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Characters






Adrian: Ocean child

Benny: The spirit of the school will pull pranks on anyone, though its behavior is respectable around the staff

Callan: Negative energy magic user

Coralia: Child of Charybdis

Fera: Witch. It’s common knowledge that she favors the color green

Isla: Mermaid student

Kylie: The librarian who works at the city library that serves both sides

Sheylla Nymphaea: A mermaid chosen to be the host of the ocean spirit.

Stripe: Feline shifter

Thorne Le Rouge: Originates from an important family, Le Rouge exerts his influence among warlocks. He often dabbles in dark magic, regardless of the consequences.

Professor Waverly: Head of underwater species. Despite being strict, she tends to the students’ needs and does everything in her power to assist them.
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Chapter One: The First Enemy





“You’ve got everything you need?” Elyse fussed around Sheylla, checking the backpack set on the sand and swishing her tail when critters attempted to climb it. Fish roamed around them as they headed to caves for trinkets and shiny objects. “I put some dresses in your backpack for transformation accidents and matching jewelry. Since your complexion is cerulean, I chose light tones.” 

Sheylla rolled her eyes. “Cerulean? Elyse, ocean children are dark blue.”

“Cerulean is a more elegant way when we speak of a lady.” Elyse caressed the seashell necklace on her neck and stared at Sheylla. Her brow wrinkled. “Promise you’ll be careful in that place.”

Sheylla smiled. “I’ll be fine, Elyse. Don’t worry about me.”

“Remember, when you reach the beach, your tail will turn into legs. Don’t panic; it’s normal.” Elyse continued in the same motherly tone.

“I remember. You mentioned it five times yesterday.”

Mermaids spoke in loud tones heading to the town looming before them. Shops spread under corals and anemones, showcasing their products.

Elyse pulled her gaze from the town and settled on Sheylla. Her pink tail swished the critters away from the backpack again. “Are you sure you want to do this? Our life is good here.”

A group of young mermen were having an intense argument near a band of houses. 

“Our people got the bad end of the bargain after the war of species,” Sheylla said when the oldest merman opened his mouth. “Because we live underwater, they believe we don’t matter. I say we show them. Challenge them to battle. Take back what was ours.”

Sheylla rolled her eyes. “You mean this life?” She had memorized those arguments since they were common among youths. 

When a mermaid appeared through the opening on the upper floor, Elyse knitted her eyebrows. The mermaid waved her hand to dissolve the string of bubbles entering the residence. “Enough with this babble already. You fill the house with your meaningless talk! Get some work done.”

Elyse sighed. “Every society has its challenges. People are disappointed because the agreement confined us underwater when we used to roam the land. Aside from sharks and humans, we are safe here, my dear. Why do you want to leave?”

Shiny rocks formed a path leading to the coral houses popping through the dark waters. Sheylla gestured to the mermaids meeting their boyfriends before venturing into the market. “What am I to do here, Elyse? Find someone who will restrain me to an ordinary life?” She flapped her tail and twirled in the water, chasing the parade of her imagination. “I want adventures. This school is an invitation to the children of opposing sides to prove whether we can coexist in a neutral environment. Many extraordinary species will attend, and I can make a difference. I know it!”

Elyse laughed and dropped her arms at her sides. “Ah, the ocean. It seeks challenges and can’t be restricted to simple things. But be careful, for you’ll meet someone, and he will change your entire world.” Her tail swished, bringing color into her cheeks. “Well, let’s get you ready for your adventure.”


      [image: ]Sheylla neared her destination and stared at the greenery stretching across her gaze. “Stunning.” She hoisted herself out of the water. Dark scales decorated the lower part of her body, popping against the sand. The tail shimmered, leaving behind smooth skin.

“Seashells are bright, scales are silver, and—” Sheylla shook her head. “I always forget the last one.” Taking the dripping bag out of the water, Sheylla rummaged through the contents and slipped into a pearly dress.

When she took a few steps into the sand, she fell. “Not bad for my first experience.” Her hair fluttered in the wind, so she secured it in a braid. Sheylla relished the tickling sensation on her skin as she crossed the beach, balancing on the balls of her feet so that she wouldn’t fall as she recalled Elyse’s lessons.

A refreshing air blew through the forest, where saplings grew tall and proud. The line of trees ended where the rock caves emerged through the mountain. A gate guarding the passage to a small rectangular building interrupted the path.

Once Sheylla pressed her fingers on the crest embellishing the gate, a screech scratched her ears as it opened. Seashells and stones formed a narrow path, edged with flora, running straight to the academy building. The heavy lumber doors groaned when they revealed the Main Hall.

Sheylla strode inside and set her chin high. To keep her balance, Sheylla pressed on the stronger parts of her foot. Energy bounced inside her when she made it to the front desk without a slipup.

