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During the wetland season, Seiche becomes a permanent seer to the Fins’Above. Though, when she had thought her excessive visions would lapse, she is startled by the newest pooling intrusion of coral, skulls, and lasting golden ichor from a place she had not been in cycles. Her curiousity will get the better of her, and she will travel to that place with only one thing on her mind – the Forever Coral.

____________________

Arc: A Coral of Gold

Book One: A Chance
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​GROUPS
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​Vek'Her'Tai Shoal

​Kingpins

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

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

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

​Guides

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

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

Pearleye, a Telescopefish with fair skin and brown hair.

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

Moonfin, a Clownfish with fair skin and brown hair.

​Officers

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

Slugmoon, a Triggerfish with black skin and black hair.

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

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

​Boppers

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

Conchbelly, a Viperfish with pale skin and black hair.

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

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

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

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

Freckle, a Spoonarm Octopus with brown skin.

Buoy, a Porcupinefish with light skin and red hair.

Seadawn, a blue Shark with fair skin and light hair.

​Off-bopper

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

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

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

Ricegill, a Viperfish with dark skin and black hair.

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

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

Gyre, a Clownfish with brown skin and black hair.

Twilight, a Homafish with light skin and brown hair.

Azriel, a Leatherjack with brown skin and gold hair.

​Gliders

Lakebelly, a Butterflyfish with brown skin and brown hair.

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

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

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

Kiyara, a Cobia with pink skin and black hair.

​Maters, Eggies

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

​Elders

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

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

​River Shoal

​Kingpin

Skysplit, a Drum with chestnut skin and red hair.

​Guides

Cloudbell, a Striped Bass with black skin and black hair.

Barley, a blue Catfish with brown skin and light hair.

Lilyfin, a Carp with pale skin and brown hair.

​Officers

Canopy, an Alewife with pink skin and light hair.

Silas, a Carp with chestnut skin and gold hair.

​Boppers

Icetooth, a Drum with chestnut skin and black hair.

Firefoot, a Drum with brown skin and red hair.

Lakescale, a Drum with brown skin and black hair.

Pondtail, a Warmouth Bass with tan skin and dark hair. 

Heroneye, a Northern Pike with dark skin and dark hair.

Reed, a Brown Trout with fair skin and blonde hair.

Marshly, a White Crappie with dark skin and black hair.

Ali’tal, a Rock Bass with brown skin and light brown hair.

​Off-bopper

Oyster, a Rainbow Trout with pink skin and light hair.

Tigerclaw, a Tiger Musky with fair skin and black hair.

Kel’pir, a yellow Perch with pale skin and blonde hair.

Christian, a Rock Bass with brown skin and dark brown hair.

​Gliders

Corinth, a Warmouth Bass with brown skin and black hair.

​Maters, Eggies

Viria and Sunfin, a Sauger with albino skin and white hair and a Drum with albino skin and light hair.

​Elders

Lir, a Drum with tan skin and gray hair.

Atabay, a Longnose Gar with brown skin and gray hair.

Nelliala, a white Crappie with brown skin and black hair.

Alifer, a white Shad with olive skin and light hair.

Michael, a Sauger with albino skin and gray hair.

​Flocks

​Pastor

Cirrus Six’Wing, a mixed Gull with tan skin and black hair.

​Quawxe

Adhil, a Sandpiper with light skin and brown hair.

​Flight Admiral

Celestiar, a Royal Tern with pale skin and blonde hair.

​Royal Nest

Midnight, a Pomarine Jaeger with black skin and black hair.

Estelle and Castor, two Gulls with tan skin and brown hair.

​North Coop

Dawncall, a Neotropic Cormorant with brown skin and brown hair.

Ursa, a Wilson's Storm-Petrel with olive skin and brown hair.

Vega, a Northern Gannet with light skin and blonde hair.

Nix, a Bonaparte’s Gull with pink skin and red hair.

Selene, a mixed Pelican with brown skin and black hair.

Kailani, a mixed Albatross with light skin and dyed hair.

​South Coop

Skyglass, a Black-browed Albatross with pink skin and red hair.

Erith, a Great Skua with brown skin and black hair.

Flamera, a mixed Gull with black skin and black hair.

Talon, a Swan with fair skin and blonde hair.

Dashel, a Snow Geese with pale skin and white hair.

Icarus, a Coot with brown skin and red hair.

Seachime, a Canvasback with dark skin and black hair.

​East Coop

Duskcall, a Neotropic Cormorant with dark skin and black hair.

Silas, a Glaucous Gull with tan skin and blonde hair.

Atmos, a Brown Pelican with light skin and black hair.

Tropos, a Black-legged Kittiwake with brown skin and dyed hair.

Tidefall, a mixed Cormorant with white skin and white hair.

Hydraclaw, an Osprey with olive skin and dark hair.

​West Coop

Hazefeather, a Savannah Vulture with dark skin and dark hair.

Luminai, a mixed Albatross with pink skin and brown hair.

Nimbostra, a Bonaparte’s Gull with fair skin and red hair.

Fogtail, a Swan with fair skin and blonde hair.

Stream, a Steller’s Sea Eagle with pale skin and white hair.

Maltear, a White-necked rockfowl with brown skin and black hair.

​Elders

Graybelly, a mixed Kittiwake with chestnut skin and silver hair.

Fanglily, a Neotropic Cormorant with dark skin and black hair.

Icetooth, a mixed Albatross with pink skin and brown hair.

Saline, a Great Skua with light skin and brown hair.

Aeroflutter, a Black-legged Kittiwake with brown skin and black hair.

​Fins'Above

​G Unit

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

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

​A Unit

Clayfoot, a Mudskipper with black skin and black hair.

Amberflight, a white Shad with olive skin and brown hair.

Yiba, a Cape Lion with mosaic dark skin and black hair.

Yarrow, a Toyger Cat with mosaic brown skin and brown hair.

​D Unit

Gem, a Clownfish with pale skin and light hair.

Seiche, a Clownfish with brown skin and brown hair.

Gojo, a Moose with fair skin and dyed hair.

​F Unit

Sirius, a brown Falcon with fair skin and brown hair.

Aurora, a red Kite with brown skin and black hair.

​Rouges

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

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

Shortfin, a Butterflyfish with brown skin and brown hair.

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

Shellfin, a Moorish Idol with pink skin and gold hair.

