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In the Dryland season, the dark and frightful theme of life chased a young Catfish, who heard a rumor from the depths of the blistering sea. The looming threat on all of their lands was emerging from the bellows of the great blues.
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SHOALS

Salt Shoal

Kingpin

Marnele, a blue striped Angelfish with tan skin and gold hair.

Seer

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

Olila, a yellow Tang with fair skin and brown hair.

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

Crabfin, a red Firefish with olive skin and brown hair.

Jellynose, a Bluefish with fair skin and black hair.

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

Mira, an Atlantic Cod with brown skin and black hair.

Ceto, a blue Marlin with tan skin and gold hair.

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

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

Subranks

Sarga, a blue Catfish with brown skin and gold hair.

Silvur, a striped Goby with pink skin and black hair.

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

Anchor, a blue and yellow Sailfish with pale skin and black hair.

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

Shellbelly, a Diamond Goby with albino skin and light hair.
Gliders

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

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

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

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

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

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

Raytail, a mint Chromis with tan skin and red hair.

Maters, Eggies

Finpool and Tidalear, a Sail Catfish with fair skin and light hair and a Bluefish with tan skin and brown hair.

Shelltooth and Swift and Geyser, three striped Marlin with tan and brown skin with brown to black hair. 

Coral Shoal

Kingpin

Dune, an Orange-lined Triggerfish with fair skin and gray hair.

Seer

Limenose, a Clownfish with black skin and light hair.

Boppers

Icefin, a yellow Tang with tan skin and black hair.

Briny, a Moorish Idol with pale skin and gold hair.

Easteye, a Reef Shark with brown skin and dark gold hair.

Gem, a Clownfish with pale skin and light hair.

Subranks

Starface, a seahorse with pale skin and red hair.

Clam, a Butterflyfish with fair skin and gray hair.

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

Moonfin, a Clownfish with fair skin and brown hair

Gyre, a Clownfish with brown skin and black hair.

Seiche, a Clownfish with brown skin and brown hair.

Maters, Eggies

Baytooth and Shortfin and Lakebelly, a Coral Trout with fair skin and black hair with two brown skinned, brown haired Butterflyfish.

Deep Shoal

Kingpin

Redwave, a Barracuda with brown skin and black hair.

Seer
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Boppers

Sandrear, a Blue Marlin with tan skin and light hair.

Windy, a Swordfish with fair skin and black hair.

Glacier, an Eel with black skin and black hair.

Seastorm, a Blue Shark with pale skin and light hair.

Clayfin, a Saltwater Tarpon with pale skin and brown hair.

Triton, a Bluefin Tuna with fair skin and dark gold hair.

Marshtail, a Goliath Grouper with brown skin and black hair.

Subranks

Kelptooth, a yellow Sailfish with fair skin and gray hair.

Sun, a Barracuda with brown skin and dark brown hair.
Gliders
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Maters, Eggies
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Fresh Shoal

Kingpin

Riverfin, a Lake Trout with tan skin and black hair.

Seer

Bait, a Lake Trout with pale skin and black hair.
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Boppers

Riffle, a Bluegill with black skin and dark brown hair.

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

Bracktooth, a Yellow Bullhead with pink skin and light hair.

Subranks

Ripple, a brown Common Carp with pale skin and gray hair.

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

Pondface, a Yellow Bullhead with pink skin and brown hair.

Rainfall, a White Catfish with pink skin and dark brown hair.

Gliders

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

Streameye, a gold Common Carp with fair skin and brown hair.

Maters, Eggies

Gembelly and Redhorn, a White Perch and a Largemouth Bass with pale skin and light hair.

Mud Shoal

Kingpin

Muckface, a Lungfish with fair skin and gold hair.

Seer

Slab, a Bass with black skin and dark brown hair.
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Boppers
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Subranks

Siltfin, a Mudskipper with pale skin and brown hair.

Slushscale, a Lungfish with tan skin and gold hair.

Mire, a Bass with fair skin and brown hair.

Gliders
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Maters, Eggies

Sludgebelly and Clayfoot, two Mudskippers with black skin and black hair.
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MERFOLK BAY. Gifted by the humans and cared for by the merfolk.
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BEGINNING
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Sarga awoke to the sound of his nest being rummaged through, the brown merman shifted in place and lifted his silver blue head. He struggled to open his eyes past the silky substance that was his false eyelids. The fins on him rose and shuddered when he noticed who had been going through his things. A small yellow tang curled her tail and then pulled out a small sword from her hidden bag. Quickly turning once she had heard the fish float out of the clay bed.