“Welcome to Grimwood, academy of species.” A fairy flapped her wings and unrolled a parchment with a list of names, which reached the polished floor. “Are you Sheylla Nymphaea?” The lines around her eyes hardened when the fairy edged the paper to her face, pushing a pair of spectacles to her long nose.

Sheylla neared the oak desk, where the stacks of rolled parchments, each a different shade, wobbled. “I am Sheylla Nymphaea of the Streamstar village, resident of the ocean realm.”

The fairy placed her finger on Sheylla’s name, and the list vanished. A thick set of parchments tucked together flew in front of Sheylla, and a quill bent in her hand.

“Sign.” The fairy sitting on a tall chair gave Sheylla an intimidating look over her gold-rimmed spectacles.

Sheylla began reading the parchment relaying the terms of her stay. No summoning entities—who would? Performing rituals is prohibited. Any arguments and unusual occurrences must be reported to Professor Waverly, Head Professor assigned to underwater species.

Sheylla was in the second part when the fairy snapped her wings.

“It’s an agreement, not a book. Sign it so I can proceed!” Fairydust spilled on the desk, and the quill tapped Sheylla’s hand, trembling.

Sheylla fixed her gaze on the letters, reading line after line. Her poor background allowed for minimal education, but her pappy taught her the mystical symbols of the wise carved on the stones, and her love for the hidden messages behind each letter expanded.

The fairy cleared her throat. “Listen, girl.”

“My aunt insisted I read every piece of material, contract or not. She would disapprove if I disobeyed her orders.” Sheylla failed to mention her aunt had met the ancestors a couple of years back, but not because of her inability to read a text.

The fairy’s expression remained stony, but the desk squeaked when the fairy dragged her fingernails on the wood. She slapped her wings thrice to give a fair warning. Her attention to detail gave her the secretary position, though her elderly mind disregarded the consequences of her behavior.

“Girl, there are thousands of students, and I cannot wait for each of them to read this claptrap!” The fairy drove her fist onto the desk, and the pile of parchments quivered.

Sheylla looked at the Main Hall and raised her eyebrows. “Unless they’re covered from head to tail with an invisible potion, I cannot see the students now.”

The fairy’s cheeks puffed, and sparks sizzled in the air.

Sheylla lifted her chin, collected water from the dripping bag and planted one foot behind her to give a boost in the event of an attack. She was navigating through deep waters, but apologizing was beyond her when the situation was unjust.

A gentle flap of wings echoed, and cackles wafted in the electrified atmosphere. The furball landed on the desk, and the parchments collapsed. The small creature walked along the surface, wagging its spiky tail, and stood on its hind legs. A rain of pencils dropped, stabbing the floor. “Mrs. Lorena, chill. Mermaids must read the contracts. It’s an integrated part of their culture.” The creature tossed its head back, which illuminated its midnight fur. “We went over this a few weeks ago. Remember? Paragraph B3.” When the creature tapped its paw on a blue fairydust arrow hanging on her desk, it bloomed into a flower. Letters jumped one after the other, relaying the contents of the rule.

A pink shade painted the fairy’s face, but she clenched her fist, stacked the parchments and took some wooden sticks to frame them. “I can’t remember everything, Benny! Who does the applications? Me! Who must contact the species’ advisors? Me!”

“Now that we’ve settled your job description,” Benny flew onto Sheylla’s shoulder, ignoring the secretary’s rant, and huffed. “Wow, you’re soaked. Do you need a towel?” Its paw tickled her skin when Benny wiped a spot and leaned in her ear. “Why don’t you read on, my dear? I assure you the gardens are much more pleasant than a stuffy room.”

Sheylla chuckled and moved on to the next part. “I will take your word for it.”

Once she signed the parchment, Sheylla dropped it on the desk and left.

“You made a record. I haven’t seen anyone get under her skin so fast. Take the left.” Benny pointed its wing to the dim corridor. The lanterns hovered over them, shedding purple light, which reminded Sheylla of obscure ingredients popping in cauldrons. “And then right.”

“Do you know where you are going?” Sheylla wiped the beads of sweat trickling down her forehead and scanned the walls towering over her as they transitioned into the mosaic tiles of the ceiling. The illustrations blurred in her eyes, so she blinked, but her vision deteriorated.

“Duh! I’m the familiar of the school. Normally, Mrs. Lorena handles the tour, but since things didn’t work out between you, I took care of that.” Benny somersaulted in the air before soaring next to her. “You sure know how to make people angry. Here’s the kitchen where you will have delicious meals three times a day.” Benny flew to the buffet and returned with some snacks in its mouth.

Sheylla caught the bottles Benny threw at her and drained one. With her strength replenished, her vision cleared. “Thanks. For a small creature, you eat a lot.”