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

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

Beachpool, a Moorish Idol with pale skin and black hair.
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​MAP
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​BEGINNING
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"Do you think we look like this in every ocean?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean," she takes a breath, then looks to her right, where her her'eite sits with a long frown on their face, "Do we have fins like these in another ocean? Are we this straightened? This war scarred? This powerful? This.. in love..?"

The moorish idol grinned, then left a kiss on the goby's cheek. 

"No," they cooed, "I believe we are even better than before."
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​CHAPTER 1
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The whistling of the world surrounded an empty den. The Revolution is in waiting. 8 months remain.

___

It was warm near the surface, and a den, lavish and kept, sat idle in the storm of it all. Buzzing fish drove by in the absence of the family, boats crossed overhead splitting the waves, sea bugs pranced along the surface and between the bubbles.

The cawing of the ocean was soft, but it came down harder as a bird skipped the crash of water against rocky earth not so far from the den. Plumage shedding, warmth twisting in their skin. 

The world was slow now. It was simple.

There was barely a noise when it was just them. There was no ringing bell, there was no guarded palace, there was no loud call of a buck, jobs were done easily, tools were made overnight. The den was alone. They were alone.

To think that it had been only months since they first left. They disappeared, just like that. 

It wasn't easy.

The den had the scars of battle on it, patched with what they had. Damp seagrass was woven into the thick walls while nails kept it all standing. The lush surroundings were clean and alive, a garden of crops cultivated for this very spot. 

And yet, that beauty was ugly at the start. Dying food leaned while pests rid of their home grown crops. The days of laying hungry with the only thing to satisfy themselves was the knowledge of language and the arts. Their spirits high with smiles they couldn't afford, yet they still stole them from the privileged. Weeks where illness was their only way to think..

To remind oneself that this was a choice, to live and love like this was always a choice.. it was a burden. Leaving put them at risk, and yet it was worth every orca pelt, woven bed, bush of flowers, every shower, all the privacy.. it was worth detaching from an upcoming empire.

Escaping shoal life.

It was the best thing they had ever done.

An eggie giggled from behind their maters.

Another one galloped quicker and quicker to the distant den with a swinging tail. 

Both maters held woven seagrass baskets on their backs like bookbags, moving at their own pace through the empty Wider Blue.

They had traversed hills, currents, trekked far out and rounded their way back home with all their smiles. It was the first thing on their minds, food. And in their baskets that they hauled, they dragged along bundles of shrimp, worms, slugs, and a few gamefish they could find in the open. In smaller bags, they squeezed on herbs and plants to go with.

"Keep up," said the moorish idol to the crawling eggie.

A small mutt pranced closer, then stopped with a leap. Their tiny fins flailed around as they moved, getting to their father's hip before leaning down and taking a break.

The two parents looked at each other.

Only one laughed with a joyous giggle, clapping their hands together. Webbed fingers cut and torn from battle and time, finding the love to celebrate. It was like their first word.

"Ah! You're doing it!"

The child lifted themselves once more huffing.

The other mater looked to their older one. He was already at the den, lifting up the latches with his own heavy load on his back. He shuffled in and shut the door.

The maid furrowed her brows with a smile. He was inside. Relief washed her scales, and she finally turned, clapping along.

"Po, po, po!"

The eggie then got up on her legs and jumped higher than the previous attempt. Such motivation.

"You're getting there," the moorish idol cooed, "Then.. then you'll get as tall as your brother with as much air time."

They moved along, leaving the goby and the eggie alone.

The young maid swam near, hugging her mother's tail with a deep purr.

The goby's fin came down, and rubbed into her daughter's braided scalp.

The den was in sight by the time their coos had ended.

The home was tall, broad, and the pinnacle of safety. A large fence erected right around it, made from the stalks of rebuilt coral that sat along underground wire and rock. The walls were made from coral and metal, moss insulation for the heat, and nails lined the fixtures together. On the side of the den, a thick pole stood strong as a newly crafted carrier sat idle, its anchor deep in the earth and a rope hooking it to the pole.

The maid could taste morning on her lips as she looked upwards, seeing the sparkles of the sun peer through. Waves, refractions, gliding animals, all of them met with their eyes to the skies. Then.. they passed along.

The wave cooled, the refractions simmered, and the animals darted. The plan was to survive, to be present. To move from the past. To move on, to hold onto what you have. A life. An existence.

Because you might not be here tomorrow. At this same spot, right where you are, right where you stand.

The goby grinned with a few chuckles to herself, then nudged her daughter into the den after unlocking it.

––––––––
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The maid pushed on through, kissing at her her'eite's scales as they passed by, nodding to her with a coo. The two set their bags down and began to filter through what they had caught.

Today was a spontaneous catch, where they fling around with nets and bags, picking up whatever they could find that smelled or looked valuable. This could mean gold, riches, rags, food, or debris. In their minds, this didn't matter. This was a fun game, they did not fatten themselves on the angry thoughts of failure if everything was a win.

The goby plucked out 5 things of jewelry, 2 big nets of worms and phono'la, and a large ma'une that still had fighting spirit. The moorish idol had a similar pot.

"At least we know what we're eating for dinner," said the moorish idol," Put the ma'une in the tank."

The goby smiled, wagging her tail as she paced off towards it. The tank was their way of preserving these things. They knew it was time to eat it if it was slowly dying. Passing through the next room, then to the backyard, the goby whistled with no other thought in her mind. There was a time where this, the empty vastness, would make her put on the mask. But she did not feel the personification of fear come to her ankles.

She took to the sliding lid, pushing it a bit. The water outside and the tank mixed a bit, but she slid the ma'une in slowly and took from her bag a few things of fish food. Raw shrimp and slug rings. The tank was too big to fit in the den, standing at a whopping 6 feet, just a little above the coral fence. It was thick too, what a fortune the glass withstands the pressure of the ocean, especially with the tank bolted into a metal plate that was fastened. 

The goby stands back as she watches the ma'une familiarize itself. She places her fins on her hips with a snicker, it took so many tries to get this tank right. She wishes for safety for the tank itself.

She scurries back inside after a brief look at the garden.

Her fins were swiveling in the den, feeling the heat hit her back again when she locked the back door. Distant conversation rolling from her family in the kitchen, all while she stood in her bedroom, clutching her shirt.

"Weopa, like this," the moorish idol moves along in a way blind to the goby. Yet, she could hear the eggie copy her father. A grin comes to her gills, she softly breathes in.

"Where did you put my blanket?"

