysis the stranger had thrown on him. He turned around and struggled with the door handle. The man in the backseat looked calm and continued his litany, something about “bestowing the curse on the stranger,” which shook Mr. Henderson with fear. 
       That couldn’t be a good thing.
       He released the door, slammed his back against the seat and kicked the panel. It inched open, with a gush of cold water. He pulled his body around, his legs hanging up on the steering wheel, and threw his shoulder against the door. The gap spread, letting in more water, and he drove his head through it, nearly scraping off his ears. He pushed his shoulders through. He got an arm out and he kicked against the dashboard. He was free. 
       The car sank below him and vanished in the gloom.
       Henderson pulled his body through the icy water, facing what he thought was down.  He looked for the car, but it had disappeared. His head swung in several directions. He released half of the air in his lungs, a roar of bubbles.
       He was an experienced diver, but he’d never had to do anything like escape from a sinking car, in a river, in the middle of the night. In the confusion he’d lost his bearings. He released a little more air to see which way the bubbles went, but they vanished so quickly it was hard to tell. He jerked his head to the side, picked the way he thought opposite the direction the car had gone, and threw out his hands to pull himself through the water.
       Someone grabbed him.
       Fingers tightened around his ankle and tugged him back, not the man from the car, but a woman wearing what looked like armor, a sort of tunic of overlapping scales. The old man from the backseat swam into view calmly a second later, still whispering something. There were two women and another man with him, all dressed strangely in suits of shimmering scales. One had a sword out and held its point at him threateningly. 
       Henderson just stared at her. Her lips started to move, to say something, halting as if she was uncertain about the language or what kinds of threats would be appropriate.  With another jab of her sword, she came out with it.
       “Do not struggle, science teacher, Henderson. You are a prisoner of House Rexenor.”
       The old man from the car paused for a breath, gliding in closer. He spoke a string of words in Hellene, his mouth widening. He revealed more of his teeth as the words passed his lips, sour on his tongue. It was as if all the preceding language loaded some weapon and these last pulled the trigger.
       Henderson’s mind, clutched by fear, stepped and struggled through the words as the man spoke them, not understanding much in them beyond, “the hunger of the living...breathless breathing...”
       A loud splintery crack sounded in his ears as if someone had snapped a broom handle next to his head.
       Henderson thought desperately, I’m drown—
       Then his thoughts scattered like ashes, disintegrating as they left his focus. The force of the spell slammed into his body, throwing him back in the water. His legs flew out in front of him. He struggled to hold his eyelids up, but the storm surrounding his body consumed his spirit and he drifted into sleep.
       
       
       
       
       
     



Chapter 20 - Wake the Olethren
    
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
       
     Ephoros brought both arms up defensively, rumbling words out of the side of his mouth, “Hold onto my shoulder.” 
       I slid the sword into its scabbard and took my seat, looking back at Ochleros as I dug my fingers in. 
       Ephoros spread his arms like wings and flew along the vertical canyon wall, the two of us speeding away from the abyss floor into the pure black space above. We left the prisons behind and neither of us looked back again. 
       “What did Ochleros tell you?”
       Ephoros was silent for a few seconds. “He did not believe me when I told him that you will not be defeated by King Tharsaleos.”
       “Did he say anything more about where my father might be?”
       “He only knows what he told us. The king took him somewhere. Possibly to the surface.”
       “Will the king...kill me?” I asked softly.
       “Not while I can fight. But we must prepare, and we must not let him gain an advantage over us.”
       That sounded sensible. “What else did he say?”
       “Much. He told me that King Tharsaleos has reached higher levels of treachery.” 
       I had started to notice that everything up, higher or that required reaching, was evil to the people who lived at the bottom of the ocean. 
       “The eight guards your father struck down, the oktoloi, did not die on the mountainside by the hidden cave. They would have recovered with rest and care, and been able to battle your father another day. Misguided though they were, they were loyal to King Tharsaleos, and their hatred for Rexenor was great. But the king did not want anyone to know about the book of Telkhines power. Telling his loyal eight guards that they were to be cared for by his own physicians, Tharsaleos hid them and...and then he poisoned them. The king murdered his own trusting guards.” Ephoros’ voice dropped to a low whisper as if he found this incomprehensible—as if speaking it aloud frightened him. “Then he turned them into monsters, things that are dead, mostly dead, with their souls and life bound to his in slavery. His spells worked. With only a handful of pages open to him, Tharsaleos found a power beyond anything he had ever imagined. And he hungered for more.”
       “What happened to them—the eight trusted guards?”  I whispered. “You can’t just kill people. What did he tell their families?”
       Ephoros went silent. “The king told all the seaborn, the Great House Council as well as the court that the eight died valiantly against the exile prince of Rexenor. That your father murdered them. He mourned with the whole city, and he wept, but inside the king is a monster. I will show you—in a short while—what happened to the Eight, but there is more to my brother’s tale.”
       I leaned back, going light-headed as Ephoros swung horizontal, bending over the lip of the canyon. We flew through the water, parallel with the deep plain, toward the glow on the horizon.
       “The book—with your father’s abilities revealed—was a turning point. King Tharsaleos knew then how House Rexenor had always escaped destruction. They had some of the old magic. And now he had some to use against them. He has spent years—your life’s span so far—studying a small piece of the book, and he knows some of its secrets. He has killed or enslaved anyone who knows of the book. He has grown dangerous with this power. He has warred on other noble houses that did not show him loyalty.”
       “Why couldn’t Ochleros tell me this?” I asked with some indignation. So far there was nothing that sounded offensive to my ears, nothing secret, although maybe it was the knowledge of the book.
       “Your father...” He started as if he hadn’t gotten to the difficult part yet, but the story had now come to that point on its own. “The king both hates and fears him. He wants to grind his bones into gravel, but at the same time, he somehow wants to make him an heir, to turn him into an ally. My brother said Gregor has not always been locked in the lithotomb. The king first tried to be friendly, but your father’s hatred for Tharsaleos runs to the core of his bones. The king threatened him and tortured him, used every deceit and method of pain against him. Broken and enslaved, your father did not give in.”
       I shook my head—or maybe it was Praxinos wanting me to. “Tharsaleos got the Telkhines book. False friendship doesn’t make sense. What does the king want from him?”
       “He wants the secrets your father holds and will never give up. More secrets from the pages. I have never seen it, but your mother knew Gregor had restored the ancient book, and that after Gregor’s disappearance, Tharsaleos was using something ancient and powerful. In the final days before the downfall of Rexenor, the king grew bolder and more controlling.
       “Ochleros said he had one glimpse of the book before he fell and was taken by the king. The letters are tiny and move over the pages as if they are alive—making the pages unreadable. The king can only read a small portion of the book, four or five pages at most, the ones Gregor had opened and stilled at the time he was captured. Just that small piece contained so much, but the king desires every page.
       “He tortured your father close to death, but Gregor gave him nothing. Tharsaleos is a cruel king and he devised all manner of punishments for the man who withheld from him the key to more power. He enslaved the Rexenor prince, and displayed him as a chained puppet at the seaborn court. Then the king had Gregor mutilated. They cut the skin from between his fingers and toes and sent him to the surface as a slave, a porthmeus—”
       “Porthmeus?”  My head shot up at the word. I had never really thought of it as a name. I knew from Praxinos’ teaching that porthmeus meant someone who carried something from one place to another, but I also knew there was a deeper importance in the word. 
       “What does it mean?”
       “A porthmeus is someone who is forced to work at the gulf between two worlds, a ferryman who carries things over a river or ford. The ancient boatman who ferries men from the shores of the living to the dead, Charon, is a porthmeus.”
       “What do they do for the seaborn, I mean?”
       “They are slaves. They do what they are told to do, and cannot do otherwise. King Tharsaleos has always given his slaves this name when he means to use them for this purpose. I believe this is a custom that began with his father, the old lord of House Dosianax.”  
       The anger was humming in my bones. “I was meant to be a slave, Ephoros. The name in my school records is Porthmeus.”  
       He rumbled agreement. “Tharsaleos is possessed with secrecy and isolation, and he is a master of spells for controlling others. In the past there were sufficient numbers of seaborn willing to go ashore—and return with information. But King Tharsaleos has changed this, and uses magic to enslave them, and make them do his bidding. He has many ferrymen, slaves who gather information from the surface world. He has one in every large port city in America, England and Hellas, and at least one in most other coastal nations of the world.”
       I was about to ask why America, England and Hellas, and come to think of it, why do the seaborn speak English at all?  Why, when they—we—have our own language.
       Then Ephoros pointed off to his left. We were soaring over the edges of a deep-sea mountain range, and beyond that, the natural shapes blended with straight lines and angles not found in nature.
       “Nine-cities,” he said. “Of the Thalassogenêis. Many of the noble houses live within its walls.”
       In seconds, I was flying over outlying dwellings of the city, massive battlements with towers, palaces floating in the water over the city—cities in themselves, huge column-fronted buildings, houses with a hundred rooms and yards covered in branching hydroid growths, gardens of some sort of deep sea flowering worm. There were whole sections of the city that floated like blue spires of ice, hundreds of feet above the walls and towers fixed to the ocean floor. We crossed stretches of level ground that could have been farmland. 
       I noticed that Ephoros avoided the walls of the Nine-cities, and I turned my focus on the center, just able to make out the silhouettes of bigger and taller buildings. 
       The king’s palace. 
       Ephoros remarked, “The waters around the city are empty. The outlying settlements are dark. They know.”
       “Know what?”
       Ephoros slowed down, thought better of it, and sped on. He seemed distracted by something. “The gates have been closed. Travelers can enter, but once they are inside, they will not be allowed to leave until the danger passes.”
       I stared over my shoulder. Scowling, I had no idea what he was talking about. 
       “What danger?”
       Ephoros pointed at the mountains south of the city, and then soared away from the pale glow of the Nine-cities. We passed serrated ranges of rock, climbing out of the seafloor thousands of feet, and then falling away into round hills. Ephoros dove deeper, gliding a hundred feet above the rocks.
       Far off in the gloom, high sinister looking walls stretched to the edge of my sight. At first, I thought it was a vertically cut portion of a mountainside, but there was no mountain to carve there, and when the walls came clearly into view, I gasped. 
       Another city?  Huge blocks of evenly cut stone were stacked up by the millions, a hundred feet high and miles long. Nothing grew on the dark faces of the stones, and the surrounding terrain was barren. It looked dreary and ancient, but there wasn’t a stone block out of place. Towers rose twice as high as the walls at each corner. 
       “It’s a fortress?” I dug my fingers in harder. Is that where King Tharsaleos lives?
       Then the taste of rot and death hit me, an ocean full of it.
       I choked back the sting of vomit. It burned up my throat, and I swallowed to force it down.
       “Where are you taking me?”  I cried the words to wrench my focus away from another wave of sickness. My fingers were cold. I pulled in a deep lungful of the ocean, trying to fight the cycle of clenching muscles around my stomach.
       Ephoros didn’t answer, but shot vertical, following the wall so closely that I could lean forward, eyes squinting as I retched, and let my fingers brush the rough gray rock. When we reached the top, I found the walls were much thicker than I would have thought. You could drive a car along the top. Easily.
       Ephoros flew over the edge and slowed down. Half way across, he shuddered to a stop, gliding lower to let me jump from his shoulder to the stones. I drew my sword without a second thought. 
       Don’t know if it was the stink or something else that drove me to my knees. This new attack hit me with an overpowering nausea. I glanced back at him, holding my breath, and then stepped closer to the inside edge, crouched down and peered into the center of battlements.
       I kicked away, skidded on my butt, rolled over, and vomited. A pale chunky cloud erupted mid-water from my mouth. I clawed and kicked backward over the stones, away from the edge, spitting chunks of semi-digested dinner. The sword’s blade rang against the cut rock surface, and the steady current swept away the heaved contents of my stomach. 
       When I was sure I couldn’t fall in, I twisted around to look up at Ephoros.
       “Is—is that them?”
       “The Olethren,” he rumbled and nodded.
       I threw him a really nasty you-could-have-warned-me scowl, and then crawled carefully to the edge again, trying to hold the water still in my mouth. 
       There was no central tower, castle keep. No buildings of any kind. And what was even stranger, there was no door. The walls rose from the ocean floor around what had to be several square miles of plain that stretched out from the foot of a jagged black mountain range. 
       I staggered, gliding onto my back before catching my balance. Then lowered my sword because it seemed useless against what I saw and tasted in the water. The sword slipped from my hand and drifted away along with my armor and my courage.
       There were rows of soldiers, hundreds of thousands of them, standing still, all facing west. Some had armor, corroded and ancient bronze, dull iron sewn into overlapping bands. Some wore modern clothing, but worm eaten or burned. 
       All of them were dead, some much longer than others. Shreds of skin hung off their shoulders and ribs like cobwebs. There was nothing but the shadow of the abyss in their empty eye sockets, but they stood straight, upright and still like soldiers at attention, bones wired together by some power beyond anything I understood.
       I blinked and tried to focus on them, following the rows of dead soldiers that stretched to the gloomy edge of what I could see clearly. Every one of them carried a weapon of some sort, their rotting skeletal hands around sword grips and mossy spear shafts. Some had hammers and rusty iron pipes.
       “The army is divided into eight groups,” I whispered to Ephoros. “See the aisles between their ranks?”
       What army?  Praxinos’ shaking voice seemed to come from far away.
       Where has Ephoros taken you? Andromache demanded.
       “He has brought me to see the Olethren.”
       Dead silence in my head.   
       “I never imagined there would be so many. Each block has a hundred soldiers across and ten...one, two, three, four...twenty...” I went on counting. “...and what looks like three hundred down.”
       That is thir— 
       “Thirty-thousand,” I whispered over Praxinos’ response. “And there are eight blocks. Three times eight is twenty-four...Two hundred and forty thousand!”
       It has grown considerably since my time, said Andromache slowly with an edge of sadness.
       And my grandfather, Polemachos defeated the Telkhines with a mere three thousand.
       I swam closer, trying to see along the aisles between the blocks of soldiers to the dim corners of the fortress. At the right corner of each block stood a taller more fearsome looking warrior with a new sword and an ornate metal-colored horn.
       As if he’d followed my gaze to those points, Ephoros said “You see what happened to the eight?”
       “Those are the royal guards?  The oktoloi?  The one’s Tharsaleos sent to capture my father?”
       “That is what is left of them...after the king was through. That is what I wanted you to see. After he did that to them, he reorganized the Olethren. They act as generals for this army.”
       I let my focus drop to the nearest of the king’s guards, tall, one bundle of his long dark hair remained, sticking out from under his helmet over the bones of his shoulder. Empty, soulless holes stared out above two tight rows of teeth that circled half his face. 
       Ephoros pointed to the nearest. “That is—used to be—Lord Epandros, who was married to the king’s war-bard, Theoxena. I can only assume she does not know what became of him—and believed the king when he said her husband was killed by the Rexenor prince, your father.”
       Sheets of Epandros’ skin remained in places, fingers of muscle pulled across the joint of his jawbone, a lattice of gray tissue at his throat. 
       I felt sadness, something winged and dark unfolding in my stomach. This is his reward for loyalty to my grandfather, the king, not a peaceful end to a life of bravery, but never ending slavery. 
       Looking up at Ephoros, I asked, “Will they march on the school?”
       “The king has started pouring his power and commands into them. I can feel it here. They are awake. Perhaps it will take a little longer to wake them fully.” He didn’t sound convinced, but added as if in justification. “They have not marched in fourteen years.”
       “What happened fourteen years ago?” But even as I asked, I knew the answer.
       “King Tharsaleos sent the Olethren against House Rexenor in the North...and Ampharete died after giving you the Wreath. And you were captured along with others close to your mother. I don’t know what became of her or the others. I was not there.”
       Ephoros turned away from me on his last words, startled by something. He grew to a monstrous height, surrounding me. Claws like tree trunks whittled to points sprang from his giant hands, not as long as Ochleros’ but still dangerously massive. They formed a sharp edged cage around me.
       I whirled with him, my sword and armor returning. Then I fought the accompanying weariness like a heavy blanket tossed over her shoulders. Took a minute, but I got it under control, leaning back to try to catch Ephoros’ eyes—and what he was seeing.
       “What is it?” I whispered, and then froze, my senses blisteringly charged, ready to react.
       “Something is here. I can feel it.”
       “The king’s power?”
       I was hoping it wasn’t something worse. Ephoros didn’t answer.
       What the hell is that?
       A bubble the size of a basketball drifted up from the seafloor to the top of the battlements. It stopped in front of me and a face floated into view. It was Parresia, the naiad from the motel in Mullen.
       “Girl!  You dare so much!  The deathless one in the lithotomb abyss told me where I would find you.”
       I blinked and shook my head, stunned by the naiad’s presence.
       Parresia pursed her lips and closed her eyes briefly as if she was trying to wrench her focus back to her original line of thought. “Something has happened at the school. One of your teachers—that science teacher—was taken captive by the seaborn. We are trying to find him.” Parresia’s voice faltered, and grew angrier. “Right under our noses!  They used my river to do it!”  She was enraged, but pulled her feelings under control. “The seaborn, Mr. Fenhals, the one Theupheides spoke of, arrived at your school an hour ago. You need to find out why he is there, and see if he has any connection with the missing teacher, Henderson. Be careful!” 
       
       
     
     
     



Chapter 21 - The New Science Teacher
    
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     I didn’t know how tired I was until I found myself on the floor of the shower stall in the girls nine-to-sixteen department, cold, soaking wet and alone. A muscle in my neck tightened until it burned, and I coughed up water from my lungs all over the shower’s tile floor. 
       My memory was coming back in spurts. Ephoros woke me up, and left me at the mouth of the Mississippi River. I had thought of—or brought into my mind’s focus—the dripping showerhead in the last stall of the second floor bathroom of the girls department, and the next thing I knew I was falling onto cold tiles, shivering uncontrollably, my teeth clattering. 
       I scrambled to my feet.
       “Rutting hell!” I clapped a hand to my mouth. Where did that come from?  I was cursing like Andromache now. 
       “What have you done to me?”
       Yes, child? Andromache’s murmur swept around inside my head like a soft spring breeze, cheerful, innocent and impossibly haughty all at once. 
       Bitch.
       I was so tired I felt like climbing into bed in my wet clothes. 
       “I better not,” I said weakly.
       What is it you better not do?  Andromache wasn’t going to make it easy.
       I crossed the space between the bathroom and my trunk, dripping water all the way, too exhausted to care about the slapping noises my feet made on the floor.
       “I’m too tired to talk tonight, but I want to know what you do while I’m asleep, both of you.” I used the angriest whisper I could summon, and then I yawned widely. “To...morrow.”
       I dropped my wet clothes on the floor in a pool of water, and my eyes closed in the middle of tugging on my pajamas. I mumbled as my head hit the pillow, something in ancient Greek, and fell into sleep at once. 
       The alarms went off at 6:30, and I rolled over, grimacing. I just closed my damn eyes!  My pillow was wet from my hair. It felt like two maybe three seconds had passed since I had crawled out of the shower. It had been dark when I went to sleep and now it was light, as if someone had flipped on a switch for a bright morning sun the moment I had closed my eyes. 
       Today was going to suck. I used all the strength I could summon to tuck my head down and bury it under the pillow. Still, I couldn’t shut out someone’s surprised shriek, followed by a string of sharp, high-pitched cursing, and then that was followed by a loud and detailed explanation of exactly what had happened. Deirdre had slipped and fallen on some water by the bathroom door and was letting everyone know about it. Blah, blah, like that concerned me.
       I tossed my pillow on the floor and rolled on my back. The sounds of just a few girls waking up were deafening. 
       My head hurt. My eyes burned. The world was too bright. Too thin. 
       Not everyone was getting up, probably because most of them had stayed up way past school night lights-out at 10:30 PM, enjoying the break from Matrothy’s tyranny.
       I sat up rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.
       Jill looked over, eyes wide and startled, and shot from her bed. Nicole got up too, and made the connection between Deirdre’s bitching and the pool of water and clothes by my trunk. I glanced up in time to see Nic discreetly kick them under my bed, out of sight.
       “Kass!” Jill shouted in my ear, peeling away the blankets. “What happened?” 
       Nicole punched me—not quite playfully. “We took turns, all night, guarding the water dribbling from the showerhead.  And where the fuck were you?”  
       Jill bit her lip, glancing up in thought. “I remember falling asleep sometime after three o’clock in the morning.”
       “And no sign of you.”  Nicole folded her arms. “You really had us worried.  I thought you wouldn’t return.”
       “I said I would.”  
       Jill shoved me. “Come on, get up!”
       I levered my body over the edge, my eyes still stinging, and my hair, I could feel it standing out from my head, crusty with saltwater.
       “Saw them...” I slumped back to my bed.
       “Saw who?” Nicole grabbed me, shoved me around a bit, propped me up by my shoulders, and tried to make my hair neater by pushing it down around my ears. It just jumped back into its strange formation like a spring.
       “The Olethren.” 
       “Who?”
       I blinked a few times, rubbed my eyes, and tried to shake the sleep out of my head. Then I remembered Parresia’s message. That shocked me to my feet, put me off balance, clawing at my blankets before I fell forward onto Elizabeth’s bed.
       Liz kicked a few times, sleepily, and I straightened, apologizing. I looked at Nicole, then Jill, and gathered them into a huddle to say, “There’s a new teacher at Clement’s.”
       “How do you know?” 
       “A naiad, a river witch told me.  Guy’s name is Fenhals. We need to move.” I broke away.  Using my bed for support, I made my way to my trunk, digging around for something to wear. “Let’s find out what we can about him.”
       I looked up in time to see Jill and Nicole staring excitedly at each other—river witches! They raced back to their beds to see who could get dressed faster. They tugged on clothes, mismatched socks, shoes and then sprinted to the bathroom. Matrothy banged open the door as the two of them emerged, hair and teeth brushed.
       “Up! Off to breakfast! What the hell? What are you still doing in bed?” The director shouted and pounded down the aisle, punching the blanket-covered lumps of girls who weren’t awake yet. “Stop crying, Charisma. Get out of my sight!”
       Pressing down my hair, I tried to run by Matrothy.  Not fast enough, not invisible enough.  The director spun around, snarling like a damn dog.
       “Kassandra! Not you.” She marched up and smacked me in the back of the head. I was too tired to block it—although I did have a few choice Andromache words for her. 
       But I kept them to myself. 
       “Go brush that—whatever that is on the top of your head. Then you can bring up the laundry cart and gather the clothes for Mrs. Hipkin before classes start. Move it!”
       As I turned away from Matrothy, I made a face at Jill and Nicole, and then gave them an I’ll-catch-up-with-you-two-later nod. 
       I heard them cursing something under their breaths. Amateurs. I was certain that it wasn’t anything like my cursing, which now contained words like, “pestiferous” and “miscreant,” and I followed that up with a sharp whisper of, “Andromache, you puking harpy. What have you done to me?”
       Manners, child, said the old queen of the Thalassogenêis. I have passed on a significant portion of my sword skills.
       “Fine. I need those. What else?  Where did these words come from, like mayhap, prithee...” I thought for a second. “...Peradventure and...morbific?  Morbific?  What the fuck—” I caught myself, holding back the words. “Why are you putting this shit in my head?”
       I gave Autumn a surly look as I passed her on the way to the bathroom. Deirdre’s bullying friend seemed to have discarded her shame with some sleep and knocked me into the wall. She probably wouldn’t have been that bold with Nicole there. Didn’t matter anyway. I didn’t have time for it. 
       I wanted answers. Now. Without much prompting, Andromache tried to explain her reasons for teaching me foul language, something about arming me with more than a sword.
       Excuses, Praxinos laughed, and he and Andromache started shouting at each other. 
       Damn, my head hurt.
       I had just sat down on the toilet in the end stall when someone called my name.
       “Kassandra?” It was one of the naiad’s and her voice was coming from...somewhere. 
       “What?” It was one word, my mouth was open, and the simple question had come from it.  it just didn’t sound like me.
       The raw irritation in my voice echoed in the bathroom. Is this what it’s like being a princess?  Can’t pee without someone bothering me?  
       I ducked to look under the panel that separated my stall from the next. No one was there. “Where are you?”
       “In Mullen, why?” Limnoria’s voice was coming from some source of water in the bathroom, but at the moment I didn’t want to know which.
       “What is it?”
       “Are you alone?”
       “Yes, but hurry.”
       “We’ve been searching for your father...and we found someone. Not your father. Sorry. It’s the man from your school, Henderson. He’s being held at some sort of outpost, a little fortified village in the Gulf. I don’t know what those seaborn are up to imprisoning the man, or how they even managed it. It takes powerful magic to make it so that a surfacer doesn’t drown underwater. Very powerful.”
       “Gulf of Mexico?”
       “Not far off the coast of the state of Texas. Tell us if you find anything.”
       “How?  How can I talk to you?”
       “Into the water. Have you created your trilithon?”
       I frowned. A what?  
       “What’s—Shhhh,” was all I managed to get out before some other girl pushed open the bathroom door. 
       A trilithon, I thought. I immediately thought of the gold heart-shaped things clamped to the shower pipe in the naiad’s motel bathroom. Create a trilithon. The naiad said “your trilithon.” Is it something I’m expected to make for myself?
       I brushed my teeth, listening briefly for my mother’s song, which seemed to have died, never to return. I attacked my hair with a few comb swipes and headed for the stairs. Jill and Nicole had already gone on to breakfast. 
       Following the stragglers, I let Andromache’s excuses and snapping remarks drift through my head as I headed out the door.
       ...Oh, fine!  It was my way of exacting a little revenge for ignoring us— 
       Praxinos’ shout cut her off. Do not bring me into this!
       —going after your father and seeing the Olethren and risking everything.
       “Yeah, yeah, I got that, but maggot-pie, harpy, fen-sucking weasel?  Are these really appropriate? Appropriate!  I’m using the word appropriate!  What kind of fifteen-year-old uses the word appropriate?” 
       The other girls gave me some odd looks. They really think I’m a wacko. Well, get used to it. The weirdness was getting worse every day. 
       I have been listening to you complain about that wicked Director Matrothy. Andromache returned to using her tone of polite condescension. And you use words such as ‘monster’ and ‘evil’ and ‘mean’, which hardly convey the proper amount of hateful passion you must feel for the creature. And your chat yesterday with the naiads reminded me of dear old Paramythis, and how much fun we used to have in Brixham and some of the other cities in the West Country, especially down by the piers where the trawlermen—
       Andromache! Praxinos cut her off. 
       ...the men used such colorful language, but that is only—
       I stopped her because a forgotten question returned. 
       “Why do you speak English?  Do all seaborn speak it?”
       Excellent questions, Praxinos answered me in his pompous manner, as if to tell Andromache it was time to change the subject to something important—like anything he was about to say. I can speak several languages, but we always go with the current sea power among the surfacers, which is why most of us speak English. Four or five hundred years ago it became fashionable at the court in the City to speak Spanish. Otherwise it has been the ancient Greeks—Hellenes—and the British and the Americans.
       Do not forget the Basques, Andromache put in quickly. Some of the finest sailors to ever master the waves. 
       Right. The Bay of Biscay is as treacherous a stretch of sea as they come, but few of us ever picked up enough Euskara—the language of the Basques—for it to really catch on. 
       There have been other seafaring nations but not like the last two, and both English speaking.
       So, English it has been.
A little Latin.
Before that, it was mostly some form of Hellene all the way back to the beginning.
       I reached the laundry room and was in the middle of dragging the basket into the narrow tunnel of a hallway when Mrs. Hipkin came up behind me.
       “Let me help you with that, dear.” The old woman met my eyes through her thick pink-framed glasses, and didn’t look away as most others did. She wore a dark blue St. Clement’s custodial staff uniform with her first name, Juliana, stitched on an oval patch in neat blue script. Her white hair fell to her shoulders, tangled and uncombed, shockingly bright against the tanned skin of her face and neck. But it was the boldness in her eyes that made me pause for breath. There was something familiar in her eyes, the way the light hit them, or their depth, but I couldn’t pick out what it was. 
       I glanced down at Mrs. Hipkin’s hands to see if she had scar tissue between her fingers like me, but she wore cleaning gloves. She noticed my curiosity, grinned and motioned with her thumb over her shoulder. “Just doing some dishes. I’ll get the laundry after that.”
       I snapped out of a tangle of thoughts, whispering, “Matrothy... Ms. Matrothy... I’m supposed to bring this—”
       Mrs. Hipkin kept her grin and waved a yellow-gloved hand airily. “Just leave it. I’ll manage it later. It’s no problem for me to lift the old cart up and down the stairs.”
       I took another good look at Mrs. Hipkin. The woman maybe came up to my shoulder. “How do you get the cart up the stairs?”
       She leaned forward conspiratorially and whispered, “Everyone asks me that. Know what I tell them?”
       I shook my head.
       “Magic.” 
       She said the word with all the drama and mystery of an illusionist about to saw someone in half, eyes widening until the full circles of her irises showed, and then she laughed and waved at me again. “Go on to your classes, Kassandra. I’ll take care of the laundry. And Ms. Matrothy.”
       Our eyes met when she said my name, and I saw more than laughter in them, something bitter and sorrowful in them.
       Saltwater.
       I hesitated, wanting to ask her if she was on my side in all of this, but of course, Mrs. Hipkin would have answered, “All of what, dear?”
       I nodded, found a pretty weak smile, and ran off, down the shadowy corridor, careful to duck under the ventilation pipes. I remembered Praxinos’ words, that the king had spies everywhere, and that I would never have been sent to St. Clement’s without being watched.
       Who are you talking to?  Praxinos said quietly in my thoughts. 
       “Mrs. Hipkin, the laundry lady. There’s something about her. She’s always been nice and hasn’t lost any of my socks in a long time, but I never really noticed …what she’s really like.” 
       I reached the top of the basement stairs, slowing to peek around the corner. The central hallway was crowded with the usual morning traffic, mostly students of the higher grades, but there were a few teachers, papers and binders under their arms, heading to the cafeteria for coffee or to the staff room if they already held a mug. 
       “Mr. Henderson,” I whispered, watching the teachers move down the hall, chatting and gesturing, just another day at St. Clement’s. “Why does Matrothy hate him so much?  Water?  And the naiads want me to find him in the Gulf of Mexico. But how can knowing about water—”
       I stopped halfway through the question.
       Knowing about water what?  Andromache asked.
       “Mr. Fenhals. That must be him,” I whispered back.
       I didn’t know every teacher at Clement’s, but the man walking down the wide corridor with Mr. Cutler, the school administrator, must be Fenhals. First, I’d never seen the man at the school, and second, there was something unpleasant about him. He wasn’t a parent. The place was heavy on orphans, but prospective parents weren’t allowed in the school wing. 
       The man walking with Mr. Cutler looked like an aging cowboy with messy granite gray hair that stuck out in places, pressed down in others, as if he’d been wearing a hat. He was tall, very skinny, but there was strength in him, his body wiry with muscle. The skin of his arms and face, the only skin he showed, was darkened by the sun, big freckles decorating them like irregular brown ink splotches. 
       I blinked a couple times. He wasn’t as old as he appeared, maybe not even in his forties. But how could I be certain that he was seaborn, one that had gone bad?  
       It had to be there, some sign. I just had to look for it. A couple seconds was all it took. 
       He walked strangely, fluidly, and his arms moved too much at each step, like the habit of swimming he’d acquired as a child, but couldn’t shake. 
       I moved closer, wanting to get a good look at his face. His eyes were weird. I couldn’t tell what color they were. The irises nearly blended into the whites. 
       His hands were calloused and scarred, could mean a lot of things, but I was betting on battle scars. A second glance at his face. He wasn’t very old at all, just a disturbing combination of old and young. He looked angry, as if anger was part of his physical body, embedded in his skin, part of every expression on his face, the shadows in the wrinkles in his forehead. 
       Then Fenhals turned to look right at me, and his eyes stayed for a moment. They caught me and wouldn’t let me go. A rush of heat across my face, and then the rest of my body burning, felt like poison running through my veins. There was something cold and stained behind his eyes, but nothing I understood beyond the scorn and sour hatred. 
       I couldn’t move, but Fenhals continued walking, his eyes fixed on me, no change in his expression, no sign that he recognized me. It was all in his eyes. There was a clear and sinister message in them that seemed to say, “So you’re the one, the girl that’s caused all this trouble.” 
       Then, just like that, Fenhals moved on. I shivered, turned away. Okay, I was sure now, and the anger erupted, violent and deep inside me, leaking out in the shaking of my hands and what felt like my whole face scrunching into a knot. 
       “Pale-eyed dung-eating canker-blossom!” I walked quickly to Mrs. Vilnious’ class, bumping into people, and ignoring the world while I explained to Praxinos and Andromache what had just happened. 
       