“You were looking rather dry, my dear.” Benny licked its mouth and hopped onto her shoulder. “Aren’t you supposed to carry water with you? How will you survive when you have classes and activities all day?” Its tail bounced, tickling her ear.

“That’s why I’m early. I wanted to assess the place and organize my schedule.”

“Ohh, that’s an investigation.” Benny did a backflip and bent his head over. It stared at her with its enormous eyes. “And if you don’t like it, you scram? Not a bad plan.”

Sheylla pinched Benny by the neck and placed it on her shoulder. “It’s only a year. I am confident I can survive one year.”

Benny laughed in her ear. “We’ll see, my dear. Straight ahead, you’ll find the Sunrise Path.”

The designs carved on the ceiling pulled her gaze once Sheylla entered the circular room. The painted rays of a sun stretched to a wave, a paw, a moon, and a fang. It was unusual to see them depicted together after years of warfare.

“You must seek the wave in your classrooms and seating arrangements.”

Sheylla frowned, and her thoughts swirled as the events of the war clashed in her mind. While she was a baby when the war of species started, her grandparents often shared stories. The war was the reason Sheylla never knew her parents. As a teen, she responded with rage to the merfolk who craved a repetition so that their people would claim their rightful place in the world. With time, grief for the fallen settled in her thoughts.

“Why? Aren’t we in this together?” Sheylla gazed at Benny, but it looked blankly back at her. Perhaps the familiar had the recollection of the academy. Sheylla tried a smile. “What’s next?”

Benny backflipped and pointed a wing to the first exit. “This corridor leads to your classrooms.”

Sheylla scratched her cheek. “What about Waterbinding? We’ll better control our powers using water manipulation.”

Benny sat on the nymph statue’s hand and turned its body upside down to look at her. “Girl, don’t you think I know that? I am the spirit of the academy. I know everything concerning the school. Yes, even Waterbinding will be held in an indoor classroom.”

Sheylla grimaced and took a sip from the bottle. “How? Will we bind the knots in the lumber?” Benny’s acrobatics turned her stomach upside down. “Don’t you get dizzy?”

Benny grinned and took a normal position. “You’re always in such a hurry, dear. Wait, and everything will be revealed in due time.”

Sheylla scowled.

Squeaking footsteps echoed on the floor, and a woman emerged through the classrooms’ corridor. Her pale dress popped against her blue skin.

When Benny spotted her, its cocky attitude vanished. “This is Professor Waverly, Head of Underwater Creatures.”

“Thank you for the introduction, Benny. You may go.” A dark mane cascaded down her shoulders, framing her sharp features.

“See you around.” Benny flapped its wings and ducked into a corridor.

“What is your name, ocean child?” Professor Waverly studied her, raising her eyebrows at the silence.

Sheylla contemplated an answer, but the way Professor Waverly carried herself told her it would be unwise to strike another fight on her first day. “Sheylla Nymphaea.”

A smile formed on the professor’s lips, though her sharp gaze cut through her. “Well then, Sheylla, welcome. If you follow me, I will show you Grimwood Academy.”

Professor Waverly gave her the tour, highlighting the important locations in the school. Compared to Benny, she was swift and to the point. 

In the end of the tour, they returned to the Main Hall. Sheylla ignored the secretary and concentrated on Professor Waverly’s words. 

“On Orientation Day, all students must gather at the theater, which is behind these doors.” Professor Waverly waited in front of the oak doors. “When there’s an important announcement, you will be summoned here.”

“Orientation Day.” Sheylla tested the word in her mouth. “What is that?”

The secretary rolled her eyes but dared not speak. 

“It’s customary for the headmistress and faculty members to welcome the students properly on the first day.” Professor Waverly looked out the window and strode through the hallway. “It’s getting late.” The sun was coloring the trees copper, and shadows danced through the floor as the rays disappeared behind the mountains. “I will show you to your dorms now.”

When the crystal waters of the lake emerged, Sheylla gasped. Her cheeks brightened when she inhaled the breeze that stirred the loose threads of her hair. “The dorms are underwater?”

Professor Waverly edged toward the shore. “The dorms are designed to suit each species’ needs and offer comfort.”

Sheylla couldn’t contain the emotions spiraling within her. Without thinking, she jumped into the water, and the scales expanded across her body. She welcomed the discomfort of the transformation as the lungs made room for the gills.

Professor Waverly motioned to her.

It was challenging to follow the mermaid in transparent scales, but the light reflecting from her body guided Sheylla through the underwater paths. As they dove deeper into the lake, more fish emerged, questioning Sheylla’s whereabouts.

The circular area held two caves. Vibrant crystals adorned one, while quartz stones running across its sides embellished the other.

