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Chapter 1
The First Day


The morning sun rippled across the water’s surface, painting golden patterns on the sandy floor of the pond. In a quiet corner of the coral neighborhood, two small fish were about to start their very first job.

Bigi was fast asleep in a bed of moss. Her red scales shimmered faintly, and her cheeks puffed up with every snore. Lala was already wide awake, darting back and forth across their bedroom. Her bright orange scales gleamed as she tied a green seaweed bow around her fin and hummed a melody that wasn’t quite in tune.

“Bigi, wake up!” Lala said, poking her sister with the tip of her fin.

Bigi let out a groan, burrowing deeper into the moss. “I can’t. I’m hibernating.”

“Hibernating?” Lala laughed. “You’re not a turtle. Come on, sleepy scales. It’s our first day at Shell & Associates!”

“I know,” Bigi said. “That’s why I’m staying here. Someone has to hold down the fort.”

Lala shrugged dramatically, grabbing her sister by the fins and hauling her upright. “You can’t hold down the fort. We’re a team! If you don’t come with me, what will I say to Mr. Grouper? ‘Sorry, my sister decided to become a full-time moss enthusiast’?”

Bigi blinked at her, her white freckles stark among her soft red scales. “I don’t think we’re big enough fish for this job.”

“Of course we are!” Lala said, spinning excitedly in a small circle. “We’re the biggest fish I know. Except for Mr. Grouper. He’s actually big. And kind of scary. But compared to others, we’re huge.”

Bigi sighed, but her lips curved into a soft smile. “Fine,” she said, reluctantly floating away from her bed. “But if we mess this up, I’m blaming you.”

“You can blame me all you want,” Lala said cheerfully, “but we’re not going to mess up. We’re going to be amazing!”

***

In the kitchen, their parents were busy preparing breakfast. Mrs. Perch hovered over a bubbling reef stove, flipping thin kelp rolls stuffed with crunchy algae flakes. Mr. Perch, calm and orderly, arranged coral cakes onto a shell platter.

“Good morning, girls,” Mrs. Perch said briskly. “Remember, first impressions matter. Work hard, follow the rules, and don’t make waves.”

“Literally,” added Mr. Perch. “Stick to the current, and you’ll do just fine.”

Lala picked up a kelp roll and took a big bite. “I don’t know why everyone’s so afraid of waves. They’re the best part of the pond!”

Bigi nibbled cautiously at her own roll. “Waves make things… unpredictable,” she murmured.

Before Lala could respond, a small voice piped up from the doorway. Sprig, their young guppy neighbor, was peeking through the anemone curtain with wide, curious eyes.

“Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Perch! Good morning, Bigi! Good morning, Lala!” Sprig said, their oversized fins flapping like tiny sails. “Are you really starting a job today?”

Lala beamed. “We sure are! At Shell & Associates.”

Sprig tilted their head. “What do you do there?”

Lala puffed up with pride. “We’re auditors.”

Sprig blinked. “What’s an auditor?”

Lala grinned. “Imagine this: you have a jar of pearls. Every day, you count them to make sure none are missing. But one day, the numbers don’t match. You’ve either lost a pearl, counted a bubble by mistake, or maybe—just maybe—someone took one.”

Sprig gasped. “Oh no! What happens then?”

“That’s where we come in!” Lala said. “Auditors figure out what went wrong. We count the pearls, check the records, and solve the mystery!”

Sprig’s eyes sparkled. “So you’re like detectives for pearls?”

“Exactly!” Lala said, spinning dramatically.

Sprig turned to Bigi. “What about you? Are you doing the same thing?”

Bigi hesitated. “I make sure the numbers match,” she said after a moment. “Without numbers, there’s no way to solve the mystery.”

Sprig thought about this, then nodded seriously. “I guess you’re like the quiet part of the mystery.”

Lala laughed. “That’s Bigi. Quiet but brilliant.”

“Good luck!” Sprig said, flittering off. “I hope you solve lots of mysteries!”

***

Shell & Associates was the tallest structure in the pond, made of twisting coral spires with shimmering windows of polished clam shells. Inside, the water was alive with movement—fish of all shapes and sizes darted between desks, balancing glowing jellyfish lamps and stacks of kelp reports.