       
     
     
     



Chapter 22 - The House Bracelet
    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
       
     I shifted anxiously in my seat all through my morning classes, hardly paying attention, glancing at the clock every five minutes. I gave Nicole a few knowing looks, and whispered to Jill, “Let’s talk at break” when she passed by to do some work up at the board. 
       Then I plotted out the rest of the morning. I was going to tell them about Fenhals, and then run to the hall bathroom and try to talk to the naiads. I needed to tell Parresia and the others about the evil creep vibe I got from him. I also wanted more information about Mr. Henderson’s capture, where exactly to find him (The Gulf of Mexico’s big, right?), and as much warning as they could give me if the Olethren started marching. I considered calling Ephoros at break, but thought that it might be better if I went through the pipes by myself and called him from the Gulf.
       Mr. Henderson was still the biggest mystery.
       Why would the seaborn take my science teacher?  They wouldn’t kill him would they?  Matrothy had more than hinted that she might. Is Matrothy on their side?  Was it the king?  Some other seaborn group?  
       A weird thought occurred to me. Whose side am I on?
       What am I waiting for?. I chewed my lip, tapping my pencil on my desk. I have to do something. I have everything I need. I have a sword and armor and a giant sea-monster for a protector. Not enough to save my father. Everything but time.
       I ticked off recent developments. The naiads are looking for my father, but I can do something until they find him, until they can get their spies to tell them where the king’s hidden him. Ephoros and I ought to be able to take back Mr. Henderson from an outpost in the Gulf. Right?  Well, more Ephoros than me.
       At the break bell I got behind Jill and Nicole, and we pushed out the door with the rest of the class, claiming our usual place under the oak tree.
       I told them about Fenhals walking with Mr. Cutler. “Very creepy, and I think he knows about me. The look he gave me...”
       But Jill wasn’t listening. Something else was going on, and she was excited about it, nodding impatiently. She grabbed my arm, pulling me back toward the doorway, leading me inside.
       “Come on,” she kept saying, and Nicole walked ahead, leading the way through the school wing.
       “I need to do something.” I pulled away, but Jill wouldn’t let go of my arm.
       “I’m telling you, wherever you’re about to go it’s probably not as important as this. I want you to meet someone.”
       I tightened my fists, my hair prickling on the back of my neck. 
       “Who is it?”
       “Can’t tell you. It’s a surprise.”
       Had Fenhals gotten to them?  I tried to read Nicole’s face, but she seemed just as determined as Jill. They just weren’t going to listen to me until they’d shown me their surprise. 
       The three of us marched down the length of the school wing, Jill holding my elbow firmly, pushing me toward the administrative offices, not far from where I’d seen Fenhals. Nicole stepped through an open doorway and Jill steered me after her.
       “Where?”
       “Just through here,” Nicole said over her shoulder.
       I hadn’t been in the admin offices in a while. I’d always tried to avoid it. The ladies who worked there always watched everyone with the same don’t-bother-me look, and so I usually didn’t. 
       The three of us passed the reception office. It had a high counter that ran the length of the room like battlements of wood, and gave anyone entering the office the feeling that they were invaders, and the ladies who worked behind it, besieged soldiers, glaring back, vats of boiling oil at their disposal. 
       Behind the counter, a gnarled old woman seated at a desk looked up at us through her glasses, annoyed at first, then relieved when we went by in a hurry.
       Without knocking, Nicole pushed open an office door at the end of the reception area and stepped into a dimly lit room. The space was conspicuously empty, as if someone had forgotten to furnish it, or they’d made room for a lot of people to stand around without being able to put anything down. There was a single light on the ceiling, covered with an opaque white glass bowl. The far wall had a wide rectangular opening with a built-in counter. A kindly looking woman with thick, gray-streaked black hair leaned over it.  
       Jill pointed at her. “Ta-da!  It’s Mrs. Lindsey.” 
       I stared from Jill and Nicole to the woman behind the counter, bewildered. 
       “I think you’re old enough now, dear, to receive the things you came into St. Clement’s with,” said Mrs. Lindsey, nodding at Jill like a fellow conspirator.
       “What, like clothes?  Baby clothes?”
       “Oh no. You came in with some kind of jewelry, a bracelet I think.”
       Mrs. Lindsey turned through a doorway behind the counter. I went on tiptoes, leaning over the counter to see into the room. There were boxes piled to the ceiling, stacks of papers three feet high, and rows of file cabinets with some of the drawers overflowing. 
       Mrs. Lindsey rummaged around in the file room for five minutes. She talked to herself while searching, things like, “I know it’s here somewhere” and “No. That can’t be right,” and at last she said in a bright voice, “Here we are. Porthmeus.”
       She came through the doorway sneezing and covered in dust, some of which had been boxed up for years, waiting patiently to irritate someone’s nose in the future.
       Mrs. Lindsey bent open the metal tabs and unsealed a large manila envelope. She slid the contents onto the counter. 
       “You had a gold bracelet on your tiny wrist when they brought you in.”
       Three pieces of my past slid over the polished wood of the records room counter, a small hair pin shaped like a dolphin that looked like it was made of bone, a bonnet with an embroidered seaweed pattern in pale green thread against a background of faded yellow, probably white when I had been delivered, and finally, a small gold chain with a flat name plate.
       “I’m afraid it’ll be much too small for you.”
       She frowned even as she came to the end of her statement because when I opened up the bracelet, it looked just large enough to fit my fifteen-year-old wrist, with far too many links for a baby’s tiny limbs.
       I picked it up and with the tip of my finger, spread the chain across my palm to look at it. It was beautiful. I’d never had jewelry before. Of course, when I was five I had made rings of yellow pipe-cleaners and pretended they were gold, but that didn’t count. 
       I barely heard Mrs. Lindsey’s astonished remark, “Now, how can that be?  Looks like it’ll fit you.”
       I drew all the fingers on my left hand into a point and slipped the gold over my knuckles to my wrist. I heard Jill and Nicole’s voices faintly, telling me how bright the links looked against my skin. 
       I flipped over the tiny nameplate and stared at the letters for a minute.
       “What does it say?” Nicole asked as she tried to read the capital letters stamped into the gold. Some of them would be familiar to the others in the room, A, K, M, I and H, but then there were others not shared by the English alphabet.
       I didn’t see anything foreign about them and read it right away, “Alkimides.”
       “What does it mean?” Jill asked, looking over my shoulder.
       “It’s my family name.”
       Mrs. Lindsey looked uncertain for a second, flipped up the envelope to double check. “No, dear. Your last name’s Porthmeus. It says right here. I’d never forget an unusual name like that.”
       I fingered the gold. My first name was scratched in tiny letters below my house name. This is mine. I stared at the bracelet for a few more seconds, and then lifted my eyes slowly, forcefully to Mrs. Lindsey’s, showed her a hint of the rage inside me. “No. That is the name they gave me. My real name is Alkimides.”
       Mrs. Lindsey’s friendly look faded.
       The name “porthmeus” was a hot handful of letters scrolling across the inside of my head, stamped on seaborn slaves of the king who act on the surface, between two worlds, on the king’s behalf. I shook off the shame and anger. “I’m sorry. That was very rude of me. Thank you for saving this.” I pressed my hand against the metal, and then I took Mrs. Lindsey’s soft wrinkled hand with the other, pushing my fingers into her palm.
       Mrs. Lindsey’s smile returned, but it was slow and she seemed startled.
       “That’s all right, dear. It’s always difficult to see something from your birth mother or father. It’s hard on all of you.”
       Kassandra?  Praxinos’ voice cut into my thoughts. Who are you speaking to?  You should not tell anyone at that school your real name unless you have secured their loyalty. 
       I ignored him and left the offices with Jill and Nicole just as the break bell sounded.
       “How did you know I had something in my file?” I asked once we entered the hall, joining the students and teachers heading back to class.
       “After breakfast we went up to see if you were done with the laundry,” said Jill. “You weren’t there. The laundry lady was filling the cart and she overheard us talking about you.”
       I stopped in the middle of the hallway, shocked by two questions at the same time. How did that little old lady get that cart upstairs so fast?  I pondered the first and asked the second.
       “Mrs. Hipkin told you to get my bracelet from Mrs. Lindsey?”
       Nicole, threatening a couple of eighth-grade boys blundering by us, nudged me back into the flow of students, some of whom were glaring at us for slowing things up. 
       “Not exactly. She told us to ask Mrs. Lindsey if we had any saved items from our deliveries. She said they keep the valuables you came into Clement’s with until you’re old enough to care for them. And that we ought to be old enough.” 
       I kept my mouth shut, staring ahead without focusing. What is going on?  I shook my head. Fenhals. Now Mrs. Hipkin. Who else here is working for...or against me?  Why would Mrs. Hipkin want me to wear the bracelet?  So that Fenhals can identify me?  Do they all work for King Tharsaleos?  If not, then who are they spying for?  Rexenor was defeated, practically wiped off the map by the Olethren, my father’s in the king’s prison. 
       A jolt of pain shot through me, a tight pull of sorrow in my stomach. My mother has passed away, into the Wreath... I’d been so intent on finding my father and freeing him, that the thought of never again seeing my mother hit me like a landslide of mud, filling the space around me, pinning me down and threatening to choke off my breath. Is there anyone on my side?  Besides Ephoros and the nutjobs in my head?
       Nicole’s stride faltered and I ran into her.
       “What’s wrong?”
       The three of us huddled in the hallway, letting other students flow around us like a stream—and we were an island in the middle of it.
       Jill squeezed my arm. “We didn’t have much stored in Lindsey’s files.”
       “Nothing?”
       Jill, the sleepover survivor, shook her head. Seven years old, she’d gone off to her best friend’s for a sleepover and returned the next morning to find her house a broken pile of black timbers and roof shingles—and no one got out alive. 
       “A clip from a newspaper.” Nicole pulled a folded gray square from her pocket and stared at it. “My mother and father—Catherine and Javier Garcia—were journalists. They died in a car accident in Arizona. No one knows how I ended up here.”
       I closed my eyes for a second. “Oh.” I held out the tiny dolphin comb and bonnet. 
       “I can have it?” Jill grabbed the embroidered bonnet. Nicole picked up the comb and, folding the newspaper around it, closed her hand over both.
       “I don’t see my name on them.” I hooked my arm through Nicole’s, and the three of us walked back to class, taking almost the entire width of the hallway. “We’re like sisters, and I’m supposedly a princess. So aren’t we all?”
       Nicole raised an eyebrow. “Princesses?”
       Jill elbowed me. “Damn right we are.” 
     


     
       Back in Vilnious’ class, I sat at my desk, dreaming of my mother, staring at the book in front of me, turning pages with the rest of the class, but not really seeing the words. I slid my arm over the open book, couldn’t get my eyes to focus on anything but my family name stamped into the gold at my wrist.
       My mother was an Alkimides of the royal line. I am too. I need to find out more. When will you wake up, mother?  I’ve lost your song. I need to hear your voice. 
       I need to get out of here.
       Just before the lunch bell, I told Mrs. Vilnious I felt sick, and after a quick study, she nodded, said “you look pale,” and told me to get some rest.
       Fumbling with my books, dropping pencils, I power-walked to the end of the school wing, and took a left toward the girls departments at the far end.
       The halls weren’t empty, but I didn’t care anymore. “Tell me the last things that happened to my mother.”
       Both Praxinos and Andromache were silent. I walked a dozen more steps, waiting for an answer. What the fuck? Usually they wouldn’t shut up.
       “Was she alone?” 
       She was not, said Praxinos in about the smallest voice he could produce and still be heard, and then very quickly, She had her maid with her.
       Zypheria, said Andromache to be helpful. Zypheria was her most trusted maid and bodyguard.
       “Where was Ephoros?  Why didn’t he protect my mother when she needed him?  He told me he wasn’t there.”
       Silence.
       “Where was he?”
       I waited again, a few seconds, but could only hold my anger back so long.
       “If he could’ve protected her from the Olethren then why didn’t he?  Answer me!”
       I killed your mother, Praxinos said and his voice broke discordantly. The fault is mine. I am to blame for the death of Ampharete.
       I choked and slipped, skidding across the floor. Book went flying, but I got my hands up in time to save my face. Took a few minutes to get any clear thoughts in order, and spent them staring stupidly at the patterns in the floor tiles. Then I got unsteadily to my feet, rubbed my hands, brushing the dust off them, even smiled at a guy with glasses who stopped to pick up my books and ask if I was okay. I said something that probably made no sense, and wandered off without catching his reply. 
       “How?”
       I convinced Ampharete that our only hope was to strengthen our defenses using the Telkhines magic of the earth and fire, and she sent Ephoros to speak to the old ones who dwell in the shallows and caves near the isle of Rhodes. They will not speak to one of the Alkimides, who defeated them. That was my mistake. A day later, the Olethren marched over the Rexenor fortress walls.  Ephoros could not get there in time to save her.
       “Telkhines magic? But why would she do it?”
       She agreed with me that our only hope was to use that dangerous knowledge against the Olethren. She knew the Telkhines would never give it to her. Gregor—who had worked to discover the old magic his entire life—had vanished. Ephoros was our only hope. And I convinced her that we had the one thing we did not.
       “Time?” I stopped at the foot of the stairs leading to the second floor, waiting for the answer.
       Time.
       It wouldn’t be the last time I wished I could cry—I mean really cry. Nothing came, not even Ephoros, although I squinted at the pull in the corner of my right eye, almost as if something was inside with the urge to come out. Nothing did.
       Really didn’t need to know that about my mother, Praxinos.  
       Couldn’t make myself say those words aloud.  
       I tripped twice going up the stairs, feeling stupid from the lack of sleep. I pushed my legs as quickly as I could across the landing and slammed the hall door behind me.
       Had the place to myself, for now.
       “How much time do you think I have...before the Olethren get here?”
       Praxinos didn’t answer—or didn’t want to answer. 
       Certainly longer than we had in the North Atlantic, said Andromache, trying to coax something out of her argument partner. No fun without someone to yell at and throttle. I don’t think the Olethren have ever fought above the waves before. Praxinos?
       No, I do not think so, he said slow and despondent.
       I dropped on my bed, raised one leg at a time, and untied my old hiking boots. 
       I kicked them off next to my trunk, peeled off my socks, and went straight to the bathroom, closing the door quietly behind me. As I stepped into the last of the four shower stalls, Limnoria’s question about a trilithon came back to me. 
       It has to be that gold thing they had clamped to the shower pipe. That must be a trilithon—three stones, heart-shaped. Still a mystery what they were for, though—and why I needed to make one. 
       Can I go through the water because I’m a seaborn or because I wear the Wreath?  I waited a second, spun the faucet, and then realized I’d asked the question in my thoughts and not to the wearers.   
       Praxinos killed my mother.
       The water started cold and poured into my hands, splattering against my shoulders. I had a hard time thinking of the map of North America with the terrifying idea that the causer of my mother’s death was part of me. Then I felt a pressing shame. 
       Praxinos hadn’t wanted it to happen. He thought he’d done the right thing, persuading her to send Ephoros after Telkhines magic. Gregor had already gone pretty far down that path, gathering that power. The Olethren were created and functioned on the same old magic, so it made sense to use it against them. 
       My mother just ran out of time.
       I bent forward, sucking in a breath, telling myself to stop thinking about it. 
       Like that usually works. I had to resort to pulling other pressing thoughts to the front. The first one to barge forward was: as I stand here under the water there are a quarter million rotting dead soldiers waking up—and maybe even marching—with one thought of their own: kill Kassandra. 
       How do I kill them?  If I’m not here, will they stop marching?  What if they can’t find me?  Images of the dead warriors staggered zombie-like through my imagination, gray and rotting. Somewhere deep and behind the scenes, their master, the king—my own fucking grandfather—ordered them to kill me. I squeezed my eyes shut, opened them, blinking, trying to get that one out of my head, and get a different thought to move to the front of the line. 
       Find Mr. Henderson. He’s in the Gulf of Mexico somewhere. 
       “That’s it,” I whispered and tugged hard to get the map in Vilnious’ classroom to appear in front of my mind, pink Nebraska, purple Kansas. I couldn’t remember what color Oklahoma was so I made it green in my thoughts and then it was bright orange Texas.
       I looked up into the stream of chilled water.
       “The gulf...”
       And the world grabbed me under the arms and spun me like the globe on Mr. Henderson’s desk when he’d twirled it so fast the continents melted away and the whole earth appeared ocean blue.
       Earth is an ocean world.
       I snapped my hands in and fought the motion to keep my neck from turning with it. Find Mr. Henderson and don’t lose my head doing it.
       I’d been wearing my helmet the second time I had done this—when Ephoros and I had left the naiad’s motel room. It had made it easier to see with the water whipping past me. Now, the water raked over my face like hurricane winds. I tucked my chin down and closed my eyes, jerking as the current swung me around a bend in some river on the way to the gulf. No more than two minutes passed before I felt a change in the water. It was thicker and...solid. 
       Saltwater.
       I opened my eyes. The world was blue, a bright vibrant blue, and I floated in the middle of it, cold empty blue in every direction. 
       What would you call this?  If you live on land you’re terrestrial, but what about living here?  
       I looked all around, into the glow from above, down into the illimitable gloom. What is all of this called?  Hydro-something, it has to be. Hydro-world, a universe of water, a hydroverse, hydrospace...
       Whatever it was, it was silent and in motion at once. There was a very quiet but thunderous pace to the sea. Nothing was still, although in some ways, it appeared to be. I looked up at the ocean’s translucent ceiling—so far above me, and could make out the quiet rolls of the swells driving in one direction, toward shore. 
       Reflexes took over, pumping my legs a couple times to keep my position in three-dimensional space.
       I cupped the water, swung around, looking along the path of the swells. The tide’s coming in.   
       Mr. Henderson had talked about the moon and tidal forces in his only lesson on water, and I felt I understood the concept well enough, but I didn’t think anyone would be able to sense its rise and fall. Wouldn’t that be something like feeling the motion of a clock’s minute hand?
       “But I can feel the tide rising.” 
       The water crept higher on the earth, and I felt it in my skin. It pressed against me like a firm wind against my back and neck. 
       There was something else, a stronger motion in the water, not a continuous current, something moving nearby.
       “Ephoros?” 
       “Get your armor on and ready your sword.” His booming voice hit me from behind, and in the second it took me to spin around I was wearing the armor and the sword was in my fist. 
       The expected wave of weakness passed through me. I was getting good at calling it all up when I wanted to, but it took a significant chunk of energy every time. 
       “What is it?”
       He pointed in the direction of the tide. “There is a group of seaborn near the coast in a very well hidden, very well fortified village.”  His deep voice was like an earthquake in the water, made me shudder. “I do not know who they are. I felt them when we stopped here yesterday on our way to the lithotombs. The current carried traces of them, but I said nothing to you. I did not want to alarm you.”
       “I think I know something about them.”
       Fear crawled up my back, and I looked for any sign of the feeling in my giant protector. Ephoros’ manner and voice betrayed nothing that approached fear, and that gave me the strength to press mine down.
       “The naiads told me,” I said, tightening my fist around the sword’s grip. “They think they’re the ones who took Mr. Henderson.”
       “The teacher from the school,” he said flatly as if adding this to a list of strange events that were somehow related.
       “Why would they take him? Mr. Henderson taught us about tides and water chemistry.”  Matrothy had forbidden it and that infuriated me. But it wasn’t a reason. That was just stupid. “Does it have something to do with that pale-eyed scut, Mr. Fenhals?”  
       The mention of the director and this new evil science teacher replacement sent rage clawing up my insides.  I had a sword, and it was sharp, and I wanted to use it on someone. “Fenhals...”
       Ephoros kept it conversational, gesturing with one giant hand. “I do not know the name. The seaborn have many agents in this land, America, but I do not often go above the surface, and I know few of them.”
       I didn’t wait for him to finish. “The bastards!”  I swam ahead, waving for him to follow. “Come on!  Let’s go get my science teacher back.”
     
