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Between distrust, conditional love, betrayal and lies, the merfolk still hear one calling from the city that lives beside Merfolk Bay. If the infighting grows and the risk of war continues, a threat that is bigger than all of them combined will destroy their people.
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SHOALS

Salt Shoal

KINGPIN

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

Seer

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

Boppers

Jellynose, a Bluefish with fair skin and black hair.

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

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

Freckle, a Spoonarm Octopus with brown skin and no hair.

Subranks

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

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

Finpool, a Sail Catfish with fair skin and light hair.

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

Shelltooth, a striped Marlin with tan skin with brown 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.

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

Geyser, a striped Marlin with brown skin and brown 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.

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

Elders

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

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

Coral Shoal

KINGPIN

Baytooth, a Coral Trout with fair skin and black hair.

Seer

Seiche, a Clownfish with brown skin and brown hair.

Boppers

–
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SUBRANKS

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

Gem, a Clownfish with pale skin and light hair.

Gliders

Moonfin, a Clownfish with fair skin and brown hair

Gyre, a Clownfish with brown skin and black hair.

Maters, Eggies

Shortfin and Lakebelly, two brown skinned, brown haired Butterflyfish.

Elders

Icefin, a yellow Tang with tan skin and gray hair.
Ghost Shoal

KINGPIN

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

Seer

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

Boppers

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

Conchbelly, a Viperfish with pale skin and black hair.

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

Subranks

Zaletooth, a Lanternfish with fair skin and dark hair.

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

Pearleye, a Telescopefish with pale skin and brown hair.

Gliders

Ricegill, a Viperfish with dark skin and black hair.

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

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

Maters, Eggies

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

Elders

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

Fresh Shoal

KINGPIN

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

Seer

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

Boppers

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

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

_

Maters, Eggies

–
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ELDERS

Gembelly, a White Perch 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.

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.

Elders

_



[image: image]

MERFOLK BAY. Gifted by the humans and cared for by the merfolk.
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BEGINNING
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Middlebell was steady in the water as the crowd approached the meeting hall, cooing out as the warming waters shone in light of unfrozen wonders. Wetland season was here and the scattered laboring maters and eggies huddled in the nurse’s den. Growing buds of flowers and sneezing gliders brought hope into all of the waking shoals. This bellchime, the icicles had melted into the water and the layers of ice above had shed it’s freezing skin. Not only was this the season of festival, but it was when the merfolk worshiped the fins of their ancestors. 

Bubbles spewed from the edges of Silvur’s lips, giggling as Briny held her shaking fins. Agir darted onto the tall platforms, spring water lapping into his jaw as he spoke.

“I am pleased to welcome another to our shoal. I present the clam shell to the newborn.” His tail wagged as he placed a shell into Silvur’s fins.

Silvur caressed the shell, eyes a deep red as she looked back over at Agir, who motioned her to show the shell to the crowd. Each second in her fluttering heart blessed the mermaid with passion as she raised it upwards. This was what she wanted for so long. For as long as she swam into those kelp fields, where the kids would listen to her spell and formulate odd languages for their sensitive ears. The breath she took in as Briny woke her up, lapping kisses on her scaly neck.

Agir cooed at the two, paddling towards a small nest that held together in the warming moss, inside held a treasure. His eyes were like pearls, and arms pink with flavored speckles all over his scales like tiny stripes. He reached outwards, gurgling as foam filled his gills and his tiny tail curled around his stumpy legs.

The eggie was raised from the nest. Propping the baby up so the shoal could coo at the eggies wide eyes. Agir smiled, feeling his scales rile up. A ceremony of love, a ceremony of reunion.

The goby cooed out, swaying softly as Briny wrapped one arm around her. Then the colors of the ocean pulled themselves around as the sun got brighter, clear from the dark clouds above. A warming wave fell into the sea, and Silvur strung the shell on ripped strands on her hair. Tightly weaved like a necklace and brought to the eggies neck.

Agir watched, tail drifting to the side and then nodding at the crowd, who all felt a sense of happiness wash over them. The winter was grueling, and the kingpin had been struggling to keep up with the shoal. Even then, it proved to be worth it. Balance of the ancestors had shown them compassion.

The kingpin folded his ears back and raised the eggie higher. “Shellfin!” He chose the name, which would linger in Silvur’s prickling fins. It was overwhelming but worth it. As the sound of drums battered, waves of rippling water shook her heart. This is what she wished for. To take back control. To get rid of the nasty cries of her academy and replace them with a joyful child of her own.

As the bubbles settled in the shoal, clicks and small gifts were thrown her way. Jellynose layered sets of old clothing on Briny’s back and long necklaces with charms wrapped around Silvur’s tail. The beating drums still swept her as the ceremony ended, each beat now slower and sloggy as the crowd dispersed.

Silvur retreated to the mater’s conjoined den, shaking off the visible chills from the loud party. Not only was she tired, her back was beginning to ache from not stretching. Shellfin wriggled in her arms, folding himself into the warm spots on her chest.

Neptune peered upwards from her mossy nest, cooing out at her. “How was the celebration?” She was tending to her own scales, gently picking off the translucent winter coat.

“It was.. loud. But okay.” Silvur mewed, curling into a nest and placing Shelfin at her larger tail, wrapped in the sediment and grass.

“These things are hard to come by, and once you have it- it’s harder to keep it.”

Neptune’s words shocked the new mother, but she knew that the mermaid was correct. After Raytail, she knew that Neptune was going to be a lot more overbearing. After the academy, Silvur also knew that deep down in her heart.. She was fearing the same thing.