Their son strode out of his room, mewing to the moorish idol with laid back fins.

They turned, nodding their head to another room. Its door was just beads.

"Soaking in the wash," they clicked, "You didn't do it so I wanted to help."

The glider, only by a few months, grumbled, "I was busy. Mom had me nudging the garden.. Sorry," he paddled off.

He kept his head down a bit, returning to his room.

And that was when the goby walked out. She slowly looked to the moorish idol. They felt a spark run through their spines. Words exchanged without speech. A lowering head, and a rough gulp.

The moorish idol skipped over their daughter, licking behind her ears, "You play in your brother's room, okay? I'll be back."

The Wider Blue was the same as it had been.

It's curves, the long winds that split into currents, the strong stretch of lands that never stopped. Blue, blue worlds the family planted many markers at for memory. It was the same old Wider Blue.

And yet, with the two alone, just a little far from the home, it felt like a stranger.

Like they were standing right before their past home. The Vek'her'tai Shoal. Like there was an energy in the waters she could sense. It was strange, it was wrong. Something was wrong.

"I just don't get how he could be feeling this way," said the moorish idol.

The goby licked her lips, then shut her red eyes, "He's growing up. He's getting lonely. I assume he yearns for more than just... gardening." 

The vink came near, then slowly laid down with their body outstretched beside their her'eite, "It was a community, it is all we ever knew - until now.. now."

"Right," the maid takes a breath, opens her eyes, then furrows her brows, "I don't want to go back. I cannot go back by oath. And yet.. I do not want to deny Shellfin of his right to joy. He's been like this since we left. I know that this is the problem."

The moorish idol curses to themselves, "The shoal is full of the same ke'laak we tried to escape. Do you want that.. that for him?"

"He's three cycles old," she stands, stretching her back and curling her tail, "Six months of his life spent here. He needs the experience as he gets older. If not all of us, then only he shall return. But, it's his choice."

The vink paused. They looked upwards, at the glittering sea skies. They took a sharp breath through aging gills, then nodded, "I respect your decision, Silvur."

The goby swiftly turned her head. Heartbeat slow, eyes wet. There was something in there wanting to hold her back from going. Something vicious was hoping she'd never return. Never give him the same pain she suffered at the tails of shoal folk. The constant surveillance, allowing the power of abusers, the prolonged existence of foolishness as a way of healing from pain.. Was this what she wanted her own son to experience? Until he's ready to come back home?

Would they even let her through the gates? What would the shoal look like now? What would it all mean?

To keep him safe, would she have to sacrifice herself?

Only the seas would know.

And the seas crashed in swiftly.

At the last flickers of morningbell, two figures rode the currents to a long path. It was still turquoise, but it had been beaten and bruised into a dark cobalt over time.

The gates were pearly, decked in ornaments of a prior festival, beautiful paint glossy on its hinges and handles. A sharp swing passed downwards, the keen eyes of a buck and a maid caught them in their tracks.

Silvur could see them too. Dressed in thick armor, spiked and fastened. They wore helmets that could break bone, crowns of daggers and eyes of demons. They were larger than before, feeding only on the blood of others.

Shellfin lowered his head in their presence, eyes shifting to the floor. Him and his mother wore handmade cloth, long drapes with colorful patches. Scarfs, shawls, cloaks, dresses.. common apparel in their den. Jewels of a thousand rocks sat upon Silvur's neck as she came near, head high with a strong sense of aura. She could smell it dripping off the armored bluefish. His head tilted once the scales could be recognized along her back.

It prickled in the maid.

The triggerfish took her blade, slamming it downwards into the earth just before Silvur could step forward. The bluefish hesitated.

The medallions on the maid shivered in sheer power.

But Silvur did not flinch, covering her son with her tail, and narrowing her eyes.

"You've returned."

"I have," she lifts her gums a bit to show her sharpened fangs, a viper's.

The maid huffed, keeping her stance.

The buck cleared his throat, "You signed the letter yourself. You were not to return, no matter what."

"And yet, I am here," the scorched-scarred goby looked to the giants.

The buck and Shellfin locked eyes, then parted them when the glider looked back down.

"You brought your son," the bluefish stepped closer, "Why? What are your intentions?"

"That is exactly why I am here. Let me speak to Agir."

The maid hissed when Silvur moved, pointing the blade directly at her forehead, baring her fangs with a curdle of a shout, "I will not hesitate to use force!"

The winds changed. Water tasted sour, gross to even swim in. The goby shut her gill covers, then leaned into the tip of the orange sword. She would show no fear.

"Let me speak to Agir," Silvur repeated.

But for naught.

The two did not budge.

So, why did the gates launch open like rockets?

A figure as tall as Brizo approached. She was dressed down in a frilly black dress, a flowing purple drape with gold patterns and chains running down her shoulders from around her neck, bundles of shining necklaces and a royal crown neatly on her white hair. Fair skin tattooed with the sigils of kingpin status, and her webbed gills flared at who stood before her. She drew in a breath.

"You wish to speak to the banker?"

Silvur furrowed her brows. She pressed on forward, leaving Shellfin alone for a moment. Like a ghoul had arrived, the guards had their blades twisted deep in the sand, and the goby was looking up at the maid. She had moved her fin with swiftness.

"He was subranked?"

"He stepped down," the kingpin smiled at her, then at her power, "Come in. Bring your son with you."

"King Furytail," started Slugmoon as she tried to pull her blade, "She was banned for a reason. We have to keep her out."

The white haired maid slapped her tail against the gates, sending it into the fencing. It slowly creaked back towards her as she calmingly mewed, "You know your strength. Do not believe a mid-shoaler can escape all forty of our fanged jaws. Now, get yourself situated... Silvur, with me."

Shellfin ran up between the two, and to his mother's flank with a lick at her tail. The goby made a quick smile before focusing around her.

She saw it clearly, a new world she wasn't ready to set fins in. Colors, buildings, pathways, all of it. She took a strong breath to taste the jakra lining the roads, listening to the carts be pulled throughout, music from the clearing's singers.

And familiar faces growing older, racing through the sea skies with laughter. 

A young clownfish hustled between stands, fluttering with tools in his mouth, money in his pockets, and deliveries atop his fins. He blitzed in and out of the traffic with chuckles on his throat. Silvur turned with Furytail, feeling a stare on her pelt as she moved along. It was an energy she could remember as long as she lived.