     
     
     



Chapter 23 - Lady Kallixene
    
           
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     It wasn’t a long swim.
       Not for Ephoros, and I stood on his shoulder the whole way, Praxinos giving me some last minute instructions on seaborn greetings, diplomacy, and a couple songs that he claimed would “lift my spirits”. Andromache, always the more physically focused, was more than happy to help me practice facial expressions, shifting mouth, brows, eyes, nose into various shades of wrath, aloofness, mild irritation, and something she called “raging arrogance”. 
       Once I had the last down, I turned it on the old warrior in the courtyard, the guy in blue scaly armor who looked like he was in command. He nodded formally back at me, sort of like a salute, and I spun to Mr. Henderson, who floated low in the courtyard’s center, talking, gesturing, nodding his head. In every other way, he was sound asleep.  
       Like a very enthusiastic dream, or instead of sleep-walking, it was sleep-lecturing.
       At least he wasn’t dead. 
       Ephoros and I had kicked right up to the gates of the mysterious seaborn village—part village, part war camp—deep in a gorge off the coast of Texas. 
       When we swam into view, the gate defenders, in heavy plated blue armor, pulled up their weapons—very long spears—and formed a wall in front of the closed doors. Some had made circling motions in the water, their fingers entwined and clawed, preparing to launch spells. They’d hurled belligerent looks at us, which I took to mean, “We have a behead-all-strangers-on-sight policy.” 
       Then they got a good look at us.
       Then they’d looked at each other, surprised by something, someone passed some orders—I assumed they didn’t often get girls and their demons showing up at the gates.
       Whatever it was, it worked. They stood down. The guards challenged me but it was pretty obvious that was just a formality. They seemed to believe I was who I said I was without much evidence.   
       Of course, Ephoros was scary as hell, and although he obviously supplied some of the evidentiary weight, it had really been the Wreath of Poseidon. 
       Bloody fucking Wreath preceded me wherever I went. What, was it glowing around my head like a Christmas tree?  
       They saw it, the naiads saw it, Ochleros, possibly Mrs. Hipkin, even Mr. Fenhals had given me that unsettling look of recognition, kind of like “well, if it isn’t the Wreath-wearer.”
       One of the guards at the gate led Ephoros and I up a narrow winding channel that passed through two more gate houses, a couple tunnels bored through solid rock, over a wall and then through a maze of winding swimming channels between houses—kind of like streets, except no one we passed had their feet on the ground. With a good solid fear in our wake—thanks to Ephoros, we finally passed through an arched gate into a central court—very fancy with coral growing in neat clumps like a garden.  The neat paved yard looked less war-ready than the rest of the village. 
       The guard who’d led us up there was also very talkative, excited to see me—or us. Told us all kinds of interesting things, the big news being: this was House Rexenor. 
       Almost choked on that. I had found my family—one side of it anyway. What was left of it.
       The guard kicked away and left us in the courtyard of the Lady of House Rexenor.
       “What have they done to Mr. Henderson?” I whispered to Ephoros out of the side of my mouth, while the old soldier next to my teacher just stared at me, speechless.
       Ephoros responded in a very low rumbling voice, mostly for my ears, but that was probably difficult to do. “The man breathes underwater.” He seemed puzzled. “They have placed the curse of the Telkhines on your teacher.”
       For some reason that made me mad. I kicked upright, setting my feet down on the stones. 
       “I am Kassandra, princess of the Alkimides. I am here for this man.” I indicated Mr. Henderson with my sword. “Release him now.”
       The old soldier bowed. “Menophon, commander of the guard to Lady Kallixene of House Rexenor.” He shook his head, blinking at me as if his eyes had fogged over. “You...are Lord Gregor’s daughter?”
       I nodded impatiently. Think I’m making this shit up?  
       He didn’t look like the sort of man who could be surprised by anything, but I read a lot of activity in his eyes—including surprise.
       Then I pushed—it was so easy—and I was behind his eyes, in his soul, wading through a wash of questions. 
       He remembered me as Ampharete’s baby. How had she escaped when few others had?  Even Lady Ampharete, the Alkimides, Lord Gregor’s, wife had died in the final battle along with all her guards. So few had lived through the siege. How had this girl done it?  
       Then he started nodding as if his thoughts had caught up to the unimaginable sight his senses were feeding him: me, with my screaming glowing green crown.
       I let him go.
       “Yes,” he said, turning away. “I will tell Lady Kallixene you are here. 
       Menophon kicked a few efficient strokes that took him to an elliptical door, nearly twice his height. It was set in the courtyard wall opposite the gate, next to a broad dark window. He fussed with the tarnished knocker and then pushed the door in. 
       With a glance back at me, he bowed to someone in the sitting room.
       I heard her voice, sharp and cold, “What is it?” 
       “My lady. Your...granddaughter is here.” After a pause—clearly waiting for Lady Kallixene to get over some shock, he added, “She has brought one of the ancients with her, one of the immortals. And...she wears the Wreath.”
       Another pause, and then Lady Kallixene said, “Of Poseidon?”
       Menophon nodded. 
       Quick, cold, efficient. “Show her in.”
       Menophon turned to me, waved a finger and pointed at my sword. “You must give me your weapons, for no one is allowed in the Lady’s presence armed.”    
       I felt Andromache stir in me—or maybe it was the Wreath—or both of them at once.  My fingers were curling around the grip on their own. “Only if I can take your head first.”
       A slithering metal sound and I had the thing pointed right at him. Menophon’s hand went to his sword grip. I pulled my legs up and rose into the water, my body tensing like a moray eel about to tear prey into something bite-sized. Oh, this is good. The anger felt good, and I didn’t even feel like keeping it under control.
       Kallixene rushed from her sitting room.  My first glimpse of my grandmother. She was angry, wearing armor as bright and cold as the Antarctic, hair steel gray and in three very long braids.
       “She can keep her sword, Menophon.”
       The old soldier bowed to Lady Kallixene, and swam off to take up position on the other side of the big bay window beside the door.
       The lady of House Rexenor gave me a slow, sincere bow, and gestured me into the room. She obviously didn’t have a problem with me and my sword because she immediately turned her back, gliding to the far wall, her feet never touching the floor. 
       Of course, I represented only a tiny fraction of the total danger with Ephoros along to frighten everyone. 
       I forgot about the sword and everything else when I entered Lady Kallixene’s sitting room. Everything was new to me—new like another planet. Pretty sure I’d located a table, some chairs, but I didn’t know what half the other stuff was.
       Kallixene’s gaze rose to meet the deep pits in Ephoros’ face and then dropped to mine.
       “I am honored to have both of you in my home.” She said it quickly, but with the respectful, well-worn tone of a peer. Even if I was an Alkimides royal, Kallixene was like a queen of her House.
       Before I could answer, Ephoros, who took up most of the room, blocking the door and some of the window with his bulk, bowed his head in return. “Lady Kallixene. May I present to you, Princess Kassandra of the Alkimides, your granddaughter.”
       The woman’s gaze dropped to the bracelet on my wrist. The gold band was just sticking out past the hem of my armor with the nameplate centered, a wide arc of sunlight across the top of my hand.
       I bowed, lowering my sword, and then noticed that she had one but hadn’t drawn hers. I tried to push the blade back into its scabbard casually. The point caught on the rim and I had to fight with it to get it to slide home. She knows I’m a damn amateur. 
       I took a long pull on the ocean, and looked up at Lady Kallixene, holding my mouth firm, trying to hold in the wave of embarrassment.
       And she hit me with her first shot. “You are Lady Ampharete’s daughter?”
       Kallixene held her hand out to one of the square platforms that looked like small tables, but since there was a higher narrow table that held a bowl of something recognizable as some kind of food, I took the shorter one’s to be stools of some kind. 
       Still, I waited for the lady to seat herself before following her. It wasn’t easy, nothing like dropping into one of the chairs at the end of the nine-to-sixteen’s hall. My butt slid around and I had to clamp my hands around the stool’s edge just to keep my seat. 
       “Ampharete was my mother.”
       “Your father, Gregor was my son.” 
       “Is.” I corrected her.
       Lady Kallixene shot me an angry look, and I nearly slid backward off my stool.
       “Do you know who Lord Gregor Rexenor was?” Kallixene snapped the words like old bones.  
       “He is my father,” I put some defiance in my tone. “And a prisoner of King Tharsaleos.” 
       The woman looked so haunted and cold, glaring at me, it stopped me from confiding in her at once. But this woman is my family. I hardly knew what that word meant, but I would have thought I would have wanted to tell my grandmother everything.
       Weren’t grandmothers supposed to spoil the hell out of you and bake oatmeal cookies?  I’ve seen it on TV, and...Stop thinking about food. 
       My stomach rumbled like one of Ephoros’ growls. I felt it inside, but the armor held in the sound. I couldn’t stop my eyes from dropping to the bowl of unrecognizable lumps of grayish brown...food?  It looked like it was cooked. How?  Boiled?
       Gross.
       I glanced up, and Lady Kallixene still had her eyes pinned to me. My grandmother didn’t look away, but a smile moved slowly onto her lips, and she nodded almost imperceptibly.
       Grandmother. Mine. My family. My grandmother. The words felt heavy in my mind, a whole new world—with its own gravity pulling everything inside me toward it. 
       I almost blacked out.
       Then my eyes opened on the inside. Every dream and notion spun around a central point, a well of sorrow—and I fell into it screaming. I blinked, pulling against a whirlpool that rose around me and roared past, eroding my memories like floodwaters tearing through the banks of a port city. The water circled a gaping black pit fifty feet across. 
       This was old, something that always rumbled around the back of my mind. I had definitely seen this before, but not as clear. It was the same dizzying feeling that had pushed into my mind when the woman’s voice in Red Bear Lake had told me to breathe.  And again when I’d been with the naiads. There was something inside me, building in power and wanting to reveal itself.
       Right now, it didn’t feel like something I wanted to deal with. 
       Didn’t have a choice. The vision or dream, whatever this was had me locked in. I fought to keep my head above the water, trying to focus on a point where my grandmother would be—where she had been a moment before. 
       The old woman flashed in and out of existence with each blink of my eyes. A strong tug started behind my navel, spread through my body, pulling harder, like the roots of a tree, gnarled, burrowing through my skin, coiling around my bones. 
       I couldn’t fight the currents.
       My fingers slipped and I fell into the dream torrent, pulling everything that mattered to me into that fathomless well at the center. 
       Spinning in the water, glimpses of yawning doorways along a black-bricked outside wall, so many tunnels leading into the core where the water spiraled toward the sinkhole, and passed through it.
       I blinked. 
       My grandmother sat across from me in quiet immobility, like the trunk of a deep-rooted tree, silent and anchored to the earth. I reached out to her. I felt the strength in her dark eyes, weighed down with sorrow and sympathy, as if the old woman wanted to save me from something far beyond her powers to direct. Kallixene jumped at me and screamed in anger, clawing through the water, fighting the vision to take my hand. 
       The violence in the water clawed at my skin. A weight hit me and knocked me flat. 
       Pretty sure I knew what it was. I was feeling the presence of the Wreath. It was the whirlpool, the many-faceted room of bricks, the countless black rectangles of tunnel entrances. And it was inside me. 
       My neck ached as I fought the water. The weight increased in sharp steps—I was buried under broken piles of tombstones, and every few seconds someone heaved another marble slab on top. I clenched my teeth and tasted blood in my mouth. The Wreath fought my anger; it made me the soul of a people and then wiped away their safety, the fortress walls that protected them crumbled; I was the earth and the highest ranges of mountains collapsed into the sea; I was the stone ground smooth under a glacier, crushed into dust, all the force of a dam break in the space of an inch. 
       And then my grandmother took my hand, pulling me from the Wreath’s control. I struggled against it, and the images of the things winging by me in the torrent changed to teacups, saucers, and old red bricks, bowls of chicken noodle soup, English ivy and Little Red Riding Hood delivering cookies—the foolish little girl—and oh, what big dark eyes you have, grandmother. 
       “The better to see you with, my dear,” said Kallixene with a sad smile. She nodded a few times, as if to say, that’s enough of that.
       I coughed, a sluggish intake of water that caught behind my teeth, and I gripped my grandmother’s hand harder. 
       “You look like Ampharete.” A small muscle in Kallixene’s chin trembled when she said it. I thought she was nodding at me, but it was a shudder, something painful going on in her soul. “Your eyes. My Gregor had green eyes with blue, and your mother’s were very deep blue. But you have...”
       My eyes widened. “I have yours.”
       “There is some of your mother’s in them, but yes.”
       That seemed to put a final seal on our kinship. 
       Convinced, Kallixene released my hand, kicked gracefully up to the ceiling, and unfastened the clips that held on her armor. 
       I started to rise, a glance over my shoulder with a questioning look at Ephoros. He shrugged at me, a watery shuffle of his huge arms and shoulders. 
       Untangling my feet from the stool’s legs, I swam to the center of the room. Something itched in my head as if there was there was an obvious thing I needed to do or wanted—the need for room to swing?  
       I watched—curious more than anything else—as Kallixene, now completely upside down, set her sword on the table and pulled away the suit of blue shield-shaped plates. She wriggled out of it and draped it over six thick pegs that stuck out from the wall. Underneath, she wore a wrinkled black dress with leggings that went into small pointed boots covered in miniature versions of the scales of her armor. She sat down again and removed them, heaving them at the wall. 
       Then she turned back to me while the boots tipped and pendulumed in the water to the floor. 
       She’d allowed me in the room with my sword. She’d taken off her armor right in front of me. She trusts me. And I relaxed, let my eyes close briefly, let my own armor and sword drift away. The weight lifted, made me hunch my shoulders, and then a chill and the not-very-comfortable feeling of being close to undressed in my shorts and tee shirt. 
       I also expected a disapproving the-stuff-kids-wear-these-days look, but I got something a lot more intense from my grandmother.
       Kallixene’s gaze hit me hard, forced me to kick away. I bumped up against Ephoros, pausing over the decision to recall the armor and my sword. It would weaken me, but the look Lady Kallixene was giving me scared the shot out of me.
       “The last time I saw your mother, you were in her arms at her breast. You must have been six or seven months old.” Kallixene’s eyes shifted to the window but didn’t look past them. “She wrapped you in a blanket and handed you to Zypheria who already had her armor on. And then she did that, only the opposite. She closed her eyes and then opened them and she was ready for war. A sword like yours appeared in her hand, not the identical one you carry. Your armor is different, too.”
       “Did...she say anything?”
       Kallixene lifted her head, eyes on the ceiling of her sitting room. The grim smile appeared for a moment and faded. “She said only a fool would come between the Wreath-wearer and her child.”
       Sorrow hung in the water, thick and painful, like the cloud of blood over the Rexenor fortress after its fall. 
       Kallixene collected her thoughts, set her grim smile, and swept the sadness away with her hand. “I just want to hear my granddaughter’s voice for a little while.”  
       
     
     
     