The goby mewed quieter, feeling her son dig into the heat of her tail. “Let’s think about the present, Neptune..” Her fins flexed. “The waters are still chilly even if it is the Weltand season. There are going to be more celebrations in these months than before.”

“Mun-th?” Neptune tried to pronounce, flicking her tail.

“Season.” The goby corrected herself.

The two brushed it off before Neptune lowered her head again, feeling the nest cuddle into her scales and her eyes drift off into a dream. This weather was not going to last long, and the intermediate between winter and summer was not only a face for new crops but the awakening of others in the shoals.

Rain trickled into the rushing streams, clean water bubbling in the Fresh Shoal. The home that was once owned by the merfolk had been taken over by stray humans and hikers that sought to seize the land for future ground work. The freshwater swimmers did not have much left to swim to after leaving the Mud Shoal, and so they dug themselves deep under the pressure of the water and hid below the surface where they were not seen. Winter had passed and more fishing lines began to pop up along the riverbanks every passing bell.
Huddling merfolk swam from the deep holes in the water and snatched prey with their bare hands, scooping them from the fishermen that set up shop. It was their land and so having a sense of that land was not only important, but vital to their subspecies.

The crunching of leaves alerted a shedding Shellhorn, who quickly dove back into the water and peaked from the ends of the rocks. Heavy feet uncovered and scarred, with long braided locs of hair that sat upon his shoulders. Water fell from his brown skin, and the murky silver eyes glared into the water.

He called out. “There is only me here. No need to hide.” He gurgled out, spitting a bit of sand from his mouth.

The hesitant Shellhorn lifted himself, looking up at the man’s figure. It was only Sarga, but the scent of other siren’s lingered around the area. “Only you?”

“A half lie. My people have patrolled the area. It is only me right in front of you.” Sarga corrected himself, tightening the straps on his clothing.

Riverfin emerged as well, eyeing him. “I knew I heard the hoots of a siren on my land.”

Sarga waved, cringing a bit as a passing breeze slapped his hair to the side. The rain on his skin made him shine, even when the clouds covered the bright sun. “Staghorn had trouble with the humans here in the Wetland season. We were only making sure not to stumble into any.”

Shellhorn immediately perked up, cocking his head to the side. “How is my brother? Is he okay?” The glider wafted his light hair from his face.

The siren looked off into the distance, seeing Furytail and Weedfoam sniff out the area on their toes. He turned back and nodded slowly. “He’s a nurse. The Salt Shoal’s primary nurse since Shellbelly is now sick.”

Riverfin backed up a bit. “And what of your shoal? Any losses?” The kingpin clicked.

Mewing back, Sarga shook his hair up. “Merifin was ill with snail fever but she’s recovering as of now. No deaths.”

Shellhorn glanced down, watching the other two sirens fall back into the sea water. “Why did you come?”

“We swam all this way to help with moving back into the territory. But I see that you all have beaten me to that, kid.” Sarga chuckled.

“This is all we can do as of now.” Riverfin admitted, bubbling through his wet gills. “We need a bit of help with expanding our shoal but that will come later when there are more members and better prey. It is a natural thing, we cannot rush it.” He mewed.

The Ghost Shoal kingpin nodded, turning away with the other two in his patrol and diving back into the water. His skin hardened and the false scales bedazzled his back. His long tail ripped from his legs and his face itched when the marine skin layered the human’s face. Darting between the shore and through the waves of salt. They swam deeper and deeper until they felt the warm waves of the Goby sea strip, shaking off the rainwater underneath their hair as the three Ghost swimmers forced their way past the strong crashes.

“Should we hunt some on our way back?” Weedfoam clicked, sending soundwaves towards his kingpin.

Sarga paddled slower, fins prickling. “Unsure. The waters haven't cleared enough for prey other than crustaceans to be lurking.”

“A patrol for the next lightbell might work.” Furytail suggested, whipping her tail to the side.

Sarga mewed. “Sure.”

The patrol reached the freezing Current a’ mon and entered, then paddled into the shoal. Sarga dove into the cave, feeling his gills finally settle as he moved past the bristles of kelp. Furytail and Weedfoam followed, dipping into their own respective dens.

Furytail peeked into her den, paddling in on all fours with a bit of a sly coo on her lips. Zaletooth looked up from his leather book, shifting in the large nest. He had been reading since lightbell, skipping the morning meal.

“Did anyone replace the molding kelp?”

“No.” Zaletooth mewed out, eyes now fixated on the book.

Furytail’s scales bristled. He was simply ignoring her at this point. “Fine. I’ll do it myself.” She paddled from the den and over to the herb filled room, her eyes wandered all over until she found bundles of kelp inside of a grass woven bag.

She swam upwards and hauled it to the edge of her den, dropping it and nudging Zaletooth off of the nest and dumping the old kelp outside of the shoal. Furytail returned and shook off the chills, mewing as she darted back into her den.

“Did you eat this morning?” She asked Zaletooth, passing a glance by him.

His teeth bared, telling her to leave him alone. 

The mermaid lashed her tail at his own. “I’m trying to make sure you’re taking care of yourself here. I know you have your neuro-difference but you must not be too picky.”

The book suddenly came down and Zaletooth let out a sigh. His fins laid back and his gills flexed in a bit of stress. “I saw a very colorful creature this morning and I have been trying to document it by memory. You’re distracting me.” He mewed, frustrated.

