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​GROUPS

​Vek'her'tai Shoal

KINGPINS

Agir, a gray Beluga Sturgeon with dark skin and light hair. 

Reefwhisker, a Longfin Grouper with fair skin and brown hair. 

Brizo, a brown Sabertooth fish with black skin and black hair. 

Seers

Galia, a Cusk eel with pale skin and dark hair.

Merifin, a gray Hagfish with brown skin and red hair.

Officers

Driftwave, a Bluefish with dark skin and dark brown hair.

Slugmoon, a Triggerfish with black skin and black hair.

Suntail, a Red Lionfish with pink skin and light hair.

Elkhorn, a green Largemouth Bass with pale skin and light brown hair. 

Boppers

Octo, a blue Marlin with brown skin and light gold hair.

Conchbelly, a Viperfish with pale skin and black hair.

Sponge, a yellow Tang with tan skin and dark brown hair.

Makara, a blue Stingray with dark skin and light hair.

Rock, a Red-faced Batfish with brown skin and black hair.

Starscale, a gray Lawn Blenny with brown skin and light brown hair. 

Buoy, a Porcupinefish with light skin and red hair.

Subranks

Jellynose'ery, a Bluefish with fair skin and black hair.

Staghorn, a green Largemouth Bass with pale skin and light brown hair. 

Moonfin, a Clownfish with fair skin and brown hair.

Hookear, a green Dolphinfish with brown skin and light hair.

Poseida'kei, an Atlantic Cod with tan skin and brown hair.

Furytail, a Hammerhead Shark with fair skin and white hair.

Pearleye, a Telescopefish with pale skin and brown hair.

Ricegill, a Viperfish with dark skin and black hair.

Weedfoam, a White Hake with pale skin and light hair.

Weedworm, a blue striped Angelfish with pale skin and gold hair. 

Gliders

Swift, a striped Marlin with tan skin and black hair.

Geyser, a striped Marlin with brown skin and brown hair. 

Lakebelly, a Butterflyfish with brown skin and brown hair.

Gyre, a Clownfish with brown skin and black hair.

Bowlight, a Hammerhead Shark with fair skin and dark hair. 

Maters, Eggies

Neptune and Cavetail, a mint Chromis with pale skin and red hair and a yellow Tang with pale skin and red hair. 

Freckle and Ar'ija, a Spoonarm Octopus with brown skin and a Sail Catfish with brown skin and brown hair.

Silvur, Briny, and Shellfin, a striped Goby with pink skin and black hair, a Moorish Idol with pale skin and gold hair, and a Moorish Idol with pink skin and gold hair. 

Elders

Gully, a gray Lawn Blenny with dark skin and gray hair. 

Shelltooth, a striped Marlin with tan skin with brown hair. 

Framwhisker, a Tripod fish with brown skin and dark gray hair. 

​The Fins'Above

G UNIT

Stone, a Coral Trout with brown skin and dark brown hair. 

Bankfoot, a Northern Pike with dark skin and black hair.

A Unit

Clayfoot, a Mudskipper with black skin and black hair.

D Unit

Gem, a Clownfish with pale skin and light hair.

Seiche, a Clownfish with brown skin and brown hair.

F Unit

Sirius, a Brown falcon with fair skin and brown hair. 

Aurora, a Red kite with brown skin and black hair. 

Nebula, a Black kite with fair skin and blonde hair.

​Rogues

BAYTOOTH, A CORAL TROUT with fair skin and black hair.

Shellhorn, a gold Largemouth Bass with tan skin and light hair. 

Shortfin, a Butterflyfish with brown skin and brown hair.
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​BEGINNING
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The ocean flows to give, and flows to take. 

For every taking, it shall give something grand in the end. A world undefeated, unexplored, and so vast that only the winds can reach it. The ocean. It breathes, and it lives, as it flows. For some time now, the drifting world that had seemed to resemble a dream began to unfurl into reality. The sea skies looked to clear upon the awakening of new life. The fall scales bristled across bellchimes of living, prancing merfolk raced across the halls, snickering and chirping; soon they also began to thank the oyewas, their ancestors.

The ocean, home of the merfolk and sirens. Each corner gleaming with life even smaller than them. The holes in the sand dug up by crustaceans in the itching of another autumn, or what they call Wake.

For cycles the merfolk have lived outside the bay, in their new shoal, peace was on the living horizon, and had been sweeter than wai' berries. Even as the reminder that their supplies were dwindling, the merfolk swam around the idea of panic. They knew that, by some miracle, the ocean was going to love them far more than anything else. The smell of the oceanic winds brushed across warm bellies, and under the hefty weight of Whali guards patrolling the area. It flew past the swiveling ears of the coral swimmers, and under the shaking tails of the salts. Grains of sand flew with it. Causing a tiny storm of dust to settle above their skin. Across the green and yellow plains of their new land, Vek'her'tai remained docile and watched as the winds went by. Softly, the owners of each pelt returned to their own world. Even for that moment, they gawked at the blowing of the wind for an answer, yet silently moved on. A curiosity that harms not even a fly.

The ocean had never seen such a rebound before, and when it had sent its most beautiful creature, it took its most foul creator. Atop the edges of a rocky platform, an aging friend speaks clearly, and he holds his tongue for only a moment to hold a child by the scruff of their soft scales. An eggie, only an eggie. Born from Finpool's harm. On the right and left, front and back, many merfolk swam to the center of the clearing to watch the ongoing ceremony. Another friend, a recent one, appears on top of the platform, flexing their tail as they speak loud, drapes and a seashell band across their forehead, markings of a seer along their scales. Their voices sounded sweet like honey silk.

The merfolk hummed as the eggie was painted on the belly, a blue mark of freedom, of acceptance into the shoal. The scruff was relaxed as the seer blessed the child, and then hooted against their diaphragm, calling out their name alongside the other atop the platform.

"Ar'ija!" 

They called louder and louder until the beat of hefty drums rolled in, and the sea skies rolled over with waves of musical tune. The warmth furrowed into the bubbles over their scales, filling the clearing with safety.

In this moment, no fear clenched the rough sands they strolled on, and the sea was healing from the scars of trauma. All kinds of merfolk, no matter how far from their original habits, remained together as one here. The war was no longer reaching them, and they no longer wanted war. The Whali folk would not allow it, this is their land, and their land must be protected, loved like the ocean.

Throughout the clearing, even as the drums calmed and the crowd dispersed, the vision of the shoal passed with more and more simple love. 

These thoughts lived in the past, but it had felt current in the memories of mind.

A white flash appeared in remembrance, and through the eyes of a small goby, watching two young eggies rustle in the middle of the dimly lit mater's den. Their mouths locked onto a seagrass stuffed toy, each squeeze and pull they made released fizzing bubbles into the softening breeze. It was a sprouting spring, the sea mist tasted of fresh grass and mint.