Chapter 24 - The King’s Trap
    
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     Kallixene pressed her hands together, the webbing between each finger a fine see-through sheet of skin. 
       “Tell me everything you know about your father.” Her tone was patient, even tranquil, because she obviously thought it wouldn’t take much patience to get through my story. 
       “I dreamed of him, grandmother.” I paused over the decision to tell her about the naiads. No. “I was alone in the ocean and I went into the abyss and found a stone floating above the floor, but chained down to the earth. There was a man inside who said his name was Gregor, who had a daughter with my name, and he was married to an Alkimides princess, Ampharete.”
       Kallixene nodded. “I was expecting something like this, most likely a trick of King Tharsaleos. And then what did you do when you woke?”
       “What would anyone do?  I went to find him.”
       “Where?” Kallixene leaned closer.
       “The abyss, not far north of the Nine-cities. The lithotombs.”
       I paused only a second at Kallixene’s stunned look and told her everything that Ochleros had related about the ancient Telkhines book, Gregor’s many punishments, including his time as a porthmeus along the New Hampshire coast, and how King Tharsaleos had moved him within the last two days from the abyss of the lithotombs. 
       No one I’d talked to knew where he was now, but he was still alive, presumably. The king wouldn’t have given up on his hunger for the rest of the book. Lord Gregor was the key that unlocked it.
       Kallixene interrupted me at every significant point in the story. She wanted to know about Ochleros, who she had heard of but never seen. She knew about the book, but it had not been complete or useful when she had last seen it. She wanted to know about the lithotombs and the creatures that guarded them.
       Nearly all of it was new to Lady Kallixene. Halfway into the story, her arms were folded impatient and demanding, and she mumbled curses over the fact that Rexenor was an exile house, with little or no contact with other seaborn. 
       I could tell the fate of her son and the book weighed the most in her mind, but there was some serious doubt in her eyes, too. 
       She’d lived her whole life in fear, with the king’s assassins throwing curses at her, and treachery lurking in the spaces between the words of trusted men. 
       “We still have our sources of knowledge in place among the Thalassogenêis, but we don’t get much out of them anymore, unless we threaten them. Not since our fall. We have spies among the agents on the surface. I even have a sister who had been enslaved by Tharsaleos. We found her and released her. She now delivers information to us from above. We know more about what’s going on among the surfacers than the court in the Nine-cities.”
       “You know the Olethren have been awakened?”
       Kallixene went still and then nodded, rubbing her eyes.   
       “Grandmother?  Why did you kidnap Mr. Henderson?”
       “Because one of our...” She paused for the correct term. “Sources of information among the surfacers told us that King Tharsaleos had ordered his death.” 
       “Death?”  I backed away. “Why?”
       “I was going to ask you that. The whole ocean has been turned upside down in the last week. So much activity, the king communicating with the surface—and we sensed his panic. We learned the Olethren were awake again, that a school in Nebraska was suddenly very important to the king, and a teacher from this school was to die. We didn’t learn why any of this should be, and we are waiting for Michael Henderson to open his eyes and tell us.” She shrugged. “We went on the principle that any enemy of Tharsaleos is a friend to Rexenor. Now you’re here, and with eyes open.” 
       Kallixene paused only a second to see if I was going to jump in with some answers, and when I didn’t, she continued. “We thought we had far greater problems when we learned that Tharsaleos had awakened the Olethren. That’s why you see us readying for war.” Kallixene laughed grimly. “Not that you will ever catch us unready. But we weren’t sure why the dead army was being brought out to battle.”
       “It didn’t have anything to do with Mr. Henderson. The king found out about me.”
       Kallixene nodded deeply. More of it made sense now. “Which is why you still find us here. We’re not going to run if we don’t have to, and to be caught away from the protection of the mountains and our house enchantments would be certain death for the last of Rexenor. We were preparing to move to another hidden village when, at great risk, we pressed our old spies among other seaborn houses. It wasn’t Rexenor they swore, that no one in the Nine-cities even discussed Rexenor any longer. We are a dead house as far as they are concerned. No. They told us all the king’s power is directed at a surface school in Nebraska called St. Clement’s Education Center.”
       I kicked off the floor and my armor slipped around my body, followed by the weight and weakness that made me slump forward. My fingers tightened around the sword’s grip, and the nightmare shuffled through my head—a flash of dead soldiers breaking down the door to the nine-to-sixteen’s hall and the screams of my friends. 
       I spun upside down, reached down, and tilted my fallen stool back up on its legs.
       “But if I leave, they won’t bother St. Clement’s,” I whispered. “I can lead them somewhere faraway, and maybe that’ll give us time to gather an army and plan their defeat.”  I looked up at Ephoros for encouragement but he showed no readable expression.
       Lady Kallixene laughed, a slow, deeply complex laugh, that didn’t stop when I thought it should’ve. She was laughing at me, and I gave her back the most hate-filled look I could conjure, hoping I’d recaptured most of Andromache’s “raging arrogance”.
       That made her stop laughing, but she continued smiling pleasantly. “That is a strong look, young lady.”
       “Why do you think this is funny?” My hands curled into fists, one still on the sword.
       Cold and grim settled on her features, and she looked down at the open gesture she was making. “I don’t. I have fought the Olethren, girl...with these hands. They obliterated my entire house. They killed my husband, Lord Nausikrates, and almost every one of his bodyguards. I still taste blood and hear children screaming every time I close my eyes. Your own mother possessed the gift of Poseidon and failed against them. Do you have any idea how many Olethren there are?”
       I knew exactly how many. I glanced up at Ephoros and he looked back at me, still nothing in his blurred monstrous face, so alien.
       “Two-hundred and forty thousand.”  I said it evenly, but stretched the number out to add some force.
       Kallixene threw me half a scowl and one lifted eyebrow.
       “And I have time,” I went on. “Tharsaleos woke them up, but if I leave St. Clement’s, he will have to wait to find me before sending them out. By that time I will have rescued my father, taken the book, and discovered how to defeat them.”
       Kallixene’s body jumped as she snorted in surprise. Her lips did a little twist, mildly impressed, either with my answer or bravery—or utter stupidity—in the face of such a threat.
       “How do you happen to know how many there are?”
       “I counted them,” I said as if I was talking of nothing more deadly than tallying pennies. “Eight blocks of thirty-thousand.”
       “You saw them?” Kallixene leaned forward.
       “I stood on the battlements and counted them last night. They’re awake. They’re probably marching right now. And the Nine-cities is closed up tight.”
       Lady Kallixene held my eyes for what felt like an hour, and then dropped her hands to the table.
       I nodded decisively. “I just need to get away from them. That’ll give me time to take my father’s book from King Tharsaleos.”
       Kallixene shook her head. “That’s not the way the Olethren work. The king gives them a name, a target, an image of the hunted, the signature of their soul, and the dead will stalk that person to the ends of the world, abyss to mountaintop. They can smell the spirit of the one who has been doomed. It is the king who decides. It is the king who plants the image of the fated one in the dead souls of the Olethren. It is the king’s soul that drives them and gives them the strength to march. When Rexenor was defeated, Tharsaleos sent the Olethren after my husband, knowing that Lord Nausikrates would die before leaving his home. Tharsaleos was right.”
       “I don’t really have a home. I can keep moving.” I kicked off the ceiling and used my hands against the floor to spin my body upright.
       “The oceans are deep but not that deep.”
       “How fast can an army that size move?”
       “They do not rely on speed to bring death to the fated. They do not have to eat. You do. They do not stop until they have finished.”
       A line up of faces whirled past in my thoughts: Jill, Nicole, Mrs. Vilnious, Hipkin, the laundry lady. “I just need to lure them away from St. Clement’s”
       “You have friends there?” Kallixene raised an eyebrow. “What makes you certain that you are the target of the Olethren?”
       I lurched forward in shock, kicked sideways to slow my turn in the water, my thoughts skidding to a halt. “King Tharsaleos knows I wear the Wreath!  He knows where he can find me. Who else would they be sent after?”
       “The king is also not stupid. He’s defeated shrewder enemies than you or me. He has powers that we never suspected he had. The book my son recreated explains much. Tharsaleos killed most of my family, my House is in ruins, my friends are dead. Your mother perished. Kassandra, there are few things worse than a bad king. I will never underestimate him again.”  She pointed a long bony finger at me, and in a cold serious voice, said, “You may be certain that whatever Tharsaleos has planned, you will not be able to run from it.”
       I kicked to the front window, glancing out at the sleeping form of Mr. Henderson in the courtyard. The question nagged me, burning in my thoughts, all the hotter because my grandmother had laughed at me.
       “Why?  Why don’t you think the Olethren are coming for me?”
       “Because King Tharsaleos will have thought of that.”
       “Who can it be then?  If it is like you say, that he needs to plant the image of some person as a target for the dead army...If not me, then who?”
       “There is a man from the sea up at your school.”
       “Mr. Fenhals?”
       Lady Kallixene nodded, a curl in her lip of something sour in her thoughts. She didn’t seem to like the idea that I already knew about him. “He is not the target. He is an old and powerful agent who works on the land for the king. We know who he is.” Kallixene pointed beyond the window. “Fenhals was charged by the king to kill your teacher. Do not speak to Fenhals. Beware him. My suspicion is that he brought someone with him. A prisoner.”
       “Who?”
       “Did you see him when he arrived?” 
       Parresia had told me, floating into the deeps with her basketball-sized remote communicator—to find me on the battlements of the Olethren. “No...uh...I was away.”
       “Do you know if he brought anything or anyone with him?”
       “No. I mean, I don’t know.”  I shook my head, then several thoughts came to a neat conclusion in my head. “You know what’s weird?  This Fenhals guy came to Clement’s in the middle of the night, very early in the morning, somewhere around three or four o’clock.”
       “How do you know that?”
       Kallixene cleared her throat, waiting for my answer, and then in a tone that clearly meant, let-me-rephrase-that, she said, “How do you know what time he arrived, but not know what he brought with him?” Then seeing the look on my face, added, “What were you doing when you saw Mr. Fenhals arrive?”
       I bit my lip, hesitating. “I wasn’t at Clement’s when he came. Someone told me of it.”
       “Someone?  Who?”
       “A naiad.”
       “At the school?  Or one of the three staying on land outside the town of Mullen, Nebraska?”
       “Four.” 
       Lady Kallixene scowled back at me. “In Mullen?  We have evidence that there is one at the school, but we don’t know who it is.”  She held up a finger as if to cut off further discussion on the topic. “Don’t trust the naiads. They are friendly with Tharsaleos.”
       “They told me everything. And they also sent me the dream of my father.”
       She shook her head, puzzled. “Why?”
       “To lure me away from the school. They don’t want the Olethren there anymore than we do. I think they feel that Tharsaleos has double-crossed them. I met with them in their motel room, and they seemed to be honest with me. They told me they’d made a bargain with Tharsaleos. They told me about Mr. Fenhals, and that my father was still alive but imprisoned.”
       “They care only for their rivers.”
       “Yeah.  Maybe.”  I nodded. “And trains.”
       “Trains?”
       “I met another one, Theupheides, who seemed to like trains more than rivers.”
       “Oddball. I know who Theupheides is. We have seaborn like that too. Fenhals likes the surface more than life under the waves.”
       “Theupheides said Fenhals was a strange Thalassogenês.”
       The silence lengthened uncomfortably, especially with Lady Kallixene’s eyes still pinned to mine. 
       “So, you live at some strange surfacer boarding school, make regular visits to the abyss, consort with naiads, and picnic on the battlements overlooking the Olethren. Have everything planned out?”
       A spark of anger flashed and went out, smoldered enough to keep a firm hold on my defiance. “I want to rescue my father. I want that book my father put together from the scraps of Telkhines magic, at least to get it away from the king.” I looked up at Ephoros. “And I want to free Ochleros.”
       “We’ll come back to the first one. How do you propose to take the book?”
       “Ephoros will help me.”
       The Big Guy rumbled at my back. “It is certainly within the walls of the great city. I cannot enter the Nine-cities without being invited in. One of the seaborn must do it. The city is protected by more than walls.” 
       “Can the Olethren go there?” I looked up at the ceiling, but didn’t stop to focus on anything. “Praxinos?  Can the Olethren enter the Nine-cities?”
       No, Andromache answered just as Praxinos started to answer. They have shield spells. The King’s Protection it is called.
       And they always lock the door, added Praxinos. But you cannot run from the— 
       Kallixene’s voice paralleled his. “—hide from them in the Nine-cities. The king has armies and assassins of his own that are not dead and they’ll—”
       —the Wreath—
       —with that glow—
       —coming a mile away.
       —bent on death!
       —why we were so angry at you for going so near the Nine-cities with Ephoros.
       I waited for them to stop giving me the same response. So, the answer’s no, but it wouldn’t work anyway because I glow like a freakin’ Christmas tree and the king would simply have me killed. Got it.
       I kicked a couple times, drifted in front of the window, frowning at the newly gathered crowd standing around Mr. Henderson in the courtyard. 
       There had only been the old commander, Menophon. Now there were forty or more, some in armor, others in colorful tops and leggings. There were even a few small children snaking through the crowds three or four feet off the ground.
       Lady Kallixene rose from her seat and glided toward the window, looking past me at the gathering in her courtyard. 
       “Maybe I can’t hide there,” I said. “But can I invite Ephoros into the Nine-cities?”
       I managed to catch most of Kallixene’s reply over Praxinos’ and Andromache’s shouting. 
       “Even your mother wouldn’t have dared that.”
       “But she was trying to keep the king from knowing she possessed the Wreath. The king already knows I have it.”
       Kallixene appeared to be giving that some thought as I blinked and let my armor slip away, unfolding off my body, fading into the ocean. 
       Then I cupped my hands to spin in the water. “The king has to pour his power into the Olethren to make them move, doesn’t he?  That would be the time to go to the City to find my father. Tharsaleos will be busy with his dead army, too busy to look for me in his city. I could invite Ephoros inside the walls, and we both—”
       “Gregor isn’t in the Nine-cities,” said Kallixene, tapping a finger on the window, nodding at some connection she’d made. “I think he’s up at your school.”
       I couldn’t open my mouth, thoughts tumbling over each in my head, ended up giving my grandmother an inquiring wave of my hand. 
       She continued. “That is why Fenhals was sent there. He brought my Gregor there somehow.”
       “And my father’s the one the Olethren are being sent to kill, him and everyone near him.”
       “Like you, Kassandra. He’s going to lure you back.”  Her voice went sour, accusing. “Perhaps Tharsaleos has learned of the naiads trying to get you away from the school?”
       I kicked, untangling my feet and thrashing them up and back to get off the ground. “You mean, you just figured all that out from what we’ve talked about?”
       “I haven’t figured anything out. Gregor may be in the City. I’m just trying to see how much of these seemingly separate pieces of information fit together.”  She wagged a finger like Mrs. Vilnious when a student wasn’t seeing the obvious. “Because you know they do.”
       This sounded like Mr. Henderson’s scientific method lecture, observe and gather information...make connections...form a theory. 
       “Who’s doing what? And who wants what?” I asked abruptly. “The king wants to kill me right off. That’s clear. He’s killed my mother and grandmother already. He’ll do whatever it takes to see me dead. He has my father imprisoned somewhere. He has a book hidden in a city protected by magic. He’s sent one of his agents to my school.”
       “Fenhals is there to do something...to guard, to deliver someone. Not to spy. He’s too well known.”
       “Fenhals saw me in the hall this morning...and he seemed pleased about something. He didn’t stop me. He just smiled—sort of cruel, as if everything was going according to his plan.”  I nodded. “My father’s up at Clement’s. He must be. And I have to go there to free him.”
       “He is there to lure you there and keep you there. You will be trapped when the Olethren invade the school. They will try to control the sources of flowing water in and out. Then they will kill you and Gregor.”
       “But if my father’s the key to the rest of the Telkhines magic in that book...”
       Both of us paused. That broke the connection. Kallixene’s conclusions seemed to fit together nicely but this broke up the elegant whole into its parts again.
       “Unless King Tharsaleos has tired of my father’s silence, or found another way to unlock the secrets of the book.”    
       Kallixene nodded with me. “Perhaps he’s caught an actual Telkhines lord—as unlikely as that is. He wouldn’t need Gregor then—except as a lure.”
       “A way to trap me—the Wreath-wearer.”
       “If this is true, then the king has it all. The Wreath-wearer dies along with her troublesome father, and this asshole king has or will soon get the key to unlock the rest of the Telkhines book.”
       Fingers hooking into claws, I tried to hold onto empty water. My hand swung over my head, a clumsy move, slapping the window to keep my balance, and my bracelet rattled against the pane. 
       I’m such an idiot.
       Somehow, I’d thought if I could save my father then he’d be able to help defeat the Olethren. We had been so close to getting him at the lithotombs. Or were we?  Had the king planned that too?  Breaking the chains and moving the entire prison cell hours before Ephoros and I arrived. Would the king be waiting for us in the Nine-cities?
       “Lady Kassandra?” Ephoros rolled one of his hands sideways, palm up. “Your father is either in the walls of the City or at your school. You must go to the school to find him. Give me your bracelet. That will be enough for me to get into the city without asking.” 
       
       
       
     
     



Chapter 25 - House Rexenor
    
       
     
     
     
     
     
       
     
     
     
     Ephoros looked down at me with his endless-cave-like eyes, his deep voice making the water shiver. “I will first find your father, if he is there, and then the book.”
       “And the key to release your brother, if you can,” I added and slipped the bracelet off my wrist, dropping it into his wide nearly transparent palm. The links came together like a drop of gold. “Ochleros helped us. He is a slave to Tharsaleos through the mistakes my family made. We have to free him.” 
       “Yes. I may seek the key that frees him first so that we can search the Nine-cities together.”  Ephoros cut his rumble short and spun along the back wall, opposite the door, guarding me with one arm at the same time. Kallixene had just started to scowl at his sudden movement when someone knocked sharply. Menophon paused a few seconds, then pushed in the big elliptic door.
       “My lady, the teacher is awake.”
       Kallixene nodded and gestured me outside. The three of us floated into the courtyard, following Menophon, Ephoros straightening up to a monstrous size once he’d moved beyond the door. 
       I felt the suspicion in him. He didn’t like the crowd of seaborn gathered in Kallixene’s courtyard. They made it too difficult to protect me.
       I looked up at him with the pale blue glow of courtyard lights and the sun from the distant surface, some of it haloing him and partly pouring through his transparent humanoid form.
       “What if the king has thought of this and has set a trap for you, or taken the book somewhere else?”
       “I will find it.” 
       I stared into his wise old eyes for a second and then turned toward Mr. Henderson. My science teacher would undoubtedly need assistance after waking up underwater. 
       At least fifty seaborn from House Rexenor had now gathered in the courtyard, some chatting with Mr. Henderson. He seemed unusually at ease in his new surroundings, although the excitement and curiosity made his voice go shrill. He hit them with a handful of questions as soon as he understood they weren’t going to hurt him. His voice kept rising over the murmuring and I heard him make exclamations like “Fascinating!” and “How peculiar.” 
       But “the teacher from the surface” was only an added feature. Word had spread. The remnants of Rexenor had come to see me, the Wreath-wearer, wide-eyed and cautiously hopeful.
       They watched me warily, some bowing their heads when my eyes met theirs. Many just stared or turned to their neighbors in the crowd, remarking something about “the girl with her guardian.”  
       As if I couldn’t hear them. 
       Then I curled in my fingers and toes, very aware that everyone else in the sea except my science teacher and I had a fine web of skin between each. And I no longer had my bracelet that marked me as seaborn. They wore strange clothes, tight shirts that came down to their knees and leggings. Some even had webbed boots. I wore a tee shirt and denim shorts and was barefoot. I was supposed to be a princess, one of the royal house. Heir to the throne of all the seaborn.
       I looked like a beggar.
       I stopped and watched Mr. Henderson. The Rexenors called him “philosopher.”  
       And he was a natural. He was spinning slowly, even faced me at one point, but didn’t look up, his eyes fixed intently on a really old man with long gray braided hair. 
       Mr. Henderson didn’t seem terribly hurt—and in any wrong way—affected by waking up underwater with the ability to breathe. He answered the old man’s question casually and turned to another in the crowd. 
       There was something else, something different about him. Then I noticed he’d lost his glasses. He also stood very tall in the water, the tips of his shoes on the tiled yard, half-ringed by the seaborn, one of whom, a woman with her auburn hair in three braids, was just finishing an answer to one of his questions.
       Amazingly, Mr. Henderson already seemed to be at home. I stuffed my guilt deep, shook my head, forced a smile, and turned back to my grandmother.
       Kallixene had pulled away, speaking quietly to a soldier in heavy-plated armor, similar to the armor worn by the guards at the gate, except this man’s had been dented and broken in places. Seaweed hung like thick mats of spider webs off his helmet and from his arms. Yellow mud caked the plates of armor, dissolving into sulfurous clouds at his feet. The man—he really wasn’t that much older than me—knelt on one knee with a bowed head, and then kicked straight up to lean in close, whispering to Lady Kallixene.
       Every Rexenor not speaking or listening to Mr. Henderson had their eyes on me, and I swung my gaze between my grandmother and Ephoros to make it appear as if I wasn’t trying to avoid meeting theirs. 
       But I was. 
       I saw something in them I recognized, a longing for home. 
       It scared me. What did they want from me?  I didn’t know anything about homes, families, cities, House Rexenor or Alkimides. The Rexenors my age and younger, stared at me with big lonely eyes, heavy with hope. 
       I turned toward the window into Kallixene’s sitting room, pretending to face Ephoros but really watching the reflections of the Rexenors in the dark pane. 
       Like the world spinning around me when I traveled through the pipes, a sudden idea struck me, made me dizzy. I staggered forward, threw out my hands to catch myself.
       Lady Kallixene is my grandmother. Lady Kallixene can take me away from Clement’s. There was something to hope for. My father may be trapped there, his death sealed in the false souls of the Olethren, but if I lived through this, I’d be free of St. Clement’s...forever. 
       I turned to the courtyard full of Rexenors. 
       Even the adults seemed afraid to draw near me. Mr. Henderson was certainly far more approachable—and smiling—and they ringed him in discussion. I looked past the open gate into the dim streets and houses and little shops, wondering what it would be like to grow up here.
       I can braid my hair in threes and wear long shirts and flat webby shoes. I can live here. I just need to free my father.
Matrothy won’t hurt me ever again, or Deirdre Milhorn or Autumn. What about Jill and Nicole?  Can I take them with me?  
       I would be coming home. That made me kick higher in the water. The feeling of strength and invulnerability—that feeling that had settled inside me right after I’d met Ephoros—seemed pale and so long ago compared to what I felt now. 
       I made fists and it felt as if I could crush the bones of the Olethren with them. All of them. I’m going to come live here with my grandmother, and I’m going to get my father back, and that book, and release Ochleros so we can all fight King Tharsaleos. And I’m bringing my friends with me. 
       Like Odysseus reaching the shores of Ithaca after ten years of war and ten long years of being manipulated by others, I’m home.
       Something touched my thoughts. I felt someone looking at me, not one of the Rexenors from the gathering, but someone who could put some force behind her gaze. I circled and Lady Kallixene beckoned.
       My hands cupped and I kicked and pulled the water behind me, Ephoros following. I looked from my grandmother to the muddy soldier, who bowed to me, and although he tried not to stare, I felt the effort it took him to keep his eyes moving, from me to Kallixene. He wasn’t much older than me, maybe sixteen, but he was a Rexenor soldier. He had the same haunted lonely eyes—and he knew who I was without an introduction. 
       He bowed... He bowed to me again. 
       “The Olethren are nearing the mouth of the Mississippi River, my lady.”
       “That fast?”  A rough edge of panic in my voice. I whirled to Ephoros. “But my father.”
       Ephoros bent forward, understanding. “I will go now,” he said, sending shivers through the water. “And seek him in the Nine-cities. If he is there, I will find him and return. I will find the Telkhines book and free my brother from the slavery set on him by the king.”
       I reached out and touched the top of his hand—half as big as my whole body. “Please be careful, Ephoros.”
       He nodded, turned and drifted toward the arched courtyard entrance. The Rexenors kicked out of his way, frightened. He glided through the gate and then down into the village.
       I watched him vanish in the shadow of a sheer cliff face. Then I looked up. So did the young soldier.
       “Why didn’t he just swim up?”
       “There are protections in place against such movement,” said Kallixene with a slight rise in her eyebrows as if she had been wondering the same thing. “No doubt, something of his power could break it.” She pointed up. “Our shield is weak compared to the force that protected the fortress in the North, and King Tharsaleos or his war-bard managed to break that.”
       I locked eyes with Kallixene, there was a moment of tension, and then a slow genuine smile rose to my grandmother’s lips. She understood something about my uncomfortable situation, a lone Alkimides, dressed like a thinling, a pauper among thinlings even. But heir to the throne of all the seaborn.
       “Come. I will introduce you to your paternal House, and you will introduce me to your teacher. Then we will plan for the Olethren.” 
       She led me past the door to her sitting room so that the two of us floated in front of the wide dark window. 
       “House Rexenor!” She called over the murmuring of the crowd, and they spun in the water toward her.
       “The word has reached your ears or you would not be here. My granddaughter, Lady Kassandra, the daughter of Lord Gregor and Lady Ampharete of the Alkimides has been a prisoner of King Tharsaleos all of her life. The king sent her above the waves, into the heart of the land, far from the nurturing ocean.”
       Every face turned to me and every eye studied me. A few of the old soldiers only had one. 
       I clamped my mouth shut and tucked my hands in. I was red enough. Nothing about my hands. Not the hands or feet. 
       And my own name stood out glaringly. The original mythical Kassandra was gifted with the ability to tell the future but cursed to have no one believe her. She prophesied the death of King Agamemnon but he didn’t listen to her warnings. No one did. And when the king arrived home after ten years’ war against Troy, sure enough, the queen killed him. Not that he didn’t deserve it. 
       I felt the blood heavy in my hands. I hoped they didn’t know the story and the origin of my name as well as I did.
       My grandmother continued the introduction for ten minutes, telling the gathered seaborn and Mr. Henderson about Ampharete’s struggles, the murder of Pythias, her son’s journey’s to the seas in the East, seeking to build up the defenses of the Rexenor fortress, of his capture and enslavement by King Tharsaleos. 
       “Lady Kassandra wears the Wreath of Poseidon, as you can all see, and she has escaped her prison, that school, escaped the king for now. She has come seeking her teacher.” One corner of Kallixene’s lips bent up, as near a smile as she probably gave anyone. “We will give her the strength of our hand in return.”
       There was a pause like the silence of the abyss. 
       Kallixene drifted a few more inches in the water. “We will give it to her.”
       A Rexenor woman in her twenties swam away from the crowd, letting her feet drift down to the stones. She shot me a really nasty look and then turned it on Lady Kallixene. 
       The woman reminded me of Nicole, but a little older. She had long black hair, braided into threes, deep reddish-brown eyes, fury in them like windows into a volcanic interior. She wore a tight black top, nothing about her pale and flowery. The black material angled in at her throat and left her shoulders bare—muscular shoulders. 
       Kallixene nodded. “Yes, Phaidra?”
       Given the floor, the woman turned back to me.
       “Is it true, the Olethren have been awakened for you?  That they will follow your path to the earth’s end?  And that your presence here draws them to us?”
       Oh, shit.
       “I—” I started, holding back the urge to call up my armor and sword. It made me feel powerful, but this woman’s fierceness melted away any hope of defense. 
       Of course, I had other methods. I let my anger stir to life, even gave it a bit of stoking. 
       Phaidra’s gaze dropped a little to take in what I—the Alkimides princess—wore, and then they locked on mine again, along with the scorn they’d just picked up. 
       Don’t make me mad, Phaidra. 
       I lifted my head higher and drew in a deep breath. I called up a storming anger. It was ready to roll uncontrollably forward, blind and destructive. I felt my face tighten, my brows tilting into each other, forming a wrinkle above the bridge of my nose.
       “They are marching toward the school in Nebraska where I grew up. Not here. That means they have been awakened to kill something I hold dearer than my life or the existence of the Wreath itself.” A trace of a thank-you for Andromache’s and Praxinos’ formal language teaching flashed by in my thoughts. “Because I will stand between the Olethren and their prey and let myself and all the Wreath-wearers perish before I’ll let their rot and death and clutching fingers touch my father, Lord Gregor Rexenor.”
       I gave Phaidra a challenging glare. Then I spent a second congratulating myself.
       Then I noticed the blaze in Phaidra’s eyes had doubled.
       “You—!” Phaidra sputtered. “What do you know of Gregor, you stupid girl from the surface?  What do you know of the ocean?  Or any of this?”  She waved her hand to indicate the gathered seaborn and the village beyond. “You wear the Wreath. It’s plain. It is your intention or any possible attachment you could have to the sea that strikes me wrong. Would you defend the life of a man you never knew?”
       Kallixene swam in, shifting to ancient Greek. “And you, daughter, only knew as little more than an infant. As Telemachos knew only the contrived madness of Odysseus, a father weary of war in the moments before he departed for Troy, and returned not for twenty years.”
       Holy shit!  Aunt Phaidra?  
       While most of my mind was stuck on the woman doubting me, I spent one thread of thought trying to figure out what my grandmother had just said. I knew all the names, Telemachos was the son of Odysseus. He was a baby when his father went off to war against Troy, and twenty years old when he returned. 
       Phaidra kicked up into the water a few feet, shouting at her mother. “By that small piece I cling with every grain of my thought and strength. What of Gregor does she have to hold?  Nothing. She never knew him.”
       “Do you think she doesn’t know what a father is?  She wears the Wreath and so knows of her ancestors. We all create what we can out of the sorrows and history we can pull together and hold onto.”
       “But out of nothing?” Phaidra snorted doubtfully.
       “Sometimes it is out of the complete lack of the thing you value that the stronger purpose emerges. Having the smallest memory as the harbor in which to anchor your grief has given you enough to crush any desire to pursue the possibility of your brother being alive. I am equally at fault, for I held my memories of my son in place of the hope that he was still among the living. Having nothing, the fleeting thinness of the air above, which is incapable of holding the teeth of an anchor, drove this girl—my granddaughter—to seek what we have and more, the smallest of footholds, a memory, a conversation, anything, even the hope of saving Gregor.”
       Phaidra crossed her arms obstinately. She lifted a finger off her muscular biceps to indicate me, and her gaze landed on me like prey-birds. “She’s a scared little girl. Your fear is as clear to me as the gift of Poseidon. What are you going to do?  Spit on the army of the dead before fleeing like a goby on the flats?”
       The shock dumped my mouth open. I started to get my response ready, but Kallixene’s angry voice cut through my reply.
       “Do you know where this girl stood one night ago?  On the floor of the abyss north of the Nine-cities where the lithotombs are anchored. She spoke with one of the deathless ones enslaved there and learned that Gregor is alive and a prisoner of King Tharsaleos. Even as she set out on her journey, the king ordered Gregor moved from the abyss. We think the king has sent Gregor to the school where Lady Kassandra grew up, as a lure and trap for her. That the Olethren are moving toward the Mississippi River confirms this.” 
       That silenced Phaidra for the moment, but I still had my inferno-like wrath at full height with no place to contain it.
       I unleashed it on the woman, my voice lethally sharp.
       “I’ll go and defend my father against the Olethren with or without your help. If you want to cower down here in the dark, you have my permission!”
       Phaidra’s eyes went wide. Her teeth came unclamped, but only for a heartbeat. She bared them, pulled up her fists, and whirled into a fighting stance. 
       I stiffened, closed my eyes, then opened them. My toes pressed against the tiles and when I brought my focus back to the courtyard full of seaborn, the pale green armor plates wrapped my body and the sword arced into a point a few feet from Phaidra’s face. 
       The weariness that always followed served only to temper my anger—but only a little. I glared back from under the brow ridges of my helmet. 
       Show me what you got, Aunt Phaidra.  I dare you.
       