“You’re awake early.” They commented and slowly drifted towards the catfish. Sarga let out a gup, bubbles popping and floating to the top of the nest, parting and disappearing. 

The catfish’s gills perked up as he responded, “Well- You did wake me from my slumber, Olila..” The yellow tang took her hands and ran it through his cracker tinted hair, glancing at his milky eyes and planting a kiss on his whiskered cheeks.

His tail flickered, playfully rolling his eyes at his brightly colored spouse. His hands reached to the wall of the nest as it guided him out to the large home. Past the green drapes of weeds and into the large base of the Shoal. The brown and yellow tint of the giant hole made his scales flare up with morning relief. Another bell, Another life to live. Sarga swam quickly towards the common palace, the clay building stood taller than the modern ego. Small salt crystallizations formed on the brim, the light from above giving it such a bright aura. Twenty or so merfolk swam from their nests upon hearing the morning bell right before breakfast, heading to the feeding center along with their children or elders. The water flowed across the catfish’s scales, brushing his whiskers as he found himself a moss seat next to Olila. 

Sarga shuffled, his large eyes open and wide to meet the cerulean table in front of him. His shaded blue and silver tail draped over his legs as he turned to see his mate sit beside him. The table stretched to both ends of the room, enough for 20 merfolk to sit and devour their breakfast. At this time, the scent of raw prey and aquatic grass strips rode into the bubbles, passing through Sarga’s nose causing a grin to poke his cheeks. But Sarga watched as his portion came short once again, a small piece of an aquatic plant laid on his clay slab, the hopeful grin fading. He had heard Olila blabber about the shortage of prey every month but seeing it with his own eyes made him truly understand the circumstances they were in. 

The majority of the food was being transferred to the Gliders and Boppers for good strength and seeing as he was an off-Bopper..He was not included in the food deal. 

Olila took one hand and turned her hair into a bun, clasping her hands back onto the slab of clay and sliding half of her portion to his almost empty plate. 

“I am off for the bell, I have no need for a full belly.” She cooed at Sarga, hoping he took her offer before she began to eat the scraps left on her brownish plate. Sarga had slowly begun to eat as well, thanking her under his breath with each bite. 

The lightbell before, Sarga had visited the school grounds, meeting with his Glider of choice and training them. He took notice of the sparkling eyes the youngling bore with each word that came from his mouth, latching onto their trainer’s every move with ambition. He could see the fire in the Glider’s eyes, like they trained to prove a point. What they say about the Gliders is true.. they work hard to get where they are and work even harder to stay in that position. Even if it costs them being live food or bait for a fisher. As the catfish faded in his thoughts, he bit into the last of his meal. 

Swallowing it whole before taking a few seconds to settle in and picking up his clay slab, darting to the cleaner on duty. His gray eyes traveled to the exit of the building, where his waiting wife stood.

Once Sarga caught up with her outside of the common palace, she took his hands and planted bubbles against his cheeks and face. Soon darting away to their nest. The blue catfish sneered before softly smiling. Emerging from the tails of coverings, his tail followed behind him as he went to base.

“Marnele, do you have a softer sentence for me?!” spoke the imprisoned merfolk, pleading with the Kingpin and Officers who gathered around to hand out their daily jobs.

Watching them squirm and jerk back and forth in the large cell made the catfish uneasy, nervous to ever be a thief or outsider looking for trouble. Cleaners- they were called. They worked for the Shoal to clean the plates of larger fish and clean out the intestines in the prey, many even prepared the food here under supervision. If anyone was ever sick from eating their meals, all of the cleaners were murdered or exiled to Shark Hollows.. forced to swim with the bigger fish. 

Sarga continued the head north and towards the C block nests, brushing past swimmers who were newly added to the shoal. The large fish floated into the nest not of his own, peeking his head into the dark hollowed out wall structure and passing the green brambles of moss and weeds slipping from his entire frame.

“Silvur..You’ve missed the morning meal.” he greeted the resting striped gobiidae in her home. The goby tossed in her clay bowl, her tail whipping to the side at the sound of the man entering her cold abode. The mermaid opened her eyes and slowly turned to look at the catfish, sucking her lip and floating to lean on the rim of her sleeping area.