It burned into her skin. But.. nothing ever came. The stare was just that. The maid kept herself cool.

From afar, near the nurse's den, she could sniff out the pelt of an atlantic cod. He was growing thin gray hairs on his thick head of long hair while a sharp false tooth filled in his fang. He gently let the breeze take his scent, and then continued speaking to a largemouth bass.

Buildings erected taller than before, ribbons coating the heights, stretching between them with flags. Her red eyes were not wide enough to see the world around her and it's plenty wonders. The shoal had been growing. Seeing handfuls of new swimmers, pets, and innovation. Even the bank was shining with hints of gold.

"As you can see, our shoal has been hard to maintain," Furytail mewed, "It's hard to be kingpin when everyone does their part right."

She jokes, but Silvur had a suspicion that she was telling the truth too.

The two shake their pelts instinctively when a breeze rolls over. A guard, a new one, lifts his head to his king, and slips open the meeting den.

Contrasting the rest of the shoal, the meeting den only had one change. That was its lighting. It was subtle, but Silvur could taste the difference. Its power source completely changed. And she doesn't doubt the rest of the shoal had changed too. Whatever ally they had was doing them right.

"You already know how this works, I assume," the king dipped through, letting the two paddle in while shutting the door behind them, "But please take a seat."

She does just that, correcting Shellfin's lazy crouch with a snap of her jaws.

"When you were asking for Agir, you were probably asking for the king of knowledge. He's our banker now and I doubt you want to see him after all of this."

Silvur made no noise, simply waiting for the maid to get on with it.

They paused. Then Furytail looked around, clearing her throat and letting out an awkward chuckle, "Well," she mewed, "Why are you breaking the regulations of your letter?"

Her tone had shifted. It wasn't angry, but it burned sternly.

The goby got up, then straightened herself in the presence of the kingpin. She nodded, "The original reason I left was for the disgust I had in this shoal. The reason I was banned was for my involvement with my brother's plans against multiple leaders. The reason I return is to have my son grow up in this shoal."

Furytail dipped her head with a bit of a frown. Silvur clenched her fists, beginning to start her reasoning.

"He was born here," She moved in closer to the table the king sat at, pushing her nose underneath her cloak and patting down tied scrolls onto the surface, "Look. All of his medical records, all of his documents, here. With this shoal. Signed by your nurses, the other kings. He has no document stating that he is not to return, only I have one."

"Silvur, you are still in violation of your letter. You coming here dropped any chance of him being accepted. If he had come here alone, I would have let him in."

"Please," she breathed out harder, gills flaring while pushing the papers closer to the king, "He is innocent."

Shellfin had his fins low on his head, eyes staring at the den around him with a cower. It smelt new.. the world around him was unfamiliar. It had only been six months.

This was not the shoal he had left.

Furytail took a stand. She was standing. Oh, she was standing...

Silvur gripped the scrolls, shoving them back into her side bag with a growl, "I had thought that blood didn't matter, that it was the sins that were purged by the oyewas before judgment.."

The king laid her eyes on her son. The maid slowly slipped her crown off and snarled gently at Silvur, "That exists only in fantasy. Any spawn of evil bleeds their sins. And yet, I have an odd.. fascination with proving that truth wrong... Shellfin, come."

The buck darted his head at her. He took a breath, then staggered over with a quivering lip. She could see it all, the freckles on his skin, the splotches that were cleaned, each crevasse of his scales plucked of illness. He was neat, he was clean, he held himself well - even if he was a coward.

Shellfin caught her eye. Then he shuffled his fins with discomfort as he heard Silvur begin.

She was nearing her son's flank, holding him correct with her fangs. He made a yelp when she pushed him to bow. She gently moved him, but the buck felt the sting in her nonverbal commands.

Furytail sniffled, "Do you know how to raise a wall, ili'buck?"

He stammered it out, looking to the maid that towered over him. She was like a building, stalky but leaner than the other sirens he had seen in the clearing, "Ye.. yes."

"Do you know how to build a fence? Clean roofs? Manage tools? Can you fight?"

"I can.. I can do all of that, Mis'Furytail," he dropped his gaze.

"King Furytail," she placed the crown on her head, furrowing her brows.

"King Furytail," he corrected himself with an apologizing grunt.

The silence was thick. The king before the two was strong enough to kill both of them for even stepping into her territory. But her eyes softened and a joyous smile came to her. Furytail bent a bit, then laughed at them.

"Mafue...?"

Shellfin quietly whispered to his mother, eyes darting between the two maids. Silvur felt her battered scales prickle, blood pumping through her veins as if she only had one chance to do it all. Her gut did backflips in the sea, clenching as she stared down the laughter.

"Oh, I thought you were going to be a handful," the king rubs her long hair back to her shoulder, "Please, Shellfin, let me introduce you to the others. Then, we'll do some clothwork and you can settle in."

The door suddenly opened, flushing out the air that was locked in.

A figure of a thousand spikes and energies raised her head.

She was holding a few books and tools in her palm. And her purple gaze struck Silvur in her memory. It boiled. The temperature changed immediately, and the mater leapt in front of her son with a hiss to the siren.

"Brizo, be careful with the books," before she left, Furytail grabbed them from the dark figure, setting them onto the table with a huff, "Come on, Shellfin."

The buck was hesitant. He moved along, his mother right behind him. 

Until.. she wasn't.

And Shellfin slowly crept beside Furytail, eyes wide as he watched it.

The goby was in the clutches of the demon.

Her jewels snapped off her neck, fin dragging through the sand, tail flailing as she grabbed out at Brizo's hair. Locked in a skirmish a step outside the meeting den. The kingpin of power held her down, snapping her jaws where Silvur kept dodging.

And Furytail kept moving.. So he. so he... he kept moving. 

Even as he watched. His mother being taken by the back of her neck like an eggie, escorted out by the kingpin of power. Shellfin heard it. A loud thud.

Like she was thrown. Thrown outside.

He tasted the bubbles in the ocean when Furytail stopped. 

She was looking down at Silvur's son when she grinned, "What's wrong?"

His eyes were swirls.

This wasn't the same shoal he was born in.

The eyes around him were painted white. Ghouls. Monsters. Beasts with blood along their scales. Maybe.. maybe they were kind. But he knew that the kings would spare him no time to escape their wrath if he messed up.

He was trapped.
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​CHAPTER 2
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Silvur...

___

Silv?

Are you okay?

"Wake.. up."