A large mermaid folded her many arms into the spikes of mossy grass, watching out at the cries of whales from far beyond the shoal's reach. As one barked, the mermaid swiveled her head and noticed the two in the middle.

One, a premature moorish idol, yanked back with a tiny bark, "I had it first!"

The other, a sail catfish, bristled their scales. They had growing fangs, which were still gum heavy, "Give it back!"

"Miss Jelly made it for me!" The moorish idol argued, now rising to their fat hind legs and yelping.

The sail catfish was pulled forward, and weakly barked, "Shut up!" They cried, their feet squirming to settle on the floor. "Half-breed!"

The armed mermaid who watched leaned into the fighting and growled loudly, "Ekal'la! Do I have to give the toy back?" When the two eggies paused to look at her, her eyes widened and her head tilted.

The sail catfish slowly loosened their grip, and trotted to the side of their mother, running their snout against the end of her flank. The other eggie dropped it in the middle, and slowly sat down with a huff. The two were on non-speaking terms for a tail shadow, but that hour was short.

The eyes of the goby narrowed at the mother and their eggie, but soon shut, and reopened to a landscape, where the kelp was tall and crawled with small sea life. This vegetation, no longer feared, and the figure that pranced through them was warm of trust. 

A her'eite. One of true lust, or love. On these prances, swarming each other in the gusts of kelp, interlocking their tails, and running up the sand along the edges of the dark fields. This time away from the shoal was granted only at chilly darkbells. A moorish idol and a striped goby danced through these fields with everlasting hope on their fins, cooing at each other gently, and tasting the cold juices of the kelp when the dew swirled into pockets of sweet bubbles. The goby rested just below a long hanging strand, anchored deeply into the ocean floor, whistling at the figure of their her'eite.

The moorish idol, slow in pace, drew their scales near, and lifted themselves atop the goby. Their cold blood became warm, and the two rested for the moment they had left. The goby, the observer, felt the freezing underbelly their partner had, and rubbed their flank on it tiredly. Panting, the moorish idol let a strong huff escape them, and they settled with their head in the goby's muscled shoulders.

"When.. the stars come.. downwards and.. and find us..." The moorish idol began, "They will see each.. bond we.. that we made and create.. a.. a haven."

There was a subtle blink in the memory when the goby shut their eyes for a second. And from the mouth of the observer, the goby spoke only once. She said, "Yes. There will be a haven." For the ocean is too wide without the bonds of the living creatures within them, waiting for the right moment to configure a world made just for them, owned just by them, loving and all knowing. A world of the ocean, when the land no longer treats them right. The wardancers risked it all for their freedom, and in their honor, carvings of clay and stone erected alongside the edges of Vek'her'tai territory. They've been painted with shadows of blue, to be seen from afar, and known to all who travel down within the ocean. The wardancers are told like legend, despite their fresh wounds still warm. At least, some of them still bleed.

In these past cycles of Vek'her'tai, the merfolk, once of the bay, now live as one. They may not look alike, and their children may be mixtures, but they see no reason to adapt. They must learn to understand each fault, every marking, and all of the differences that make them merfolk. Without them, they are simply beasts. Roaming around, without a clue to who they are and why they exist. When their existence is to value their differences, and accommodate. They, disconnected from humanity, act like the model human being.

In the swooping present, The winter winds from the south blow rather quickly at this time of bell, middlebell, for where they are, the winds are stronger. They feel it in their bones, the merfolk. The icy fields of the oceans trickle with life. Merfolk dance for tail shadows, bringing along their young and their gliders, boppers cheer for another successful Alaitu'Wake festival this cycle. Along the edges of the dens, merfolk too tired to reach the seafloor sit at their raised balconies with prideful roars of acknowledgement. Whali tradition was brought to them by their teachers, Jellynose'ery and Poseida'kei. Jellynose, a strong weaver in her gills, but a teacher is who she grants herself access to be. Poseida, a trainer of respected status, and a staple of their community, stands beside her in support. The two are close, closer than a common friend, but with a bond written bolder than courtship. No matter their relationship, it seems with two eyes that one can observe their love as beyond labeling.

From afar, the sweet smelling bubbles of the sea sky carried Poseida's bellows, like a fallow stag, he belched his words with bass. This middlebell was supposed to be a celebration of his own courage alongside others, but his appearance was lacking, and he was found in the field of training with his gliders. Holding their feet to the earth, even when they visibly fail. He isn't as loud as the rest of the shoal is, but his range is undeniably impressive.

"Geyser! Again!" Poseida demands, referring to his own kin. He uses the same tone with Gyre when the glider slips on his tail, and calls again, "Again! Crouch and Hunt!"

From where the eyes can see, the building around the bank, the public library, hides a portion of the training field from view. So does the tall frosty grasses in the area. Without a doubt, splinters of sight could shine light upon Poseida's form when training. His muscles are tense, while his throat flexes from a demanding bark. He is crouched, around 3 tail lengths, 9 feet, from the two gliders there. It seems like this is a punishment for slacking off, for at this tail shadow, no merfolk would settle in the training grounds for fun.

Poseida dips his heavy weight to the ground, fins clenching the lax earth silently, latching on. His gravelly growl simmers, and his muscles relax while he feels this cool chill brush under his rough scales. The buck looked like he could take down an orca by himself, and staring at him made the jittering scales of mer flare with excitement. He was not regarded as the pinnacle of what a buck should be, yet, ever since his conch shell blade had been forged into a symbolism for his weaknesses, he had confronted the issues within his scales. He was prideful about his faults, and even more aware of his strengths. It was to admire.

Awake. Awake from the trance that fated the ill eyes of a striped goby, this fantasy far from her was real. She proved fine, and the her'eite in her nest made the long cold nights warm, but there was a spark missing that caused them to drift apart. Maybe it was the brain-chrysalis, or the loss of friends, maybe the world was going to end like it did so many times before. Worry quivered her small lips, but a similar sized vink came forward. They pressed onto their her'eite's scales with their own, clashing the black and white into gray. Vinks were referred to as anything between or outside of maid and buck behaviors. A maid or buck experiencing vink behaviors was attributed to deformity instead of rational explanation. They were silenced, but became part of the breeding formations after records reappeared in foreign shoals. Briny was born this way, but at what point did it become a burden to reveal to the mer around them? Was it when the shoals were in old tradition?

There was something that the merfolk had not accepted, something they kept away from them, and it was the growth of their third formation. Now, their child appears from maid and vink. The merfolk society of before detested vink history, and forced them to be one or the other... it kills them. Briny knows this. Briny no longer chooses to hide, so other vinks don't have to as well. But it becomes overwhelming at times.. Silvur knows this well.

"Are you watching.. Poseida again?" Briny mewed, curling their arms to sit under their shell of scales. 