Sheylla entered the crystal cave and swam further inside, tracing the crystals ingrained on the walls.

Rows of beds aligned along the sleeping area, with a nightstand next to each. A large desk and a few chairs comprised the study. Algae, sea flowers, and corals grew at the sides of the cave, which had become a home for fish and critters.

Sheylla leaned over the opening, where plants waved their leaves at the current.

“Comfortable.” Sheylla could spend hours watching underwater residents go about their life. It was fascinating.

“I am glad you like it,” Professor Waverly interrupted her thoughts. “This is your room, which you will share with the other students when they arrive.”

Sheylla turned to Professor Waverly, who was sitting in a chair next to the desk. “There are others?”

Professor Waverly nodded. “Some, but not as many as we would like. All mermaids. There’s also a merman coming for the next semester.”

Sheylla raised her eyebrows but said nothing.

Professor Waverly swam toward the ceiling and pulled a wooden staircase that unfolded to reach the floor. “This leads to a bathroom for underwater species. You may change into a proper outfit before you start your day.”

Sheylla chuckled, and the fish chased the bubbles filtering into the water. “Convenient.”

Professor Waverly moved to the sleeping area, and the current she raised scared the fish, which disappeared behind plants. “I urge you to befriend students belonging to other species. You may discover that other cultures are not as hostile as you were taught.”

“Isn’t that why we’re here? To unite the nations into one.” Desire trickled into her voice, and images of heroes who committed legendary acts of bravery, carved in stones around the cities, hopped in her mind. She’d be remembered for her strategy and better them in every way.

Professor Waverly nodded, but a shadow sneaked into her eyes. “Remember, Sheylla, curfew is at ten on school nights. The glowfish will leave the cave afterwards.” The fish poured into the room, and the crystals reflected the light radiating off their bodies. Professor Waverly swam to the staircase, pushed the trapdoor, and waited. Water plopped as Professor Waverly shed her marine form. “I will see you tomorrow. Enjoy your meal.”

Sheylla slumped onto the bed in the middle. A smile spread across her face when she gazed at the crystals on the ceiling. “Quite an adventure.”
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Chapter Two: Bridges





“Good morning, class. If we haven’t already met, I’m Professor Waverly, and I’ll be teaching you Waterbinding techniques.” Professor Waverly leaned against the desk. Water lapped in a pool behind her, which dampened the air blowing from the windows. 

It was the first school day, and Sheylla was sitting in her assigned seat in the second row behind the fashionable students. They checked their reflections in the seashell mirrors that appeared to be extensions of their fingers.

Sheylla expected a more sophisticated pool of students, given the reason they attended, and so far, the results were condemning. Her gaze traveled over the various students, absorbing Professor Waverly’s words.

There were water nymphs at the back, taking notes next to the sirens, which was wise. Notorious for their tempers, the sirens snapped with the slightest provocation, which would result in death. Since they were young, their cruel nature had yet to emerge. The students in the last rows of the east wing bore no distinctive features to pinpoint specific kinds.

“Now, who can tell me why it’s important to learn how to control our powers?”

Sheylla squeezed her eyebrows, wondering whether they had to answer redundant questions for the entire year. Her meeting with Professor Waverly revealed nothing about the lessons but the transparent scales of the mermaid professor, which differed from the usual vibrant colors of females.

A student in the left row raised their hand and provided the answer once the professor nodded. “If there’s no balance, chaos will reign. We can’t use our powers to their full potential, may it to protect or attack, unless we can handle them to an acceptable degree.”

“Correct. Very good, Coralia.”

Coralia grinned, revealing four rows of teeth.

Sheylla curled her hands on the desk and stared at the professor without hearing a word she said. The four rows of teeth were a sign of monster heritage. Drops of water soaked her side of the desk.

The mermaid sitting next to her waved her palm, and the water dried. “Contrary to legends, they have soft characters. Their parents abandon them after birth, so they grow up in solitude. Our previous neighbor adopted such a child, who was more docile than piranhas.” The mermaid smiled as she tucked a loose strand of her dyed indigo hair behind her ear. “I’m Isla.”

“Sheylla.” She leaned forward, but her gaze kept bouncing to the left row on the second seat to check if Coralia was still there. The anger flared her nostrils. How did she hope to make changes if she couldn’t overcome her bias?

“You will get used to her once you meet.” Isla winked and gave the professor an innocent look when she received a glare.

Sheylla blushed.

“Enough theory. Let’s get into practice.” Professor Waverly summoned water from the pool. With a few swift movements, Professor Waverly knitted the water until it took the form of a sphere.

Some students gasped while others clapped when the professor lifted the water sphere high. “It’s your turn now. Create a sphere.”

As expected, no one conjured a sphere, but there was a fair amount of water splashed in the room. By the time the bell sounded, only Coralia had produced a blob that held the aspiration of a water sphere.