Furytail continued. “Put down the book. The creature is not going to fill your belly. I’m sure that Framwhisker is still serving some food. ” The mermaid mewed as she filled her fins with clumps of damp kelp.

“The texture of the food is too chewy..” He mewed like an eggie, slumping onto the broad shoulders of his wife.

Furytail huffed a bit, running her chin along his arm. “Yes, I know. But if you don’t eat the food, you will turn into a shrimp. You yourself will be chewy and there will be nothing you can do about it!” She playfully poked him out of the den.

After Zaletooth swam off, Furytail continued to clean the mess of the nest and fluffed out the kelp all over the thin black branches. She felt relieved to have Zaletooth out of the den, especially if he was eating. But the feeling did not last long, as she saw the contents of his book. Inside, there were pages of needlework that depicted bright creatures and imaginative lands that the Coral Shoal may have. Her heart ached for a moment. Was he thinking of becoming a coral swimmer?

“Aren't you supposed to be changing the bedding?”

Zaletooth’s mew startled Furytail, who looked towards the lit entrance. The fair skinned siren had a piece of food in his fin, which was a slice of crab meat that he would nibble at.

“Your book. It has a lot of things in it from the Coral Shoal. How much do you remember?” Furytail clicked.

“Bits and pieces.” He responded through bites, paddling over with his tail.

Furytail glanced at her mate with worry. He was always like this but she thought he grew out of it. The book was practically harmless yet..she felt like she couldn't let it go.

“Do you feel a longing for the coral? Like you need to be there?” She asked, swishing her tail.

Zaletooth frowned. “No. I just.” He stammered, curling his tail to his leg. “I just feel that I am indebted to them. Like a bond or a..curse.”

A curse? Furytail turned to look at the book again, and blinked slightly. “Is any of this stuff in here true?”

“Probably not. I don’t remember much, just what it looked like. I haven't visited in over 10 cycles now..” He reminisced, tapping his tail on the ground.

His mate opened the book again, eyes rounded as she glanced between the pages. Stitching about some new kingpin, a reborn monster and some dead coral. Nothing too realistic in her shell of a mind. Furytail placed the book down and faced him.

“I don’t want you to leave. But it is your choice.”

Zaletooth shifted, finishing his tiny meal. “I would never think of becoming a Coral swimmer. Living with aloof dancers and cannibals is not my thing..”

“That’s the spirit.. We’re Ghost Shoal swimmers, and that’s how we paddle for the rest of our lives.” Her eyes went heavy as she purred into his neck, leaving bubbles underneath his scales.
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CHAPTER 1
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Staghorn rolled from his bedding, shaking off the warm water that settled on his scales. The glider looked towards the newly grown seaweed that waved between his den and the rest of the shoal. His nose twitched, sensing a merfish paddle past his den. This was just Elkhorn, who flicked his tail and mewed towards the waking bass.

“Staghorn. Morning bell just rang.”

The mew stung at Staghorn’s tail. This was the third time this wave that his brother had woken him up. He needed to get to his work, the same with Elkhorn, so Staghorn pulled his under cloth over his tail and onto his waist and covered his behind. The glider peered over to his dark room, facing the hanging coat he then slipped into.

Elkhorn watched Staghorn paddle out, snorting at him as his tail wagged. “Weedworm and I are going on a private patrol, so if we’re gone too long don’t worry.” He clicked, bumping his brother’s flank with his own.

The scales of Staghorn prickled. “I’m sure you too will have so much fun. Make sure to bring the vials and the weeds.” He joked quietly.

Elkhorn gagged playfully, shoving the nurse to the side as he darted off to either meet with Weedworm or join the patrol with Hookear and Driftwave.

“Hello Staghorn.” A sickly Shellbelly waved at her nurse, moving her tail to the side.

“I will fetch you our food.” He looked downwards at the huddling Shellbelly, was very petite from the strand of sourgills ripening in her body. The nurse swam out of the den and sighed a few bubbles from his nose. What was to become of Shellbelly?

Staghorn hurried from the nurse’s den, paddling to the bustling line of merfolk that quickly moved in and then out in groups. First, the elders ate, then the gliders ate, then the boppers and subranks did. The kingpin presumably ate whenever he wanted to, which could be the time he would chew on leftovers from the morning meal.

Swift purred towards Staghorn. “Bright morning bell, doctor.”

The largemouth bass nodded towards the young glider, passing her so he could cut a bit in the line. “Excuse me- I need a meal for Shellbelly.” He mewed towards the cleaners who were cutting up the meat with dome cutters. Their eyes looked dull and unresponsive but one chirped up.

“There is a prepared meal on the counter over there.”

Staghorn had nodded and dashed off, taking the clay plate within one of his hands and keeping his balance as he swam slowly back to the nurse’s den. Shellbelly was the only one who was being treated there as of now, but she had fallen ill last secondary Wetland season.

Her staggered breath caused Staghorn to cringe a bit in worry. There was no way for him to treat sourgills without proper dwarf hairgrass. She was eating now, which was what he had been forcing her to do until her body no longer rejected the food. She needed to eat otherwise her body would be weak.

The buck flipped his tail and paddled out of the den, bubbles in his nose as he watched the light pour into the surface of the water. He could taste the dew from the cold nightly waters on his teeth as his head directly shot above him. A dark spot in the ocean traveled over him, covering him in a small shadow.

“Nurse.” A soft voice prickled his fins, waking him from his thought filled bubble as he looked down at the merfish before him. 

It was Starscale, who had a bag of fresh shipments tied to them like a backpack. They let a small smile cross their lips. “A shipment for your overdue medicine just came in. I’m sorry it took so long..”