Silvur, with denial on her hiss, spoke, "Poseida? He is too... old for me. I only seek to... feel what he feels. Vigorous spirit to move forward, you know?"

Briny did not speak for a moment, but babbled to their fins. The vink tossed their head in between their arms, running a palm to itch under their scale mask covering their sensitive face. After a short bit, they mewed back, "Guilt still..stays on..you..you? I believed..you had left it two and..a few cycles..from now."

"Then you know nothing," The tone became hostile, and Silvur raised from the window to paddle across the floor of the den. It was sizable, but not enough to fulfill what Silvur's idea of peace was. On the walls, paintings of their family hung peacefully, and their family emblem carved into the tall clay ceiling padded with moss and hanging plants. Cooking gear sat open, on the middle table, waiting to be used. But it went uncleaned for bells now.

Briny's fins laid back on their head, and the vink felt their scales bristle. There was not going to be another fight in this den, but it was stirring up. Slowly paddling closer to their her'eite, the moorish idol kept their head bowed and licked at Silvur's flank, "I am.. indebted to.. your.. spirit, you know that," They paused, "But we.. have been back and.. and.. forth. Our past lives.. are dead - Typhoon is dead. Silvur.. still breathes."

The goby let a sharp inhale lace her gill bags, but she quickly calms with a slight tilt of her head, and a slim eye, "Yet we have the same chitter every cycle. I want to move on through Shellfin, and I want them to be the greatest - "

Briny cut her off.

"Yet you.. did not plan for a.. mixed child. He.. was not.. planned," Briny spoke bluntly but quietly to their her'eite, ear flicking. "It takes more.. than vigor to fit.. in. This shoal is still not.. that accepting of.. mixed mer and their.. issues.. Remember that."

Silvur fell into Briny's soft voice, leaning them closer to their her'eite's neck scars. The two, in the shelter of their den, sniffed at the musk they both wore. Infatuation turned slow burning, and engulfed into a flame of bubbles. A gesture that had them with their lips interlocked for only a moment. It soothed the pain in her belly, but the maid knew that the pit of sorrow would open when the cheers of her shoal stopped.

"I'm going to check up on Shellfin, okay?" The mater turned to the entrance of the den, shifting through the brambles of leafy seaweed above and below the idea of a door. Silvur flexed her scratchy throat with a huff once she was out, and then floated to the seafloor to sniff at the air. An afterparty was imminent with how the sirens hosted this cycle's Alaitu'Wake.

Silvur strutted through the drifting piles of fabric scraps, now seeing clearly through the crowd that still remained. They were quieter now, and just as she felt it, her belly swallowed itself. The mater was a bit far from the mater's den, so her pace picked up and she began to swim faster. Fear filled her heart when she saw Freckle and Jellynose out and about in the clearing, her fins drooped, and she quickly looked upwards. There was a shadow, something wide and like an oval. Like the bottom of a boat. Silvur dashed through the crowd, whispers of her child's name turning into loud murmurs until her head flew into the mater's den, her tail following.

With haste, her eyes found Shellfin alongside Cavetail, playing nice with each other. The two were chewing on a wooden toy, one shaped like a human. Silvur's palms curled under her gliding fins as she noticed Neptune watching over them. The fear subsided, but it ached in her mind.

"Silvur! Oh how I am glad to see you. All middlebell has been like this," the mater took a second glance at the younger maid, and paddled over, "Now what has bitten your scales?"

"I am free from bites, simply put," Silvur crouched, and swam deeper into the den. Her tail drifted behind slowly, approaching with caution, and bringing her head down to drag her tongue on Shellfin's spine. The surprised eggie rose to their feet and shook their scales.

"If your spirit says so," she notices her attention, shifting to look down at the two, "They have been playing pretend all bellchime, wondering about the wardancers."

Silvur only huffed a gust of bubbles on her son's head, "We base our lives off of their sacrifices, the wardancers are a fable to them."

"We shall let them ponder. It is another generation to teach. I am willing to let Jellynose spread the word," Neptune huffs, curling back up in a soft nest. Her body was heavier, and rougher from carrying Cavetail. Now her stretched skin lays over her belly, still smelling like milk.

Silvur grumbled for a moment, but turned her eyes back on Shellfin, who was waddling towards her belly. The smaller eggies took the stride with a limp, but quickly recovered and took a swim towards his mother's stomach. Born premature, and a mixed breed, this egg was to swim little. Advised by Pearleye, to keep him on the earth until he is ready. But his little kicks are beyond ready, Shellfin looks determined.

Silvur crouches slightly, and watches as he still struggles, until his teeth latch to her skin and he climbs upwards onto the mater's thick fat. The small pink fabric twisted over her chest was made to fit him, and as he climbed into the carrier, the eggie curled tightly. The goby looked towards Neptune with a farewell, and shifted her head down to pass into the clearing once more.

When she held dearly onto Shellfin, she no longer could see the shadow of a hull above them. Safety was here. The mater paddled slowly then, passing glances towards those in the clearing who had quieted. The soft gazes seemed to be directed towards her, and if not her, then towards Shellfin. It was going to be something different in their eyes when it came to her, maybe pity, or sympathy. She lost Easteye, Sarga, Ceto, Shellbelly, and so many others. She almost lost Briny. What more would it be to get rid of this newborn? A flying wyvern? A rogue orca? A trigger happy human? Anything would take him from her, maybe even the ones around her. Their eyes tell her to find protection. Paranoia mists in her gills.

Silvur swallowed the bubble in her throat and paddled quicker towards her den. The arch leading to her balcony was scaled with little time, and soon she was placing Shellfin down on the kelp tiled floors.

Briny, from the window, turned and smiled, "There he.. is! Shellfin..." Their arms were wide, and their tail wagged.

"Daddy!" Shellfin approached at his own pace, and smiled with glee, yipping as Briny lifted him upwards, "Okay, so I learned a lot this bellchime..."

Briny responded, with an even brighter smile, but the conversation was drowned out in Silvur's ears. She looked towards the skies. She looked far into the sunlight that breached the top, trying to find anything. Her den blended in so nicely, how could they tell? It was just above her, the boat. It wanted her. The mater shook in her scales, gripping to the edge of the balcony with a scowl, trying not to whine.

The clearing had not yet been emptied, even as the signs of darkbell were creeping in and the soft trills of the fauna nearby had been long gone. The waves above cooled, and calmed in the sun, meaning that the moon would soon take its place. 

So when the darkness had finally fallen, Silvur held onto the balcony alongside Briny, sniffing at the wet wind for danger. They were not hidden like in the coralforest, they did not have mountains of sand, caves did not shelter them, and they were not surrounded by lush greenery. They have no defense. They lived in the windy plains, as the Whali folk spoke. But here, it seems like the world unfurls over into something strange. She can feel it in her blood, Silvur shuddered. There's something out there.