Bigi froze the moment they bobbed inside. The noise, the colors, the sheer busyness of it all—it made her fins shake nervously.

“Wow,” Lala whispered. “It’s like the whole pond is here.”

Bigi clutched her pearl necklace for comfort. “It’s… loud.”

“It’s exciting,” Lala said, pulling her sister forward. “Come on, let’s find our batchmates!”

Their batchmates were waiting by a seaweed desk, each one looking nervous in their own way.

Finnie, a golden seahorse, was scribbling furiously on a clipboard. “First impressions are critical,” they muttered. “Critical!”

Bubbles, a round pufferfish, smiled anxiously. “Hi!” she said and inflated slightly. “Oops. I do that when I’m nervous.”

Crabby, a small red crab, folded his claws across his chest impatiently. “Let’s just get this over with.”

“Hi, everyone!” Lala said. “I’m Lala, and this is Bigi. Together, we’re unstoppable!”

Bigi blushed. “Or stoppable… very stoppable.”

The sound of a deep cough made them all freeze. Mr. Grouper, a massive fish with gray-streaked fins and sharp eyes, loomed over them.

“Are you done chatting and ready to start working?” he asked in a slow and deliberate voice.

The group nodded hurriedly.

Mr. Grouper handed Bigi a kelp ledger. “Your first task,” he said, “is to audit the coral canteen. Keep it simple. Don’t mess it up.”

Lala saluted. “You can count on us!”

Mr. Grouper raised an eyebrow. “We’ll see.”

As the group headed to the canteen, Lala whispered to Bigi, “Did you hear that? He thinks we have potential!”

Bigi clutched the ledger as if it might float away. “Potential to mess up.”

***

The coral canteen was easy to spot. Its walls were twisted into spirals of bright orange coral, and ribbons of green and purple seaweed fluttered like banners in the current. The smell of plankton soup and sizzling algae fritters filled the water, making Lala’s fins wiggle with excitement.

“This place smells amazing,” Lala said, spinning in circles as they approached the entrance. “Do you think they’ll let us taste the kelp while we’re here?”

“We’re not here to eat,” Bigi said. “We’re here to work.”

Lala poked her sister on the side. “Why can’t we do both?”

The canteen was even busier inside than it looked from the outside. Fish large and small swam around, balancing trays piled high with seaweed wraps and bowls of steaming algae stew. The hum of voices undulated like waves, punctuated by the occasional clink of shells or the splash of an overturned dish.

Bigi stopped in the doorway, her fins pulled close to her body. “It’s loud here too,” she muttered.

“It’s lively,” Lala corrected her. “This is what the heart of the pond looks like, Bigi! It’s beautiful.”

Bigi wasn’t convinced, but she let herself be pulled forward anyway.

Near the kitchen, a small yellow fish with black stripes was flitting nervously from side to side. Her round eyes darted from one diner to another as she scanned the room.

Lala greeted her with a friendly wave. “Mrs. Blenny?”

The yellow fish turned to them. “Oh! You must be the auditors,” she said. “Thank goodness you’re here. I’ve been trying to make sense of this kelp ledger for days, but the numbers just don’t add up. I keep losing track of the inventory, and I’m afraid some kelp might be missing.”

She handed the ledger to Bigi, who accepted it hesitantly.

“Don’t worry.” Lala puffed herself up confidently. “We’ll figure it out!”

Mrs. Blenny blinked again, tilting her head. “You will?”

“Of course,” Lala said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “We’re professionals.”

Bigi shot her a look, but didn’t say anything.

“Oh, thank you!” Mrs. Blenny’s voice fluttered with a mix of hope and doubt. “Please let me know if you need anything. I’ll just be over there.” She swam off toward the kitchen, muttering something about seaweed chips and soggy kelp.

***

The team gathered around the ledger with enchanted ink under the subtle glow of the canteen’s light.

Finnie flipped open their clipboard with a sense of purpose. “Alright,” he said, “we need a plan. Step one: review the ledger. Step two: compare it to the inventory. Step three: calculate the discrepancy.”

“Step four: don’t overthink it.” Crabby folded his claws. “We’re looking for kelp, not treasure.”

“I just hope we don’t mess it up,” Bubbles said, her voice wobbling. “What if we miss something? Oh no, what if we miss—”

“You won’t miss anything,” Lala interrupted. “You’re doing great already.”