     
     
     
     



Chapter 26 - You Can Only Lose Once
    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     The currents of the wreath roared around me, tugging curls of water on my ankles—but it was all inside my head. It distracted me only a moment. 
       It was the surprised murmuring of the seaborn that broke through my anger. I let my focus move away from Phaidra in quick shifts, flicking to the faces of the Rexenors.
       “Why are they shocked?” I whispered to Praxinos and Andromache, keeping my sword up. “I just wished my armor on.”
       Praxinos didn’t understand. Wished?  
       You have frightened them. Andromache knew exactly what I had done—and she seemed proud of the fact that I had the power to do it. It is not something a Wreath-wearer does often. Willed on your armor and battle gear is the appropriate way to put it. 
       Ah, wishing. Praxinos made some agreeing noises. I did not sufficiently appreciate your use of the word. I think I prefer wishing to willing. 
       At a nod from Kallixene, Menophon stepped forward, giving me a stern look. 
       Oh no. 
       I kicked away from Phaidra before lowering my sword.
       “I will testify to the Lady Kassandra’s fearlessness,” Menophon called to the gathering. “She threatened to part my head from my shoulders when I ordered her to hand over her sword, for none shall enter the Lady’s presence armed.” 
       I froze, not at first understanding which way the commander of Kallixene’s guard was going. Then I slid the sword into the scabbard around my back. He was obedient to Lady Kallixene, and showed no sign of our earlier disagreement.
       “My lady?” Menophon gave Phaidra a curt nod, and the daughter of Kallixene lowered her fists, straightening into her normal ready kill-you-later stance.
       Lady Kallixene drifted over and rested her hand on Menophon’s shoulder. “Years have flowed past us into history. Fourteen years since we fled our home in the Atlantic. Countless swells have rolled by, and twice times the number of tides as days have past. Older, we are wiser. But the king has not let his soul go to rot. I think he is working to force my granddaughter to protect her father. And he has awakened the Olethren to kill them both.”
       Kallixene gave Phaidra such a forceful look, she skidded back two feet over the tiles with a terrified expression on her face.
       “This is not an arguable decision. This is not about enmity of the noble houses. This is not a matter for the assembly, but one for which you have already taken oaths to join against. Lady Kassandra is an Alkimides by her mother, but by her father, my son, Lord Gregor, she is a Rexenor. You are bound by your word to defend her as you would defend me, as you would defend any one of us.”
       Kallixene indicated the door through which Ephoros had passed ten minutes before. 
       “Many of you saw the deathless one, Ephoros, who came to us as a companion of Lady Kassandra. You also saw him depart. He is headed for the Nine-cities at this moment, to recover the means to destroy the Olethren.
       I noticed a few frowns, some directed right at me. Kallixene read them too, returning a nod, the corners of her lips tilted up into a forbidding smile.
       “You are thinking that this sounds very like the preparations that failed fourteen years ago.”  Kallixene paused. She knew how to make the silence work. “For the most part, you are right. There are similarities, but there are noticeable differences. Lady Kassandra’s mother, Lady Ampharete stood with us then on the fixed battlements built by your ancestors. And on the eve of battle we decided to send Ephoros away to the old ones who still dwell around Rhodes in the Mediterranean Sea. He did not return in time to help defend us from the dead army of Tharsaleos.”
       I tightened my jaw, watching the reaction of the gathered seaborn. Most nodded or made sounds of agreement in response. I’m sure it sounded pretty much like the same failed plan.
       “The differences I will point out to you. We no longer live behind fortress walls, but in hiding, and on the move. We are not going to defend our homes, nor must we defeat the Olethren tomorrow or the next day. She laughed sourly at the notion of defeating an undefeatable army. All we must do is find Lord Gregor and escape.”
       “But they will not stop until we have joined them in death,” a young man burst out, adding cautiously, “My lady.”
       “And if you were imprisoned in the same manner, Chenandros, we would spend our lives to free you. My son may not be at the surface school, but we must find out. It is very likely he is. If he is there, we must free him and escape through the rivers.”
       I swam forward, and Kallixene tilted her head toward me with a questioning scowl.
       “I—I would like to add that another difference is that the Olethren have never fought above the waves, and the king has made a mistake in sending them to Nebraska.”
       “Nor have we!” Shouted a few old soldierly looking men. Phaidra nodded, joining their group glare.
       Kallixene gave them a sweeping wave of one hand. “Time is not something we can treat like the boiling waters from the vents.” 
       I blinked a few times. What?
       The soldier who had come with news of the Olethren, glanced over, saw the puzzled look on my face, and made a twirling motion with one finger. I nodded back, understanding. The hot water from deep-sea vents was almost never ending. 
       Fancy way of saying we don’t have a lot of time.
       “The Olethren have nearly reached the headwaters of the Mississippi River. And we must secure some of the details of our strategy. Here is what I have decided so far: Tharsaleos has spies at the school. So, we must send Kassandra there with one or two of us as protectors. She can begin the search for Lord Gregor in a careful manner, avoiding the king’s agents, while we ready for battle. Every man and woman without familial duties, and one from every family with a child under nine.”
       There were some shouts about exceptions to intricate laws that dealt with wartime family duties, many about fighting above the waves, questions about fighting with their wet clothing and armor and the resulting chafing, some concerns about the weight of armor and weapons up in “the Thin”, all of which Lady Kallixene or Menophon answered in turn. The crowd in her courtyard doubled after several of the children were sent around the village as callers, passing the word of battle. 
       An argument broke out over what to do with Mr. Henderson, with some thinking that he ought to be suited up and given a spear. After brief introductions and some background on the Olethren, he agreed. 
       Always knew he was crazy...but in a good way. That’s what makes him a good teacher.
       In fact, Mr. Henderson seemed more excited than he already was when they explained about the rotting corpses brought back to something like life in order to serve the King of the Seaborn. 
       “Will wonders never end?”  He seemed genuinely intrigued, and he bowed to Lady Kallixene. “I don’t know...what do you say on the day someone saves you from murder, brings you to the bottom of the sea, and gives the gift of breathing underwater to a marine biologist? I guess... I owe you my life. I don’t know the first thing about combat with swords or spears and armies of these dead warriors, or much else I’ve heard so far, but what I can return in terms of service, I give to you.”
       Menophon swam forward and put his scarred hand on Mr. Henderson’s shoulder. “Do you swear loyalty to House Rexenor?”
       And my favorite teacher, my science teacher, with all the excitement of a man gone back to some favorite era in a time machine, nodded and said, “I do.”
       “Accepted,” said Lady Kallixene with a curt bow in return. She turned to Menophon. “See that Michael Henderson is given arms and armor.”
       All curiosity and little fear, Mr. Henderson kept swinging around to overhear different arguments and demands, trying to keep up with the battle prep. 
       He made a few attempts at nodding and smiling at me. I got him into this mess—the girl who’d asked about sound traveling through water. That can only lead to trouble, right?  
       He ended up with a grin, an exaggerated shrug and his eyebrows raised in an expression of “What the hell have we gotten ourselves into?”
       I waved back weakly, tried for a smile that I’m sure came out thin. Guilt kept poking holes in my thoughts. I wished I could feed it all to the whirlpool force, the Wreath, which was now a constant presence in my head. 
       Can’t I banish it—flush it—down the whirlpool?  Apparently, it didn’t work that way. Mr. Henderson is here because he wrote something about my sound-through-water question in his grade book. It’s my fault Matrothy, Fenhals, and a murdering king became his enemies.
       My grandmother’s voice cut through my thoughts.
       “There is an old saying, that you can only lose to the Olethren once. Its meaning is clear, that no one survives to fight them another day. We lost once to them and we have survived. I will remind you now. You can only lose once to the Olethren.”
       With that, the crowd broke to organize for battle. Not that it would take much effort. They’d prepared a few days before for the final defense of their homes. Menophon beckoned some of the older men and women over to talk strategy.
       I hung out for another hour, chatting uncomfortably with some of the Rexenor girls, all of them younger than I was. They spoke in frightened voices, and wanted to touch my armor, but I couldn’t look them in the eyes. There were few from the village younger than twenty but older than me, a glaring void of life. No children from the generation annihilated by the Olethren. 
       I shifted my feet anxiously, and sprang into the water every few minutes, wanting to stay but ready to leave. 
       Lady Kallixene approached with Phaidra.
       “Kassandra, you will return to your school with Phaidra to help you. We will follow as soon as we are able. Do not be afraid. Knowing what we know of the king’s plan, we can defend ourselves. We can walk into a trap knowing it’s there. But you must avoid Fenhals at all cost. Do not let him speak to you. Run away from him.”
       “Why can’t I wait and go with you and the rest of the House?”  Okay, that sounded whiny, and I shut my mouth.
       “Our plan is to make the king’s agents think their plan is succeeding. For that, you must be seen at the school. Also, you can travel much faster than we can. We will follow as soon as we can complete the muster, with the Olethren probably on our heels.”
       She turned to Phaidra. “Search the school for defensive positions, doorways that we can fortify and those that must be barred. Secure as many paths through the water as you can.” Phaidra kept nodding and glancing between her mother and me.
       Lady Kallixene continued giving orders to both of us, but I didn’t catch a lot of it. I sank into an entrenched scowling contest with my aunt Phaidra.
       Why has my grandmother paired me up with the one who hates me?
       “Because she is family and you are the Wreath-wearer. Other than Phaidra, there are few here I trust more with your life,” said Kallixene at once, and I stared back, my mouth falling open, the sea going still behind my teeth. 
       What powers do you have?    
       “None of your business. But if you push me—either of you—you will find out how big and sharp my claws and teeth are. Understand me?”
       Phaidra, who had obviously been pinned under her mother’s eyes a thousand times, understood and bowed to her. “Yes, my lady.”
       When both Phaidra and Kallixene turned to me, I didn’t really have a choice other than to mimic my aunt. 
       “Yes, my lady.”
       Kallixene nodded abruptly to Phaidra. “Hurry. Prepare, daughter. I want the two of you at the school as soon as possible.”
       Phaidra swam off at an incredible pace. Wish I could swim like that.
       Kallixene turned to me. “I assume you have the ability to construct a path to a water source at the school?  You and Ephoros did not simply glide down the rivers to the Gulf like a couple of Nine-cities courtiers on holiday?”
       I nodded, looking into the gloomy streets through the village where I had last seen Ephoros. 
       “Yes, grandmother.”
       “Phaidra is strong and she is family. She is proud. She is not the only one who lays some of the blame for our downfall on your mother.”
       “But the king did not know she had the Wreath.” My voice rose defensively. “It wasn’t about Lady Ampharete. Tharsaleos sent his armies against House Rexenor because he knew he couldn’t lose. He had the book of Telkhines magic, and my father was his slave.”
       “Since our fall, that has been one clear explanation, but there was no way to draw certain conclusions. Until now.”
       Kallixene looked at me with a deeper sadness. “If we cannot reach the school before the Olethren, you must flee. Make your way here as swiftly as you can. My son would not want his daughter to die when his own life is already lost. Nor would he wish you to find him only to spend a few minutes before the dead army takes both of you. This is not a final stand. Your life is more important.” Kallixene smiled at me suddenly. “Like Odysseus reaching the shores of Ithaca?” 
       I choked on my response. I’d thought that very thought. 
       Kallixene pointed east, and with a serious tone, said, “Your true home is there. When I see you on the throne in the Nine-cities with the seaborn crown on your head, then I will know I have helped bring you home. You are the Wreath-wearer, the one who deserves the throne.”  
       Fifteen minutes later, Phaidra and I kicked through the gates, high in the water, and the grim, heavy-armored guards saluted as we passed. 
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     I frowned at my own sluggish movements in the water, comparing them to Phaidra’s. The ability to slither and dodge Olivia in Red Bear Lake had given me the impression that I could actually swim. 
       Phaidra slowed, took my hand firmly with a curt nod, and pulled me through the water at twice the speed I was able to get out of my awkward kicking and paddling. 
       The sea rushed by my face and I stared into it like a hawk into the wind. I kicked, watching Phaidra’s motion, trying to copy it and stay in sync. We swam in silence for another hour before Phaidra stopped and studied the deep endless blue. She released my hand.
       “How near to the Mississippi mouth must we be to make the path?”
       I clamped my teeth shut, holding my face expressionless. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done this. Ephoros had awakened me and the next thing I could picture was the cold shower stall in the nine-to-sixteens department, and me throwing up saltwater.
       “I will try from here,” I said firmly, trying to sound like I could have built the path from Kallixene’s courtyard if I had needed to.
       Phaidra nodded, licking her lips. “We are still far from the headwaters but I can taste the dilution of the sea here.”
       My focus dropped to look into the black gloom below me, and I immediately wished that I hadn’t. I imagined hundreds of thousands of dead warriors in endless ranks, marching over the sands below. “How close do you think the Olethren are?”
       Phaidra looked up instead, opening her mouth, nose in the currents as if trying to catch an elusive scent on a breeze. “They say their stink carries far but here I sense or taste nothing foul.”
       I tucked my hands into fists to stop them shaking. “If we can...taste them we are too close.”
       Phaidra stared back at me, clearly wondering something. She nodded almost imperceptibly and grasped my hand tightly—and even affectionately, no sign of her earlier mood or antagonism.  And I was sure her question had nothing to do with what she had been thinking. “Before you take me with you to your school, tell me what I will see when we emerge?”
       “The bathrooms. I left the water running in a shower stall.”
       “A large room?”
       “Not very. It’s covered in tiles and there are smaller rooms, stalls for the toilets. Four sinks. Four showers. I’ve only done this in the middle of the night when everyone’s asleep. There may be girls in the bathroom when we show up.” 
       Phaidra nodded and gripped her sword. I waited to see if she was going to draw it before letting my eyes close.  Then I concentrated on the last shower stall in the second floor girl’s bathroom at St. Clement’s. 
       I had come through the pipes with a drawn sword the first time, but now understood that that was probably not a bright idea. One good jolt in the flow and I could decapitate myself—or others who happened to be taking the trip with me.
       I felt the tug of the path, but it was far away, and wondered if it would fail. My eyelids fluttered, my teeth ground tight, waiting for the bone-loosening pull under my arms and in my stomach. Phaidra’s hand gripped harder as if she also sensed it.
       Then it was here. 
       The draw of the river sucked us into its spiraling course. I spun, holding Phaidra’s hand. Then reached over and grabbed my aunt’s armored shoulder, pulling her close. The dark tunnel of water shot over our heads.
       I blinked, trying to hold my eyes open. Broad gray streaks of light ribboned past us where the channel pulled us over a submerged mud bank and into the river shallows. What river?    
       I twirled out of control, flipping behind Phaidra as we shot around a sharp bend in the flow. My fingers clawed deeper into her armor.
       Phaidra knew enough about traveling through a vortex to tuck her chin down before attempting to speak. “How far?” She shouted the words and I nodded back to acknowledge hearing them.
       We rocketed by a bright doorway. I jerked my head toward it, skewing my helmet over one eye. The force of the pathway ripped my shoulders back. Phaidra let out a short broken scream. My legs flew up in front of me, over my head, and I was thankful for the tight fit of the armor. I would have lost my shorts on that one. I flipped around, wrenching my wrist before unlocking my fingers from the scale plates along Phaidra’s shoulder.
       I swung my free hand around, reached out and seized Phaidra by all three braids. The two of us twirled like autumn leaves in the turbulent depths under a waterfall. 
       Phaidra shouted something, another question probably, but the rush of water was so loud I couldn’t understand it.
       Had I missed the path?  Had someone shut off the shower?  Questions bounced through my mind amid fleeting bits of doubt—and I couldn’t think straight with Andromache and Praxinos shouting suggestions that intertwined with my own.
       I let go of my aunt’s hair, dug my fingers into her armor again, and kicked back toward the well of light we had passed before hitting the end of the flow. It wasn’t far, but it was tough focusing ahead in the gloom through the slits between my eyelids. 
       I saw it, a gaping ellipse of white. The sky over Nebraska opened up around us and we shot from the water. 
       Phaidra flew out ahead of me. Both of us tumbled across the grass. I went face first, Phaidra skidding on her back. Then we rolled over, choking water from our lungs.
       I got up on my knees, disoriented, nearly blind from the daylight. I didn’t realize where I was, still thinking of the shower stall as the end point, and when I caught a glimpse of an old emaciated man standing over me, I felt a moment’s outrage. Fucking creeper, what’s he doing in the girl’s bathroom!
       “Fenhals!” Phaidra cried just before an attack of coughing seized her.
       I clamped my eyes tight against the sun’s glare, opening them when a shadow passed between me and the sky. 
       We’re outside. The thought made its way to the front of my bewildered mind. We had shot out of the dripping faucet next to the playground on the girl’s side of St. Clement’s.
       Hey, the one I nearly killed myself on when I tried to run away from Clement’s
       There heard a thin hiss of scraping metal as Phaidra, right next to me, drew her sword, then she was screaming in my ear. 
       “Run!”
       I blinked against the light. Fenhals’ mouth was wide with shouted words. His hands were up in claws. Matrothy stood behind him, arms folded, mouth sagging, a dull stare in her eyes. 
       I’d just staggered to my feet when Fenhals snapped his fingers and bellowed a curse.  I heard his words, I even think I understood them for a second, something about the blue burning heart of—
       A crack of lightning stung my ears. My hands went to my face to cover the flash of light, brighter than the sun, and a wave of heat rippled through my armor.
       Phaidra shrieked. She flew into me, bowling me down. We both flipped over one another and slid toward the school upside down, armor plates shoveling up lumps of grass and dirt. The smell of burned hair hit me.
       Phaidra rolled over and crawled to her knees, gulping for air. She pushed me toward Clement’s
       Fenhals’ first attack hadn’t killed us. If anything it made us more alert. We jumped to our feet. 
       Phaidra had her left hand straight out, webbed fingers spread. She held her sword up defensively. Two of her braids swept across her armored back as she twisted into a defensive stance. The third was a short singed stub that stuck out the length of a thumb from under her helmet. Fenhals’ blast had hit her in the shoulder, taking one braid with it.
       “I will hold off these two,” said Phaidra hoarsely and coughed. Her eyes didn’t leave Fenhals and Matrothy. “Go.” She screamed the word over Fenhals’ thin-voiced casting.
       I turned and ran. Find my father, find my father. One of the bulkhead doors that led into the basement was open, a tall rectangle of shadow, slashed on one side by a wedge of sunlight. 
       Fenhals cried the last of a long string of words and released another lightning storm. A crackling tendril of it arced around Phaidra and hit my forearm with a hammer’s force. The sword flew from my fist, ringing as it hit the ground ahead of me. Both my hands were out this time, stopping my headlong slide toward the basement windows. My chin slammed into the dirt, jarring my teeth. 
       I didn’t look back, but I heard Fenhals shouting again. I got to my feet, scooped up the sword, and dove for the doorway. I hit the wood plank at the threshold, skipped past it, and tumbled down the concrete stairs. 
       The sword point caught on a step and I rolled over it the grip, grinding my hand between my armor and the stony edge. I let go. My body came around, feet swinging over my head, my heels scraping along the wall. I landed hard and slid across the basement floor. My helmeted head banged against the concrete and my hand, knuckles bloody, dropped and slapped the ground. 
       The sword followed after me, skipping and ringing down the steps, point first. I crab-crawled out of its way and, using the wall for support, clawed my way to my feet. 
       In one motion, I bent down, grabbed the sword, turned, and ran to get out of view from the top of the stairs.
       I crashed into Mrs. Hipkin, running toward the stairs, knocking her to the ground.
       “Sorry!” I shrieked and staggered past. “Run, Mrs. Hipkin!” I dashed off and didn’t look back. 
       Fenhals’ voice carried down the basement passage. 
       Sword clanking against pipes and file cabinets, I snaked through the maze of tunnels, a whole network of them underneath St. Clement’s Education Center. Who designs this shit?  I tried a few doors but they were locked. My father could be anywhere. I took a left, heading into darkness.  He had to be down here—where else would a psycho-lightning-thrower want to hide him? He wouldn’t be up in the teacher’s lounge or the admin offices, hanging out with the principal, Mr. Cutler. Matrothy had keys, and knew these tunnels. Yeah, that’s why Fenhals was using her.
       Fenhals’ voice carried down the corridors behind me.
       “She went down here.”
       I ran, eyes darting at vent pipes and stacks of cardboard boxes, any place I could crawl into and hide until Fenhals passed. 
       Don’t look back.
       The corridor was dim and I couldn’t see any change in the light as I moved through it, but the Wreath’s like a bloody neon sign to someone who knows what to look for.  I can’t get a decent glow out of it when I need it.
       “The girl went this way!” Fenhals yelled. Who’s he talking to?  Matrothy?  Was Hipkin on his side?  
       I felt a stab of guilt at running down the laundry lady, but only if we were on the same side. Otherwise, I hoped it hurt.
       Darting down a short corridor that ended with a metal door, I jerked it open and jumped into a shallow lightless closet stuffed with paint cans, rollers, and long aluminum poles.
       Nasty chemical stink in here.
       As quietly as I could, I pulled the door closed and leaned against the back wall, gasping for air, my heart thudding hard. A crinkle of armor when I breathed, the surfaces of the overlapping plates scraping against each other. In the dark it sounded like a thousand spiders crawling up my body. I tried to catch my breath, sucking in paint fumes and the smell of cut grass, my face and fingers tingling.
       I pulled up the sword to put it away but there wasn’t enough room in the tiny closet, not without making a lot of noise. I lowered it, pressing it against my leg and tightened my bleeding fist around the grip. 
       Finally got my breathing under control, but it was forced, and every few breaths I had to draw a deep shuddering one that was difficult to keep silent. I heard a man’s muffled voice, and then jingling keys.
       “She can’t get into the locked rooms,” said Matrothy.
       “This one then,” said Fenhals. “Hurry. The other one is not far behind.” He sounded winded, perhaps casting his lightning at Phaidra had weakened him. 
       I slipped my left hand down toward the doorknob. If Fenhals was too weary to cast another bolt of electricity, I might be able to get my sword up in time to stab him. 
       “Stop!” Fenhals shouted.
       I grabbed the doorknob, not caring about the rattling or the scraping sounds of the armor.
       The door shuddered. Fenhals threw his shoulder against it. “Lock it!” 
       I squeezed the knob, trying to twist it, but Matrothy held it firm from the outside. There was a metallic rasp of an inserted key and then the snap of the lock.
       The closet was so narrow I couldn’t raise my sword. I managed to bring my left fist up and pound on the door. 
       Something was happening. The sounds of a scuffle came through the door, feet scraping along the floor, the dull thud of someone slamming into a wall. Was Matrothy fighting her enslaver?  Phaidra?
       “He’s going to kill us all!” I shouted encouragingly through the door. “Stop him!”
       “Give me those.” A girl’s voice snapped, and then the jingling of keys grew louder, closer to the door.
       “Kass?  It’s me, it’s Nicole.”
       “Nicole?” 
       The door swung open and I lunged forward into Nicole Garcia. I hugged her left-handed, keeping my sword down, and glanced past her. Matrothy stood dumbly in the corridor, one hand stuck out as if she still held the keys. Behind her in the main hallway, Fenhals’ legs and feet stretched out on the floor from around the corner.
       “What happened?”
       “Hipkin told me where to find you,” she gasped, breathless from the fight, but still scowling down my front, trying to focus on what I was wearing. “He grabbed me. I hit him hard.” Nicole rubbed her hand. “I may have broken something—of his not mine. I’ll have bruises though. Then I shoved his head into the wall until he blacked out.”
       I blinked at her. You really are Queen of the World material, Nicole Garcia. 
       I looked down at the keys in Nicole’s hand, and then at my armor. I didn’t have pockets. “Keep those. My father’s here somewhere, probably in one of the locked rooms.”
       “Father?”  Nicole pushed them into her pocket. She kicked one of Fenhals’ legs. “Who’s this?  This isn’t what you were talking about when you said ‘bigger than Matrothy,’ right?”
       That yanked my thoughts back to the real problem. “The ‘bigger than Matrothy’ thing will be marching from the river. Come on.” 
       We raced back down the hall, leaving Fenhals on the floor, battered and unconscious, and Matrothy standing dumbly over him.
       “Jill’s helping that woman who was with you in the yard. She took her up to our hall.”
       “That’s my aunt Phaidra.” I looked over my shoulder, pleased with the sound of that on my tongue. My aunt. And I didn’t miss the stunned reaction on Nicole’s face.
       Instead of turning down the corridor that ended in the stairs at the foot of one of the bulkhead doors, I took the narrower tunnel left. In a minute, we reached the stairs to the first floor.
       “Hold on.” I stopped. It was too early to be seen in armor around St. Clement’s. I took in a deep breath, let my shoulders drop, and closed my eyes. Then felt the armor fold away, off my body, followed my hand closing around suddenly empty sword-free air. The basement was cold, and I was soaking wet. The dump of energy and the sudden drop in the temp made me stumble. Nicole grabbed me before I went all the way down.
       “Thought that was getting easier.”  With another deep breath I said, “I’m okay. Let’s go.” 
       We climbed to the central hallway on the first floor. Classes had been out for hours, and few of the students and teachers we passed gave us a second look. One or two boys stopped and stared after us, but Nicole scared them off with a glare and a “What the fuck are you looking at?”
       We ran to the girls’ wing.
       Jill was just coming down the stairs from the second floor. “Kass!”
       Nicole ran into me as I skidded to a stop.
       Jill, flushed with excitement, spoke twice as quickly as normal, so I had to lean in and try to read her lips. “She’s up stairs. Phaidra. She’s your aunt! Family! The laundry lady helped me get her upstairs. I’m grabbing her something to eat. Nicole and I saw you outside, next to the door to the basement. He shot lightning at you! And then we ran out to the yard, and the old man and Matrothy went down into the basement to chase you. And I helped the woman with the sword, and Nicole went after Matrothy. Are you hurt? Is that Fenhals? What happened to Mr. Henderson? Is he coming back?”
       I couldn’t get a word in, so I motioned her back up the stairs, and the three of us sprang up them, two at a time.
       Phaidra limped along the aisle next to Jill’s bed, pacing anxiously, but stopped when I entered the hall. The front of her armor was burned black, and she was missing the one braid—still had her other two, though, a very strange sight in the nine-to-sixteens hall. She looked formidable even while stunned and recovering from Fenhals’ attack. All the girls, Deirdre, Autumn and Cornelia included, huddled down at the end of the room, as far as they could get from the strange woman with the sword.
       Scared shitless. Charisma was sobbing uncontrollably, of course. But so were others, even fifteen and sixteen year olds who claimed they’d never feared Matrothy.
       I watched them huddling against the far wall in frightened groups, glancing my way. So, I gathered the courage to talk to them. I didn’t make it more than a couple steps. When I glanced out the window looking out over the front of St. Clement’s, the strangest sight brought me up short. A pickup truck with twenty people piled precariously in the back, on the roof, along the fenders, inched up the road, its doors wide with more people standing along the running boards. 
       Down the road, a line of vehicles piled with more people followed.
       A dark edge of motion hovered on the horizon. I blinked again, uncertain, and then realized what it was. 
       The Olethren had emerged from the river. Time to fight or take cover.
       I forced myself away from the window and raced to the end of the hall, stepping right up to Deirdre Milhorn.
       “Listen to me. Something horrible is coming here. It’s an army that will kill anything that gets in its way. I want you—”
       “How dare—”
       I slapped her. Hard.
       “Shut up, Deirdre.” 
       She staggered back, stunned, her mouth gaping, one of her manicured hands covering her cheek. 
       “Use your pretty pierced ears for once.”
       Autumn looked to Deirdre for commands. 
       No sense waiting to get all geared up—and they’d already seen Phaidra’s armor. I backed up a step and closed my eyes. Felt a shudder of power. I heard the roar of the Wreath off in some recess of my mind, and bit back a gasp, my response to the spine-buckling squeeze of energy from me.
       When I opened my eyes directly into Deirdre’s, I saw fear. That is good. 
       I glanced at the gaping mouths of the twenty-three frightened girls—everyone accounted for. I had Deirdre’s full attention. Time to put this Kassandra myth to rest.
       Autumn’s mouth sagged open. She stared at my armor. I drew my sword, but didn’t raise it, hitting Deirdre with a glare instead.
       “You are the Hall Leader. Matrothy is not in control anymore. It’s you.” I pointed at her. “Take everyone to the school wing, second or third floor—not the first floor.  Close the doors and keep them closed. Lock them if you can.”
       Deirdre nodded slowly. It took her a few seconds to find the rest of her body. Seemed like my slap had shaken the thoughts right out of her head. She snapped out of whatever I’d done to shock her and nodded again, this time with some purpose behind her eyes.
       Done. I turned and walked away, and behind me Deirdre—using her standard tone of authority—ordered the girls to the school wing. They filed out as I stepped around Phaidra to get closer to the window.
       So much for the Kassandra myth, that she could foretell the future but was doomed to have no one believe her. The original Kassandra was just too gentle with the things she saw. She could have predicted tomorrow’s weather, that Odysseus’ ships would be blown off course, and a hundred other things that would have convinced them that she could see what was on its way. She should have hauled up and slapped King Agamemnon silly. Look, you idiot, your wife’s waiting at home to kill you!  You’ve gone off to war against Troy for ten years, left her alone, while you took women from the villages you conquered. You nearly lost the war because of a woman!  That’s what the Iliad’s about!  Are you totally stupid?  It doesn’t take a damn fortuneteller to realize what’s going to happen. What did you think your wife was going to do? 
She’s a queen, and a powerful woman. She doesn’t need you!  She’s had her share of lovers, and has even joined with the last one to kill you when you arrive home, stupidly drunk with victory. Believe me or not. I do not care. Go to your death, you maggoty narrow-minded fuckwit!  But you’re not taking me there with you.
       I clenched my fists, one around the sword, and looked down at a steep angle through the window, where the circular drive at St. Clement’s swung up next to the front entrance. There were six cars and two big pickup trucks parked like a wall in front of the stairs, and then I understood who had arrived just before the storm.
       I turned and put my hand on Phaidra’s shoulder. “Lady Kallixene is here with her army.” 
        