Roaring into the chill of the night, a few figures with limps and scars roll by. Their stature looked lost, and eyes weary with feeling. When a sharp breath crosses one of their tongues, the darkbell becomes loud with a weak bark. Before words could escape them, a shriek from one of the dens down the hall alerts the sleeping shoal. 

They had returned.
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The hot water didn’t feel too bad today.

Maybe it was the water pressure itself and not the temperature. It hit his hardened skin like bullets, dampening the brown body that lathered itself. Stepping into the tub, and hanging his head as the showerhead drenched him from his shoulders to his toes.

The hound tasted the soap on his lips while he stood there. 

It was quiet, save for the trickles of water and the sounds of the early morning in his home. His facial hair clumped into water holding curls, bubbles slipping through each follicle. His head lifted in the water, feeling the heat pour from his skin when he sniffled in a bit of it.

Long nails cupped the porcelain walls, spreading his fingers as he drew his body closer to the burning heat. The hound began to wash himself off the clusters, eyeing the ceiling for a moment.

Palms guided by a spirit he had not tasted in years, wrists limp while they pushed onwards. 

Minds drawing blanks, instincts unfurling through his widened mouth. 

Closer, closer. 

The hound struggled to push himself into the mood, feeling the time in his head tick. Yet, he pulled two fingers down past his groin. They rubbed the marks left of his sheath, grooves of his mating scars in a dark, healed color.

He couldn’t remember the last time he rubbed one out. Disturbed through the chemicals in his brain, no rest for him, the medication was messing with his mind. His libido was almost null. Maybe, that’s what they hoped the medicine did. No more mimics means no more breeding mimics.

The hound licked his lips with no clear thought. Matthew took a hold of his flaccid penis in the thick sheath, feeling the smoothed tip that poked from it. The organ naturally pointed upwards akin to a bull's or dog's, tufts of hair thinner there. His palms glide. 

He twitched when he got down to his balls, taking a second to wipe the soap with water as he sneered. Memories flashed him, burning into the back of his eyelids as the mutt took his time there.

The skin was a bit pinker, his tip lubricating with a bubbling liquid he had not wanted on his hands. Whatever he touched while he blinded himself in thought, his body wanted more..

The husky pulled away quickly. Drawing his mind back to reality, he washed his hands near the showerhead with a scrunched up face. He didn’t even recognize that he was touching so deeply.. He didn’t even recognize..

Matthew turned the plastic knob. The water dripped down, then silenced when he stepped out completely. His breath was hot, matching the fogged mirror and damp shower walls. The floor was the same, slippery and uncomfortable on his paw pads. Toes, spread out with a lift of his heel.

It cleared after a little while. 

He had been dragging a tongue cleaner down to the back of his throat without a gag for a minute, spitting out when he swirled water deep into his gums. It went, a brush, a clean, and a swish. Until he felt like his body was ready to move onto the next task.

Juggling a routine in his head, twisting into pearls of the mind that fell onto hardwood floors after a snap. They rolled off to places, often the result of clashing against each other. He thought of worlds and places, things to do outside of his schedule.

He glanced out the window with a slight tilt of his head. His home was positioned far from any other, so the rolling hills he sat upon gleamed with sparkles of mist in the former rain shower. Lips licked, seeing dipping avians twisting into the airs from distant trees. Their feathers danced on the leftover particles of water, balancing the energy of their lives on their breath while they dove in the sunrise’s beauty. 

Parting orange drew to his eyes next when he looked beyond, at the land that he would venture to everyday to put in work like a hunting hound.

Matthew backed up, holding both elbows up as he tied a towel to his damp hair. It straightened in the water, dripping on the floor until it puddled in the fabric. He covered not an inch of his body, yet paced himself over to the small sink in his wide kitchen. The flooring was not as worn as the living room. The home was new, as if he had vacated recently with no plans of returning to the shack that was his family’s house. His belly scrunched up as he leaned over the metal sink, pulling a bottle of soap from above and pushing on the plastic. 

Released, bubbles squirted. They floated in the chill of the home. The water ran for only 5 minutes. He had a small dinner last night, sticky rice still stuck to the corners of his bowl. Carved spoons and wet pans sat out. His palms were soaped again. A purple sponge tore at the residue, washing it away with the chemicals that came. He made no note of the microplastics, it didn’t matter anymore.

The mutt ripped his favorite hand towel when he was done. 

He didn’t do it on purpose, it was by accident. But that was the reason he felt his blood burn and his skin prickle. His face got hot, and the hound lashed out. His human hand folded back, releasing the hairs that shot out as his endoskeleton morphed. It rippled then his paw pads grew under thickened skin. Nails tore at the towel more than the tiny cut had been. If it wasn’t perfect then, then he would have to throw it out now.

Matthew felt his body hunch over, false skin split to reshape itself, jutting out fur from underneath. His tail arose from his spine, collecting excess skin from his thighs and pulling upwards to unfurl into a hefty gray and black. Healing over, the skin from his thighs expanded over to connect with the start of the missing portion. His face shifted, pulling outwards as the rest of his bones morphed to fit the new animalistic form. A flash of hate brought him to his knees, knees that slipped back on the wet floor.

He tried to fight it, he swore to himself that he would. Yet, he felt a heavy weight topple off him. Ecstasy, euphoria wore him thin. The mutt panted and whined, kicking his legs while his tail wagged like he was being called a good boy.

Soon, he was sprawled on the floor with an exhaustion that riddled his lungs. It took him to the moon and back, this transformation. To finally let the furs in his body feel the cold weather. To finally let go of it all. 

Matthew wasn’t there yet, he had still been in his daydreams. The cloth was within his palms, looking at it with an urge. His body was still human. His tail was still to his spine, his face was still fitting that of a hairy man. Not a hairy mutt. Not what he was. Pretending to be one of them to make them feel safer.

He dropped the hand towel there and walked away.

On his phone, an alarm went off. It told him something. Something he was already doing.

Fingers flicking a vial from a fridge, the other hand dipping a needle in a thing of rubbing alcohol. His finger fixed on the syringe that sat on his messy work desk beside the broken pens and ink splatter. It lifted and he cleaned the entry point. One breath, two breaths, another one. One, he filled the syringe with the swirling liquid. Two, he positioned it to his thigh and gently dug in. Another, and he pressed deep into his exoskeleton to the muscles that sat underneath. It sank to his veins, filling him with a sense of dread once more. Immediately, the hound tensed his entire body and let out a strained groan.

“Fuck, fuck.. fuck you,” he cursed over and over, taking it out slow. He didn’t want to move, or to touch the wound. His fist banged the usual spot on the wooden desk, proving to be worn and smoothed down by his abuse.

When the pain calmed, Matthew hung his head with a simmering growl. 

He did not feel his urges return for the day. Hunger was dulled, instincts were altered, and his need for sexual release quelled. The pills were for enhancing the changes in his body with a medication that made sure his brain didn’t blow up upon tasting the power that boiled with being a sunbringer.