“I haven’t done anything yet,”

“Exactly!” Lala said with a grin. “No mistakes so far!”

As the group got to work, it quickly became clear that its members’ approaches were wildly different.

Finnie stayed in the corner with their clipboard, muttering calculations under their breath and flipping through the ledger as though it held the secrets of the universe. “Column A doesn’t match Column C,” they mumbled, “and the totals on page 6 are off by at least—wait, where’s my flowchart? I need a flowchart!”

Crabby, meanwhile, perched on a nearby table and glared at the diners with an impatient expression. “It’s obvious,” he said flatly. “Somebody ordered extra kelp and didn’t write it down. Mystery solved.”

Bubbles tried to count a jar of dried kelp flakes but accidentally sneezed, sending the flakes scattering into the water. “Oops!” She puffed up in embarrassment. “Sorry!”

Lala swam from table to table, chatting with diners as though she were hosting a party. “Excuse me,” she said to a group of guppies, “did anyone here order extra kelp salad? No? Hmm. Interesting…”

Bigi stayed quiet in the corner, her fins trembling slightly as she flipped through the ledger. The columns of numbers were overwhelming at first, but as she stared at them, something began to click.

“I think I found something,” she whispered.

The rest of the group turned to her, their fins brushing against each other’s as they crowded around the ledger.

“What is it?” Finnie asked.

Bigi pointed to a line in the ledger. “This entry says they received fifty bundles of kelp yesterday, but the delivery record only shows forty-five. And…” She flipped to another page; her voice grew more confident. “There’s a note here about some kelp being set aside for… ‘personal experiments?”

Lala’s eyes lit up. “Experiments? What kind of experiments?”

Mrs. Blenny appeared beside them, looking flustered. “Did you find something?”

Lala grinned. “We sure did! It says here you’ve been using some of the kelp for experiments.”

Mrs. Blenny’s face warmed into a pinkish yellow. “Oh, well, it’s nothing, really,” she stammered. “Just a few bundles here and there. I’ve been trying to make kelp cookies, but they keep coming out soggy.”

Crabby groaned. “You’ve been eating the inventory?”

Mrs. Blenny wrung her fins. “I didn’t think it would cause this much trouble! I just wanted to try something new…”

“It’s okay to try new things,” Lala said, “but next time, maybe keep the experimental kelp separate from the business stock.”

Mrs. Blenny nodded. “Of course! I’ll be more careful in the future. Thank you for catching that!”

As she swam away, Crabby grumbled, “We’re basically babysitting kelp now. What’s next, coral counting?”

Lala smiled brightly. “You’re welcome.”

She turned to Bigi, her fins glowing with pride. “You were amazing, Bigi! You cracked the case!”

“It was just math,” Bigi said quietly, though her eyes shone ever so brightly at the compliment.

“Math that saved the day,” Lala said.

As the group swam back to Shell & Associates, the pond seemed stiller somehow, as though it was holding its breath.

“First day and we’re already solving mysteries,” Lala said, twirling in the current.

“Or getting lucky,” Crabby muttered.

Bigi stayed silent with the ledger clutched tightly in her fins. The day had been loud, messy, and chaotic, but for the first time, she thought: Maybe I belong here after all.

***

The office at Shell & Associates was strangely quiet as Bigi, Lala, and their batchmates hovered outside Mr. Grouper’s door, even though fish were zipping around every which way with folders and jellyfish lamps. To the group, the world seemed to shrink in the shadow of that coral door.

Bigi looked at the kelp ledger in her fins. She wasn’t sure if the glow of the ledger came from the enchanted ink or her own nervousness.

“I think we’re about to be filleted,” Bubbles whispered.

Finnie held their clipboard up like a shield. “Don’t be ridiculous. We triple-checked everything. This is going to be fine.”

“Fine? You call this fine?” Crabby snapped. “We’re five minutes late, and we’re loitering here like a bunch of guppies who don’t know which way the current flows.”

Lala leaned toward Bigi and said, in a loud enough voice for everyone to hear, “I think Crabby’s nervous.”

“I’m not nervous,” Crabby retorted, his claws clinking together like tiny cymbals. “I’m annoyed. There’s a difference.”
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