“I.. did.? Again..?” she asked, oblivious to her schedule of oversleeping. Sarga knew of her every wave assignment at dawn and twilight, so he would only scoff at her. The goby lifted her pink arm to her face and wiped the milky sheet off of her eye, which immediately separated and melted to nothing in the warm water.

“I was sorry that I didn’t get to see Olila in her full dress gown but waking up a little late isn’t bringing out an apology from me..” She grumbled and lifted herself into deeper water, shivering as the dryland weather pushed on her striped scales. The goby swam past the catfish and dropped onto the shoal floor, where many merfolk were talking and swimming around each other, fish meowing to their colleagues and lovers.

The goby was followed to the floor, Sarga brushing up against the dirt along the ground as he maneuvered around the sitting fish. Sarga knew he should be looking forward to this bellchime, as he had lived to see another. But it all seemed repetitive. The merman dragged his fins across the sea floor, his eyes glided to the large nests above him and the dancing merfolk. Silvur swooped in and pulled the fish into a hole. The dark abyss engulfed him like always, a series of gemstones lighting the way to the recent cargo. 

Sarga focused on the task at hand and grabbed onto the handle that connected the packed bags and the container and dragged it out before diving back in and arming himself with a coral sword. 

The man turned to face Silvur, who was already packed and armed- swimming from the sea floor and into the clearing. Sarga let out a content sigh and returned to the clearing with the goby.

“The Deep Shoal huh? First bell delivering to them..” muttered the catfish to the goby, nervousness in his scales. The goby dismissed his wary tone and snickered.

“They are not as bad as you think.. I’m telling you, I’ve delivered to them many times. Those predators have a kingdom of gold unlike us..” She drifted off and the two dived past the large fortress of their home, east and into the Mokili Sea Strip.

As the fins on their body twitched from the cold water, the two fish slid between tight rocks and mounds. The goby looking towards Sarga would push the thought back as his attention was directed to the cargo he had to deliver. His tail flicked and swayed as he began to swim once again, gripping onto the package and his weapon. The two off-Boppers slid into the dark cracks of the seas.

Slipping into the Deep Shoal and sniffing in the direction, a large stalking Eel creeped from the weed brambles and met them at the entrance. Their eyes rolled before focusing on the two fish alike to guppies. Their large form was accompanied by the armor they wore on their chest and back. The Eel parted his lips and croaked up a demand, eyeing the frantic catfish as he tried to stammer up a response. 

“We are here to drop off a package from the Salt Shoal. It is what your Kingpin had asked of the troops. Delivery number 56290. ” Silvur spoke, saving the catfish the time and embarrassment. The Eel soon made way for their entrance. The two swam forth and into the large abode, darkness pulling them in the coldest water Sarga had tasted, his eyes wide with the feeling of uneasiness settling in his gut. The layout was the same for all shoals, A base floor, about a thousand nests, a school, a common palace and then the Kingpin’s palace. The place where no one can enter except for the highest ranks.

The catfish turned to the goby beside him and set the cargo down at the ends of the common palace, scoping the building with his large eyes for anything interesting to see. Sarga would focus on two elders across from them, chatting up a storm about the higher ups. His eyes averted but he continued to listen. His fins jerked up at their harsh words about the treatment. Sarga turned to Silvur and glared, scrunching up his face. 

“I do suggest we get out of here soon..I don’t think I like what I heard.” the goby scoffed and pushed him aside. Silvur motioned to the exit after they set their packages down for the Shoal. 

Sarga pressed his body into the sea water, causing the water to separate and bubble around his parted lips. 

They would return to the Salt Shoal and Sarga would swim towards his Kingpin, Marnele. The fins on her were beautiful, golden locks of soft hair and tan skin. The blue striped Angelfish moved her hands from her hips and turned to face the merman that had just swam near. 

“Your Glider has been waiting for your return, Sarga. You are late.” The Kingpin fixed her gaze on the off-Bopper’s expression, a sour one. Sarga strained his fins to try and distract him from the lingering gaze upon him. Marnele turned away and spoke once more, harsher this time.

“Have you no tongue? Speak what you know.” She demanded, whipping her tail at him. The back fins on the Angelfish nipped at his face, slashing bubbles into his nose and his eyes. Dazed from the sudden attack, Sarga parted his lips after pausing for a moment. 