A weapon of war for the Reunion Project. He tasted it on his lips, his victories.

But he knew that in the midst of that, he had taken a loss that had shunned the fur on his spine for the rest of his life. Losing that taste, letting it go sour in his mouth, he rejected the notion of whether or not this was going to be victory.

Matthew held his breath for a moment.

He heard it in his memory.

“You have no idea how much of a fuck up this is, Corvida,” a human hand tossed the door open, feeling their body rock as it hit them back the moment they stepped through the room. Heels hit the clean floors, the smell of hospital sheets filled her pores now. Seeing a hound stretching right before her. Just as she came in, he was getting down on his hands and toes to do a plank.

“You called?” He huffed, taking one push down and up as he began. He was naked, wounds still stitched with ersboric healing washing along them. He nods then speaks again, “I’m already recovering, Connie.”

The heeled woman leaned back, glaring at him with a flushed face. She saw every shadow on his body every time he dipped up and down. She stammered.

“What the hell are you doing? You just got pummeled by an angry mob of mimics two weeks ago and you're prancing around naked.. doing pushups.”

Connie bawled her fists. The door shut behind her as she huffed. Her coat and hat on, heavy on her. Lipstick coated lips were bit.

Matthew stopped, then pushed himself up and got to his legs. He did a boxer’s shuffle and step, looking beyond her while he jabbed the air, “The world does not wait for a mutt to wake from his problems. I executed this plan and got hurt, I will get up once more.”

“You created a huge mess that killed tens of people working in your ranks and mine,” she walks further in and tosses his patient gown at him, which he catches while he punches, “Do you know how much money that is down the drain?”

“Do you think I don't? Why would I ever ask for permission to demolish land if it meant my complete failure?” He sneered. “Sarga is dead, Sirius has a tracking chip in him, and the mayor is being voted out for someone who will give mimics a taste of freedom. I did the job that no one was willing to do because it meant being shunned, I am not afraid of being shunned.”

Connie tried to keep her voice down, looking at the camera for a moment. It was off. She then blinked at him, “That is a bad thing. The mayor we have now is supposed to aid us in our reunion of the species. Freedom for the mimics means rights for all, but he could have upheld that with a little more pressure.”

Soon, Matthew stopped. His throat swallowed a bit of spit. He furrowed his brow, “Connie, ask yourself this.. why does Mr. Matthew Corvida want mimics to be free?”

She sat on the bed, looking away. For a moment, her mind truly did travel. The beeping monitors and the sound of the TV finally came to her when she was done.

“You are a mimic, that comes natural to you. Your pack is also like your extended family, anything here is what you rely on,” She grit her teeth while reading his healthy scans, “I can only imagine you want mimics to have freedom so that it's easier for you to enlist them on the Reunion Project’s side.”

“You're smart,” he mocked, now doing sets of curl ups, “You know my main goal. Currently, there is no right held by a mimic to bear arms. We only have the right to self-defense, but only in special cases where it is caught on tape and when the attacker is just like us,” the hound huffed heavily, “We are abnormal, we are not real to them, we are deformed. To be mimic is to be born into a world where your existence is illegal across states and countries.”

Connie shut her eyes. Slowly, she began, “Matthew, I came here to check up on you. That's all,” she stood and glared at him. He sat on the floor, legs wide, body bare and scarred. New scars, down his nose to lip and chin, then smaller cuts. Internal wounds were patched with shut incisions. His eyes were a brown amber. She spoke again, “I think you should step down as Alpha. Given your state, how hard you're pushing yourself, and your heightened overestimation of the enemy.. you do not fit the role. Your role is to catalog information regarding what your pack does. Avard gave you the permission because she knew that you would go out of your way to push at them either way.”

He grinned. That's all. Then, he nodded and straightened his face, “If you want to topple me from my position, then I would like to see you try.”

“That's not - “

“Stick to your words, mia amo,” he laughs and waves his hand, “Don't backpedal. You said that I should step down. I have spent years in this position to get here  and how long have you settled in? Two years ago?” The hound stood, letting everything air out, fingers outstretched. “I don't have to protect your researchers and scientists, I got a lot of hounds killed because no one cared for their injuries except me and my medics.”

A table rattled a bit, as if something had shook it without apparent force. She breathed in harshly, “I mean to say that you are strong. You cannot be Alpha if being that means being passive. You are an admin of your work, you are not supposed to be equal to the National Guard.”

He came close, heavy on her with his words, “The National Guard can’t stop a 500 pound acta with guns and tasers. They need hounds - no, wolves - eating at the skin to put them under stress. They need armed mimics to dull the damage. Remember the issue in 2053?”

Her palms took his chest, one that flexed at her warmth. He tensed and then growled.

Connie calmed herself, then soothed out her tone to him. His nails were dug into her, she could feel him wanting to tear out her hips. She started with, “I am worried about your ability to read the dangers here. I am trying to tell you that you will die before you.. Before you realize this dream under them is never going to be a reality. Mimics will be free, but not under this rule,” The human lifted a bit to whisper to him, “The Reunion Project will not liberate them.”

Matthew let his fingers shut like scissors, cutting off any energy he introduced. He breathed out, “You...”

“You need to step down before you reach a point of no return where she knows about the truth,” she grumbled then turned away, “I am warning you, Matt. Listen to me for one time, you need to step down. Save those closest to you... and leave the Reunion Project.”

The door was slow to shut behind her, as if she pulled it to make no noise. Did she care for him? Matthew chewed his nail, tasting the dead skin cells of the woman on them. His eyes drifted and he stared off to the walls.

A traitor she was.

He had only one thought, an instinct really, something deep within him to act upon. One hand paused at his chest, then touched the sting of a scar. The battle wounded him, tearing at his chest, taking one of his nipples with it. This deformed body, not worthy of love.. Maybe.. At least he wouldn’t be the one calling himself that. Deformed..

The humans would.

8:45 AM.

He looked at the time with a cringing face.

Matthew was to report in soon. His clothing was laid out on his bed nicely. He was ready to go. He was ready to put in his all. The hound led his fingers to a small locket, clicking it open. His claws rubbed the picture of a man, a bright smile with hearts along the border of the gold chain. Matthew let his lips wet, kissing the still picture full of color, and then took a prayer to his teeth..

Because he was going to win.

The air was cool in the night, and the merfolk quickly slipped into the safety of their shoal grounds. 

Vibrant colors meeting their eyes once again, seeing oh how the earth around changed since the Cursed Three had left. 

The shriek from the hall of dens erupted into loud clamoring into the clearing, where the three stood wearily. Their eyes were wide with relief, and some with softening anger as they made haste towards their returning friends.