“No need to apologize. Dryland season made all of our shells loose, Star.” He mewed, taking the bag off of them and nodding.

Before Starscale left, they clicked out. “How is the contamination going? Any progress? I had to hear from Octo all of yesterbell’s training about how he wanted to drink the water from there.” They chuckled.

The largemouth bass raised an eyebrow before letting a laugh through. “If he ends up in my- Shellbelly’s care- I will not be helping with his recovery.” Staghorn had spent so long in the nurse’s position that he had forgotten that Shellbelly was still there- still more knowledgeable than him.

“He is often stupid.. like his father. But you did not hear that from me.” They quietly mewed back, soon turning away to paddle past the hills of sand and sediment.

Finpool laid in the warm shoal clearing, sitting beside Driftwave as the sun appeared over ledges of the shores and water. They were not so far down from the water, as the shoal sat upon hills and large seamounts.

Driftwave kept a straight face as Finpool laid on him, bubbling up to the merman. He only mewed. “When do you think the seer powers will return?”

Finpool’s fins pulled back, thinking about the soundwaves. “We have been mewing to the ancestors to give them back. Perhaps it is just punishment for what the Coral Shoal did.”

He silenced her. Feeling a sharp pain down his spine as the waters moved again. Then he mewed quietly. “Perhaps. And it probably traveled over once that mutt began purring scales with that outsider.”

“Nonsense.. Those bass twins are outsiders and the powers never shut out.” She returned the quiet mew, flicking her tail.

Driftwave didn't respond, eyeing Neptune as she crawled from the maters den with long flowing clothes on, her scales shone with a new warm glimmer as the light bounced off of them.

Finpool looked as well, letting a small smile peer from her face as she waved towards the waking mother.

Neptune noticed for a moment and then turned away with a frown, facing the deep lurking chills of the prisoners' den. The two watched her retreat into the depths and then peered back at each other.

The silence was long but loud, while the murmurs of the shoal encapsulated them, Finpool took the moment to lay a hand on her mate’s chest and coo softly.

“I wish we could experience what they are.. again.”

Driftwave caught on, feeling his face scrunch up a bit. He wasn't too pleased by her wants, as it never did match up with his needs. The buck never felt that musty urge to pursue a mermaid that others did, lost from the bellchime he was born. At least that is what he told himself, and what he never spoke about with others. His tail tossed around. 

“The risk of it all is too high this cycle.” Driftwave mewed.

Finpool slowly stood, glaring at him. He was in trouble for sure because when her tail slashed the sand, a loud grunt came from her gills and she swam off. That’s the excuse he uses for so long, so many cycles of hiding.

Driftwave shook his prickling scales, also standing up to follow her off into the deep den they owned. Finpool was curled in the warm den, pushing her face into the soft moss. “I need to refresh the scent lines for the shoal. Middlebell is approaching.” He was announcing his departure.

As the privacy of the den huddled the two, Finpool lifted her head and frowned. “Do you love me?” Her helpless mew quivered like the light hair along her scalp.

Driftwave’s heart sank, cold fins on his skeleton rising and then drooping as he turned. The merman swam further in, clasping his belt as he eyed his wife. 

He practically loomed over her at this point, leading the mermaid to slash her tail at his leg. “Do you?” She urged.

The merman hesitated before mewing out. They had married under the call of their ancestors, with gowns that still lingered in the freezing drawers of the table. Driftwave mewed. “Not in the way you’re thinking.”

“What does that mean?” Desperation filled her voice. The nights of silence, disinterest and yearning crumbled into an answer, one she never dreamed of leaving his mouth. “What shells are loose in there, Driftwave?”

As Finpool rose, she took her fin and pressed it against the side of head where the tattoo was. She jabbed at it with her fin, angrily trying to get an answer from his lips.

“I just can’t feel it. I don’t think I ever will.” The words slipped from him, not knowing that he was even speaking as his eyes glossed over with bubbles.

Finpool barked under her breath. “What? Are you broken?!”

Broken is a word to describe it. Driftwave looked past her at the shelf of books that were thick with pages and pages of the same material over and over again. “I don’t know.” He still maintained a straight face, feeling his heart burn with malice as she continued to touch him.

Finpool then paused and looked at the closed door of the den. Her dark eyes traveled and pulled at the waist band that kept his under cloth up.

An immediate hiss filled her fins and the back of her mate shot up, dropping his head as she let go and he lunged. The fangs from his gums shot out and clamped onto her thin arm, tearing skin.

The two backed from each other as Finpool let out a loud wail, real tears now filling her eyes as she curled her tail. The deep den was soon filled with floating blood, scattering once Driftwave opened the door and paddled out. His clothes were still on, and a small chunk of flesh sat in his lips. It was almost like he was taken over by some beast, scales still roaring at his skin as help was attempting to be given.

The first waves of the season were already gloomy, and tilted in the favor of crashing waves rather than soft drizzles of spring showers, coating the ocean with the breeze of drowning flowers. Thoughts ran thin between Driftwave’s head as he was escorted to the nurse’s den.
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CHAPTER 2
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“Does the Seer Summit ever reject a kingpin?” Moonfin mewed, facing the edges of the rigid rocks.

The group stopped in the thick waves of the Goby sea strip. Seiche didn't know so she looked to Stone, who was there when Dune had been king. The coral trout stuck his nose out, picking up the deep scent of the splashes above them. It was beginning to pick up and dash across the lit surface. There was a silence that hovered over the group as a distant ship blared it’s ugly horns. Was it leaving or arriving? There was no way to tell without bobbing their heads up to the surface.