“Me and Silvur finished our drop off but we had overheard the Deep Shoal elders speaking about abuse and plans of attack. I’m worried they might start a fuse and get at another Shoal, including ours if we’re not ready.” His scales flared impatiently. 

“I refuse to involve my shoal in the business of others. Especially if it comes from two old fins” Marnele bared her teeth at the catfish. Sarga felt a dip in his stomach, a loud kew spewed from his lips in response.

“I have no intentions of questioning your leadership abilities but you must understand that if we don’t set up for something bad, our shoals might end up like the reef dwellers-” Marnele parted her lips, swinging her large tail and swiftly turning with a bitter look.

As the Kingpin had moved, she raised her tan fin to the Catfish’s face and struck him. Sarga flinched, his cheek burning with embarrassment and pain from her slap.

“You lack comprehension about our situation. You feel pity for the merfolk who stole crystals and materials from us for cycles. We are the poorest shoal and instead of worrying about our next of kin, You shout daggers at your own kingpin for a battle we are no longer involved in. You are lucky to have lived.” The Angelfish raised her voice, many of the bystanders watched from their nests, overhearing the argument in the clearing.  

Marnele once again turned and swam off, her tail flicking for him to leave as well. Sarga couldn’t leave. He couldn’t come to terms with the lack of care his Kingpin had shown towards the other Shoals. The disgusted expression on his face reddened when his navy blue fins laid flat.
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CHAPTER 1
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“Do you see that coral stalk, Rock?” Silvur used her nose to point towards the long pieces of coral that surrounded the training grounds behind the Salt Shoal. A young Glider paused and let his body float in place, looking towards the tall coral, a few Off-boppers trimming them into points. 

“Yeah.. What are they doing?” Rock hummed towards his trainer, soon continuing to follow her through the narrow road of clay to the training clearings. Rock brushed his soft and thin scales against the Dryland sea water, gritting his teeth uncomfortably. He moved past the cold spots and swam near his trainer, bumping his body against the goby in hopes to get an answer out of her. Silvur noticed this and lapped up the water around her lips, taking glances back at the coral stalks.

“They are making fences and weapons. The Salt Shoal is pumping up it’s security due to attacks made by the other shoals in recent cycles. I’ll be continuing our training on how to leap over these fences and fight with the swords, hunting is in the next wave of the dryland season.” She purred. Rock flipped his tail to the side and furrowed a brow. The Red-faced Batfish curled his lips and let a few bubbles flow from his nostrils. 

Once the trimming was finished, Rock swam towards the pile of polished coral pieces. He curled his fingers around the long sharpened staff and held it up, moving his arms above his head. 

“Don’t go hurting yourself now, you’ll slice your fins off.” she joked with the glider, swimming over to him and taking the weapon. The goby would proceed to back up and swing the coral sword. Testing its durability. The sound of rumbling crept towards the two fish, catching them in their training. Their scales are both yellow and brown, a light green stripe down their eyes. Their skin was as white as an albino sea turtle, cream lips and brown locks of hair. The twin fish quickly swam closer to Silvur and Rock, meeting them with nods and smiles.

“You two haven’t learned to use your bubble voices, you are loud.” One had commented while the other snickered behind their sibling.

“Indeed. Trainers are just like Gliders.” He held a fin up to reduce his laughter before brushing past Rock and picking up a rod of coral.

Staghorn and Elkhorn both inspected the coral blades, amusement burning in their eyes. 

A large fish swooped in, his yellow markings and blue stripes were coupled with the large cobalt fin going down his entire back. 

“I apologize for these two. I taught them to give respect rather than joke about others.” The Sailfish explained, moving his fins a bit. 

“We were just heading off to the Red Snapper sea strip to hunt. If your Glider wants, we can take you and him there for better practice.” The fish purred before swimming over the two and past the fences. Staghorn and Elkhorn followed behind.

Rock stared dreamily into the distance as the three fish swam further and further. Imagining the waters beyond the Turnip sea strip. Rock parted his lips and turned his head to face the neutral Silvur. 

“Is it true.? Do Gliders above me go to different strips?” He asked her, expecting a late answer. As Silvur shook her scales of the cold static water, she bounded into the small ring below them.

“Yes. But don’t mind them. You have to train to fight first. Otherwise, you won’t be able to hunt or travel.”