Furytail's body was scarred, and her belly was thin with a scar across it. She wore a drape that had been forged with her own teeth, and a crown of orca bones on her head. She pulled the broken carrier for the two bucks beside her, who fanned themselves with their fins as they were swarmed by the shoal.

Bankfoot was the first to be swarmed, as he was sought out by the nurses for his missing finger, and worse wounds than the other two. Pearleye kept tugging, but the buck stuck his thin nose from the crowd to search for a scent. Where had she been? His palms trembled with a fear that filled his gills. He knew that going would be for the worse...

Sponge trotted in seemingly less off in terms of scarring, with a sour look upon his face. He greeted the crowd with a few licks of his lips, and a shaking tail. His eyes were unblinking, wide and alert, mind looked broken and odd. The buck swerved from the crowd, and dug himself into the corners of the shoal, finding the mater's den in under a few seconds.

Furytail looked on at the crowd, who began to approach her with sniffs to her small belly, even Staghorn running his head underneath her. The maid barked on her tongue, "Refrain. The duty has been done. There is no egg."

Staghorn quickly retreated, fins laying back with chirps to Furytail's scales, "I only check at Framwhisker's behalf."

"She may examine it herself if it mattered," Furytail stood with her tone deep, circles around her weak eyes. The maid shuffled away, leaving only Bankfoot to settle in the clearing alone. And at that point, the kingpins had felt their scales shift to wake in the darkbell. They watched as their shoal, littered with gossip and mews of misfortune, stirred their tails into knots. They were all bubbling the same. Why were they not excited? After three cycles across the ocean, they would find any scent of the ersboric gemstones.

The shoal cowered as the loud puffs of air from Brizo filtered through the chill. She strutted alongside Reefwhisker, and Agir. Agir wore his best, his marlin headdress and brandished a warm set of scales wrapped in a cushioned red gown. Reefwhisker paced herself slowly, taking time to bow and chirp at the maids in the confused crowd, warming some hearts. She wore her yellow splotched gown like a cape, which dragged under her tail for some time, while on her forehead was a rocky crystal inched into the weavings of a seagrass headband. Brizo wore her family sigil on her night gown, not in favor of presentation or flirtation. 

The maid of the three raised her head, blind eyes scanning the smell across the clearing, finding Bankfoot settled in the middle and the other two far in their regular hideouts. She breathed in with a halt to her strut, and bellowed a rough bark from her diaphragm, "Present!"

Immediately, Bankfoot shuffled to his feet, and the other two came, Sponge pulling himself along with little regard to the king's call. Weedfoam and Weedworm corrected themselves at the entrance, holding their tails highwards with Brizo's call.

Brizo tilted her head, and chirped her lips at Agir. Agir, eyeing her, stepped forward with a small nod. The buck flared his scales at the Cursed Three, with a look of confusion within him.

"What is this? Three long cycles?" On his tongue, he was not furious. In his flexing muscles, he was scared..

Bankfoot could only stare while Furytail was quick with her tongue, she held her head to her fins and dipped it, the bare minimum, "Three seems long. You all seemed to have moved forward though."

Furytail looked up, catching the fiery gaze of Brizo while doing so. The maid towered over the non-sirens, and in Brizo's sneer, the maid could tell that she was not here to play patty-cake.

"I suppose three years is short to you. For us, we have been missing you dearly," In the kingpin's tone, it no longer seemed like exhausted anger, but pooling grief. The way Brizo stepped forward, her legs bent and she bowed to Furytail. Her eyes were wet with relief, and her fins slowly came to compose.

Furytail, tucking her tail under her, felt her eyes divert, and her lip chewed by her fangs. The maids drew near, until the two laid hasty huffs against each other's tails. Furytail darted to her friend's flank, feeling the warmth with little words. This embrace felt right, it felt welcoming after the cold nights of fearing that she was to never return. 

Sponge cleared his gills with a snarl on his tongue, flipping his tail to the side. "Three cycles were spent accordingly, finding the gemstones. That we do not have."

The crowd of mer howled in denial, standing to their fins as the three kingpins brushed their tails in disappointment. Brizo slowly looked to him, eyes wide with realization.

"Do you hold no shells inside your mind? Why did you not get them?" Reefwhisker had a bubble in her throat, worry in her gills.

Sponge shuffled, "There were no more by the time we reached the wider blues. They exist, but they were farmed by humanity. We knew that, for cycles now."

"Humans across the wider blues act the same," Furytail dipped her gaze from her kingpins. 

Agir turned to Bankfoot, a small frown emerging, "And we are to simply settle in our scales with disappointment in our feet?"

From the crowds, barks and chirps roared by.

Driftwave, the first at the scene, plants his tail under the sea floor, and pushes bubbles from his nose, "What else shall we do? Bless me with your word, Agir, but it seems as though we are on our last cycle for the longevity of the old gems."

Agir furrowed his brows, tail swinging harshly, "We are to battle this idea of dependency. We must grow, we must adapt to a new source."

Brizo, looking at Agir in her mind's eye, mewed in response, "What do you mean? Without direct connection to the gemstones, the sirens and seers are dead."

Reefwhisker paced, eyeing beyond the slits of the brambles that held the outer protection of the shoal. Short, shabby, not enough. Her scales prickled when a breeze came through, and she looked towards the darkness in the ocean. Her eyes lit up the ocean like a flashlight. The buck turned to the crowd with fear on her lip, even as hope was something she taught.

A maid of younger age padded forward. The Shoal Escort, Moonfin, mewed with a frown, "It seems to be a weak excuse that they came back empty handed," Moonfin hissed a bit, "They have Bankfoot, who is known for his scale causing our displacement, Furytail with her own motives.. Then there is Sponge, who is known for what he is known for."

Sponge, rearing on his hind legs upon hearing the accusation, throwing his gliding fins wide as he snarled, "I have bled before you were even a thought, child," His head raised as he spat out, "Fall!"

Upon that cursed word, Moonfin fell to her tail, curling it in a resting position with no further movement. Her gills and fins shook, as if they wanted to move even an inch, but his cursed word had locked her into place. Sponge could see that the affliction of the curse amplified since last time.. the shoal was suffering from the lack of gemstones... 

Brizo immediately snapped her jaws at Moonfin and Sponge, her fins growing bitter.

"It is frosty, and you two are throwing your fangs like feral beasts!" Brizo glared. "Stop it, now," Sponge calmed upon her command.

"Fighting is not my department anymore.. but I need the specifics. Sponge, if you will trot with me," Agir called for him. And then Sponge followed with an uncomfortable sneer.

Across the long strips of pathways, Agir kept quiet to Sponge and had him at a whisper. The buck threw his tail to a slant. Sponge could see that Agir was genuinely fearful of the idea of the sirens not being able to keep their bodies underwater. The chemical not only fills their swim bladder, but helps them keep their shape. If Brizo is stripped of her strength, she is ultimately blinded beyond just physical sight. Agir watched as Sponge examined him, then when they stopped, a guilty smile reappeared on the beluga sturgeon's face.