The middlebell sunlight blared down on them as they pushed past the harsh thrashing of the sea strip, marine clicks and waking animals filled their prickling ears. Not only did the booming sounds of whales cross their bodies, their own breaths seemed to slow as they fell deeper. The sea strips were like rushing rivers, loud and trickling water up and down. Each passing wave, it pushed into the direction of the shoal and was the reason why when the tides went high. Water was thrusted into the shoal grounds and sometimes took some of their coral with it.

Stone clicked urgently towards Moonfin, who paddled quickly by his side. “Swim faster.”

The group were right above the large swarming pool of a current. The waves of the sea strip were twisting under it’s influence. Stone looked at the massive swirl like it was a black hole. The waves still crashed above them as Stone and Moonfin passed through behind Seiche and Baytooth.

As they approached Seer Summit, the surface propelled like a twisting hurricane into a pool that the mountainous slopes surrounded. A ledge sat just above it all, with the end of it being curved upwards like a balcony. Stone heard the cargo vessel cry out again, but now brushed it off his thinning scales. The whirlpool seemed permanent and raging as the group exchanged mews.

“Does it reject anyone?” Moonfin repeated, curling her tail.

I sure hope so, thought Seiche as she looked over at Baytooth. The crowned kingpin held the royal blade between her thick secondary fins, and began pulling the blade sheath and strap off of her body.

Stone mewed towards his glider. “Dune was not rejected and he was a horrible leader.”

“The summit does not certify greatness.” Baytooth clicked, paddling towards the edge with furrowing brows.

Gem mewed about how strong of a fighter she was, so all to assume she was fit for surviving the fall into the deep. Seiche eyed the whirlpool, glancing down at the darkness of the pit. It smelled like death, and looked like it too. Like it was a trap. The seer backed away from the ledge and bubbled out a bit. What was down there?

Stone paddled beside Baytooth, turning to face the depths of the summit. Large mounts rose from the earth like they ached to be islands, shaking yellow kelp tasted the twirling oxygen each time the pool passed it’s bulbs. This was the same summit he had visited as a glider when he went with Limenose, Easteye and Dune. Yet the taste of unspoken hatred breached his tongue as he clicked. “The summit’s pool is to be swam into from the surface after letting the blade fall to the bottom. Then the blade is to be retrieved without fail.”

“And if I do not retrieve the blade?”

“You are not accepted as our kingpin. This is what the Coral Shoal has been doing for cycles upon cycles.” He mewed to Baytooth.

The mermaid seemed to not be bothered by this, only shifting her weight on her right fins so she could swim upwards towards the surface with the blade in her jaws. The spiraling water shook under the bright sunlight, violently spinning into a hole in the ocean. Below her was the large summit, but around her was the waters of her home. Submerged marine life with rocks, canyons, corals and oceanic trees sprouting their newly groan crops. Baytooth looked down at the refractions of light, curling her long tail along the ripples of the crashing sea strip. This was where the entire shoal would rise again and regain their beauty. They shall not be shamed with the legacy of a war criminal. The mermaid hissed as the blade slipped from her fins and threw itself down into the pool.

Seiche watched the kingpin blade fly in from above, shining as the coral cut swiveled to it’s descent. Moonfin’s repeating question broke the shells in her mind. Does the summit ever reject anyone?

Stone slowly came to a seat as he watched Baytooth chase the blade’s trail down the flashing lights of the vortex. His heart sank every time her scales blended into the background, disappearing from his sight. His torn fins felt heavy on his head as the sounds of pain caught him. Stone let his mind lead him though, and he kept himself steady as Baytooth reappeared. Her dorsal fins flared with each thrashing spin of the whirlpool.

Moonfin paddled beside Seiche, eyeing her sister for a moment as the ground below the two shook fiercely. The bubbles from the passing spins burned in her belly. Her sister was staring at the falling Baytooth, face full of fear as the storm washed the sight away from her again. How could she just sit there with all of that on her shoulders? Moonfin mewed in her mind. She must be so proud of herself. The glider slowly pulled her tail over to the bubbly surface that Seiche sat upon, gliding it just above the water so that her sister’s thin arms would buck when she touched her.

As the cold vortex twisted, so did Seiche’s arm. It buckled under her as the spinning whirlpool caught it and she flew above the ledge from an angle. The seer was thrown across the summit. Twirling in the pool only to land at the base of the mounts, shaking in the brush of thick kelp and weeds. The weeds had broken her fall but she had broken her tail bone on her way out. The glider wailed, but the silence treaded on as the vortex jutted out a loud whoosh.

Stone felt his gills flare as he watched the glider spin off, stopping himself at the ledge to stare down at Moonfin. He did not see her push Seiche, but knew that Moonfin did not attempt to save her. “We need to get over there. Now.”

His urgent voice was loud in Moonfin’s ears, which seemed to open again as they paddled past the screaming pool. Stone darted towards the path filled with long lost fin marks and tail tracks, he beat his arm a bit. What would Gem think if Seiche died? He was Baytooth’s brother. The merman dove from the high edges of the mounts, falling into the brambles of aquatic plants once he saw the shocked Seiche.

Stone looked down at her crooked tail with fear in his heart. “Do not move.” The merman ordered the glider.

Seiche nodded slowly, feeling her light body slip onto the back of Stone. Her arms were gently placed over his broad shoulders and the three swam quickly away from the pool of the summit.

Moonfin let out a mew. “I didn't see her go until she was gone!”