Rock let out a disappointed grunt, turning his body in the direction of the goby as she handed him the coral sword and retrieved one of her own. Rock felt the holes and wide spaces in the rod, moving his fins across the sharpened point. The edge snagged his fin and cut it, but he winced and quickly tried to brush it off. As the coral jerked, it flipped and tumbled in his fins. Slowly dropping to the ring floor. Rock looked at his fin and then his weapon and furrowed his brows, lunging over and snatching it from the sandy ground. 

Silvur had watched him struggle with a mocking smile before she ultimately held up her sword and waited for him to get in stance.

Once in his stance, the batfish swung and came into contact with his trainer’s sword. A bright smile on his face as Silvur was pushed back by his joust. His pride was short-lived and Silvur lifted herself up and twirled behind him, the sword was then discarded by Rock in surprise. His eyes widening as Silvur whipped her tail at his smaller body. The Red-faced Batfish flew with force and rolled into the sea floor, dirt brushed up into his scales and his hair. As he laid there for a moment, dazed by the sudden attack, Rock muttered a few curses. With the sword now on the ground floor, his plan of attack would be to disarm her and disqualify the Goby. 

Rock lifted himself back up, letting his legs push him forward. He shot full force towards his trainer. And as he swam, Silvur pointed her sword at his head from afar. Rock felt his plan crumble beneath his fins, unsure if he was even going to be able to pull it off.

As he braced himself for impact, he threw his body above the Goby and dived, taking the sword into his dark palms. Rock would growl as he pushed and broke Silvur’s stance. 

The goby was pushed onto her back with a loud thud, letting out a strained ‘mew’ while the sword she wielded was pressed back into her side. The dull edge of the coral rubbed against her rib cage for a second before Rock threw it away from the both of them. 

The red-faced Batfish widened his eyes as he saw the Goby laying back, flat and defeated. A smile crossed his lips as he bathed in his achievement. Rock had swam over and dipped his head, seeing that Silvur was smiling too.

“A cycle of training and you’re able to bring me down with quick recovery. That’s great, I’m proud.” She congratulated Rock, smiling ear to ear at the gingerbread colored glider. 

To hear that she was proud of him shined a brighter spark in him, Rock slowly got to his feet and helped his trainer to hers. 

That smile lasted as he remembered his next task, The fences. His gaze drifted to the sharp coral that was bunched together. The stalks were strong and could stop an inexperienced fish from getting in. Rock could feel his heart thump while Silvur looked towards the merman.

“Come.” She called for him, pulling the glider back into the present. Many Gliders were now coming to the grounds with their trainers in order to battle once more, just like him.

“I assure you that those pointed corals do nothing to you if you dont fall on them.” She reassured him. Rock felt courage surge through him. He defeated his trainer after a single cycle, that was the best anyone had ever done. He wasn’t worrying about the pointed corals like any other Glider. To him, he was special.

Rock followed his trainer towards the light mist near the fences, the dark shadows dulling his scent and body as the two became almost unidentifiable to the rest of the Gliders and trainers around.

As Silvur rested her legs on the sandy floor below, the coral stood tall. Its pink and green tint pleasing to the eye, a small warm spot just right under a large branch. As his lips grew warm, he shut his eyes and felt the sand underneath his scales pour from under. The red fins near his cheeks flapped through the sudden gush of water. Reopening them, Rock watched as Silvur hopped the fence with ease, throwing her body over and making sure she had distance from the coral when she landed on the other side.

The red-faced Batfish was amazed, it only took her one jump to actually leave the borders. Rock was only starting to understand before a few more Gliders and trainers had jumped over before him. Rock felt embarrassed to even try now but if he could go see hunting in action, he would risk anything.

Rock sucked in his lip and slowly backed up, crouching with each step before taking his stance and pushing himself forward. The water around him made way for his entry, and the batfish threw himself above the fence and leapt over. 

As he was coming down, he made little to no distance with the coral and his body, and his skin was snatched into the edge of another point. Which slit his back and skin open. 

Blood burst from his body as he descended forward and onto his side, crushing his arm underneath him. Rock felt his heart beat quicker, starting to gasp in hopes of gathering as much air as he could. The blood gushed from his body and rode into the waters, floating around in a misty cloud above the Glider. Silvur immediately swam to his side, as did a few other trainers. 

“He’s bleeding,  get Rock to the school nurse.” She demanded, furrowing her eyebrows at her fellow Boppers. Octo and Weedworm were called to the scene. Picking up the fading Batfish and carrying him to school grounds and towards the clinic. 