"I am... ecstatic to lay my eyes upon you. You're alive..." Agir mewed softly, licking his gray shoulder scales.

"I have a mate and an egg, I will not die. I have no choice," Sponge responded with a nudge on Agir's shoulder. The two huffed out laughs, until Agir's eyes got to Sponge's now noticeable scar. It ran from his right flank to his belly, three scars. They looked like claw marks. Agir saw how close it was from a vital, and how deep the gash was. His heart lumped a bit.

"Of course," Agir looked back up into Sponge's eyes, and the bewildering wide-eyed stare he bore. He would not let it go. He saw something, something that made his face stuck like.. this. Shame, the poor buck.. 

Sponge shuffled into the sand, eyes now slanting only to blink and widen again, "So, what bothers you about our trip?"

"You know well what bothers me," Agir hitched his breath, bubbles eroding his nose as he turned away, "The sirens are in trouble the most. We have only small amounts of the gemstone left, and if we cannot provide for the shoal, they - all of us - will fall."

Sponge nodded, silence on his tongue as he parted his lips and coughed out to fill the air. More silence, Agir had demanding eyes on him. They were wet, but not tearful. Of fear, possibly. He pressed his fins to his cowrie shell necklace and felt the grooves between the bruises. The buck in front of him was scared, an emotion Sponge thought he would never see from Agir since the war.

The yellow tang stood again, and slapped his tail on Agir's strong back, "If you wish to know," he paused, "Me and the other two swam towards open seas, west if you're referring to the map, but east of here, and we went through all of the hotspots that the Fins'Above suggested. Each hotspot was barren."

"Even the ones I marked personally? North?" Agir moved towards the buck, closer, and with opening ears.

"Yes, Agir. I searched everywhere. Even have the scars to show. But there was nothing, remnants of humanity lay where we were supposed to be. They knew. And if that lines up with what Gem said, they were truly following Sirius and everywhere else," Sponge furrowed his brows, "They are trying to rid of our lifeblood here, to make monsters for themselves."

Agir slowed, but kept his eyes ahead, shaking his scales, "I feared this would happen." 

"And?" Sponge sneezed a bubble off his nose.

"So I," He began to admit quietly, "Alone, I went to the old shoals. I collected a miniscule amount of gemstones that were left. And I brought the machine used to power them. Only certain folk know this..."

As the two walked further and further, the group around the other two remained still with questions, but every answer did not satisfy. Bankfoot was of the lost mind, not sure what he should do with his mind in front of him, but still lost enough that he was unmoving. From the nurse's den, located beside the mater's den, Framwhisker trotted out with her ears low and head dipped. She had awoken from the louder noises, and finally brushed her scales across the clearing. The maid drew closer, and stretched, and then a smell of familiarity rose to stir her mind.

Framwhisker, her tail flicking, and her old bones dragging her towards the crowd's target, widened her jaw as her lips wetted. Her tongue lolled out, and she bounced towards Furytail excitedly, "Oh, you are home!"

Furytail, with a low eye, peered with her head dipped towards her elder, "I am, Framwhisker," Furytail now saw how fragile the elder was becoming, worry must have rotten her bones. 60 bellchimes and so more now shows on her skin.

The crowd, eager to speak all at once, barked amongst themselves, and some dug themselves back into their dens with hanging tails. Brizo slowly neared closer to Furytail, licking at her still warm wounds with care. It was a sign of true friendship, even as the years passed.

"I expect you to be in attendance to next cycles Alaitu'Wake. You were late by a few bells," Brizo said, eyeing Framwhisker.

Framwhisker also licked her, towards her underbelly where the scar was. She paused, licking in her lips before sniffing at the milk scent. There was no birth, no egg. Framwhisker swallowed her pain and then lifted her head, "She... she better attend all the events. Otherwise, Bowlight would be courting by herself next season."

"That is soon?" Furytail turned to Framwhisker, shuffling her hind legs to a comfortable spot. "I thought courting was far into being a bopper."

"The Whali folk want us to change a few things to live here. Jellynose specifically vouches, given that she was paired with such," Brizo paused and softened her tone, "A frail elder."

Framwhisker smiled, swatting at Furytail, "The Whali folk don't force it upon them, Bowlight has all the choice. The ball would just help those to build more relations. Oldfins looking to rekindle something, or youngfins like her with other gliders."

"I see," Furytail wiped the worry from the tip of her tail.

Brizo snorted, "Attending the ball next season would help those in need of moving on.. Reefwhisker knows more about it than I do, seeing as she sets her eyes on any maid with a large enough tail."

Reefwhisker, balancing on her two palms, lets out an offended bark, furrowing her brows, "Though I am not against your accusation, you fail to understand my pursuits. More eggs in the shoal grows our numbers and increases bonds." She comes forth, ear fins flicking.

"Your only care is to flatter in order to breed? Seems rather odd for someone to uphold about love," Furytail mocked, a smirk across her lips.

Reefwhisker snickered, "When breeding lasts 'till the sun draws to an end, I can safely say that I have done my job as an ambassador to all kinds of love," She jests, but her eyes tell Furytail that she is also serious.

Brizo clears her throat, "Save it for after the ball, Reefwhisker. Now, we focus on the primary issue. Before this cycle ends, me and the stronghold will come up with ways to fix this lack of gemstones. I fear that this will harm not only us, but the land we sit on. It was barren of ersboric chemicals when we arrived, do you not remember?"

"Yes. The plants were wilting, and now you all have kept it alive. I have to congratulate you for your efforts. But what will we do to fix it?" Furytail mewed, body leaning so she could side with Framwhisker, indicating she was to take her leave soon.

Brizo watched before responding, chewing on her lip, "That is for the stronghold to know. Reefwhisker, by my side, we shall discuss," Reefwhisker kept her eyes on Furytail, chittering out a loving coo before following Brizo further from the clearing. The two had departed, yet Brizo's call for Agir was still loud in Furytail's ears.

On the other half of the clearing, Staghorn approached Bankfoot slowly. 

He was still sitting there with large eyes. The largemouth bass swam near, feeling at the buck's trembling palm and sighed out. He was lost somewhere, maybe his spirit was lost or his mind was gone, but he had not spoken even a word when he arrived. Something was wrong, and maybe it had to do with someone close. Staghorn turned to look far past the bank, and at the netting where the library was. It was empty, lost with overgrowth from the parasitic plants leeching off the weeds.

Staghorn drew a breath, one that was still not easy, and frowned, "Bankfoot, you knew that some of them couldn't stay here."

He still did not speak. And Staghorn continued with a flatter sniffle. He thought, if he was to simply talk about the loss, it would no longer be hurting. The younger buck curled his fins into Bankfoot's small palm, "Rainfall was bound to pass. Her... her string was cut when she had gotten snail fever."