“Do not speak.” He growled, contrasting his usual playful attitude with a more focused one.

His glider lied, but she still felt a twinge of regret in her shifting arms as she swam behind him. Her fins lame were tight muscled and moved to thrash in the water as the vortex behind them screamed louder, bubbles formed around the base and the rumbling of the summit calmed.

Silence filled their ears as the storm slowed down, but kept it’s shape. From that decrease, Baytooth let her presence be known as she crawled onto the ledge they sat upon with the blade once again in her mouth. The mermaid had every fin on her sliced and gashed from tumbling pebbles along her back. Scales were missing from her body and her eyes looked like they saw the rainbow for the first time.

Seiche faced Baytooth, thumping pain in her head now in her heart as she saw the living kingpin officially accepted as the new Coral Shoal kingpin. Stone attempted to relax her but nothing could work, her twisted tail was beginning to leak with blood and her eyes were getting foggy.

Stone mewed. “We need to get her to Gem.”

“It’s a long swim from here.” Baytooth flicked her tail, looking down at the injured glider.

“We have to try.” He urged, lifting to his fins and paddling from the summit. The others followed his lead. He was going to let the crashing waves of the Goby sea strip take them there, trailing over the sand beds of small hills and prey burrows.

Dark bell was rising in the ocean as Stone battered along the shoal floor from the path of blue feather stars and soft corals that lined up at the sea fan flooring. His scales flared as the nighttime engulfed his face. He rushed into the nurse’s den with Seiche, placing her down beside the nest of Shortfin. He looked at her caringly, eyes darting back and forth at Moonfin so that she could go fetch her sister. Panic brewed in his mind but Baytooth touched his head, mewing out.

“She will be okay.”

The merman dipped his head in response, pushing away her hand. “She might never swim again if her tail becomes dead weight.”

Seiche was awake, feeling the ache of her injury swell into her stomach. She wanted to mew back that she would be okay, agreeing with Baytooth despite the obvious disdain.

Gem appeared from the large seagrass and weeds, eyes large and fins laid back. “What did you do!” Her anger directed at Baytooth as the leader was sworn to protect.

Stone refuted her accusation, thumping his tail on the ground. “Moonfin was supposed to be watching her- from a distance!” He once again scolded his glider.

Gem calmed, letting her gills thaw in the warmth of the sea around her. “Check if she has not been delivered to tiwanith, then call for me.” The nurse swam to the back room to gather items.

Stone felt a sense of responsibility and trust, dipping his ear towards the slow motion of Seiche’s gills. She was still breathing fine. Then he raised her arm and used a needle from his bag to prick her in the underarm. The glider did not respond and her eyes remained glossy. “She’s gone!”

Gem quickly swam out, throwing her equipment beside her injured sister and propping her tail up with a woven cushion. “Great.” The mermaid sarcastically groaned. From her box, she yanked out a thin tube needle attached to a bag of what seemed to be white numbing poison.

“She’s small. Does she need that much?”

“I am only giving her half, Moonfin.” Gem mewed, now annoyed. As a rope tied around Seiche’s upper tail and the end of it, the nurse found a chunk of copper veins and injected it into the stream of blood. Seiche’s body relaxed, falling into a state of muscle numbness as Gem proceeded to operate.

She had wanted the other merfish to leave, and they did, gathering outside of the den. Stone paced, feeling his nerves pound as the wait became longer and longer. This was what he didn't want to happen, but it did. Baytooth could not care, possibly still thinking about her eggie’s life that was overtaken by Seiche’s negligence. Moonfin cowered at one of the large rocks that supported the nurse’s den, burrowing her head in her tail.

“I am in need of a nap. The shoal will wake to my leadership next bell and I will do what I need.” Baytooth turned as Stone began to mew.

“We need more swimmers. I will go with Gyre to pick any outsiders up.”

Hearing this made Moonfin lift her head in shock. Why wasn't she going with him like usual? Her scales began to prickle as she crawled from the two’s location.

“Outsiders who are not sirens, preferably. I hear more songs deep in the former Deep Shoal, so I assume they have caused the fall of our ally.” Baytooth responded.

Stone felt his heart thump a bit. “You’re siding with the ideals of tradition? What about not wanting a war?”

“The war was directed towards our people. We killed our people. Sirens are not welcome here, for their tails bring bad luck.” The kingpin swam off, leaving Stone feeling empty.

Gem finally felt relief as the conversation ended and Baytooth left the area. How could she even say that knowing what Clam was. Knowing that her children were just as siren mutts as he was. Gem, scoffing under her breath, simply let her body work.
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CHAPTER 3
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“Do the shells in your head even sway?” Shelltooth chirped up, yanking the seagrass blinds from the nest Driftwave laid in.

The merman covered his eyes and his tail, bright light from the outside breaching his dark corner. He let out a weak groan, dried blood still on his mouth as he sat up.

“You need to clean up. We’re having another meeting.” Shelltooth swinged her tail to the right and then shut the curtains. Poseida let out a grunt to alert her, rising on all fours as he mewed.

“What meeting?”

The sound of his voice struck her but she remained calm. “A meeting about the shoal.” She glared, adding on a click. “And how we could improve it.”

Poseida let his guard down, shifting on his fins. “I should join then. I have a lot of ideas to share with others anyway-”

Immediately, the mermaid curled her tail and paddled up to Poseida. “No. You should stay here. It gets loud and I know how much you dislike that kind of confrontational stuff.”