A frown appeared on the nurse’s face as she saw Rock bleeding out from his wound. She laid the glider on his stomach and removed everything from his cut. The wound started near his thigh, which then reached up all the way to the back of his neck. 

The albino mermaid made work with her materials. She rubbed in crushed seagrass before taking the skin and folding it back to where it would be closed. The mermaid took kelp and covered the entire wound, wrapping him in bandages making sure Rock was fully awake at this time. 

“Luckily, the wound wasn’t too deep to hit anything. Only a slash. He’ll be okay in a few waves.” Silvur nodded towards the nurse’s words.

“Thank you, Shellbelly. I’ll put him off of the training till he heals.”The Goby looked towards the struggling merman, Rock’s face was full of strain as he attempted to protest. 

“I thought I smelt someone’s spilled blood.” The sailfish entered the room, folding his hands behind his back as he smiled towards Silvur, which prompted her to bare her teeth. Her gills flared once she met with his eyes but soon turned away and swam out of the room.

“I’m glad you had the heart to visit, Anchor.” Shellbelly hooted at the sailfish, which made his smile even brighter. 

“The heart? Oh yes. I do and for so long have I wanted to see another of your patients. They look so peaceful just laying there.. without any work to do. Must be lucky.” Anchor responded.

Shellbelly blinked before parting her lips.

“I see. Maybe we’ll have ourselves another ‘peaceful’ accident if you dont remove yourself from my clinic.” The nurse swam over and pulled the weeds to a close in front of him.

Anchor turned to see Silvur floating outside of the room, arms crossed and a sour expression on her face. The fish cooed at her.

“It’s only been one bellchime and he already saw his life flash before him? Would it be better to give me control of your Glider?”

“Control..” She would scoff as the Sailfish spoke. The Goby swam off to a more quiet location, far from the school grounds. Anchor had followed.

“You dont like control? I wouldn’t be surprised but It’s the first time hearing your absolute disgust..” Anchor would coo, a smug look on his face.

“You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to rub your crimes in my face everytime you see me.” Silvur would hiss, lashing her tail so it slapped him across his underbelly. A sign of complete disrespect. Anchor would furrow his brows, baring his file-like teeth at the smaller goby. 

“..Fish like you get deranked, beaten and cleaned. When you first figured out you had done something wrong.. you were already in the deep end of the waters, Typhoon. So to save your own skin, you hid in fear. You did that to protect yourself, not the kids. ” He snapped, his quiet voice ringing in her head. 

The Goby froze for a moment, noticing his changing colors. The Sailfish had then shut his eyes and let out a calm sigh.

“Remind yourself what position you’re in and why.” he would turn and swim from the fish, who was left in relief.

Silvur would raise a hand to her cheek, rubbing it in remembrance and then sneering. The goby felt her fins roll up and down as she swam back to the clinic, the green weeds falling off of her smoothed scales as she entered. Silvur’s eyes turned to glance at a pained Rock, who only had his eyes open for a moment. Only to slowly shut them.
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CHAPTER 2
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Olila moved her fins across their bed and slipped down into the bottom of the bowl. Sarga glided his hands down to her waist as he pursued her lips. The two had been thinking about a chance where they would have an egg, but never got close to it. Sarga shut his eyes and slowly began to bare his thin teeth at Olila. Once she had gotten the message, she slowly sat up in frustration.

“Sarga, you have to stop thinking about it..it’s only making you crazier than you already are.” she reassured him, taking his palm into hers and kissing it softly. Olilia gestured for him to come closer, as the bright lights from outside of the shoal were beginning to show and morning was starting to rise. Sarga felt the heat underneath him burn with passion until it ultimately was snuffed out by his soft whines.

“I can’t stop thinking about it.. We survived before but what if we dont survive the next attack? What if you dont survive..? We can’t take chances- risks..” he worried, folding his body around his wife’s slimmer frame and picking off the dying scale that she could not reach. Once she yowled through her breath, she calmed and perched herself a bit north. 

“Sarga..please. Silvur will still be very much alive..her capabilities as a caretaker were never questioned when she-” she was cut off.

“She had that academy.. I know. I know. You remind me all the time..” he would whisper as his body came to a rest and Sarga yawned.

Olila furrowed her brows and turned to the closed seaweed blinds. After peering back at Sarga, she wrestles her husband awake and yanks him out of the home and beyond the Turnip sea strip. Sarga did not speak one word, as he was urged by Olila to push their way into a secluded area near shrubs of yellowish kelp. She scanned the area and took a moment to dart her attention towards the panicked Sarga.