Bankfoot slowly lifted his palm, pointing his finger at the furthest point of the netting. And as soon as his finger lifted, a small gasp protruded from behind him. 

It's her.

The buck quickly went from unmoving to being the fastest thing in the clearing, whipping himself around to see a clownfish standing on her palms, full bags dropping from her sides as she smiled brightly.

Gem tried to release words but she could not, and soon the maid only squealed in surprise, dropping to her tail so Bankfoot could wrap around her like a snake. Their coos warmed Staghorn, but he thought... he thought that Bankfoot would acknowledge his comment. The Fresh Shoal was dwindling. The nurse slowly trotted off, feeling hollow. He knew now where that buck's mind was.

Bankfoot felt his blood swell, and his breath hitched while gripping onto her body, "I thought you had left me.." Quietly, he admits.

"I would never," She mews, feeling at his scales with a small sniffle, "I would rather rot inside of the hells of Seer Summit than leave you." 

Bankfoot melted in her touch, curling his tail as he smiled brightly. Just then, she could see the wetness in his eyes from worry. Oh, she had made him worry. Her fingers caressed his golden scales once more.

"I only left for the bellchime to go fetch things for Pearleye."

"But the land, it is far."

Gem smiles at her full bags, "I make use of my fins. I assure you, I waited for you."

The reunion of the folk back home woke those in the hall of dens, but as quickly as it came- it had ended. A shadow passed above the shoal quickly, and a rumble of whale calls erupted from the ocean's skies. The crowns of the pillars had been touched by the sun, leaving shimmering indents into the sand below. The mountains and ridges of sand surrounded the shoal, and the pillars stood straight with a mission to guard, and to hold the layers of thin fencing around the territory.

The sun was rising. Just a bit slower than usual. But each and every moment, it grew to be the size of a walnut in the sky. To them, it was simply a ball of fire. The sun, Tiwanith, The Light, was a ball of fire. Glory, grace, and all knowing. The planes, they are said to be all connected. Your string of life, the one existing in the ocean, exists in all of them. When cut, it reels back until it has passed through at least three planes. Death is not the end. Death is not the beginning. Death is all. 

Death will be all, if the merfolk don't carefully trek on their fins.

Ever since the Cursed Three had ventured out, life had been moving on faster than the ocean could rise. Silvur paced herself across the cool clearing, paddling alongside Briny with a frown. She felt her skin shiver as she came to a stop, looking upwards. Even as she tried to gaze, Briny nipped her neck fat and pulled her softly ahead. There would be no worry this bellchime, not on their watch. The whistle of the skies drew in bubbly clouds that bounced into the thick atmosphere, huddling up at the surface of the ocean with the smell of salts. With Shellfin in her carrier, Silvur began to swim faster, greeting those around her with a head nod. The three cycles broke her, put her time and effort into a halt. She was growing restless, and anxious for every single thing. And if her constant head flipping was not enough, she raged in her sleep. Briny, with a tight hold on their her'eite, kept her at bay for long enough. But there was nothing they could do. The damage was already done.

It was in merfolk nature to let trauma slip you by. To let it come, and let it go as quickly as it arrived. It was simply how it was. Agir saw the pains and turmoil of death thousands of times in the war, yet he still wakes with a clear tail tip and a clean mind, but how does he do it? How does he not judge himself based on how the mer think of him? How does he simply let go of the fight with Brizo? Forget? Never think about it? Why is she the only one who remembers? Who is cursed to remember?

Silvur settles into the mater's den, sniffling as she picks up Shellfin by the scruff and placed him down gently into one of the moss nests. Neptune was sleeping there alongside Freckle, and their eggs tucked themselves closer to them. Briny licked at Silvur's chin, then at her ear. They offered to sit in for her, wanting Silvur to get fresh bubbles at the fountains. If she could do that, she could have some time alone..

The goby shuffled out of the den sluggishly, now seeing the entire shoal awake at lightbell. Strange, odd. Not to her liking. The water itched with something weird, unusual. Yet, Silvur paddled against the ocean's chill wind to sit beside the fountains. They were called fountains only because both of them were tall, marble colored, and were heated by an active pit of vents below it. Through the sigil carved stem of the fountain, bubbles blew out and floated upwards. The fountains were erected not just as Agir's building advancements, but to celebrate figures. Names carved on painted stone sat on the outer circle of the fountains.

Far from the clearing, closer to the nurse's den, Silvur rested her fins with her head against the ivory clay base. Rounded, and soft, Silvur murmured to herself with a bit of conviction.

It was the merfolk way to forget the pains, and the traumas that plagued them. It was hardwired in them. Could Sarga have let it all go? Olila's death, his child's passing? Could it all have been healed by the time he died as well? How...

Silvur breathed out, and felt her body slip rather deep. Maybe this was her death, or maybe it was something of a dream. A possible third option was being nothing, becoming nothingness. Fearing the sliding state of obsolete existence was not in her mind. But as she slipped further with her eyes shut, she could almost taste his scales in her mouth again. The lasting pain of being without him still lingered. Because if he could forget it all, does it make her less of a mer to do the opposite?

A sting on the back of her neck caught her attention, and she grumbled, rolling over to find sand in her scales. All over her body, fragments of wet sand touched her. Slowly, her eyes opened to see the sea moving on without her. There was silence, and time passed, watching as merfolk crossed past her body with not a single second thought. Their tails never even swayed to feel her temperature. She stayed there, alone in the darkness, hovering over her body like she was a ghost. Shadows of her shoal past her, like holograms in the city skylines. Just how Poseida described it.

But as the shadows burned to the back of her memory, and she reopened her eyes to the hollow stare of the moon, she saw once more the figure that she wanted to meet. She could feel her head burn with something strange, and her eyes strained to meet his gaze. But his white whiskers twisted to see her. In their minds, no regular merfolk should be able to visit the ones who were long gone. But Silvur, oh Silvur, she held onto something dear to this buck. She held onto a tangy pelt. Before it all, the graves were emptied and were robbed of their insides. 

Tradition tells Silvur to strip the pelt, and make a coat, or something useful. But she kept only one scale attached to her own, and the rest hangs in her den with the rest of the shells from her funeral. Sponge had not wanted it, he said so himself with a scowl, cursing that Silvur would never ask him again. He was hurt. He, too, was still hurt. Silvur, with that realization in her breath, gasped and sat up to her hind legs. The mermaid lifted herself with a groan, weakening muscles wasting out on her. The goby approached the face of the whiskered man, and took in the musk of death he bore. He had taken lives, and given them, but also had his swallowed by the moon. With a limp wrist on his longsword, he furrowed his brows at Silvur's arrival.

The catfish sniffed at her flank, then at the skin underneath her belly, prompting Silvur to swat at him for his curious nose. Finally, he went from the
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