Silvur's eyes had jet open as she flailed around, head low while her body did flips to recover on her fins. 

A pair of eyes looked down with a worried grunt, licking at her pelt with a sharp tongue.

She would remember that feeling anywhere.

The maid turned over, seeing Briny now pour heated water onto her her'eite's forehead, keeping the maid safe in their arms. 

The two laid in the living room. The goby did a check, looking around her. The walls were enclosed, the paint was still on them, the roof was there.. no bones broken. Den decor was neatly placed without tamper and her mate was right before her. She took a look at the painting on the left wall. It was of Briny and the kids. Silvur immediately pushed herself onto her legs, shaking her pelt with a snarl.

"Those bastards," she started, "And Shellfin is with them. It's my fault, it's all my fault."

"Hey," Briny interrupted, baring their teeth gently against her neck, whispering, "It is not your fault. We had a collective agreement. When we asked, you saw the glimmer in him. He wanted to be with.. them."

The maid grit her teeth, beginning to whistle on her gills as she cursed, "Mbaw'la kau, mbaw'la," Silvur huffed, "I can't even go get him.."

Briny sighed with a wince, looking down. They both let this happen. They both knew the dangers. And yet they both agreed. The consequences of their sharp fangs are met with sharper claws. The vink licked her gill cover empathetically while Silvur sat back down near them.

Their eyes slowly went to the letter on the kitchen table. It sat opened, a few darts of salt resting on top. News. Good news. Well, Silvur would have to dictate that. It was a new day, and yesterday's skirmish was twisting in Briny's mind. If they had just been there..

Their eyes darted back to a tired Silvur, who leaned in closer to the warmth. The necklace they made for her, a symbol of their bonding, was torn in the attack. The back of her neck, inflamed and red. Briny watched her her'eite slumber now, furrowing their brows as they shuffled a pillow under her head and stood.

There was hell to pay. 

And the shoal was to feel it brew underneath their scales, burning feet and rupturing clouds of magma.

There was something warm about the floors.

As each pitter patter the buck made to the floors, the deepening it went. Energy he couldn't describe, scorching turquoise pavement that riddled with the mark of death. It was hot, too hot. Overwhelming, ever-present..

Or maybe it was the steps of a certain king. She was guarding her mate like a hound, head on a swivel with the curl of her tail. The sabertooth pushed her black arms to a fold, clutching her large biceps with a greater frown. The maid had long dreads that screamed in the water while death whistles cupped the coils. Silver adornments and belts held her outfit together, which consisted of skin revealing frills on the elbows of her long sleeve, long drapes just like Furytail's, and a high waisted bottom that hugged her hips with charms and belts that crossed each other, holding her longsword and other items. A crown of a thousand battles won sat on her head, fitting only her.

Beside her, a cusk eel leaned down at a small set up, drinking from a straw. She pushed it around her tongue, then took a sip. The maid, dressed similarly to her mate except her bottom was a floaty dress, bags of seer tools sat at her feet, and her face was covered by a pearly veil. He could see past it though. The one armed beauty was scarred across her entire body, even her spirit cut. When she was ready to go, she only had to hiccup. And her brooding mate got to her feet and huffed harshly, nipping at her lovingly. The two paddled off, with Brizo in pursuit.

It was a regular morningbell, and the peaceful had layered over the shoal for tail shadows now. He heard hissing whispers of his "kind" being in the shoal when he first swam in, and the recoil of necks as he spoke in English and Esperanto. He could speak in different languages than just Mermish, he was smart just like them. And yet.. they felt disgusted at it. It was the languages of their past enemies. A human spoke English with an evil tongue and a mongrel spat Esperanto with bloody fangs. He was smart.

And so he kept his pelt clenched and dragged a cart of school materials to the grounds, belly full of a feast he didn't quite enjoy, and nervous jitters. 

He walked past a curled up Makara, who slumbered in the calmer waters of south Vek'her'tai, laying on a personalized mat from Jellynose'ery. Rock and Starscale were parting ways again to their work, Seadawn hustled Kiyara to the school grounds with a handmade bag, and he could see from afar a viperfish and a leatherjack speaking with hushed words. 

All of it, in the shoal of wonders. Surviving beasts of battles. What more could a swimmer want but to live here? To live in their safety, their plight against danger, the cool air in the summer, the high chance of fresh crops, the community?

The fear of it. Of losing this community. Of not being able to survive without them. A pit grows in his belly as his blood quickens. Heart twisting, eyes waving around. Shellfin stumbles a bit, his cart wobbling until his teeth straighten it.

He could hear her struggling.

Underneath Brizo, her necklace shattering.

By the time his blood cooled, the buck was sucking his lip and standing on the lower hills of the shoal. Yellow splotches clenching, pink skin feeling jolts of energy. 

The glider shakily mewed in English, "Calm yourself," moving slower towards the slope.

The long dip between the school grounds and the upper shoal was great, tall and accompanied by a winding path of turquoise. The buck’s red eyes shifted, and he made his way down with a strong grip. Three rows of sharp, growing fangs hooked the cart while his hind slowly lifted itself with the dip. Down, and down. Shellfin could feel his heart beat again, like he was losing it, like something was filling him with a growing disgust.

It sharpened. Peaking in his forehead as a migraine. Passing under the dimmed biolumes of the shoal put his joints on lock, fully shutting down with a tremble of his fins. 

Get it together! There are fish around you! Stultulo!

It hurt to breathe.

The ground pressed against his ribs and gill bags as he hacked up water, raising himself from the entrance of the school gates and looking around in a daze.

A worried frown fit the face of a leatherjack, who tilted their head with a hand to their hip. Long hair twisted into loose braids with colors in it, raw energy pooling from the siren as they got to their full height and flexed their wings. It seemed as though they were approaching for a moment, but they remained at their post at the gate with a straight back.

Were they not to help a glider in distress?

Shellfin struggled to his side, panting and licking his tiny scratch that bled.

His tongue dragging on his skin prickled the leatherjack to a fury.

They snapped their jaws at him, “Stop licking your wound,” then they sneered, “Get yourself together.”

The buck widened his eyes, turning to listen to the voice. It spoke harshly. He knew their set of scales now. Shellfin kicked his hind legs and flapped his arms, holding himself upwards and dragging his tail to the tipped over cart. Once his whiskers met the metal frame, he pulled the items upwards and stable.

“Blessed lightbell, Kau’Yereah.”