     



Chapter 28 - The Storm
    
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     
     It was time to go, but I had one more idea to explore. Skidding to a stop at the door that led from the nine-to-sixteens hall, Phaidra, Jill and Nicole piled up behind me.
       I pointed to the stairs. “If you’re hungry you can get something from the cafeteria. You go. Start looking for my father. I’ll be right there. I’m getting more help.”
       Phaidra scowled at me. “From where?”
       “Locally,” I said and pushed through the bathroom door.
       This wasn’t going to be easy, but witches were naturally nosy, they said.  Couldn’t resist being in on the game, would risk life and other people’s limbs in order to not be left out. I supposed I’d just have to tell them the truth. I spun the faucets of the nearest shower to full and stepped into the spray. The water ran over the plates of my armor. I was already nice and cold and hadn’t come close to drying out from the trip to the Gulf. 
       “Naiads!  Parresia, I need you!” I shouted into the water.
       “Kassandra,” gasped Limnoria almost immediately. “The Olethren—”
       “I know!  I need you here, as quickly as you can.”
       I jumped back from the water. A confused mass of shouting and cursing followed from the motel bathroom in Mullen. They were bickering over the smell of the Olethren-fouled path to the school, over who would go first, and other less clear but stubbornly disputed positions.
       I glanced at the bathroom door, hearing the click of the school’s PA system, and then a muffled woman’s voice. 
       “Attention.” It sounded like Mrs. Vilnious. “—tention. All students must report immediately to their home classrooms. All faculty and administration staff report to the gymnasium.”
       Whose side is Vilnious on?  Is she trying to get the students out of the way for some other purpose?  
       Limnoria dropped out of the spray, landed heavily on her feet and staggered into the pink tiled wall, gold gown soaked. She stepped out of the stall, fixing her hair. 
       “Hello, Kassandra.”
       Parresia entered next, landing with bent knees. She straightened imperiously and joined Limnoria. Helodes and Olivia came one after the other.
       “Nice bathrooms,” said Helodes, looking around.
       “Why have you called us?” Parresia asked after they had all—with dignity—brushed the water from their clothes. “The Olethren are on their way to kill you, girl. You should be miles away from here.”
       “I need two things now, and there’ll be more when they come to me.”  I ignored Parresia’s question. “We have to find my father. He’s here at St. Clement’s—most likely, locked in one of the basement rooms. We need to find him before the Olethren kill us all.”  I paused over a troubling question. My name again. Why on earth would my parents name me after someone who was cursed?  “One of the teachers has already told all the students to go to their homerooms, but the teachers and the staff will probably need some explanation. Can you make everyone in the rest of the school believe me when I tell them that an army of dead rotting soldiers is coming to kill everyone?”
       They blinked at me, mulling that over. Let’s see...girl whose name refers to someone who makes exaggerated claims and isn’t believed...or find a seaborn lord, slave of a king, hidden somewhere in a maze of underground tunnels and locked rooms. 
       “We’ll help you find your father,” announced Parresia. “Before the Olethren kill us all.”
       “Perhaps a mass sleep would be easier than explaining?” Helodes suggested. 
       “Perhaps,” muttered Parresia, stopping for a second and then nodding. Her gaze swung back to me. “What happened with the teacher?  Did you find him?”
       I told them about my meeting with the seaborn in the Gulf of Mexico, the remnants of House Rexenor, that they had saved Mr. Henderson from murder, not meant to harm him, and they had come to defend the school in battle until we found Lord Gregor and got him safely away from Clement’s. 
       The bathroom went black. The power in the school failed, and Olivia squealed hoarsely. 
       “The Olethren,” whispered Parresia.
       “They’re not here yet.” I pushed open the door, letting in the sunlight from the hall. 
       Limnoria slapped Olivia’s hand as they emerged from the bathroom. “Remember. Don’t touch anyone...I mean, anything.”
       I almost laughed. “I sent everyone from my hall to hide in the school wing. They’re probably screaming now that the power’s out.” I looked up at the emergency light high on the wall between the public address box and the clock. One of the bulbs was dull gray, burned out. “Hope the basement is in better order.”
       Parresia shook her head, looking beyond me through the windows. “Wait until the sun sets.”
       “Not much time.” I turned to the eldest naiad, and couldn’t keep the pleading out of my voice. “Fenhals hid my father here somewhere. You will help me find him?”
       Parresia nodded solemnly and jerked her chin at Helodes. “Olivia and I will search the school. You and Limnoria find the students and tell them something convincing. Make them sleep if you have to.”
       “Where’s Agatha?”
       I turned to Helodes. “Who?”
       Parresia ignored me, but a small frowned formed on her face. “Find her. She knows what’s about to happen. If I know her she’ll remain to the end.”
       “Agatha?” I asked, remembering Matrothy calling my teacher by her first name.
       “Agathameria. Her married name’s Vilnious,” Parresia said with something like a grimace. “The eldest.”
       “A little bossy,” said Helodes, filling me in on Parresia’s look. “Years ago, married a trawlerman out of Massachusetts, but came out here last year after he died.”
       I blinked. Vilnious is a naiad?
       “Which way is the school wing?” Limnoria asked, annoyed at being put on babysitting duty. “Will everyone be there already, or do we have to round them up?”
       I pointed to the angled brown box sticking out of the wall next to the emergency light. “I think Aga—Mrs. Vilnious called them to their classrooms and the teachers to the gymnasium. Just before you got here. You’ll still have to round some of them up, I’m sure.”
       I pulled the hall door open, ran across the landing, and turned left at the top of the stairs. “The school wing sticks out of the back of Clement’s.” I pointed to the stairwell. “First floor, straight across from the main entrance. With luck most of them are already there.”
       Halfway down the stairs, I looked over my shoulder at Limnoria and Helodes. “I doubt Mr. Cutler—he’s the administrator and school principal—or some of the less controllable teachers will be there. They’ll want to see what’s going on.”
       I jumped the last four steps and skidded to a stop, felt a scowl forming on its own at two old men passing the doorway that led from the girls’ wing stairwell. 
       They were headed back down the first floor toward the main entrance, and there was something a little bit Fenhals-ish about them. They wore fishing boots. One had a hat with hooks and lures stuck in around the brim. It might have been that they were just old men who happened to like fishing, but I wasn’t taking any chances. 
       No more thoughts wasted on a decision. My sword was in my hand and I jumped through the doorway.
       “Who are you?” I shouted. “What are you doing here?”
       Both the men turned, startled. “Ed Pearson, Miss.” With a thumb over his shoulder, he added, “This’s my brother, Will.”
       I nodded impatiently, tilting my sword up. “What are you doing here?”
       “Lady Kallixene sent us looking for a man named Gregor,” said Will. Both the men looked at each other and nodded.
       I relaxed, lowering my sword. They looked well-meaning and they didn’t have the fish-out-of-water motion of Fenhals. “Okay.” Lady Kallixene and her warriors didn’t drive the cars and trucks parked defensively out front—probably didn’t know how to drive a car.
       “We were fishing.” Ed jerked his head east, indicating some river or channel of water. “You mermaids and mermen walk out of the water all dressed for battle.”
       You mermaids?  A moment’s anger flashed through me. Don’t tell me they can see the Wreath, too?  No. The armor and sword, stupid. I made a thin attempt at a smile.
       “When’s the last time you ferried around a bunch of soldiers from the bottom of the sea, says Will?  Twenty-three years in the Navy. Never had the chance, I told him.”
       “And Lady Kallixene was very gracious,” said Will. “Paid us...in gold. We’d help find this Gregor without payment.”
       “Lord Gregor is my father.”
       Ed squinted at me, got a better look as if to capture some family resemblance. Will puffed out his cheeks sympathetically. “Not many fathers around this place. Should make finding him easier.”
       I sighed. “Good luck.”
       “Swifter finding if we come with you,” said Parresia, stepping around me and taking charge. “We’ll check in the basement first.”
       “Watch out for Fenhals. Matrothy too.”
       I left them halfway along the first floor of the central hall, at the stairway that led underneath the school. Parresia, Olivia, Ed and Will went with a pair of Rexenor soldiers and an old man in a black robe, the one I’d seen talking to Mr. Henderson in my grandmother’s courtyard. What was his deal?  He looked too old to fight and wasn’t even wearing armor. 
       The halls were deserted. We didn’t pass anyone else on the way to the wide intersection of the school wing and entryway. Helodes and Limnoria turned into the school wing and I went left, alone to the main entrance. It was crowded with armored seaborn soldiers.
       They leaned against the wall in small groups, sharpening their swords and getting the feel of fighting “up in the Thin.” A couple of them glanced at me as I passed. 
       A few curious St. Clement’s staff members and the principal, Mr. Cutler stood out on the front steps, clustered around Lady Kallixene. 
       I wondered what my grandmother had told them.   
       Phaidra stood at her mother’s side, but when I came out, she gave me a nod and went in to ready another group of soldiers to search for Gregor. Nicole and Jill stood off to the side, arms folded, looking angry. 
       I stepped between them. “What’s up?”
       “Power’s out. Phones are all dead. No cell signal. No Grid. Nothing. Mr. Cutler doesn’t want us out here.”
       “He says it’s dangerous,” added Nicole.
       “And we know the school,” said Jill.
       I didn’t answer, just turned to Mr. Cutler, a balding middle-aged man who always wore short-sleeved collared shirts with plain ties. The last time I’d seen him, he was giving Fenhals a school tour. Was Cutler involved somehow?  He wasn’t seaborn, I was sure. Who’s in on this?  Where had Mrs. Hipkin gone?  And Vilnious was a naiad?
       I turned to Nicole.
       “You still have the keys?  I think you two should help find my father.”  I lowered my voice so Kallixene and Mr. Cutler couldn’t hear me. “You shouldn’t be out here. There isn’t anything you can do against them.” I pointed to the horizon, past the battlement of bumper-to-bumper cars and trucks.
       I squinted, tilting my head back, just able to make out individual soldiers, smears of rust over bleached bands of rib bones and knuckly vertebrae. Tattered shreds of black cloth snaked over their skeletal frames. A taller more monstrous soldier of death, one of the eight royal guards Tharsaleos had murdered, marched at the front of the right flank, his helmet glinting. He lifted his right arm, gray dead flesh sagging along his elbow. He lifted something to his broken lipless mouth. 
       A horn sounded, a long, arching, mournful tone with thorny edges and a hoarse current of power that squirmed through it. The sound was a composite of chilling tones, a dying man’s scream, the weak drumming of a child’s fists on a locked door, and the hiss of air escaping through the fractured hull of a sinking ship. 
       A second horn blew, higher pitched and abrupt as death. It was as if some abyss mage of immense power had caught the breath trapped in a hanged man’s throat, seized the whistle of a storm wind as it swept the space beneath a gallows, and harnessed the sorrow-laden cry of a lost sailor’s widow, binding them into the single sustainable voice of a war-horn. 
       Another wailing tone joined the first two and the earth shuddered. A ripple of motion passed under my feet, bouncing the cars and loosening the bricks of the school.
       Jill shook like a flag in a squall, her eyes fixed stiffly open, staring at nothing. Nicole caught her before she hit the concrete steps. Mr. Cutler was halfway into a high-pitched laugh that burst from him before he gathered his senses and cut it off. Then he ran—at incredible speed for a man of his shape and size—into the school, his tie flapping around his throat. The other teachers from St. Clement’s backed away from the front doors, twitching and stuttering excuses to leave.
       Lady Kallixene moved to the foot of the stairs, pointing at her warriors, directing them into the back-to-back truck beds. A line of seaborn streamed from the school and scrambled over the walled sides of the front steps to the grass. Each one grabbed an enormously long spear from a forest of them leaning against the school’s outer wall. They slung big round shields high on their shoulders. The spear wielders formed into a solid block in front of the fortification of cars and trucks.
       Lady Kallixene stood in the center of it all, arms up waving, shouting commands, directing individual soldiers back into the school to recheck all the doors, windows and faucets. She scowled when some of the younger Rexenors, acting as messengers, brought her various notes and answers from the scouting parties, but mostly the same response, they hadn’t yet found Lord Gregor. 
       She shot a glare at me. “Fenhals is loose in the basement. Stay where I can see you.” 
       I frowned at my grandmother’s ability to read my thoughts. I turned and kneeled next to Jill, put my hand on her cheek. Nicole seemed unaffected by the walking dead, or maybe she’d just refused to look at them.
       Jill blinked and snapped out of her trance. She sat up, holding her head. “What happened?”
       “I think you passed out.” 
       She nodded and pulled her knees up. “I’m fine. Let me sit for a second.”
       Nicole glanced at me as if to ask, do you think that’s okay?  I started to shake my head, but ended up patting Jill’s leg and nodding.
       I swung around at the sudden roar of the Rexenor war cry. I didn’t catch what they shouted, but I watched them practicing defensive moves.
       The Rexenor soldiers brought up their shields, pointing their spears skyward and reflexively looking into the heavens until Menophon yelled, “The Olethren can’t fly into the thin air. No need to watch for enemies from above.” 
       Battling them undersea had clear disadvantages. The Olethren could rise up and tower over any battle line, dropping from above like weapon-wielding skydivers.
       My brain went right to work on this. What else can’t the Olethren do?  What can we use that only works up here on land?  
       Then it came to me. 
       “Nicole?”
       It took a few stunned seconds for her to hear me. She looked up from Jill.
       “There’s a river witch named Limnoria. Find her. She’s in the school wing. Get all the naiads. Tell them I need them now.”
       I edged around to support Jill, and Nicole dashed off through the front doors. 
       Jill pushed me away. “I’m fine, Kass.” She got to her feet, taking a few shaky breaths.
       I stood with her, but turned back to watch the approaching army. “That’s only the first three of the eight. I heard only three horns.”
       “Good. I caught that as well, my lady,” said Menophon, standing on the bricks that walled the right side of the front steps. He had his hands cupped over his face. “I have ears. But I can see very little through this glare.”
       Still recovering from the shock of the horn blasts, Jill squinted dizzily up at Menophon. Took a few seconds more for the scheming expression to surface. 
       I turned to see Parresia and her sisters gliding down the main hall toward me. The eldest naiad looked frightened. “Kassandra, the Fenhals man is loose in the underground floor, and he has a surfacer woman enslaved to help him.”
       “Matrothy.”
       Foul creature, said Andromache.
       How far are the Olethren? asked Praxinos.
       “Not far now,” I whispered, spinning for a second, just to make sure. 
       Lady Kallixene was at my side, putting a hand on my shoulder, and I felt her strong grip through my armor. “What are they doing here?”
       “I asked them to help.” I glanced into my grandmother’s dark eyes, saw mistrust and turned back toward the naiads. Kallixene didn’t move, just watched as I pulled away to join the river witches.
       Parresia, Limnoria, Helodes and Olivia, huddled together as if drawing off each other’s strength and life, their gazes fixed beyond the ranks of seaborn to the half-mile wide wall of death marching toward us. 
       I grabbed Limnoria’s hand, squeezing it hard to shake her out of it. She blinked a few times and turned to me.
       “How fast can you brew up a storm, Limnoria, a really mean one?”
       The naiad nodded in answer before the words reached her dry lips. “It’ll take a bit of time. What do you have in mind?”
       “Water ain’t gonna hurt’em, girl,” drawled Olivia. “Their bones is full of water.”
       “I know. We need a freezing storm, snow and ice. Can you do that?”
       “Ah.” Limnoria lifted her head back to look at the sky. “Going to slow them down with cold?”
       “As cold as you can make it.”
       They all looked at Parresia for the final decision. She lifted a few strands of black hair away from her face, pushed them behind one ear. “Do it, Limnoria. We can all combine our strength to help you succeed.”
       “Can I help?” Jill asked. 
       Nicole, standing behind the naiads, nodded with her. “Yeah, we want in.”
       I shook my head. “But you can help find my father. Tell the scouts you have Matrothy’s keys. I don’t know how they’ve been opening locked doors so far. Magic?” 
       Nicole dug them out of her pocket, and I pointed at two Rexenor guards inside the school’s lobby. “Wait until they’re ready to go and follow them. Tell them I said you are allowed to go.” I gave Jill and Nicole a stern look. “Be careful. You saw what Fenhals can do.”
       A couple steps down from us, but in earshot, Lady Kallixene said nothing, just turned to resume her command. 
       “I can feel the start of a storm...” Limnoria, eyes closed, swiveled to the north. “There. Gray, not very much, but it can be the seed that becomes a trunk with many branches. I just need to lure it here.” 
       “If the weather doesn’t slow them,” I said. “At least it will darken the sky and make it easier for the seaborn to see what they’re fighting.”
       “You’re sure that’s a good thing?”  Jill asked, too frightened to look beyond the ranks of Rexenors. Both of us noticed the soldiers trying to see properly, straining against the glare. 
       She caught my arm, nodded as if to say, I’ve seen enough, and looked back at the entrance of St. Clement’s, eager to get going. Facing Fenhals, even with his ability to fire lightning at her, seemed the less perilous choice.
       The Rexenors, eyes squeezed down to paper-thin squints, looked out across the fields stretching from the school. With their eyes accustomed to the dimness of the ocean floor, the evening sun in Nebraska nearly blinded them. They tried everything, including shutting their eyes to cut out the light, holding their hands over their faces and blinking through the semi-transparent webbing between their fingers. 
       Jill shrieked, “I know what they need!” and raced into the school, turning right toward the girls’ wing with a shriek of “I’m going to steal everyone’s sunglasses!”  
       Ten minutes later, the Rexenors formed up again, some of them able to see, apparently indifferent to the lime green and pink-rimmed sunglasses.
       One particularly stern and scarred soldier surveyed the approaching army in silence through fuchsia cat-eye glasses with little white poodles glued to the arms. He saw what was coming, and he bared his teeth at it. 
     
     