“Good job, everyone. We will continue tomorrow.” Professor Waverly collected the water and directed it back into the pool.

The students gathered their backpacks and left, exchanging their opinions about the lesson.

In the corridor, Sheylla consulted her schedule and the map illustrating the locations of her classes. “Waterbinding was here. I crossed this row of classes, so now I must go that way.” Sheylla put the map in her jean pocket and proceeded, gazing at the paintings and sculptures dotting the path.

A figure walked alongside her, and Sheylla cringed when she recognized Coralia’s silver hair, marching with a smug look on her face. “Lost your way?”

“I would if there were more floors.” Sheylla picked up the pace and advanced to the middle section of the corridor. A bridge arched over a gap, connecting the two sections. Sheylla stepped forward.

“I wouldn’t do that.”

Sheylla bit her lip, planning to ignore the daughter of the monster.

“It’s not safe. Do you really want to die on your first day?”

Waves crashed against the rocks, and droplets spraying the sand filled the chambers of her mind. The tension gathering in the knots of her skin diffused when the grains tickled her toes. Dropping her hands, Sheylla took a deep breath of her imaginary sanctuary and faced Coralia. “I don’t seek the longer way when there’s a short one over here. And if that’s a threat, you better watch your step, or this road will drive you mad.”

Coralia didn’t respond to Sheylla’s statement but cautiously took two steps on the bridge before she leaped back to the wooden floor.

Sheylla smirked, which turned into a grimace when the bridge collapsed into the void. “Are they trying to kill us?” Her voice echoed, and each repetition sounded creepier.

Coralia gazed at the void spreading before their feet and pressed her lips into a thin line. She pulled the map from her backpack, but it showed the same way. “Now, that’s aggravating. How will we get into class?”

Sheylla ignored the creepy echoes and searched the area. “It’s a vast place. Perhaps there’s another way. Benny would certainly know.”

As if it heard its name, Benny flapped its wings over them and sat on a naiad statue’s shoulder. “What a mess.”

“Just my favorite winged creature. I bet you know a way across.”

Coralia tilted her head but stayed silent when Benny soared in the air.

“Excellent, Sheylla. They created statues to represent each species, but the witch professor turned them into doors because she always runs late.”

“Statues!” Coralia shot forward to the naiad statue, which was holding an empty basket.

Sheylla pointed at the apples, sea fruits, and algae lying by the statue’s feet. “Maybe we need to put them in the basket?” Water rushed over her skin when Benny flapped its wings to encourage them. “How did you know the bridge wasn’t secure?”

“Being an outcast, I’ve learned never to jump into an environment I don’t control.” Coralia picked some algae and threw them into the basket. A smile formed on the statue’s lips, and it pulled aside, revealing a hidden passage. “Seems like the underwater caves. Hurry, we’ll be late for class.”

“Thanks, Benny.” Sheylla looked from the passage to Coralia. The stone appeared sturdy, but after the recent experience, she double-checked every decision. “Is it safe?”

“Keep your claws sharp, princess.” Coralia chuckled and crossed into the passage.

Spiderwebs draped from the low ceiling, and droplets of water smacked the stones. A draft growled through the passage, sending shivers down Sheylla’s spine. She was used to cold water, but that strange place gave her the chills. “Not a princess.”

“You act like one.” Coralia avoided a pool of murky water and turned a corner, which was dressed in gauzy webs. Black spots popped onto the white sheets, running from one side to another.

Sheylla rubbed her fingers as her eyes darted, following the spiders’ movements. Her throat was dry when she swallowed. “Revolting.” The thought of having insects crawl over her skin tied her stomach into ribbons.

Coralia pointed to the opening through the sticky spirals. She covered her face, squeezed her shoulders, and proceeded. Claws stretched through her fingers when the gauzy sheet caressed her hair.

Sheylla gathered her arms close to her body, clenched her jaw, and took a step forward. Pressing her lips together, she shuffled her feet, staring at the gauzy sheets stretching into a forest of unknown dangers. A spider rushed toward her. Sheylla gawked at the dark dot.

The spider moved closer.

Her heart pounded. When the spider crossed the web, tickling Sheylla’s cheek, she froze.

A wave dropped from above, cutting the webs. The spiders scattered, chased by the wet terror.

Coralia craned her neck and grinned. “Well, that will make it easier next time.”

Sheylla shrugged and moved on, following Coralia to the labyrinth, which was moist, but without forests of gauzy sheets.

“That wave was pretty cool.”

Sheylla stayed silent. She did not know how she had summoned a wave, but assumed it was due to the turmoil building inside her.

When they reached the main corridor, the students were entering the classroom. Coralia and Sheylla raced the remaining distance and got in before the door closed.