Azriel furrowed their brows, then stepped to the side as he watched Shellfin push the cart into the grounds.

The land spanned for quite a while, the sturdy gate providing easy ground for sea vegetation to bloom across the hooks and floor. They twisted and twirled, curling up at the very top before limping down. The ground was rough, filled with debris of broken wood, scraps of clothing, and dried blood. Punctured into the earth, poles that were costumed with heavy training dummies and spinning, spiked segments were worn down but still at the ready. In a nearby dome, which was fitted with drapes of cloth overtop and feathery moss, tools and resting booths were set up. He was to bring these items there, and yet, he had already messed that up.

On the cart, which had sustained minimal injury, some of the faux swords were bent. They were akin to the coral swords that his mother had spoken about in training, but less sturdy now in order to be featherweight. Shellfin sucked in his teeth and lowered his head, trying not to catch any of the glider’s eyes as he swam on by, bubbles flashing across his nose.

The buck met with the toolshed, pushing the door open, then setting the items where they needed to go. There was simplicity to his job, one he did not get paid for. I assume this goes here, he ponders while cocking his head and placing one of the swords in it’s place. The hook on the wall caught the red loop at the end, hanging it with support.

His fins and fingers twitched. The ground rumbled, and the earth felt cold all of the sudden. The energy flashed an icy blue like the winter’s blissful sheets of ocean water. He shuddered, as if the dugout was freezing. He had felt the vibration of a voice before he heard it. 

She was loud, calling attention to the gliders that shuffled onto their fins with highly held heads. Their chins faced her as if she were their commander, and them, her army. 

“Calling all gliders! Stand for the count!”

It was her indeed. 

Shellfin felt his heart skip a beat, a bead of salt water whisking down his cheek. Swiftly, he swiveled his body between the cart and the walls, running his flank against the wall to get to the exit. He flipped over, bouncing off the ceiling and swimming with vigor. Though his hair was a mess, and he had one small cut on his arm, all while his side itched with a pain, the buck still stood high for the daily count. He couldn’t miss it. Oh, he couldn't miss it!

He made it just in time, huffing on his gills as bubbles spurt from his lips.

The maid straightened her back, narrowing her eyes at all of them who got there. Then, she darted her head to the entrance. A buck, head low with a sore bump on his temple. The sail catfish approached at his own pace, and when he made his spot in the line, the viperfish couldn’t keep it in anymore. 

Her face scrunched up, teeth rattling, pooling energy...

She bellowed a booming laugh.

“Bwhaha! He walloped you so hard!”

The sail catfish immediately barked, “You’re the one who told me to do it!”

Shellfin slowly calmed down, holding his heart a bit. What was happening? He peaked over at the catfish with a tilt of his head. Then he recognized the face a little. It all came back, a flurry of emotions that bristled his patchy pelt. His former denmate.

The former kingpin's rebellious spirit had reincarnated into his son. The buck's dark skin glistened with a layer of royalty, a sleek shine that made him seem more rare than he really was. Valuable in nature was his lineage, which wasn't hard to piece together. Yet, was it from infidelity or adoption that his existence was brought upon as more than an orphaned glider? The moorish idol leaned back into the neatly packed line. He was to ponder later.

Ar’ija rubbed the spot with his green frilled shirt, furrowing his brows at the maid, “He didn’t even say anything, he just hit me!”

She then shrugged, “Well, I guess that won’t get him to talk.”

The young glider blew out bubbles at her, then sighed and laid down in the line. He saw the others follow suit, slowly turning to their instructor as she paced with her head in the clouds. 

She was pondering something. Something new. A thing that she couldn’t share just yet. It was stuck behind her eyes. But then she giggled and Ar’ija flinched at it. Shellfin instinctively cowered. 

“Alright,” she flicked her large tail at the floor, dust wafting upwards and twisting in the ocean, “Let me introduce you all to our new glider, and then I’ll let you all split up.”

The moorish idol felt his jaw tighten shut.

It was time. He was to be paraded around again. He never set foot in the school grounds, he never saw these faces so grown. But now it was to showcase his scales again, as if he was a stranger. As if he wasn't born around them, as if he wasn't with them during the wars.

Ricegill cupped her cheek, cooing to the fish outside the grounds, “I’ll leave it to you.”

Azriel furrowed their brows, chittering their teeth to her, “I’m fine with that.”

The heat of the bubbles grew stronger, as if they walked on a live underwater volcano. The maid was wearing a strong fish leather jacket with teeth spikes along her wrists and neck, the style she replicated from humans. Her hair, bouncing in the flowing winds of the ocean, was dyed dark with speckles of gold in it. A long yawn came from her as the two crossed paths. It completely contrasted their style, which was of an angelic seer cast from the heavens themselves. They were dressed in long drapes that grew heavy at the bottom, parts laid open for their wings, and a small adornment across their headband. Eyes grew impatient of the gliders who anticipated the welcoming. Azriel and Ricegill passed each other, blinking at the same time with small huffs of bubbles from their gills, the exchange of power was apparent from the moment they locked eyes. Azriel shifted on his standing, placing himself right where Ricegill stood before, her taking his place on the outside.

Shellfin felt every groove in the sand become the watery grave he had never wanted to fall into. Bubbles blew from all over his nervous shaking, and his eyes widened with a tremor. Stop.. stop it, body! Why are you shaking? Please just stop!

My body keeps picking up their energy... I thought this was only for seers...

Shellfin dropped his gaze with a suck of his teeth as Azriel straightened their back to the gliders and sneered. He knew it was time to approach. All eyes on him, even Ar’ija had calmed himself to watch the spectacular buck perform.

They knew that nasty mutt-blood from anywhere. Patches of yellow and black scales, pink skin that reddened, white streaks of markings, blood red eyes just like his mother. He would get clocked anywhere. He's just a freak of nature. 

Even with their stern gaze, the teacher dipped their head and nipped at Shellfin’s neck when he got to their feet. It was a kind gesture, even if rooted in their own motives. Azriel eyed him, then walked away and widened his jaws to hiss out a command.

“Let’s see what you got.”

What.

With no hesitation, the earth turned into mush. It was a massacre of thought and rationale.

Bubble rings cupped the air of the ocean that split upon Azriel’s sheer speed, looking to top that of Shelltooth’s. Electricity in the form of neurons shocked the glider as sound and harsh breeze caught up with his senses, drawing in a breath of rocks and plastics.