Chapter 29 - The Dead Army
    
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     The Olethren marched slowly, unstoppably toward St. Clement’s Education Center. Solid ranks of rotting soldiers flowed forward in rough formations like choppy waves swarming over a shallow beach. 
       They moved like a vast machine of bones and armor plates, soulless eyeholes and rattling teeth. 
       As more of them stepped from the river with wet moss and eelgrass hanging off their limbs, they made a thunderous noise. A hundred-thousand skeletal feet slammed into the soft turf, shaking the earth and killing anything that lived beneath them. 
       The grass faded from green to brown in seconds, curled like ribbons in a fire, and then death drained all color from the blades as bone pounded them into powder. Another hundred-thousand stepped up behind the first, adding to the roar of creaking cartilage and armor, an immelodious mixture of a thousand hacksaws cutting copper pipes and the dull, lung-emptying thud of someone beating a hanging rug with a baseball bat. 
       Even the air seemed to fear their hunger, and it pushed away, back toward the school, carrying the stink of the Olethren before it.
       Jill almost fainted again, and Nicole dragged her inside the school to get away from them, shaking, muttering something at the edge of hysteria. 
       Even I was ready to bolt.   
       Phaidra returned, and looked as if she had her strength back, having found something to eat, sweet crunchy disks called, “chalk-something-chip cookies.”
       She smiled grimly as Jill and Nicole dashed through the entrance. My aunt stopped to give the naiads a look, and then stepped under the darkening sky, calm and alert. 
       She put a hand on my shoulder, studying the approaching army. “Your two friends went to look for Gregor. Don’t they know it is dangerous?  Fenhals is more powerful than we thought.”
       “Nicole and Jill can take care of themselves.” I jerked my thumb at the doorway. “Nicole knocked out Fenhals after he spent his strength on you and me. She has Matrothy’s keys, and they know the school better than anyone searching now.” 
       “I’ll tell mother,” said Phaidra, and then nearly jumped out of her armor when the horns of the dead blared again. She’d been inside at their first blowing, and hadn’t heard their full force.
       “The Olethren are here.” I said in a weary whisper to the past wearers. I bit my lip nervously as Andromache shouted sword drills, and Praxinos, keeping a level head, asked me about the sorcerers or abyss mages among House Rexenor. 
       I didn’t know there were any. 
       Some of the finest among all the seaborn. Second to the Telkhines themselves in the arts. 
       I folded my arms against a cold wind coming from the river. Looking over the Rexenor line, I picked out a few odd ones, a couple guys, one old woman, none of them wearing armor. They were dressed in black, skinny legs encased in black leggings. They certainly looked out of place with the heavy armored soldiers, but they didn’t look like they knew they looked out of place. Abyss mages?  
       I stared harder, leaning forward, focused on one of the old guys. 
       Small white and gray spots appeared and vanished on the material across the man’s shoulders. Then I realized it wasn’t some magical property of his clothing.
       I looked up. “It’s snowing.”
       Many of the seaborn looked up with death grins. It was a good omen, water from the sky, even if it was frozen. It was something they could grasp. It made the Thin less thin.
       The Olethren marched steadily forward, ignoring of the weather. 
       The wait was painful. What was left of their faces became clearer, teeth clicking hungrily. The front ranks of dead raised their swords. The stink of wet algae and rotting human rolled off them like a surging tide of sewage. A few of the Rexenor front guard vomited under their shields, but held their spears firm. 
       I noticed some of the Olethren were ancient, armored, fleshless skeletons, claws clutching axe handles. These were easier to face than the recent recruits with their pale black-flecked, worm-holed skin, colorless eyes, ribbons of connective tissue whipping in the wind. 
       The rattling monster of an army marched into the spears of the Rexenor front guard, and the battle began. The Rexenor war cry ripped through the snow-laden air, and metal and bone hammered into each other.
       The phalanx held their ground in front of the trucks. Their knees shaking, the hedge of steel dividing the flow of dead like water against the sharp prow of a ship. The Rexenors standing in the truck beds, on the roofs of the cars and along the walls of the front steps, swung their swords, chopping through forearm bones and deflecting spear thrusts.
       I jumped along the right wall with Phaidra, trying to save two Rexenor soldiers. Skeletal hands grabbed their ankles, dragged off the steps and into the dead army. 
       I stabbed down with my sword and sheared off a skull at the base of the neck. Phaidra got one of the soldiers by the hand and yanked him back from death. The other one shrieked once before three Olethren ripped his body apart, armor scales flying like confetti.
       I took a step back, legs shaking, my sword wobbling in my grip, lucky I didn’t cut the fingers off my other hand.
       Oh hell, this is real. 
       Rexenor swordsmen filled the space along the right wall. One of the old abyss mages stood over the line, arched his back, swung his arms up and with clawed fingers, cried a long, run together chain of words. 
       Like a fisherman casting a net, his hands shot forward and a spray of webbing a hundred feet long rocketed over the dead army, ensnaring them, dragging them to earth, squirming and clawing at each other. 
       Having driven back the Olethren, the old mage, now bent with exhaustion, tried to catch his breath. I watched him a few minutes later climbing into the red truck to take up his position in the front.
       The dead walked over each other, building up their height against the defenders, crushing the bones of preceding ranks into the ground, using them as steps. They beat against the Rexenor line with rusted weapons, clawed at anything in front of them. Few of the dead carried shields, but with one hand free, their fingers became another weapon that clutched at armor and hooked the shield straps of the Rexenor warriors.
       Something at the St. Clement’s entrance caught me eye. 
       Mr. Cutler edged his way into view through the front doors, apparently getting over some of the fear that had sent him inside. He was still shaking, teeth clicking, especially when the dead blew their horns—and that was with his hands jammed over his ears.
       The weather turned bitter, chunky black storm clouds tumbling from the northeast. Snow fell thick, first in wet sloppy drops, then into lighter cottony flakes. The naiads stood like statues at the top of the steps, snow and ice piling up on their shoulders and in their hair.
       I went on tiptoes to take in the ocean of dead warriors. The snow’s not enough. It’s not even slowing them down, not even close to freezing any of them in place. 
       Failure. What had my father said when I heard his voice from inside the lithotomb?  Fail and die. That was it. I looked at the endless army of walking dead, unbothered by the snow and ice. Fail and die. 
       And I desperately wanted to be in the basement searching for him. I looked down, ordering my feet to move. I tightened one fist around my sword. My grandmother’s direct order overrode my counter assault, but I chiseled away at it and it would soon be in pieces on the steps, unable to stop me from acting. 
       I looked up at the doorway, Mr. Cutler standing beside it, gaping, and I thought, if I just turn and run in without looking at my grandmother, she couldn’t call me back. She’d be too busy directing the battle.
       Lady Kallixene’s voice rose over the din, calling for the phalanx in the front to fall back in an orderly fashion. They clambered backward into the truck beds, helped up from behind by their companions. The one’s in the back rows, first into the trucks, held their ground, ramming spear points at the dead army from between those who hacked away with swords. 
       Lady Kallixene shot me a stern look and then her gaze swung to the top of the steps. She pointed a long, bony finger at Mr. Cutler before he could scuttle off. “Keep the front doors open in case we need to retreat and hold them off from inside the school. Close them before we’re inside and I’ll take your head myself.”
       She turned back with her sword drawn before he could answer. Her front ranks were falling, weary with battle against a foe that never tired. A messenger ran up with the same news, they still hadn’t found Gregor.
       Someone called my name. 
       I spun, looked through the school entrance, up along the windows above me. I re-gripped my sword, held it low, standing on tiptoes to look over the heads of the Rexenor fighters along sides of the entrance stairway. Then followed the windows along the front of school again, all the way out to the girls’ wing.
       I couldn’t focus on anything at ground level, just too much motion.
       “There!” Lady Kallixene shouted, pointing at the wall just before the girls’ wing angled away from the central structure. 
       “They’ve opened a door to the basement!” I shouted over the roar of battle and brought up my sword.
       I slapped a Rexenor soldier on the shoulder and pointed. Phaidra did the same. I felt my grandmother’s eyes on my back, through my armor. No way was I turning around to meet her. 
       They’re all fighting for my father and I. I can’t let the Olethren destroy everything without fighting back. Pretty clear, if I faced Lady Kallixene I wouldn’t be allowed to go.
       I did a couple leg springs, and followed Phaidra over the side wall of the steps, along with six more Rexenor soldiers, chopping a path along the school to the bulkhead door that led up from the basement. The door was wide open, and right in front of it, a woman fought the dead, screaming my name. 
       I could just make out solid gray material, something not rotting, something that did not belong to the Olethren, but to the living.
       “Kass...dra!”
       “Mrs. Vilnious?” I didn’t recognize the voice. Whose voice would be recognizable while being dragged off by ranks of rotting dead warriors?  “Mrs. Hipkin?” Who would have come up from the basement?  
       Then it hit me. The door was locked from the inside. Someone had opened the door to let the Olethren into the basement. 
       “Fenhals did it!” I shouted. 
       Jill and Nicole were down there. I went into a rage, throwing the sword in wide arcs like a machete, in figure eights. I jumped on the bones of the vanquished, and rammed the point through a skeleton’s ribcage, cutting through vertebrae. Andromache would have been horrified at my lack of form.
       A woman’s commanding voice cut through the battle noise, Lady Kallixene directing a team of warriors with spears over the wall to keep the space along the building open. They kicked off the snow and launched a follow up strike in our wake.
       One of the Rexenor soldiers, a woman with three light brown braids, reached the door first and pushed against it, trying to close it. I had to hack off a jammed skeletal leg before the door lock caught. 
       Several of us tugged at the handle. The door wasn’t opening. By that time, three more Rexenors ahead of us had recovered the woman, still screaming my name, clawing at the air.
       It was Ms. Matrothy. 
       Fenhals had fed her to the Olethren and let them into the basement. Was he immune?  I pushed the question around, fitting it with everything I’d picked up about the dead. The king had to secure his own city against the army. No way Fenhals could stop them. This had been risky.
       As the Rexenor soldiers carried the director back through their ranks, I jumped in behind them, throwing my sword around like a lumberjack gone mad, hacking off clutching claws of bone at the wrist, cutting through neck vertebrae and sea-rotted collar bones.
       If they were going to risk their lives for Matrothy, I damn well wasn’t going to allow them to be struck down while doing it.
       The Olethren who’d lost their weapons reached out knobby skeletal fingers to pull soldiers to the ground, to be trampled and crushed. Phaidra rescued one of her mates who’d stumbled, tripping over the mounds of bones, the remains of the Olethren we’d broken on the charge toward the bulkhead door. 
       Phaidra, a sword in her right hand, drew a dagger with her left and fended off the dead warriors, cutting off grasping claws at the elbow. More of them lurched forward, armless, biting and snapping at anything alive.
       I spun, my sword swing short, the tip grating along rib bones that made my arm shiver. Spears from the Rexenors above us on the steps held off the dead while the rescue party clambered over the low wall to safety.
       Standing on the St. Clement’s steps, above the dead, I couldn’t stop my hands shaking. Fear had caught up to me. I didn’t seem to have anything left inside—no courage, no rage, nothing to hold it off.
       Kallixene got right in my face. “The whole point of this is to keep you alive!” She pointed at the top step next to the naiads. “Stand over there. Don’t move.”
       Matrothy, hanging limp in the grips of her Rexenor saviors, stared up at me as they hauled her toward the entrance, blinking like a child, something gentle and very different from anything I’d ever seen in Director Matrothy—a woman staring at the shores of a world she never thought she’d see again. Her face had changed, smoothed out. She clutched at my armored sleeve, pulling me closer.
       “You...saved mine.” Her voice was cloudy and soft. It sounded like the voice of another person. The tone was higher, almost girlish compared to Matrothy’s hard squawk. 
       One more cry from Matrothy as the Rexenors carried her inside. “Kassandra...saved mine!”
       And I stared after her, the roar of the battle around me. Who was Matrothy? I’ll probably never find out. Certainly looked to me like the director had gone irrecoverably mad, fed to the Olethren by Fenhals, the Thalassogenês who didn’t like the sea, the agent of King Tharsaleos. 
       Then the noise and death came back to me like a tide.
       Rexenors dying on the front steps. A crash of thunder rattled the windows of St. Clement’s. 
       The cold wasn’t doing what it was supposed to, freeze or even slow the Olethren, and my father hadn’t been found. 
       Fail and die. 
       The Rexenor soldiers were tiring and dying. They’d already lost eleven to King Tharsaleos’ dead army, clawed and hacked into pieces. Menophon had gone down swinging, bellowing war cries, stabbing and hammering at the dead with his sword. Until one of the Olethren caught him by the jaw, punched its bony fingers deep into his mouth, and dragged him to his death. 
       The Olethren marched forward, an endless sea of them, thousands stamping the previous thousand into the dirt. They broke against the walls of Clement’s like storm waves against a cliff.
       The snow piled up. No rot green and gray, the snow washed all the colors from the dead army. Ice gathered on their shoulder bones, rimed bare skulls and armor. 
       Even the day was dying, and most of the Rexenor soldiers had thrown off their sunglasses. The bones and rot piled up around the cars and trucks, and the Rexenors fought the dead eye to eye. Well...to eye socket.
       When I reached the naiads, Helodes was deep in a trance, some sort of energy sharing thing going on with her sister, Limnoria. She nudged me and mumbled something like, “help us” with lips she had trouble moving. 
       Parresia, still tall and majestically straight, stood on Limnoria’s right side with Olivia hunched over in pain, trembling, holding her hand.
       I reached down, took Helodes’ hand.
       Our palms snapped together. I stumbled, lost all the strength in my legs, dropped to my knees next to the naiads, ended up on my butt, leaning against Helodes’ leg with my elbow sticking out, my right hand over my head holding her hand. 
       Then the weight of my armor melted away. The sword vanished. The cold wind and ice struck my bare legs, gusts of it whipping my hair around my face and throat.
       A glimpse of the blur of battle gray, a glance up at the naiads. More of my strength drained out of me to feed Limnoria’s storm—and the clouds overhead ripped apart, breaking into a cold clear evening sky. 
       Helodes tried to pull away, my grip too much to bear. But I couldn’t open my hand. I looked up to tell her—and had trouble opening my mouth.
       Sweat dripped off Helodes’ nose and chin. Her lips shivered. The naiads were in bad shape. Curls of steam rose off them and the snowy ground melted away to wet concrete around us.
       The storm shifted, going first to soft pillowy flakes, then to hard ice pellets and then finally stopped. The air shimmered, clear and gray, and a cutting wind scythed through the Olethren, shredding skin. It loosened their teeth and drowned the sound of their mourning horns.
       Still didn’t stop them.
       Much.
       And I couldn’t keep my eyes open, leaning with all my weight against Helodes. 
       Armored shapes coming up the steps, the noise of battle and Rexenors dying, and through it all, I heard a woman calling my name, screaming it. She sounded so far away.
       “Kassandra!   He’s here!”
       I retched, a spasm shoved my chin forward. “Father?” 
       It was Phaidra’s voice, next to my ear.
       “It is your companion, the ancient one, Ephoros.” She yelled the words, still sounded tinny and faint. “And there is one more, another, kin to Ephoros by his looks. With enormous claws.”
       I tried smile, managed a whisper. “Ochleros?”
       “Princess?”
       My head rolled back on my shoulders. I was too weak to hold it up. My mouth sagged open. “Ephoros.” I begged for more breath to carry my words. “You did it.”
       “Ephoros is here,” said the rumbling voice. “It is me, Ochleros.”
       Then a much weaker growl from Ephoros. “Your father is not in the Nine-cities. He is here. I have recovered Lord Gregor’s book with my brother’s help. I have not failed you...” He placed his hand over mine, a cold fluid skin covering everything up to my elbow. “...or your mother.”
       A jolt of energy shot through me. I was losing the slim connection my senses had with the battle and icy wind.  
       Ephoros curled his massive fist tighter around my whole hand and wrist and sent the ocean’s spirit through me.
       All four naiads screamed, and I repeated the same panicked thought. We’ve run out of time. Fail and die. 
       Lady Kallixene shouted, “Fall back!  Rexenor!  Fall back!” 
       Then the violent energy that Ephoros poured through me swept my mind away in its currents. 
     



Chapter 30 - The Wreath of Poseidon
    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     I opened my eyes underwater, darkness and a rolling current dragging me inconsiderately along a rough stone bed. 
       Slammed my elbow into the ground, and I tucked my arm against my chest. 
       The water tossed me around, and I let it. It took me a minute to understand where I was.
       My legs flipped over my head, the pull of the water tightening on my skin, towing me toward a central well of darkness.
       “No. I don’t want to go there.”
       The floor slid by, my fingers clawing at it, dug my nails in and caught a jagged piece of rock that jerked me to a stop.
       I pulled in my legs, got my toes gripping the gravelly surface, slipped a couple times, hit the bottom, and the full rage of water ripped at my fingers, trying to free them. I pulled my knee up, and a patch of heat shot up my leg. 
       There was blood in the water, and I tasted it on the next cycle of the vortex. I levered my body up in the current, dug in again with my feet, and jammed my face above the surface.
       A moment later, I was on my feet, looking around. This looked familiar, a circular room of wet gray bricks. Apparently, Ephoros, the naiads, and every last ounce of my own energy stores had been enough to get me here.
       Yeah, I’d seen this room before. When I’d grown angry with the naiads, and in Red Bear Lake before that. Then the sunless eyes of Lady Kallixene fixed on mine, transferring power, pushing me deeper into my own mind until I’d caught a glimpse of this room. The same whirling water. The endless deep black ocean pit in the center.
       A roll of water hit me in the hips, and nearly ripped my feet off the ground.  
       This is the Wreath of Poseidon. That had been my guess in Lady Kallixene’s sitting room. Even more certain now. The Wreath wasn’t inside my head anymore. Instead, I was inside it.
       The water slammed against my thighs, and I grabbed my shorts before I lost them. Straightening, and with solid footing, I pulled my shirt into a twist in the front, wringing it out, and made my way to the edge, a glance over my shoulder to watch the water spiral into a hole at the center of the room. 
       Grabbing the pool’s stone lip for balance, I got a good look around. The circular motion seemed never-ending, but I couldn’t tell where all the water was coming from. It definitely drained into the central pit, but never rose more than about four feet deep. 
       And I felt its pull, wanting me to let go, fall through it, and never return. I wasn’t supposed to be here...but isn’t that the story of my life, in Nebraska, in St. Clement’s, out of the ocean, always somewhere I wasn’t supposed be?  
       I stepped in a slow, careful circle. Didn’t want to fall back into the currents. The outside wall was a ring of ninety-six facets, not a smooth curve, and a square shadowy doorway opened into each face, leading to who knows where.
       “Ninety-six,” I whispered and my own voice hurt my ears. It echoed off the stone, hard and violent, like ricocheting bullets and lightning. 
       I shut my mouth. My voice sounded different, stronger, the pressure and force of the abyss, a voice to rend empires, to start wars...or end one.
       “What are you counting?” Praxinos’ voice echoed down one of the tunnels to my left. 
       I turned toward it.
       “Tunnels,” I said, wincing at the word so sharp in my ears. “Keep talking,” I added in what should have been a barely audible whisper. Sounded like hammers striking the damp walls.
       “How does Rexenor fare?  Tell us of the battle with the Olethren,” said Andromache, and I stopped at the edge of the water, narrowing down the source of their voices to two tunnels.
       “I don’t know,” I whispered with my hands over my ears.
       “Whe—Where are you?” Praxinos came back with more concern in his voice. 
       I stepped into the tunnel as Praxinos’ voice came stuttering out of the dark, water dripping on me from the ceiling. The air, the walls, everything reeked of the sea. The sound of rushing water came from both directions, before me and behind me. 
       Like hearing the ocean in a seashell.
       I walked on, tried to touch the ceiling with my fingers but I still had a hand’s length to reach. The tunnel brightened, the walls worked in a paler stone. Glancing back, everything was dark. 
       “Kassandra?” Andromache’s voice sounded worried now—and louder.
       “I’m here.” I let the words catch the faintest breath from my throat, but they winged down the tunnel like hawks fighting and screeching over the same prey.
       “The tunnel’s getting brighter.” The stones along the ceiling, old blocks, carved and fit tightly together went from gray to white, some kind of marble.   
       Suddenly I’m standing in light intense as a summer’s day. 
       Who designed this thing?  
       Tiny sparkles of white fire blinked along walls. It was as if the builder had placed finer stone where someone might see it, but beyond that, deep in the interior of the Wreath, it was strictly functional and the rougher blocks would do.
       The tunnel ended in a mirror-like sheet of glass, a tight clear rectangle.  End of the line.
       Where were the other Wreath-wearers?
       Cupping my hands around my face, I peered through partially mirrored wall into a dim expanse of some ocean’s abyssal plain, rocky outcrops thrusting through a sandy floor and slow clouds of snow, the debris from the distant surface, raining from above. 
       What the hell is this?
       Then I touched the glass and fell through it into the ocean beyond.
       Got my legs up, knees bent, but I still lost my balance, clawing at the floor, stirring up sand around me. I was still crawling around like an idiot when I found the tombs or resting places, a pale line of glowing cut-out hemispheres that started about ten feet down from the tunnel entrance. There was a long row of them, like candle-lit alcoves, dug into the cliff face, hundreds of them going off into the gloom.
       Getting to my feet, I looked back. This side of the mirror door was a dark shiny rectangle that didn’t show much of the hall on the other side.  That held my attention for a moment, and then I was on to the important stuff, the long line of alcoves—what looked like resting places for every past Wreath-wearer.
       Cupping my hands, I pulled myself through the water toward the first.
       In the water I didn’t need more light. It was enough to have the glow surrounding me—that radiant pale green I’d first noticed in my explorations with Ephoros.
       Still had trouble getting my bearings.
       I’m on the steps in front of St. Clement’s with the king’s dead army on us. I’m inside my own head, and at the same time I’m inside the gift of a god, inside the Wreath. I’m also somewhere at the bottom of the sea. 
       Returning to the series of alcoves cut into the rock, each one lit, but without a source, as if the stone itself glowed. Walking was taking too long. I kicked for the first. A woman dressed in a pale green tunic and leggings slept on a platform in the first alcove next to the tunnel entrance, her arms folded peacefully across her chest. 
       She was older than me, looked like she was in her late twenties, with long brown hair arranged in three braids. Two fell on her right side, one over her left. Her fingers were spread slightly, a fine web of skin between each. 
       Drifting a foot off the alcove floor, twirling my hair in my fingers, I bent closer to study the woman’s tranquil features—her dark eyebrows, the soft curve of her eyelids, arcs of black lashes, a slightly buttoned nose, the gentle line of her lips. 
       “She looks like me.”
       My first thought was, is this me after I die?  
       She wore a gold bracelet like mine. It would say “ALKIMIDES” of course, but there was another name, tiny and scratched by hand, above the family name.
       And a hard thump of my heart.
       “Ampharete?  Mother?”
       I bent down, afraid to touch her at first, then slipped my hand along the woman’s cheek and lips, her skin warm on my fingers. She was alive, asleep...inside the Wreath of Poseidon. 
       Ampharete’s eyes shot open. 
       I kicked back, flailing arms and legs, even scraped my head on the alcove’s ceiling. 
       Ampharete blinked, focusing on the world around her. She sat up, clutching at the stone bed for support, and noticed me. Her eyes widened when she got a good look at my face, and then she took in the rest, passing, stopping and returning to my right hand. Then she found my left.
       “What happened to your hands?” Ampharete scowled at the webbing cut away from my fingers. “Who are you?” 
       I made fists and pulled them behind my back. “It’s me, mother.” 
       The woman’s deep blue eyes shot to mine, blurring with tears. “Kassandra?”
       Pain slashed across her face. The weight of the revelation crushed her to the floor—and I could read her expression so clearly, like looking in a mirror. It was like all the oceans on earth died in an instant to become a desert. 
       The tremble started in her lips, spreading to the rest of her body. She struggled to climb up the stone platform, stuttered something and fell off it to the sand, too weak to hold her body up.  I dropped down after her.
       On her hands and knees, she crawled toward me. 
       Sorrow twisted her face, wrenched her jaw down, and punched out a scream. Her braids coiled around her head in the water, and she fell back on her knees, rocking side to side, holding herself, her eyes pointed up, lost in the blackness of the abyssal heaven.
       “I...betrayed you,” she moaned. “It was my weakness...I...So stupid of me to...” 
       I fell to the sand, threw myself against my mother, put my arms around her. I dug my chin into her shoulder. Tears squeezed from my eyes and with a shudder that hurt, they flowed freely into the sea around us. Clouds of blurry water, not quite as salty as the surrounding water.
       “Mother,” I sobbed, and some distant part of me relaized I was crying real tears.  And it didn’t seem to matter. “I found you.” 
       “I’m so sorry, my baby girl.”  She held me tight.
       Time shifted around dizzily inside the Wreath. Hours may have passed while we held on, saying nothing. Ampharete’s weeping slowed, she sang a song under her breath, broken every few minutes by a spasm of fresh tears. She rocked me on her knees, her face against the back of my neck, buried in my hair.
       We woke when Praxinos called out nearby, “Kassandra?”
       “What do you think has happened?” Andromache asked when I didn’t answer.
       I lifted my head, looked around for the old king and queen, stopping on a dimly lit tunnel entrance in the cliff wall opposite the side with the alcoves. The other Wreath-wearers were somewhere over there.
       Ampharete grabbed me, not wanting me to break away, whispering, “How did you get here?  How old are you?”
       “Fifteen. I think I climbed through—or something pushed me through—the well in the whirling pool’s center.” 
       I pointed to the tunnel entrance that led to the circular room.
       “You wear the Wreath?  You are too young to pass it on.”
       “I am the Wreath-wearer.” I started, and because I wanted to tell this woman everything—just wanted to open up my mind and let her have it all, the words came out faster than I could explain them. “I grew up in Nebraska. I met Ephoros. He came from a tear—which are doorways. Lady Kallixene and her soldiers are helping me defend St. Clement’s from the Olethren.”
       “Kallix—?  Olethren!”
       “Clement’s is a school—more like a prison. That’s where King Tharsaleos put me. Praxinos wanted me to use magic against them and Andromache taught me how to use a sword so I can fight them. I used both and more. I’m using science. The dead army’s attacking right now, but their bones are full of water. I had this great idea that I got from my science teacher, Mr. Henderson. Water freezes, and if it freezes quickly and in the right way, it can break their bones, hollow but full of water, cracking them open like metal pipes in winter. Four naiads are helping me with the storm, and Ephoros is here and his brother, Ochleros. And father is here at the school, imprisoned still. We can’t find him. Fenhals—he’s an agent of the king—locked him away somewhere.”
       “Gregor!” The name burst from Ampharete’s lips, almost a question.
       “Yeah, I went to the lithotombs with Ephoros and we talked to Ochleros who was a slave of the king then, and he told us that father had been imprisoned there. I knew he was there because the naiads sent me a dream of him. He remade the Telkhines book and then the king caught him. He’s been a prisoner of the king all these years.”
       Ampharete blinked, trying to catch up. “And what of Zypheria?”
       I shook my head, my mouth opening, my lungs pulling in more of the sea. “Your maid?  I don’t know what happened to her.”
       “My soldier. My sister. Zypheria was always stronger. More than a maid. I spent my strength helping a Rexenor mage call the porthmeus, and we raised an island so that Zypheria could deliver you to the surface, away from the king. I ended my life, gave up the Wreath and passed everything on to you. I stayed behind to hold the door against the Olethren with the few minutes of life left to me. Zypheria fled with you through the tunnels beneath the Rexenor fortress. The old paths cut deep into the mountains and climb to the peaks where there are gates hidden and covered with coral meshes and concealing spells. I gave Tharsaleos’ porthmeus instructions to deliver you to...to...I don’t remember. Elizabeth, I think. She’s a surfacer, but she knows who we are.”
       Ampharete looked puzzled. “We had always thought the king was unaware that we could use his own agents and slaves, sending them commands. But perhaps he had discovered we could do this?  He knew of Zypheria and he almost certainly had her put to death.”
       So much death and destruction. My first question shot right to the top. “Then how did I survive?”
       I hugged my mother tighter. Ampharete continued, but with care as if navigating a field of traps. “He must not have suspected you had the Wreath or he would have killed you outright. And you were too young for it to reveal itself to anyone. That part of the plan did not fail.”
       “Until now,” I whispered, and the sound carried around the ocean, snapping and angling off the cliffs in the abyss. 
       Ampharete let me go, looking over my shoulder. “Someone approaches.”
       I turned, following her gaze. Two glowing human shapes glided from a cave entrance along the opposite wall. 
       “Kassandra?” It was Andromache.
       “What are you doing here?” Praxinos said, panic in his voice. He stared at me, with eyes narrowed against the glare. “You are the wearer. You cannot...” His voice slowed to a halt. “Unless you have...”
       I started to shake my head. The thought “I’m not yet dead” started toward my lips. Then something else had plans for me. 
       My hands slapped to my sides, a tug at my neck, another behind my navel, drawing my head back. My hair coiled and pulled me toward the dark mirror door. 
       Whatever power being used to keep me here had died or had been withdrawn. I flew helplessly toward the tunnel entrance, leaving the three awakened Wreath-wearers in their own glows and shadows. 
       “Something’s happening,” I managed to get out, and the three of them bent with their hands over their ears. 
       “I’m losing my place here, being pulled back.”
       I shot through the water backward, went right through the glass doorway into the tunnel, heels catching on the threshold. I tumbled on the stone, landed on my butt, throwing up a few gallons of seawater.
       “Kassandra?” My mother’s cry came through the mirror door, something in her voice trying to pull me back. 
       “Kassandra!”
       I coughed and swallowed against the burn in my throat. 
       Behind me, down the dark tunnel, I heard Kallixene and Phaidra, and then a man’s concerned voice. They were calling me, alarmed voices coming sharply through a roar of battle noise, more shouting, and then the rumbling and rush of seawater.
       I couldn’t control the movement of my legs, or I was too weak to stop the robotic steps walking me straight back to the pool in the center of the Wreath. 
        The voices called again, and then I was running through the tunnel without a look back. The white marble faded into somber stone. I tried to answer them, but could only open my mouth and make gasping noises. 
       A full sprint by the time I reached the tunnel’s end, and then three long steps and I was diving off the edge into the spiral of water. 
       I closed my eyes, holding my hands out defensively. The current dragged me to the center and pulled me through. 
     