“Because it’s the first lesson, I will overlook it. In the future, I would appreciate it if you were on time.” Professor Alais shot them a reprimanding look.

“And we would appreciate it if you didn’t endanger us by putting collapsing bridges on our paths.” Coralia shrunk her claws and pulled a pair of glasses from her pocket. “If you don’t want us here, you may state it, so we don’t bother with rubbish about peace.”

Professor Alais gasped when their gaze fell on the void behind them. “The bridge is new. I don’t understand.” Their breathing sped up, and their curved ears shook. After taking several breaths to regain composure, the professor achieved a level of calmness. “I am pleased you could make it. Please take your seats, and I will inform maintenance.” Professor Alais clicked their heels toward the desk and smiled at the class, though red blotches painted their clean skin. “Good morning, class. I am Professor Alais, and together we’ll unlock the mysteries of language.”

Coralia pulled her notebooks and wrapped her hand around a thick pencil. “At least she didn’t go into a shrieking fit.”

All the seats were taken, so Sheylla sat next to Coralia. Though she listened to the introduction, her mind kept revisiting the wave. She couldn’t conjure a water sphere, so how on the seashells’ name could she summon a wave without trying?

Professor Alais asked each pair to translate the sentence she wrote, using the nymphs’ alphabet in their book.

Sheylla set her book between them while they worked on the assignment. “For nature creatures, they have complicated handwriting.”

Coralia chuckled. “They bargain a lot. Have you tried asking a nymph for a seashell? You will sell half your belongings before they hand over one measly seashell.”

Both girls laughed but smothered their giggles when Professor Alais cleared their throat.

At lunchtime, the mermaids exchanged their views about the day thus far. Since Coralia went to the unclassified creatures’ table by the window, Sheylla engaged in conversation with her classmates, though with some hesitation.

There was an assortment of dishes for every appetite, but Sheylla preferred the regular merfolk menu of seaweed pie and only tried a piece of chocolate cake, which proved too sweet. Since she had a few minutes to spare, she experimented with the water in her glass.

“Professor Waverly mentioned it will take some time until we conjure a water sphere. She may sound strict, but I heard she’s patient with the students.” Isla pushed the hair away from her forehead and popped the last piece of tart in her mouth. “We can exercise later at the gym.”

The bell rang, and the students deposited their platters on the tray trolley and left for the afternoon classes.

“What’s your next lesson?” Coralia joined Sheylla in the circular area where corridors led to various sections. “I have two hours of Logic and one hour of Music.”

Sheylla smiled, thankful for the company. Despite her initial views, Coralia intrigued her. “I have History, and my last class is Weapons.”

Coralia knitted her eyebrows, fiddling with her necklace strung with pearls and seashells. “Why weapons? Underwater, we clash with enemy creatures all the time. I didn’t think it was standard material for mermaids, anyway.”

Sheylla pulled the schedule from her backpack as she glanced at the obstacles on the path. Someone had set up a vine bridge during their last class, but Sheylla hoped she would never have to cross a bridge or meet a spider for the foreseeable future. “I don’t know. The schedule appeared after I accepted the invitation. It was strange, but perhaps there’s a good reason. Let’s hope there are no bridges.”

Coralia tilted her head. “They are alert now, so there’s a supervisor in every section. I don’t believe the falling bridge was part of the plan.”

A group of canine shifters yowled as they rushed for the class next door and stepped on Sheylla’s feet.

“Hey, watch it!” Sheylla put her hand on her hip, ready to give a lecture, but the canine shifters disappeared behind the door. “Dogs!”

“Don’t try to reason with them. Canine shifters are hyper-excitable by nature. Wolves are more reserved and live by some rules, but it’s a lost cause.” Coralia stopped at a bubbling fountain, retrieved a bottle of water from her backpack and waved her hand, but nothing happened. With a sigh, Coralia dipped the bottle into the water. “Don’t you find it strange there are no mermen?”

Sheylla twirled a strand of her hair and gazed at a desert painting. “Professor Waverly said there’s one joining us next semester.”

Coralia took a sip of water and pressed a finger to her cheek. “Strange. Why would he come in the middle of the school year? Unless he’s royalty?”

Sheylla shook her head. “Wouldn’t he have gone to a more prestigious school?”

Coralia gestured to the classroom, where a diverse group of students waited. “That’s my stop. Meet you at the Main Hall later?”

Sheylla grinned. “Sure, we can go outside to study. The weather is cool.”

“Or to the library.” Coralia chuckled and queued behind the other students.

Sheylla walked five doors and discovered her classroom was much closer. To her surprise, she looked forward to the upcoming meeting with Coralia. Sheylla studied the map and traced the lines leading outside the school, illustrating the parks, shops, and various sites of the land. “Perhaps we can explore the island a bit. What harm can there be?”
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Sheylla took a sip of her drink and leaned in for a closer look. “You call this a letter? That’s a snail’s poop.”