The atlantic cod felt his fins flick in confusion, but ultimately let them turn away. “You’re not going to stop me from going to a meeting where my voice can be heard. There are serious issues surrounding the contamination.”

Shelltooth hushed him again. “It is for specific members only. Ones I choose anyway.” She stood ground, passing his thick set of scales in order to leave the nurse’s den.

She didn't choose him? Poseida glared at the ground when she left, feeling a pit in his stomach open but he then released the tense feeling. He would favor a bit of shrimp as of right now, the remaining half of his tail wagging as the merman swam off into the distance.

Driftwave shuffled in his nest, pushing his head underneath the edge of the moss and lasting scents of damp kelp. What does he do now other than go to that meeting? Finpool sat in the nest furthest from him, and that twinge in his gut telling him to apologize keeps getting eaten by his mindful distrust. Would he just be violated again in order to bring an eggie into a cruel ocean? The merman shook off the uneasy thoughts and rose to his fins, paddling out of the nurse’s den in order to clean his face in the washrooms.

Driftwave slipped into the highly lit hillside, pulling himself to the hollow table that held in water behind individual slits of plastic. As he approached it, he could feel his scales prickle with anticipation. The weeds in the water shimmered as it caught the lights, keeping it alive and warm. The merman slowly dipped his face in the swirling water, feeling the splash batter his face every second it sat in it. Was this really cleaning him? He had used it for his fins, and the water was always cleaned by the rooted weeds but it felt weird on his face. Like he was sticking his face in toilet water. The thought trickled in his mind, and a few bubbles shot from his nose while he chuckled.

The bluefish lifted his head from the water and gasped a bit, sucking in the familiar salty ocean around him. A slight cough arose from his flaring gills as he shook off the hot water that had just encased his face. He needed to apologize to Finpool. Especially since the meeting will be soon, he’ll need to bring her there so she can familiarize herself. He began to wonder if she really deserved that bopper position, coming to terms about what she did to him. He too brushed that thought off as he swam from the washroom with a cleaner face.

As he paddled off, Elkhorn, Octo and Weedworm rushed in, with Weedworm sliding himself into a stall. The glider rested the front of his tail against the hole in the wall, shuffling a bit upwards before letting out a sound of relief.

“Gross, keep your noises to yourself.” Octo laughed.

Elkhorn responded, leaning against the wall. “Like you don’t bubble out loud in the gliders den!”

“Only when I’m thinking about Swift’s mom.” The blue marlin sneered.

He gave a dirty look and Elkhorn slapped Octo with his green tail. “She’s practically ancient.”

Weedworm walked out, dipping his fins into the water of the clay table and snickered along with them. “You guys do not deserve to live.” He shook his head, curling his tail.

The other two rolled their eyes, paddling out the den.

“We have to mark borders since Driftwave isn’t doing it, right?” Weedworm mewed as they went.

Octo clicked. “Yeah!” Loudly exclaiming as he left.

Elkhorn’s gaze was overtaken by the sight of the lightbell sun, watching the waves above them crash and shiver in the spring weather. The bellchime was beginning to bubble just as Elkhorn paddled to the middle of the shoal floor. “I think we’ll have to fill Weedworm back up.”

“I am all out.” Weedworm pulled his fins back and chuckled, paddling up to them.

“We should have taken you to the border instead of the washroom.” Octo mocked, lashing his tail on the sandy ground.

As the three made their way to the Salt Shoal border, the gliders began to sniff out the spots they had placed down the season before. They were gliders for at least 2 to 3 cycles now and were always together. A soft huff from Octo made the other two glance over, feeling their gills flare.

It had been seasons, but Octo still smelt Raytail’s presence. His eyes drooped and the glider quickly paddled over to Weedworm and Elkhorn, who kept him from the memories.

“Again?” Elkhorn mewed.

“Yeah.. I think I’ll mark a different spot this cycle.” Octo curled his tail as he walked beside them.

The group huddled at a new area, where they wouldn't drive off Raytail’s smell from the large boulder that sat behind the staghorn coral bars. Even if the time had to come, when Octo was confronted with the fact that he was gone, he wouldn't believe it. It would be like accepting that he was never there, like he no longer mattered to them.

Elkhorn finished and paddled off to the midway point of a small hill, looking back at his friends. “It’s time to go.”

“Where?” Weedworm mewed towards Elkhorn, shifting on his fins as he too finished.

Octo looked at the bass, still feeling his stomach churn.

“Away from here.” Elkhorn clicked while looking at Octo. After he said that, the group moved from the border and back into the familiar shoal grounds. The water was heavy with grief even when they left, piling up at Weedworm’s feet as he paddled.

The angelfish looked at Octo and let out a sympathetic mew. “Maybe you’ll see him again.” He continued. “The nurse’s den still has a bit of his belongings.”

“The nurse’s den is filled with a secondary nurse who was cherry picked in fear.” Octo spat out, hanging his fins downwards as he walked.

Elkhorn kept his face forward as the group settled in the shoal floor, the glider digging his tail into the dirt as he watched a few mature fins swim off one by one. Agir was distracted with his regular kingpin duties, not yet hearing the bubbles of the secret passageway drift from the shoal. Elkhorn’s eyes squinted and his tail slapped against the floor as he was woken by the two behind him arguing.

“You cannot say that about Staghorn. It’s not fair that Raytail was never the nurse, but Staghorn will make a great replacement.”

Octo continued. “It was never his destiny. He’s probably the reason that the seer powers went out! There is a string of life in all of us and Raytail was strung to be a nurse.”

