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      Lilac tinted light streamed down from the surface of the Merrow waters, casting a softened glow on everything it touch. Amplified by the energy generators and wild-magic currents, the steady glow kept each level suitably bright.

      It caught on the hundreds of gleaming bits and bobs of jewelry adorning every Merrow as they went about their daily lives. An earring here or there, a studded cuff, delicate pearls arranged into a pretty cape and of course, the expected wealth of rings, woven headpieces and so on.

      Octavia gave her head a little toss to feel her earrings brush against her neck, hair flowing silkily behind her in a halo of color. The newest piercing on her large, fluted ears was carefully charmed to heal quickly.

      A dangling gemstone on tiny, shimmering links of reflective crystal caught many different bits of the overhead light and glittered prettily.

      Light in the Merrow Waters was significantly brighter to anyone of Merrow heritage and it resulted in many beautifully glowing sculptures, light fixtures, artistic displays and of course, functional works.

      Queue lines were cordoned off by floating barriers with glowing, twinkling baubles flickering every so often, so larger Merrow wouldn’t accidentally swim through a no-traffic area. The open waters meant that everything within the Merrow main city was as open and free as its people.

      And perhaps, a little wilder and brighter in their differences with their land walking dragel counterparts. Most Merrow rarely gave a thought to surfacing when there was so much for them in their watery world below.

      Today, she was occupied.

      Octavia heaved Zelan a little higher on her hip as they drifted along in the queue stretching past the usual designated waiting area outside of the official Office of Inscriptions. A nice afternoon like this would find her relaxing somewhere in the glowing gardens, but her little siblings made life interesting in the best of ways and so today, she was being a good sister.

      Little Zelan was finally old enough for yet another milestone in his young life and so she'd offered to take him to the inking ceremony, if only because it kept their parentals from devolving into another heated squabble while two-thirds of them were still heavily pregnant and up to their fins in work. It wasn't any hardship, for Zelan was her most adorable baby sibling to date and he was so sweet and agreeable, that it was hard to find fault with anything he did.

      Except for when his curious hands tried to pull on her fluted ears, but a firm scolding had mostly resolved that and a flash of her fangs when he’d tugged on the fresh piercing. That had shocked him enough to behave and now, he played with another bit of jewelry instead. It was the little music-box in the shell charm that dangled from her last birthday gift—a pretty necklace of shining silver.

      Her Sire had gifted it to her and her Bearer had imbued the chain with far more than the usual protections while her Third had crafted the miniature music box charm. It was a thoughtful gift that reminded her of fond memories. Her parental triad worked in one of the off-branches of the main Royal Merrow Courts, handling the kinds of cases that were usually handled by the upper council and doing their part to maintain justice and order.

      It was the kind of work that allowed them to travel throughout the Merrow waters, settling in one place or another for a few years, before moving on to a new assignment. She didn’t mind the moving, most of the time, especially when it was always so interesting to see new faces and places. Zelan had never known anywhere else but here though and it was the longest that they’d stayed in awhile.

      Zelan kicked his little finned feet, thumping them against her broad tail. Sleek and colorful with its purple-and-orange scale combo, it curled gracefully underneath her, occasionally flicking back and forth to keep them in the slow-moving line.

      The queue was something that everyone complained about, but dutifully endured, as the rest of the process was usually quite efficient when each turn came. It was also an easy way to meet new faces or chat with familiar ones to easily expand friendships or spark a courtship.

      She’d scanned the lines earlier, when choosing which entry point to queue for, but so far, no one had quite caught her eye. Zelan was being adorable, so she’d let her attention focus on him and none of the other Merrow waiting alongside her.

      "Do you wanna get a snack when we're done?" Octavia asked, jostling him a little bit to hear him giggle.

      When he grew heavy in her arms, that was usually a sign that he was about to drop into a nap that could be anywhere from ten minutes to five hours and that would ruin the hard work of getting out of the house and into the queue. No, best to make sure he stayed awake for a little bit.

      She gave her head a little shake to make the earrings sparkle some more and catch his eyes.

      It worked and his head snapped up. Zelan stared at the sparkling gems before he tapped his pudgy little fingers against the shiny lilac-tinted shell charm. His claws could not reach the delicate insides of the charm, leaving the musical magic spell intact, but the texture had clearly caught his attention.

      Reverently, he ran his fingers over it, contemplating her question with all the solemnity that a little Merrow could muster.