Chapter 31 - The Maid of Ampharete
     
       
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     I coughed and sat up, blinding light in my eyes, and a heavy weariness in my body. Someone’s hands gripped my shoulders, propping me up, and someone else was wrapping a wet cloth around my knee—bleeding all over the concrete St. Clement’s steps apparently.
       “She’s awake.” It was Phaidra.
       Covering my eyes, I opened my fingers a bit to see the world again. More figures crowded around me, blocking out the sky. 
       Lady Kallixene, Phaidra, a bunch of soldiers from House Rexenor. Parresia was there, and Mr. Henderson looking totally ridiculous in a helmet, and saying something about how glad he was that he’d lost his glasses and had not been able to see the Olethren clearly.
       “But the battle.” I tried to get up. Phaidra shoved me back. “I can hear it.”
       “Rest now, my lady.”
       But the battle was still raging, the grinding of bones and dirt and the creak of rusted armor. “What is that noise?”
       “Ochleros is cleaning up. He and some of his kin are dragging the remains of the army of King Tharsaleos back to the sea.”
       “Anger in him, like only the immortals can express,” one of the Rexenor soldiers said.
       “But what happened?” I stared up at them, still blinking stupidly. “What happened to the Olethren?”
       “Your storm worked, girl,” said Parresia—not very happy, but with that same edge of admiration that Mrs. Vilnious managed to get into her voice when you had just the right answer. 
       I saw the similarity clearly now. Mrs. Vilnious was very much like Parresia, only grayer and older, and there were other mannerisms she shared with Limnoria and Helodes. And when you didn’t finish your homework, a little bit of sharp-toothed Olivia showed itself.
       “You nearly killed us, though,” said Limnoria from behind me, shaking her head and grinning at the same time.
       “That army marched many miles through the rivers, and fresh water has a higher freezing point. Their bones were hollow and full of water,” said Mr. Henderson. “The way you started with a gradual decrease in temperature sealed their fate. The water in them turned slushy, wouldn’t drain, and when you hit them all at once with a blast of cold that must have been forty or fifty degrees below zero. They...” He paused, searching for a word, but ended up shrugging and going with, “Exploded.”
       “I saw the cold coming at us like a rolling tide, a rippling in the Thin,” said Phaidra. “Mother saw it too and called the retreat. In seconds it was on them, smothering them in cold, shattering their bones. That was their end. The Olethren broke into pieces.”
       “They flew into the air, fragments of sharp bone flying,” said one of the Rexenor soldiers, his gaze following some destructive trail that led up the walls of St. Clement’s. “Broke most of the windows in your school. We shielded you six from the rain of bone.”
       Six?  I frowned. Four naiads, me and...Ephoros.
       “Where is Ephoros?” 
       As if in answer to my question, the grinding of Ochleros’ cleanup died down, and everyone around me moved back. 
       I got to my feet, grabbing Phaidra for balance, stepping between Mr. Henderson and Parresia to get to the front. There were others like Ochleros, rolling human-shaped walls of water with huge claws, dragging mountains of bones and weapons and armor into the river, and then all the way down to the sea.
       Ochleros, like a rocket driven cloud, soared over the wide stretch of barren earth that led to St. Clement’s. He slowed, drifted over the vehicles still barricading the entrance and slid through the air to stand in front of me, his hands pulled into fists the size of compact cars.
       “Lady Kassandra,” he rumbled and bowed. 
       Then his right arm extended and his fingers unfolded. He pulled in his massive claws until short icy spikes stood up from his fingertips. In the center of his open hand was a large, thick book. Letters in black ink floated in clusters over its surface like tide-taken debris from a shipwreck. 
       I reached for it but stopped when I heard the book humming a song. The dull drone turned into a whisper, and a pattern of tones emerged, a song of weeping and pain. The cover thumped and snapped tighter.
       “You will have to make peace with the Telkhines before one of their books will allow itself to be read by you, an Alkimides.”
       I reached out and picked it up, taking a quick step forward to keep my balance. The book was heavy, full of water and dense with powers I knew nothing about. 
       I backed up, put my bare feet together formally, and bowed. 
       Ochleros hesitated and then opened his left hand to show me a tiny lump of gold with a small plate, my bracelet.
       I froze, looking up at Ochleros. “Where’s Ephoros?”
       “He is dead, Wreath-wearer. The king’s war-bard Theoxena attacked us in the Nine-cities. It weakened him to the point where he could not recover.”
       “But...”
       “The ocean is a living thing, every drop of it. You know something of this, so your science teacher tells me. My brother has rejoined the life of the sea. He has paid his debt, and is at peace.”
       “But I thought...I thought he couldn’t...” Dizzy, I started down a blind alley of questions, but ended angry. I heard Andromache and Praxinos shouting questions in my head, and then Ampharete joined them. The rage wanted off its leash. 
       “Deathless?” I shouted at Ochleros.
       “Deathless, he can die, princess.” He bowed again. “He returned to you what he failed to give your mother.”
       “He owed me nothing. I owed him my life.”  The weariness hit me again, and Helodes grabbed me before I fell. I tucked the book under my arm, picked up my bracelet and slipped it on my wrist.
       Ochleros rose to his full height and extended his claws. His head bent down to me.
       “It is your turn now, Wreath-wearer. Please hold out your hand. Your ancestor, King Polemachos saved me once from the slavery of the Telkhines king. Ephoros was our king and swore his allegiance to Polemachos and all his Wreath-wearing descendents. Time passed, although it is brief for the oceans. Again, I found myself bound to the King of the Seaborn, enthralled and forced into demeaning and cruel labors. Again, an Alkimides helped release me. I am now king. I owe you a debt that is deathless. Only in my dying may I be released from it.” 
       He swept a broad transparent hand through the air, indicating the cleanup work in the distance. “My brothers and sisters have carried your dead to your village, Lady Kallixene, for proper rites.” He bowed his head to her, and then turned back to me. “The remains of the Eight—Epandros and the other royal guards betrayed by King Tharsaleos will be honored properly. They fought valiantly alongside me against Lord Gregor because we had been deceived into thinking him an enemy. The names of all the others, the many thousands that made up the Olethren, I know not. We will honor them by laying them to rest. My brothers and sisters will take them back to the sea and depart when they are done.”
       Ochleros bowed once more and folded in on himself, spiraling into a thin cloud that vanished in a small watery bead in the palm of my hand. I stared at it for a second, feeling the curious eyes of everyone around me. I tilted my head back and let it slide into the corner of my eye. A jolt of pain shot through my head, and the bead snapped into my tear duct.
       “My lady?” One of the Rexenor soldiers stumbling from the school, bowed to Kallixene and motioned her to come with him “I—”
       “What is it?  My son has been found?” she said hopefully. 
       “No, milady.”  The soldier glanced at me. “It is the woman we rescued from the Olethren.” His face had gone white. 
       After surviving the Olethren, what could possibly do that?  
       “She split...Forehead into pieces...” He stammered something that none of us understood. “She melted. Underneath is another woman.”
       “Matrothy?” I whispered.
       The gathering moved inside the school, along the hall to the administration offices. Some drew their swords. Strangely, there were no teachers or anyone else from St. Clement’s in sight. Even the scowling admin ladies behind the counter were gone.
       I followed my grandmother, the water-heavy book tucked under my arm. 
       The Rexenors had carried the director of the girl’s department past the counter and set her down next to a desk along the back wall. 
       The woman who sat up, wearing Matrothy’s gray skirt and fishing vest was not Matrothy. She clutched at the clothing, several sizes too big for her. The facade of Matrothy had melted away, leaving a sloppy pool of foamy colors, like various flavors of ice cream set out in the sun too long. Lumps of graying blond hair stuck up through it like a dead rat.
       “Zypheria?” I gasped. The name burst out of me before I could think. I didn’t know what Zypheria looked like, but I knew this was her. Maybe I felt my mother’s influence, seizing some part of my thoughts as Andromache had with sword practice and Praxinos had with ancient Greek lessons.
       The woman stood up, holding one hand out in front of her face, fingers spread, staring at them as if she didn’t recognize them—or remembered them but never expected to see them again. Her sandy brown hair was pulled into loose fuzzy braids that twined together down her back. The hollows of her cheeks and the haunted look in her storm gray eyes made her look like a refugee. Some of the original tone remained in her skinny arms, enough to tell me that they had once been muscular. The webbed fingers of her other hand clutched at the dark skirt and vest, holding them to her body too tightly, as if she had been denied the sense of touch for years. 
       “Who?” Her voice faded. She sounded nothing like Ms. Matrothy. Her eyes focused on the hall and the gathering of seaborn, then dropped to me. “Who are you?”  
       I didn’t answer at once because I was listening to the voices in my head. I blinked and focused on the woman. “Ampharete is crying. She thanks you, Zypheria.”
       She leaned forward to study me as if she had never been able to see what I looked like, only see me through someone else’s eyes. “Lady Kassandra?  You look like your mother when she was a girl.”  She hardly paused, put a finger to the side of her head. “Lady Ampharete is awake, inside, I mean?” 
       I took an awkward step forward, then rushed to the woman and hugged her, pinning her arms to her sides—with the Telkhines book squeezed in between us.
       “You saved me, Zypheria.”  Couldn’t keep the shudder out of my voice.
       “No.” Zypheria leaned her head back as if rejecting something. “I failed, my lady. I failed you, child. They caught us. Me in a deep basin west of the Rexenor fortress and you...” She shook her head. “The porthmeus took you from the unfixed rock your mother and the mage created...Then he failed. The king’s agents caught him.” 
       I let go and stepped back. The one answer I needed from Ampharete’s maid, soldier, sister, shot to the front of the line. “How did you get here?”  I pointed to the oily colors smearing the floor. “I mean Matrothy...”
       “It broke because you saved me, my lady,” she whispered, her voice fragile and fearful, looking at her feet covered in the painted remains of some sorcerer’s stew.
       “Matrothy?”
       Zypheria looked up slowly. “Your mother, the Lady Ampharete, made a pact, a secret covenant with me, that if King Tharsaleos sent his armies and Rexenor was to fall, she would pass on the Wreath to you.”
       “But that would mean she would die.”
       “She was forced to. Better by her own hand than by the king’s dead army, and the king didn’t know whose daughter you were. If he suspected you were Lady Ampharete’s daughter, you would have been killed. They would have dashed out your brains right then. But he and his agents thought you were mine. The king did not know the Wreath had survived. He thought its power had gone out of the world when he had Lady Pythias murdered.”
       “If he didn’t think I had the Wreath why did he have spies at St. Clement’s watching over me?”
       “A king always has need of slaves, a porthmeus in every port. He also knew you were an Alkimides, and that some of the slain found at the Rexenor fortress wore Alkimides bracelets. I think he has a deep mistrust of our house, but the Alkimides contains the royal line and he couldn’t start killing us without civil war.” Her gaze went cold. “I know he had no idea you wore the Wreath. He never found out that your mother received it from Pythias.”
       One of the Rexenor guards stepped to her side and held out a blanket for Zypheria. I frowned at the gray skirt and vest that enveloped the woman’s scrawny figure. Zypheria looked like a child playing in a giantess’s wardrobe. 
       And the oozing lumps of spongy material and fluid at the woman’s feet—what the hell is that stuff?  Zypheria followed my gaze.
       “The king has agents who work and live among the surfacers. Death—for me—would have meant release. As long as I remained alive, the king could get information from me. Use me. They threatened to imprison me in the—” Zypheria’s voice broke as if afraid to say the words. “—in the desert, a prison in Nevada where water is so scarce animals die of thirst.” She shuddered. “I agreed to go,” whispered Zypheria. Her eyes dropped to the floor, unable to hold mine. “I agreed to go to this prison in the desert...if only they would free my daughter.” Zypheria pulled in her tears and wiped her face with the back of one hand. “The king saw something in my words or mind, some seed of deception. I did not go to the desert, for he found another way to punish me, far worse than the waterless wastes.”
       “Who—What was Matrothy then?”
       “A construct, a prison in the form of a human’s shell, devised by the king to torture particularly rebellious seaborn.” She sighed. It sounded painful. “What is worse than death to a mother?  It was always assumed that you were my child, even though that was just to trick the king. There are many things that can be done to hurt a mother through her child. What is most cruel?  Torture her child before her eyes?  What cuts deeper than that, more enduring?” She paused to see if anyone would answer. “Make the mother torture her own child. Make her see what she does to her own baby, and not be able to stop it. That is incomparably more devious and destructive.” 
       “You!” I gasped. “I heard your voice. I’ve heard it since I was little. You spoke to me in Red Bear Lake. You spoke to me late in the night, and told me to be brave.”
       Zypheria nodded. “Yes. In the lake, Matrothy was particularly susceptible to subversion. I could get around the construct’s control when it was in the water, in the same water as you. I sang to you whenever I could find you in the water in school. Until the ancient one you summoned placed a spell of command on Matrothy, which went through her thoughts to affect me. I could not sing to you after that.”
       Holding Matrothy’s old clothes up with one hand, Zypheria swung the blanket over her shoulders with the other. I pulled the book snuggly up under my arm and helped her cover herself.
       “Kassandra! Lady Kallixene! Phaidra!” Jill raced by the administration offices, shoes squeaking to a halt, catching the crowd of seaborn out of the corner of her eye. 
       “Kassandra?” Jill shouted, out of breath. “Your father. Gregor. He’s here. We found him. Me and Nicole, too. I mean, Mrs. Hipkin. We helped her. She found him. Those walking dead guys. Come on!” And Jill dashed off, back the way she’d come.
       I froze, unable to decide where to move, broke free and waved, smiling at Zypheria’s stunned face.
       Without looking back, I raced down the main hall toward the basement stairs, my arms and legs still a little heavy and tingling from going inside the Wreath. 
       I reached the railing for the stairs just ahead of Phaidra who kept up wearing armor. 
       Swinging the book under one arm, I ducked a ventilation shaft, and ran. The corridors were nearly black, only half the emergency lights working. 
       A broken pile of bones, teeth and armor signaled a turn up ahead. Someone had smashed one of the Olethren to pieces. 
       Well done.
       Jill turned left ahead, glancing back, her blond hair whipping around her head.
       She shouted something that may have been another, “C’mon!” but it was lost down the joining corridor. Phaidra was right behind me when we turned the corner. 
       Jill and Nicole stood outside a room fifty feet down the pipe-lined tunnel. The emergency lighting was in order down here, blocks of bright light cutting across the floor and up the opposite wall.
       Lady Kallixene and the rest of the Rexenors were ten paces behind us. Phaidra stopped at the doorway, but I jumped right in, walking right over the broken pile of bones on the floor, six of the Olethren, pounded into splinters and shreds of old cloth and armor. 
       A shield, crusty green with corrosion, had been kicked up against a gigantic stone box placed right in front of an even larger orange painted metal boiler tank. Fenhals had brought the entire lithotomb down here somehow. Sure, he could summon lightning, but he obviously had other powers. 
       One of the Rexenor abyss mages stood to one side, having used his powers to lift the massive stone lid away from the tomb, freeing Lord Gregor. 
       I gave the old mage a smile, and stopped about halfway across the room, then the crowd behind me pushed me forward.
       There was a man with black hair and beard, both threaded with gray, bright blue-green eyes like tropical shallows. He looked undernourished and he trembled with some sickness, but he grinned like a boy at a birthday party, and he was...hugging Mrs. Hipkin. 
       My mouth dropped open. I knew it!  Mrs. Hipkin was seaborn. She had ragged scar tissue between her fingers. One still gripped what looked like an axe-handle, the weapon she’d used against the Olethren that came after her—obviously to their loss. 
       My father had the scars also—cutting along the insides of his fingers.
       Gregor turned to look at the crowd of Rexenors pouring into the boiler room, momentarily suspicious, maybe a little uncertain, then a slow smile grew on his face.   
       “Phaidra!” He released the St. Clement’s laundry lady, stepping forward, his gaze skipping to the other faces in front of him, Kallixene and others from House Rexenor he recognized. “Mother?” 
       He stopped when saw me, standing next to his sister, Phaidra.   
       “Father?” I stepped closer.
       His face lit up. “Kassandra?” He came in low, arms out, picked me up, and squeezed me until I gasped, “Book...ouch.”
       His hug trapped the Telkhines book under my arm, pinning one corner against my ribs.
       “It was me!” he cried.
       “What was?”
       “I was the porthmeus. I tried to bring you ashore, but they took you away from me. I didn’t know who you were then. Not until later, when I had time—in prison—to step through every event, and my mind and memories came back to me.”
       I held him tighter, about to ask him more, but it was too late. The rest of his family swarmed around us, crushing me like a vise. I managed to work my way to his side, sliding the book forward, so that he held me with one arm while he kissed Kallixene and Phaidra and hugged most of the others with his other arm.
       He kept asking how it had all happened. “How did I get here?” He looked up at the web of pipes and valves in the boiler room. “What are all of you doing here?”
       “It is your daughter’s work,” they kept telling him. “She wears the Wreath.”
       “The Olethren?”
       “The entire army is ruined.”
       His gaze moved among the faces in front of him, looking for someone, and then back to Lady Kallixene’s.
       “Where—?”
       I stumbled, and my father’s full weight landed on my shoulders. Almost dropped the book. One of Kallixene’s guards pushed forward to catch Gregor before he collapsed. Phaidra grabbed him under the arm on my side.
       “Where is Ampharete?” His voice came out soft, tortured.
       Lady Kallixene shook her head slightly, grimly. He knew.  We all saw it in his face. 
       Gregor’s head swung forward, chin hitting his chest, tears splattering the concrete before all the strength left his body. 
     



Chapter 32 - Late Arrival
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
       
     I looked up as Zypheria danced over the boulders along the top edge of North Hampton Beach, her sandy brown braids flying in the wind, her arms out for balance. She slowed as she made her way across the sand, slipping her hands into the pockets of her sweatshirt to hide the webbing, something she’d gotten used to doing over the last month.
       I stood at the water’s edge, the sea rolling cold over my toes. 
       Zypheria had spent an hour that morning braiding my hair with gold thread and auger shells, tears rolling down her face the whole time, and I became the ears and eyes of my mother, repeating Zypheria’s questions and repeating Ampharete’s replies. It was like being a translator for two old friends from another country. Half the time I had no idea what they were talking about. And it was weird calling my mother “My lady,” but Zypheria insisted.
       I turned in the sand, waiting for her, leaning right to feel my braids roll along my neck and shoulders, spiky and hard like ropes down my back. 
       I am seaborn.
       I also spent a lot of time talking with my mother and the others in the Wreath, when I could find some time alone. My favorite place in our new house—my father recently bought it—was a tall square tower that stuck up from the roof and overlooked the Atlantic. 
       “My lady?” Zypheria bowed to me. “Your father’s just coming down from the house. Have you seen the girls?”
       I lifted my chin toward the slim spine of boulders that, at low tide, formed a blackened slime covered bridge out to a diamond shaped mound of rock three hundred feet from shore. The island was a taller hill, never fully submerged except with the highest tides. 
       Right now, it rose out of the blue surf, bristling with seabirds. 
       “Jill’s in the water next to the rocks looking for lobsters.” I pointed down the beach, toward Hampton. “Nicole’s listening to something Mr. Henderson’s written.”
       My only friends from school were now my sisters. And the woman who used to beat the crap out of me was now my maid and bodyguard. It’s going to take some getting used to.
       Zypheria sped off without another word. She had regained much of her strength in the last month. She lived with us—Gregor Rexenor’s new family, or my court in exile—in our giant old Victorian house that stooped over the ocean on a low cliff where the curve of the New Hampshire coast sharpened and headed toward Maine. Michael Henderson lived with us, too, and I think there’s something going on with the two of them—Zypheria and Henderson. Yeah, my ex-science teacher’s going out with my body guard.
       Wait, it gets weirder.
       We got some news from St. Clement’s yesterday, passed along by Mrs. Vilnious. Hipkin had been spying for Tharsaleos, but she didn’t like Fenhals coming into the school and taking over, and she switched sides completely when Fenhals let the Olethren into the basement and left her without a way out. When Nicole, Jill and their Rexenor escort—which included that old abyss mage—came upon the laundry lady fighting for her life, swinging her axe handle at the dead warriors, and shrieking like a maniac, she had already made up her mind whose side she was on. Mrs. Hipkin remained at St. Clement’s and had taken over Matrothy’s position as girls’ director. 
       We also learned that Fenhals, that pale-eyed scut, had escaped through a brass trilithon on a drinking fountain and vanished in the flow of water. But he was bleeding on the floor when he fled, so not an entirely clean escape.
       Mrs. Vilnious had come to visit “her three students” at the house yesterday. She had just moved back to the east coast and had taken over the governance of the Merrimack River. To think, the whole time, the Scourge was a river witch. 
       Maybe that makes sense. 
       Apparently while her younger sisters were out front working the weather, Vilnious spent her time luring every student and teacher from Clement’s into the school wing for a “very important assembly.” She put them all in a deep, memory-cleansing sleep. They awoke the middle of the next morning, some in their classrooms at their desks, some in the cafeteria, and most of the teachers sprawled in the comfy chairs in their lounge. There were many sore backs and necks, and quite a few who complained of nightmares.
       Everything went back to normal at St. Clement’s a week after the defeat of the Olethren, except for a few glaring differences. Some of the teachers and staff members had resigned—or simply vanished. Most of the windows in the front of the school had to be replaced. Two parentless girls—wards of the state, Nicolette Garcia and Jillian Crosse, had been adopted from the nine-to-sixteen’s department. Mrs. Vilnious had told us—laughing—that the administration staff had scratched their heads, wondering how the arrangements for the family placements had been made without their absolute control and authority. The old gardener also spent a lot of time scratching his head in bewilderment. He spread stories, something about mutant locusts, and placed an order for eight hundred pounds of grass seed to replace the wide swath of dirt that now stretched from the steps of St. Clement’s all the way out to the river. 
       I looked up, sensing someone watching me. Gregor Lord Rexenor, my father, smiled as he approached. 
       “Here he is now,” I said to my mother, and she rattled off advice in my head. 
       Make sure he’s enrolled you in a good school. I like the one called North Hampton Lyceum. I do not care how much it costs. Don’t let him get away with his miserly Rexenor ways. You may be named after his great-grandfather but you are an Alkimides princess. The throne of all the seaborn is yours.
       “Who am I named after?”
       Kassander, the greatest of the Rexenor lords. Who did you think you were named after?
       I smiled—couldn’t help smiling. “No one. I just...I didn’t know.”  So I’m not named after the cursed prophetess no one believed.
       A Rexenor lord. I like that.
       “Sorry.” My father scooped me into a hug. He had recovered most of his health over the last month. “Had to clear up some banking details. The three of you are officially enrolled in classes. I had no idea attending school would cost so much. I don’t have any of the credit cards from my porthmeus days but I remembered the numbers to some of the offshore accounts kept by Tharsaleos.” He sighed. “Two more of them are empty now.” He exhaled, half furious, half amused. “We will need it. Those blasted naiads sent me their motel bill. Three thousand four hundred dollars for water. What the hell were they doing with it all, pouring it down the damn drain?” 
       I shook my head and laughed, and let it continue when the sound of my own voice mixed with the mournful piping of the seagulls and the rhythmic rush of surf against the sand. I liked the sound.  
       Then I turned away from my dad, toward the Atlantic, and felt the weight of the loss of something inside me—a sense that even with everything I’d gained—the return, in some form, of my mother and father, I still had a long way to go. Almost as if there’s an emptiness I can only fill when I am in the water. 
       I bowed my head, just a nod to the Ocean, a signal to let the tides, the rolling waves, every single drop in the one and a third billion cubic kilometers of seawater on our world, that I would go for a swim later. I couldn’t tell you how—something in the way the surf flattened for a moment, a calm pause in the continuous roar, but I knew that an entire ocean just bowed back to me.
       My father took my arm, strolled with me down the beach toward Hampton. 
       His fingers tightened, and we both turned toward a woman in a black jacket walking cautiously in our direction. I couldn’t see her face because she was bent down, her eyes—behind thin purple-framed glasses, scanning the rocky ground three feet in front her. 
       She stopped, brushed her hair out of her eyes, and crouched to select a particular mottled stone from a pile of them. The stone was flat with a wedge-shaped notch carved out of it by some random motion of the waves. She straightened as my father and I passed her, holding up the stone for us see. 
       “I collect the heart-shaped ones.”
       My father froze. “What did you say?”
       “Took your time delivering her, didn’t you?”
       Who the hell was this?
       I took a couple steps closer to get a look at the stone in her hand—it did sort of look like a heart. A glance at my father to catch his reaction. He looked stunned, but in a way that made it clear he knew who she was. 
       But she’s not seaborn. No scar tissue between her fingers. 
       She handed the heart-shaped stone to me—I took it. Then she faced my father, pointing at him, her tone accusing. “Been waiting a long time, Porthmeus. You were supposed to fetch her off the unfixed rock and have her here fourteen years ago.” 
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