Coralia smacked her with a book, but a smile slipped onto her lips. “I copied it from the book.”

“They can be distant cousins.” Sheylla compared the drawing in the book and the notebook and nodded. “Very distant.”

Coralia pinched her. “That’s not it!”

Sheylla snorted and fended her off, giggling. “No, it is an entirely new species in the history of language. Imagine the possibilities!”

The girls slid down their chairs, laughing so hard that the water in the pool at the Twinkling Drinks wobbled. A water tree rose, branching out in different directions.

Coralia wiped the pale lines running down her cheeks. She gazed at the water tree still rising, and her face brightened. “Your powers are wonderful.”

Sheylla covered her mouth, inhaled, and cleared her throat. “Well, that was nice. What do you mean, my powers? This is your doing.”

Coralia shook her head and folded her arms under her knees. “Definitely yours.” Lifting her arm popped another tree into the water, but it collapsed before it reached the first layer of branches. “See? This is yours. I can sense the ocean’s power through the water.”

Sheylla looked at her palms, positioned on her lap. “I don’t understand. I can’t create a water sphere, but a wave is no problem?” The water tree quivered.

Coralia laid her hand on Sheylla’s shoulder. “You are an ocean child, and I may not know much about you, but I believe you are destined for great things.”

Sheylla’s heart raced in her chest, and she laced her fingers around her ankles. As much as she wanted it to be true, she feared the unexplainable events ruling her life.

“Every power needs time to master. I have enhanced hearing, even better than merfolk. That’s how I heard the rickety sounds at the bridge. My power manifested when I was at a city center, and it overwhelmed me, but I learned to focus on a few sounds to keep myself from losing it. Not always successful, though I try.” Coralia raised her hand, and a blob rose from the water. With her other hand, she tapped the air with her fingers, which gave it a wobbly shape. “You need to find your own way to wield the power you have been given. Take a deep breath and imagine.”

Sheylla summoned some water from the pool, pushed her hands forward and blew. The water rolled into a perfect sphere.

“See?” Coralia winked. “Sheylla Nymphaea, resident of Streamstar, you will be a star.”

Sheylla released the water sphere, which tumbled into the pool. She stood and gave her hand to Coralia. “How do you know my village?”

Coralia accepted Sheylla’s hand and hopped into an upright position. “The secretary complained about you when I was signing up.”

Sheylla rolled her eyes. “The monster.” She blushed a deep red when she glanced at Coralia. “I mean—”

“Don’t worry. I’ve been called worse, but I plan to be better than a monster. And the secretary is terrible and old. Strange they gave her the position at this school since she is incapable of dealing with customs.” Coralia knitted her hands under her knees. “How’s your village?”

A grimace rearranged her features. “It’s…well…boring. All days are the same. Seashell gathering, shark invasions…” Sheylla let her voice trail. “I like adventures, but my people appreciate this mundane life. The only moment their blood boils is when they talk about the war.”

Coralia quivered her shoulders as if a draft went through her. “Ugh, don’t get me started. When I travel through the realms, I hear about it all the time.” Coralia gathered her books and gestured to the cafe. “Another drink, or some exploring?”

“Definitely some exploring.” Sheylla swung her backpack over her shoulder and gazed at the water tree. It competed with the height of the oak trees spread out on the island. “Where are you staying?”

“The colony of corals! Have you seen it? There are a bunch of caves reserved for marine creatures like me.”

Sheylla recalled the corals because, unlike merfolk caves, these were bare on the outside. But there was one with white corals blooming around the cave while bright ones scaled the sides. “Are you alone?”

Coralia halted on the path and waved at a group of students. “No, we’re all together. It’s fascinating to hear stories from different backgrounds. You should join us sometime.”

Sheylla bobbed her head, but something diverted her attention. A group of instruments hovered behind the display windows, playing music. “Wow.”

Coralia snapped her fingers. “Just the shop I was looking for. The Music professor is preparing a concerto in a few weeks. Will you help me choose my instrument?”

“As long as your music is better than your drawing skills.”

“I will let you know that I’ve been playing since I was a kid.” Coralia hauled Sheylla inside the shop, which chimed with distinct sounds. “But I am not fond of percussion instruments. The sound they make is unbearable.”

Sheylla arched her eyebrows and widened her eyes. “Didn’t they tell you? They’re cursed.”

Coralia blew a horn that released a stream of bubbles to Sheylla’s face. “So is that! It will haunt you for all time.”