It was as if a windy storm had landed down in their shoal, ripping into the ground and flipping objects at its speeds, whipping up whirls of the bubbles that turned to sharp bristles of light. His pink skin felt burning right around his temple, as if the water turned into glass shards under his muscles, pulling the stringy meat around into a spiral.

“Augh!”

Shellfin coughed out, hacking like an old dog on its last breaths. He was sprawled out across the floor, arms laid to his chest, and gliding fins opened wide as if they planned to save him from the initial attack. Instinctively, his body curled too, tail above his head.

The other gliders there had known.

Ar’ija was huddled to the side, following the same position as the rest of them. Limbs tucked, scales upwards. He had already messed it up. He had already messed up a few of the tools. And now he has failed to perform correctly. He was to surely be sent back home..

The glider slowly peered to his teacher, holding himself still just to get a good look at them.

Azriel’s wings were larger than any gliding wings he’d ever seen. They fluttered like a bug’s muscles and membrane flexing with mass. The pressure of the water was hard to uphold, and they made it seem like it was just like breathing. A heavy grovel came from the teacher as they reared their head and realized Shellfin’s mistake.

“Tell the class your name.”

Another one. Like a bowling pin, the speed that Azriel leapt, even if it was aimed beyond the glider, Shellfin went spinning on the ground. At some point, he gained air time and tried to fix his footing. Paddling his fat fins and feet in the ocean all while his weak translucent gliding fins beat against the winds that changed directions. From right under him, the air pulled him in different places just like a falling leaf, tumbling down to the floor with his body twitching. Any swimmer would have seen the presence of humanity in this fish's actions... Why were they so cruel?

Blue flashed into the buck's eyes until Shellfin had landed back on the ground. His body leaned to the side, head rolling as his skin jolted in prickles of pain. What is this? Why was he so sensitive to the energy outputs?

A litter of white bubbles flexed out of his mouth with each fill of his gill bags, leading the glider to stretch his fins and wobble on all fours. By now, any other glider who wanted to be far from the stage had escaped the friendly fire. The burgundy seafloor mixed with the lush greens sprouts between Shellfin’s fins. There was nothing more but a blur of the mind, tornadoes that took to the stage in twisting horror.

Beneath his heavy spirit, he felt the spilled blood from his temple. The buck didn't want it to stop, no he didn't know how to stop. He didn't know why his heart tripled in its breath, he didn't know why his scales stretched and itched for a response, he didn't know why he felt so.. out of touch with himself. He was weak. He was a coward. He couldn't even protect his mother...

He couldn't even stand up to protect his blood, his own mother!

Shellfin's blood boiled.

Before Azriel continued once more, the teacher slid their feet in the sand with a loud roar. Spit and the rows of hidden teeth jet out, "Don't waste time! Just do it!”

Fear. Impending doom, a strong sense of flight or fight. He had one choice. And this teacher was pressuring him.

His heart.

Fire overtook him again. Boiled alive in a midst of clouds that came from his excessive kicking. The buck took his palms to his neck, gasping out for water as if he was being deprived of it. Magma running down his nose and lips, scorching his body and esophagus. A heartbeat that drew open the gates of Tiwanith had shocked the stage. Something, someone!

Blood red eyes popping out with energy, a burst of it that peeled over the glider’s teeth into sharpened fangs, his body kicking itself upwards as Shellfin drew in the cleanest breath. A pivot of his heel, a thrust of his gliding fins, a drop of his head. And he was off. The earth around him changed to his will. Running like a wild horse off it’s lead, that nervous blood had wafted from him like stench from a rotten body.

I couldn't even do it!

Azriel’s ears pricked, listening to the clouds that surrounded them. Scales sour as they felt the earth. They could see the glider make a mess with the floor, kicking up dirt. Strikes of their own tail took to the floor, dragging along to test the kid’s endurance. 

He was to tire himself, and the Devil’s Killer was to brisk the sea just as he makes contact... Then we’ll know about this energy of his...

The clouds dispersed. Murky ocean water lingered on their lips, salt dripping from above them. A miscalculation on the moorish idol’s part.

If they have the upper hand in speed, this energy of his was nothing.

A peculiar bloodline.

His mother was born to a phenomenal cook, and his father seemed to lose all previous familial records at their birth. And that surname... Tal’.

But this... this power seems to be out of nowhere. His fight reaction must be off the charts.

An invisible energy crushed downwards, pressing on Azriel’s forearms. The glider had leapt into the sea skies towards their teacher, his head low as if he sprouted horns for his attack. 

The leatherjack widened their jaws and growled. It was like a bubble barrier of sorts, but it was encased around Shellfin’s entire body; and enough of that collected energy could kill an eggie. A shockwave sounded out the moment it made contact with Azriel's skin. Crackling and shattering bubbles that released back into the oxygen. An explosion.

Gliders gasped out, roaring on their tongues and hooting. Bewildered cries and chirps as they cheered and stared in mixed emotions, skin retreating into their scales while wind gusts raked the sea floor. All along the sands, the students flailed to secure points as they felt the shivers up their spines, telling them that here and now was not a safe space. Leaping off the raised level and cowering behind the fencing and training dummies.

One sharp eyed glider twisted his head. He moved his eyes beyond the grounds, squinting and making small flexes with his top lip. Beside him, a tall siren, ready to signal with him if needed. Yet, the dark skinned buck released his first set of calls without her.

Ar’ija draws a bubble through his nose and barks, his diaphragm clenching.

“Sponge!”

Life stopped with that name.

A sense of rationale drew from Shellfin’s mind. Something brewing across the horizon was nothing but a fear that made him want to flee from above his fight. His body couldn’t move. As if, as if... he was going to die. 

But I thought... I thought this was what I was supposed to do! He.. he was fighting me first!

Shellfin could feel his throat stuff again, trying to shout out as he hit the floor below Azriel’s fluttering wings. They twitched. And then laid still. The leatherjack slowly rose to a knee, their large palm cupping the glider’s face. That speed!

Speaking once more, the teacher huffed out a question, this time with a snarl, “What... is your name?”

He had no other choice. He was to not win and shout it. He was to curl up... he was to grovel. The glider trembled with the jolts of his heart, then whimpered, “My... my name is Shellfin...”

“Good,” they lifted the palm, but their body twisted to the side, the bent knee being raised to make way for their large tail, which shot the glider into the air.