“I know sleep matters to you. But this is the only chance we have. And if youre so worried about dying..it’s the only chance you get.” She stated. Her palms opened and Olila smiled.

Her husband looked in awe, a deep feeling of dread had filled his stomach before this moment. Now that they were away from the shoal and in a much more silent place.. He did not feel the dread bubble. Sarga moved past the yellow bulbs and rested against a wall, watching as the yellow tang mockingly courted him like he had done so all those cycles before. His fins puffed full of blood and his body moved in fashion with hers. 

Sarga came in contact with her skin and instinctively pulled Olila closer, kissing the yellow scales down her cheek and neck.

“Let’s see if you’re right..” Sarga hummed into her skin.

The morning bell had woken up Olila for the first time, her clothes sticking to the top of their nest as she looked over at Sarga, who had been fast asleep under a bundle of sheets. Her eyes milky, some tears still laying on her face.

Sarga grunted in his space, peering over to look at his wife who had been getting dressed and packing her toolkit. 

“Olila..” he chirped. She looked back and smiled.

“Get dressed or you’ll miss the food..” She kissed his forehead before slipping out of the home and towards the large common palace.

Sarga groaned and laid back down, shuffling himself out of the den with his mustard yellow ribbon and red shorts. The silver scales along his snout and head flared up once he saw how many fish were pushing their way into the palace..not so sure about his place in the shoal.

The time with Olila didn’t stop his paranoia from creeping around the corner and as he took one swish from the den, he heard the voice of his kingpin and threaded back into his nest. His silent clicks trailed with him and each second made his fins flick. When a hand slowly reached in, he noticed the black stripes upon it and the catfish whipped around to face the seaweed.

His gray eyes became the highlight of the darkening nest and with one swift movement, Sarga had the fish on the bottom of his den, face down and in the hardened clay. Once Sarga saw the true face of this fish, he backed off immediately.

The goby took one breath as the catfish stepped off of her back and slowly got up 

“You could have.. just asked who it was..” Silvur spoke.

The warm waters had gotten to his head and as bubbles came from his lips, Olila swam in with a plan to gather the remaining tools she had needed. 

“You missed breakfast Sarg-” the yellow tang glanced at the two, her fins raised and then slowly came down. Sarga had noticed her behavior and began to waft his tail around the water near him, creating an imaginary scramble of words to communicate to the silent Olila.

“I need to get back to work. Sarga..the CFCU needs extra hands. Silvur, it’s best if you leave as well.” Olila spoke again before hauling her tools to the exit of the nest and swimming past the two. The catfish glared at Silvur before floating off into the dark of the nest. 

“Why are you awake anyway? Don’t you have that routine with the kingpin?” he asked, his gills curving in a pattern as he inhaled. His palms crossed over various items that lay on the shelf and once Sarga had touched the tool he was looking for- his blank eyes rested at a stare.

Silvur felt the warmth of the home choke her, so she spoke quieter and took one of his palms to her cheek.

“I was with Rock in the school clinic yesterbell. Then I encountered Anchor.. So I left the shoal grounds for the night and stayed with the reef fish..” Sarga let out a soft whistle in disappointment. 

“We dont even deliver to them anymore..they couldn’t have just let you in.”

“But they did. Not really. I have a nice..friend there..” Silvur paused and looked up at Sarga, who had moved closer and towered over Silvur. Even at his normal height. He spoke easily.

“You know we’re not supposed to be there. Especially after what happened.” He peered downwards to stare at Silvur and frown. She only took his palm from her cheek and sighed. 

“I know but the past is the past and I can’t keep..living in fear.” She moved away from the catfish and touched the outer end of the seaweeds. “I’ll see you later..okay?” Silvur would take a short breath and swim out of the nest.

As Sarga watched Silvur leave the home, he pulled out the brittle scale he plucked off of Olila and rubbed the greenish coloring off of the root. Eyes glaring down onto the solid material as it shredded underneath his growing fingernails. He thought about his old habits and pondered on this opportunity to snack. But Sarga’s hunger grew louder and louder, his instinctual purrs poured from his lips and both arms he bore that were once a fish’s limbs peeled back into human skin.

Brown skin tracing his fingers as he hooked onto the scale with ease. His mouth hung open, resting the scale on his tongue and cracked it in half with the force of a punch. His human skin grew goosebumps and the hair that held their own stood tall.