Sheylla grabbed a pair of maracas and shook them as if she were giving the signal for war. With a last shake, she pointed one maraca at Coralia. “You want a battle? Bring it on, sharp ear!”
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Chapter Three: The Stranger





“Ready?” Sheylla had slipped backstage to see Coralia before the Autumn Festival opened, which coincided with the equinox. She touched up her friend’s makeup and straightened her tie, stitched with the school’s insignia, then took a few steps back. 

“Considering that I am about to give my first concert at a festival, and my mother’s reputation, I am doing pretty well.” Coralia pressed her finger on the viola and blinked away the moisture gathering in her eyes.

Sheylla gave a nod of approval. “You will do fine. Concentrate on the music and don’t bother with anyone else.”

“Easy for you to say. Do I need to remind you that I can hear every sound in the room? From sighs to nail biting.”

Sheylla arranged the pleated skirt to fall better on her hips. “That’s disgusting. Mute the extra sounds like you always do. Concentrate on breathing.”

The other members of the orchestra rehearsed pieces, stared at the mirror for flaws in their makeup, or mumbled incoherent words.

Coralia checked the viola for the hundredth time and gazed at Sheylla. “That sequined blazer really matches your eyes. You should wear it more often.”

“It was a lucky find.” Sheylla smiled. “Fashion doesn’t really align with dark blue eyes.”

“Cobalt,” Coralia corrected and lifted her chin. “And you must be proud of them.”

A bell rang twice.

Coralia set her viola against a chair, and the instrument flew to the stage.

Coralia gripped Sheylla’s hands. “Thank you for coming to see me. It means a lot.”

“I wouldn’t miss it. Now go, or people can’t admire the star of the evening.” Sheylla blew her a kiss and left through the side to join Isla.

“Pep talk achieved?” Isla checked her reflection in a compact mirror and applied more purple to her lips.

“I believe so. She’ll do great.” Sheylla tucked her hair behind her ears and let the nervousness sink in. Coralia played amazing music, so it was no surprise she was chosen as lead musician for the festival.

The lights in the chandeliers faded, leaving the stage lights on. The audience applauded when the musicians played the first note.

After the prelude, Coralia played the viola in a solo, featuring her incredible talent.

“Monster.”

Sheylla caught the word and tucked her hair behind her ear to determine its source. She glared at the shifter sitting four seats to the right.

The boy’s eyes burned. An alga patch flew into his mouth, muffling his holler. He fought, pulling the alga, but it remained stuck on his face.

Sheylla spotted a claw next to the shifter, which belonged to a siren. She nodded and raised her palm.

There were students disgruntled with Coralia’s appointment as musician at the festival. That’s why Sheylla and her classmates spread out in the theater to prevent such behavior. It was Coralia’s first festival, and Sheylla would let no one ruin her friend’s success—student or monster.

Sheylla smirked and leaned back to enjoy the rest of the performance.

Aside from some troublemakers, the concert went without a hitch. After the ending, a table filled with dishes stretched along the wall. As the members of the audience stood, the chairs vanished, making room for a platform.

An elf with a leather jacket and metal rings on its long ears grinned its uneven teeth and raised its guitar. “Are you ready to rock?” A bang of the drum gave the green light for the band to play, and the students hit the dance floor.

“Congratulations, girl.”

“Thank you, ladies. For everything.” Coralia grinned and motioned to the crowd. “Time for some fun.”

The girls moved to the platform, hopping and twirling under the blinking lights splashing onto the ceiling.

“That’s spectacular.” Coralia offered a plate stacked with pastries. “Care for snacks? I’m starving.” She munched some donuts and sipped a bubbly drink from a paper cup.

“Mmm, this is delicious. Have you tried cherry pies? They’re my favorite.” Isla corrected her lipstick and ruffled her hair. “Well, girls. I have important business to attend to.” She winked and walked toward Aurelio.

“I didn’t think warlocks were her taste.” Coralia lowered her eyelids. “He is easy on the eye.”

Sheylla grabbed Coralia’s elbow and steered her toward the table. “Don’t stare; it’s rude.”

Coralia took some more treats. “I’m just looking out for her.”

“You’re being nosy.” Sheylla took a bowl and filled it with chocolate ice balls.

“Careful with those. They’re chilly.”







OEBPS/images/d62b5cab-5518-490f-acf8-3f7cf99c43a7.jpeg





OEBPS/images/52304200-97f7-4b2e-86c6-6d642cdaff80.jpeg





OEBPS/images/c76d45aa-c1d0-4b38-b7f7-316dca4781eb.jpeg





OEBPS/images/7788c769-de7c-4600-92a7-76c5538c6d99.png





OEBPS/images/fe3b5a42-c262-4fb8-9d24-a583ff79cc77.jpeg





OEBPS/images/421d2260-5fbc-4a64-9e63-4ef885afe2ae.jpeg