Even as the glances of Starscale, Jellynose, Silvur and Freckle fell upon the words of the glider, his set of scales did not prickle. Elkhorn had finally turned and looked at Octo, not even processing what the merman had said about Staghorn but thinking about the leaving merfolk. Hookear and Driftwave were with them, so what was the group doing outside of the shoal? Maybe Agir authorized it.

Elkhorn took a damp breath through his gills, now looking past the two. “We all die anyway. That doesn't mean the death had to be seen as bad. Maybe, just maybe, Raytail’s death was a way to welcome his sibling.”

Weedworm paddled over to Elkhorn, rubbing his head on the raised chin of the merman. “Yeah. Maybe death, of any being, doesn't have to be bad. What if the string of life is tied to another string?”

“When one is cut, maybe the other can be tied in its place. It is your choice whether or not they are forgotten.” Elkhorn mewed to Octo, feeling Weedworm warm up to his body.

Octo huffed, turning away from the two as he paddled to the glider’s den. Starscale watched before turning to Rock, who held a large basket on his back.

“I wonder if he’s gonna be okay.”

Rock moved his curls from his face and chuckled out. “When Raytail is brought up, Octo goes berserk like he’s never known death.”

Starscale blinked, chewing their last piece of a seagrass cone. “The raid was only 3 seasons ago. He’s still processing it.”

Rock stared into the den that Octo huddled into, beginning to sit down as he watched. “I still wish things could go back to the way it was.”

Starscale faced in the same direction before looking down at their fins. “I quite like the way things are now.” The treatment from their kingpin, the musings of the newer maters and the welcoming of the sirens began to warm their heart. “I think our line of gliders will be the new generation of greatness if we face this situation head on.”

“What situation?” Rock mewed towards them.

Starscale blinked. “The contamination and the loss of the seer powers. We gliders could solve these problems! Staghorn has already been working at the site alongside Hookear.”

“We definitely have the pride to believe that we can solve things we know nothing about.” The batfish scoffed, thumping his tail.

“Well we know nothing about the contamination.. but the seer powers can be solved by us if we try asking you-know-who.” They mewed.

Rock then stood on all fours, shaking off the resting weight of the water on him and paddled off. “No.”

“Hear me out-”

“No way.” He repeated.

Why was he so reluctant to visit Sponge anyway? The merman barely did anything but make an awesome looking blade and heal our shoal for cycles. Rock should be grateful that the former seer’s insight would benefit them. Starscale quickly caught up, pushing against the soft breezes of the water. “Why not?”

“He’s going to tell us false information to save his scaly flank, I know it.” Rock sneered, dipping into the delivery den. It had a warmer aura, and felt murky and ancient. Since the raid, it hadn't been in use for seasons. But now that the Fresh Shoal had moved back in waves ago and the shipments they store underground were being moved out through echolocation.

Starscale shut their glubber, darting in after him. Their fins shook in the musty water. The glider glanced at the large encasing walls, back and forth at the growing algae and the marine fungi crawling through the cracks. They shifted as the two grabbed their items and left the den. “I don’t believe he is that evil. He may have the answers to the problem.”

“And if he does not?” Rock darted off.

“Then we figure it out ourselves with what Galia and Sponge have told us so far..” Starscale kept up, but was slowly growing tired of the fish and worm act of chasing him. Their fins began to ache as they paddled quicker, the heavy bag on their back weighing them. Rock was just going to ignore their ideas more and more if they bugged on, so Starscale stopped. The two paddled from the shoal gates with their gear, twirling in the waters as they easily forgot their disagreement. They swam further away, passing the silent group of merfish who resembled their own but decided not to bother with it as they had a job to do and in Starface’s case, wanted to make Agir proud.

The group of merfolk pushed onto the same distant hills they sat on before, with Shelltooth now dead center and her head high against the crowd. She eyed the members, flicking her tail. Where were most of them? She asked herself, bubbles pouring from her pondering. The mermaid shifted in her posture, letting out a passive growl towards the crowd which had seemed to gain an extra. “You all should know why I called this meeting.”

The few of them murmured, mewing about the shoal issues under their set of scales.

Shelltooth continued. “Our last meeting concluded that Agir is beginning to rank us like we are canned fish. To find out which one of us is better by choosing who gets to be where instead of who is needed at the moment.”

Hookear shuffled onto the hill beside her, holding onto his clam necklace as he approached. He began to mew alongside Shelltooth. “The obvious reason for this seems to be favoritism and the bubbling of outsider scales.”

The small gathering below them agreed, looking up towards the curling tail of Shelltooth. The mermaid was glaring down at the faces, seeing the whiskered hairs on the merfish’s head solidified her profile as Jellynose, Starscale’s mother. The brow on the mermaid raised as she sat up, wondering as to why she out of all the merfolk here would join this. Nevertheless, she had chosen correctly because the things that Agir was doing needed to be stopped. In her mind, there was the enemy and then there was the enemy’s loving friend who can’t seem to let them die.

Shelltooth turned to Hookear. “Ways we could improve the shoal will be discussed this time and each comment should be required to be worth listening to. Arguments are welcomed.”

Hookear smiled at her, dipping his head as he got comfortable, shoving his arms underneath his mass of a body and curling his tail along his side.

Once she said this, the merfolk turned to each other and discussed. Driftwave had made glances towards Shelltooth as Hookear and her spoke with one another. They seemed close enough to bounce off of each other, and a bit too close when their tails hit. His glare intensified until Jellynose cleared her gills, paddling towards the bluefish with an awkward smile.

“I assumed
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