He finally thought to himself that tonight would be the night..

And as the scales and fish skin grew back over his own, creating a shedded mold of his own former organ, he swam out of the nest and towards the broken fences where the construction would begin. He looked out of place, a bit bigger than the rest of the Off-boppers but he didn’t mind the size difference. He was hauling, dropping, holding and loading a lot of items into carts and onto platforms. His strength was surprising given his self restraints.

“Sarga, heads up.” One fish would call as they launched a coral staff at the catfish. Sarga mewed in response before noticing the looming threat and catching it between his lips, as his arms we occupied. A few seconds passed before he looked upwards at the fish who threw it and noticed that it was a Lawn Blenny. Sarga opened his eyes and smiled a bit, spitting out the coral to catch it between the others he held. 

“You must be Starscale’s father.” The excited catfish swam upwards and whistled towards the blenny with delight.

“I am his father. I see he has told you about that name as well.” The fish swatted their tail in the back, ignorance on the tip of it as Sarga watched it wrangle. His breath hitched and he pushed water backwards with him as he tried to see the angle that the fish in front of him was reaching at. Then it clicked. 

“Oh-hah..you see them differently than I do. That’s totally fine, it’s not my place to speak for them after all.” After this statement, the blenny smiled and patted the extremely larger fish on the shoulder and left to complete his job.

Once the small fish had left, Sarga mumbled under his breath, taking the rest of the coral and preparing them for application. He knew that a fight would only make him more noticeable in the human department, so he moved over to see the full scope of the fixed fence to give him an alibi. His eyes darted to take notes but as he brushed off the warming waters around him, he left the construction site and began to fake a few trembles.

His large size almost covered his entire nest, and as he played into the act, he sloshed around behind the seaweed coverings and groaned out. A loud rumble coming from his throat and an even louder crash sent waves through the entire shoal. Olila heard such a noise and knew the cries of her mate, so she excused herself and furrowed her soft brows. Twisting and turning through tunnels to stop his whining, her trail of worries climbed into her heart as she was above ground. Yellow turned to a sickly green as she whizzed by and into the familiar nest.

“Sarga, honey..What’s wrong?” she tried to reason with his fragile barks but he only wiggled his body around, closing her off to his face. Olila’s small frame slipped through his growing body and downwards towards his shoulders. “You need help obviously..stop pushing.” she would demand in a soft tone. 

Sarga slowly looked up at her and made a sharp smile peer around his lips, with her near his arms, he captured the yellow tang and twisted her into a hug. 

“I just wanted your attention.” he mewed.

“OH- think that’s funny?..you’re grown enough to go to the clinic by yourself mister..” As Olila spoke sharply now, but she leaned into the hug as he purred across her neck, his breath a sweetening warmth. Olila, muttering under him began to widen her big eyes and struggled to get free from his grasp. “Sarga!..are you-” she flipped and tumbled into the clay bed. Her eyes slowly closed and her breath hitched, her voice quiet and gentle. “You’re..not a fish..” Olila scrunched up her face and wiped her tearful eyes. Sarga’s teeth folded in as he recoiled and frowned.
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CHAPTER 3
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Silvur blew bubbles through her nose after leaving the catfish’s den, her eyes fluttered as they faced the golden gates of the shoals entrance. The goby took a moment to watch the other merfolk work their usual jobs and swim in the warming waters of the dryland flow. In that moment, she noticed everything moving around her and found her body feeling lost and lingering. Tiny breaths in her throat woke her from her silent trance and needles released from her skin. “I need to get going..” she purred in bubbles as the stripes filled her skin and Silvur left the shoal grounds.

Through the branches and rocks and the miles of swimming, the water moved with the goby’s body, small fish whizzing by her in patterns of arrows and lines. The light of the sun hit the royal reds and algae, brightening up the crystal wonderland of coral that waved around. Merfolk left and right swimming from the coral wore dazzling fringed tops and shoulder pads, each painted with the gold beauty of the sun.

“Silvur..” spoke a voice that woke the striped goby from her daze of the shoal. Their black lips wandered from above to below as they spoke her name. The yellow dash above the bridge of their nose spoke of stories that Silvur cherished and loved within their words. The goby turned to face the moorish idol in a swift motion, greeting them with a loving hoot of acknowledgement. 

The two embraced as
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