It was a few tail lengths or more, it had to have been! He could taste the clouds of the sea all the way up there, and as he tried to maintain buoyancy with his gliding fins, he just couldn’t pick at the winds. His fall was as quick as he was punted upwards.

The ground was beautiful from up there. 

Sparkles of dust, cutting bubbles that whizzed past. The smell of food in the clearing. He could even see the marine animals around them all. 

The whales that passed overhead seemed to not pay him any mind, and the distant sky above was ever present. There was nothing like it. And... At this moment, his heart stopped beating for some distant reason...

Oh... 

He saw it now. His heart's stopper. The bringer of his fears.

The black sclera was wide against the pitch black face. It growled at him all the way up there. From afar, that almost ginger curly hair was short and poofy, one single strand of a beaded braid sat on the left side of his face, showing off the turquoise color that shone through the plated floors of the shoal. His marbled eyes glossed with a level of pure disdain, the furrowing brows only added to the wide-eyed stare. Tail lengths away, he stood. 

He hadn't even touched him. And yet, the mere existence, the watchful eye, the damn mention of his name brought claw marks from Hell to the already cut back of the glider.

The Devil's Killer is his epithet. 

Right after he presented himself at Sarga's last battle, he earned it as a title more fitting than his previous. The buck was of high intelligence, and was held to the utmost importance. Yet... He stands all the way there. In his old torn shawl and his long frilly pants. He does not better himself, he does not acknowledge his role in history, he does not understand what influence he had on the other swimmers here - he does not see it.

All he stares at... is him. Tail lengths away. The Devil's Killer takes his aim.

The glider curled his body slowly, accepting that he was to hit the ground and sustain his fated injuries. But, the ground was cold. Not that it never was cold... It just was scaly and scarred. It was cold to the touch! Shellfin jumped in his bones, leaping and letting himself struggle in the arms of a buck bigger than him by five times. 

The Devil's Killer raised his head and flipped a bit of his curls from his face, fixing the posture he broke by catching the poor falling glider. And still, the moorish idol was less than pleased. His eyes fidgeted to what was around him, heart beginning to race against his own breath and hearing while all around him went frosty. He curled his lips.

“Let go of me!”

Shellfin squealed, trying to fight his way out with furious kicks.

A yellow pelt flexed forwards, moving his jaws and grabbing the young glider by the back of his neck and taking him from his muscled arms. His nose was hot with frustration, obvious discomfort as he snorted in gusts of clean bubbles.

“You are your mother’s child,” he grumbled under his bubbly breath. He was fucking disgusted at the gremlin he had to hold within in his jaws to subdue.

Azriel broke their stoic character, putting a palm on their head and looking down to the ground, “Did I overdo it?”

The tang took this opportunity to spit Shellfin out, grabbing the glider by his tail instead and standing on his thickened hind legs, “Yes! By a lot!”

The leatherjack huffed, “It’s standard new glider procedure,” they shut their eyes, “Anything else would be a failure to do my job at testing their agility.”

“That doesn’t mean you kill the egg,” he sighed, waving Shellfin around, “We still have to take him to Merifin.”

"Ahah! You scared the shit out of them!”

From the sidelines, a laughing jester of a maid pointed and kicked her tail around. Ricegill had all the time in her life to be full of sympathy and aid the mixed up gliders, and yet she paraded with childlike giggles to her class. She is a respectable teacher, but not exactly a perfect role model..

Lakebelly and Kiyara were trying to separate from each other, growling as the dust cleared and the blast no longer twisted their limbs. Bowlight was helping Cavetail onto his thin legs, no longer holding a smile at the showcase of power. The other two, Ar’ija and Shellfin, were out of breath with their tails tucked. 

“You should have warned us!” Bowlight raised her voice, holding Cavetail steady. The young buck was wobbling, looking over at his father with lowered ears. Sponge dragged his eyes towards the louder of the two, but noticed his smaller son shaking. He sucked in his lip with a short wine. Guilt crossed his gills. The tang fixed his posture once more, head straightening and voice becoming flatter while his son eyed his every move.

“I apologize,” the tang mewed at Bowlight, but then stomped his foot on the earth, “This introduction is over! Azriel, don’t make me get Reefwhisker.”

Their white apparel wasn’t bothered by the dirt. It was simply wafted from the mess the white scale leather sustained. The teacher frowned, “Please don’t.” 

Shellfin widened his mouth. Their entire attitude flipped like a switch. Strange, as they were just a fearless beast with the skills to punt him into the sun's flares, yet dropped it as if they were an ethereal guardian angel. Even their eyes got softer, battering at Sponge to plead for mercy against their flexing scales.

Sponge just scoffed with a red flush of burning hate on his face, shaking his pelt and dragging Shellfin out of the school grounds with a dipped head. As soon as he fell from sight up and down the hill, he slumped and his body weakly let out a slow whine, roughly pulling the buck through the earth as if he was simple roadkill to be cleaned up. Tugging him on through every turn and yank, the bumps in the sand coming up to throw the glider into an exhausted spiral.

That Reefwhisker must be powerful...

He pondered, hoping that when he opened his eyes again, he would be in the arms of his mother. His heartbeat had calmed, and he widened his jaw into a yawn. The road was to be long.. he was sure of it... a nap wouldn't hurt.. it...

Yeah... I wanna see my mom...
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​CHAPTER 3
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The passage of time spared no one, whether they were above or below.

___

Oblivious to the happenings of the shoal, the world that encased another perspective seemed so focused on the trivial matters of blood.

And yet, nothing was as vicious as the curdling scream of a newly wed at her afterparty.

“Loch’s your what?!”

A loud shuffle, a thud, then a crash rang from the room, just barely audible over the music in the main corners.

“Okay, Gem, look -”

She hissed. Trying to think about the situation, trying to settle it in her head.

“You know I was going to tell -”

Again, she hissed. She was giving him hints - let me think, it said.

Her body was scrunched up, backing up into the corner of the room with her false mask lifted. Underneath, her darkened skin and scars were visible. The shadows on her face flickered with the candlelight.

“Bankfoot... you told me that you were being transparent!”

“I am transparent,” he pointed to his naked frame, standing far from her at the bed with his eyes wide and fins all the way back.

“Don’t play stupid with me, mbaw’la,” the maid lowered her head, “I do not believe blood matters, but you saw how quickly Stone set Baytooth off on her way! I fear...”

He attempts to hold out one finger, then fixes himself after realizing that he held up his missing one, “Then if you fear, why are you taking that
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