      “Ice?" He said, at last.

      "Ice?" Octavia exclaimed in mock outrage. She bounced him again, grinning at the resulting barrage of giggles.  "No cake? No fruit? Only ice? Zelan!”

      "Like ice," he said, beaming up at her, eyes in tiny crescents. His own little ear fins flicked back and forth rapidly, giving away the excitement at one of the milestone coming-of-age rituals that every Merrow went through.

      "Ice with toppings?" Octavia suggested, scrunching her nose up at the thought of mild shaved ice treats without popping sugary bits of chunks of fresh, juicy fruit embedded within.

      The thought was nearly unbearable.

      "Yah!" He cheered dropping the shell charm in favor of waving his little arms overhead. "All the da toppin's!"

      "All of them?" she teased, leaning down to blow a raspberry on his neck. "That's a lot of toppings. Can you even eat that many?”

      He shrieked in delight, eyes glowing bright teal blue as the water swirled briefly around them, then calmed. "Yah!" he cheered again.

      She laughed freely now, even as gentle laughter accompanied her own from several other Merrow in line, waiting their turn. A few of the older Merrow had the same fond expressions on their faces, clearly taken with Zelan’s cheerful enthusiasm.

      "He's a cutie," said the Merrow behind her, a pretty whale-type tailed Merrow with deep grey scales and hints of pink in her fin-tips. Her face was sweet and mild, but the smile was stunning, even with a hint of fang peeking over one lip. "Sibling or cousin?"

      "Sibling," Octavia said, turning enough to show off her favorite sibling.

      On cue, Zelan beamed at the pink-haired stranger, his little feet curling up under him, halfway fluxed to actual fins than feet. "Itsa 'pecial day!" he whispered, loudly. "I get the pot-pot!"

      Octavia snorted.

      Another round of laughter rippled down the queue.

      "The pot-pot?" the Merrow asked. Her pink eyes fluxed teal and the current rippled more noticeably around them. "Oh, I see. What a big boy you are! Your first ‘portal spell is a very big deal. It’s also a very good spell."

      Zelan puffed up, happy at the compliment and pleased to be the center of attention. His curious eyes roved over his new friend, before he looked questioningly at Octavia.

      Three clicks, one half-whistle followed.

      She smiled fondly at him. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if you asked.”

      But he hid his face, only peeking out over her shoulder to wait for an answer.

      “Sibling or cousin?" she asked, echoing the polite question back.

      The pretty Merrow grinned, showing off blunt teeth, fangs neatly hidden away in the blink of an eye, presenting a deliberately softened appearance.

      “My daughter," she said, gesturing behind her to a delicate purple-spined Merrow child sleeping soundly along her back, tucked safely away. "I literally cannot wait for her inheritance to settle properly, I swear all she does is sleep right now, but when she's awake—she's everywhere and I’d nap in this queue if I could manage it too. Her mothers couldn't get off to bring her, so I'm doing the honors." She turned just enough to show her left flank and the straight row of nine claim marks trailing from the top of her shoulder to her waist, where her sturdy body made the transition from slight curves to a thick, strong whale-tail.

      The line moved along and Octavia happily chatted with their new friend right up until it was their turn at the queue.

      "Take him out for ice when he's done," the Merrow said, laughing warmly. "And get yourself something with all the toppings too. Make an afternoon of it. Here."

      “You don't have to-!" Octavia's protests died off as two krystal nuggets were pressed into Zelan's chubby hands that had were only just barely tangled in her hair. “No, really! You don't have to-"

      "It's the joy of an elder to spoil the younger ones," the Merrow said, cheerily. "And I have more than enough to spare. Couldn’t hope to spend it all in this lifetime. I hope my daughter grows up to be as delightful as you. Just consider it a bit of bonus. It's not every day a little one gets inked and you're a good sister, taking him along for something so important."

      Octavia blushed deeply. "I-it's really nothing," she mumbled.

      The Merrow laughed. "You're a good girl," she said, reaching out to pat Octavia’s hair, careful of her fluttering ear-fins. A hair-smoothing charm was gently cast, allowing Zelan to extract his hands with no fuss. "Go on then. Make sure you give him all the cuddles he wants. The spell can sometimes a little overwhelming when they're so young, so tactile grounding is the best kind of comfort. Make a party of it, if your parentals can’t manage it.”
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