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Morning sunlight streamed through the loft’s open window with wafts of pure, fresh air. The beams slipped slowly across the rumpled bedding until they reached Rocket and stirred him. He moved back and forth a little then rolled toward his neighbor, still sleeping, and hopped on her stomach.

Kel pried her eyes open, briefly unsure where she was — till she landed her hand on Rocket. “Hey there, buddy,” she drawled. “Is it morning already?” She sat up and stretched her arms. The only sound she could hear was an intricate birdsong coming from outside the window. She listened a moment then slid Rocket off her lap. “I wonder what time it is.”

Kel rose and stepped to the foot of the bed where she found some things had been set out for her. On an old wooden chest sat a wash basin, soap stone, comb, and towel, as well as a pile of clean clothes and sandals. All of it had a scent of lilac. She dipped her hands in the lukewarm water and eagerly washed her face and long red hair. “That feels better,” she sighed. Then she stripped to her skivvies and gave herself a quick sponge bath before getting dressed again.

“I guess the twins left these,” Kel said as she tried on a soft tan shirt and knee-length pants. “How do I look?” she asked Rocket. He jokingly hid himself under a big mound of sheets. “Very funny,” she smirked.

Kel neatly folded up her flight suit and placed it inside the wooden chest. But not her boots — she slipped them back on her feet, though she turned down the tops to her ankles. “We might have some travel ahead,” she muttered, “and those reed sandals just won’t cut it.” Then she put on her dog tags again with the lakestone necklace and strapped Tudd’s knife to her side.

“Okay my friend, it’s your turn,” Kel said as she dug through the covers and pulled out Rocket. “You could use some spiffing up too.” She dunked him in the soapy water and watched him splash around like a little kid, until he was good and clean. He came out as shiny as a gemstone once she finished drying him off. “Now we’re both ready to meet those elders.”

Kel climbed down from the loft to find no one home. “Hello? Is anyone here?” She called up to Rocket, “I think we better get going. It’s later than we thought.” There was a thump from above and a rolling noise before Rocket came tumbling down, landing on top of a pile of blankets. “Very nice dismount,” Kel applauded. “That’s worth a gold medal where I’m from.”

Just then, Jum burst in with an armful of fishing net, which he had just repaired. “Good morning Miss Kel! Hi Mr. Rocket! Have you had your breakfast yet? Ma left it by the fire for you — fried greenfin hash and lake oat porridge.” He tossed down the netting and fetched a bowl from the hearthside, setting it on the table. “Here you are... then we need to go. Da told the Elder Folk we’d be coming.”

“Thanks, but I’m not hungry,” Kel told him. “I don’t want to keep them waiting.”

“Sure,” said Jum. “Come follow me.”
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The market day was now in full swing as Kel, Jum, and Rocket passed through the square. Shoppers of all ages crowded the stalls trading folk goods and foodstuffs. The air buzzed with commerce. But the trio pushed on, up the adjoining hill, to the door of a circular structure. “This is the elders’ lodge,” Jum announced as he pulled on the bell chord. They stepped inside.

The space was filled with a thick white fog that completely obscured the ceiling, the walls, and the floor, like they were surrounded by clouds. Cool air stung Kel’s lungs but the smell was sweet, almost floral. It made her feel strange. “Is this some kind of drug den?” she wondered out loud. Jum pointed, “Here they come.”

A couple of figures began to take form right in front of them, pushing their way through the mist. Kel squinted hard but couldn’t make out much about them, except that the shapes seemed human. “What’s that they’re saying?” she asked Jum and Rocket. Just then two faces popped out of the fogbank.

“Who are you?!” growled the one with a big nose and beard. His eyes darted all around in suspicion. The other one bellowed a jolly “Hello!” and beamed. “I’m so glad to see you here.” But both of the faces were old and gray — and they were somehow weirdly blurry.

Jum stepped forward and bowed a little. “Good day, Elder Trug,” he answered the first one. “I am the blood of Jarm, a son of Lorl, and grandson of Guff and Jeem. I’ve come with our friend folk Kel Stellix and Rocket the rone. They need to do some talking.”

“Your clan’s always welcome,” the second face said. “Thank you, Eldress Quoo,” Jum responded. But Elder Trug furrowed his brow looking none too pleased. “Hmph. Make it quick,” he grumbled.

Suddenly Kel felt the floor pitch under her feet, first one way then another. Rocket smashed into her shins as mist sprayed her face. It seemed like they were moving. “I’d swear we’re... on a boat,” she called to Jum. “Of course,” he said. “Won’t be long though.”

That was an understatement.

A big wave sloshed over the floor as they jerked to a stop, sending Kel tumbling ahead. She ended up sprawled on a wide bar of coarse, speckled sand with Rocket half-buried beside her. “How did we get here,” she marveled, “from that little hut?” Jum helped her up and freed Rocket. “That’s just how it works,” he said, brushing both of them off. “I’ve never thought about it.”

Kel looked at him sideways then scanned the landscape around her. “I guess this is normal too?”

A flat, hazy shoreline stretched out before them, left and right, seemingly to the horizon. But the strange thing under the overcast sky was the wreckage that covered the desolate beach. It was a boneyard of broken masts and hulls as far as the eye could see, an armada of lakecraft carcasses, derelict rafts, forgotten flatboats and skiffs, a ghost fleet much too large to fathom. Kel couldn’t even dream how they got there. But she was about to find out.

From out of the gloom behind the relics, a legion of shadowed figures began to appear, gliding onto the dampened sand. They looked like any other Lake Folk, except there was something vague about them, a kind of dull glow. They were all very old. A particularly wizened one missing an ear floated slowly at Kel with his gnarled hand raised in the air. He gestured in her direction. “Well, well Master Jum, so this is her, is it? Your father did tell us we best expect her.” He hovered in closer to study Kel’s face. “Oh yes, fair lass, not since my passing...”

Jum cleared his throat. “Pardon me, Elder Rool, sir. But let me present Mr. Rocket too.” Then he tipped his head down toward the friend by his sandals.

“Oh, the western rone!” Elder Rool exclaimed. “I didn’t presume such a small one. You know, in my day your kind were the size of boulders and, no offense, foul-mannered. Heaven forbid you met them on the road — that’s how they said Guth of Gurn went. Flat as a hearth cake he was by the time they found him, both of his oxen too. At least that’s how I used to hear the story told, but it was a far time ago.”

Kel couldn’t help speaking up. “No, Rocket is nothing like that. He’s loyal and kind. You couldn’t ask for a better companion.” Then she noticed Jum’s bruises. “Though he can be... sort of protective, I guess.” She winked at Rocket.

By now a whole host of elders had gathered around them, straining to see what the fuss was. Whispers filled the air with an indistinct hiss. Then someone howled, “Why do they wake us?” Elder Rool waved an arm at the throng to hush them and laughed as they quieted down. “Venerable friends, this is not the usual business. Patience!” He turned back to Kel.

“Jarm of Jeem could not explain the advice you seek,” he said, “only that you would come seek it. But I do suspect that this calls for the wisest among us and, honestly, they are few. I’ll round them up. We’ll join you aboard my trawler. Master Jum, please show our guests.”

As Elder Rool whooshed out of sight, Jum glanced down the beach. “I was just there this spring,” he pointed, “learning the ropes of all the old-time knots. Living folk, they can’t teach ‘em. Anyway, it’s right past those junks.”

Kel stood there briefly while Jum started walking away with Rocket a stride behind him. “If these aren’t living folk...” she stammered, “you mean the elders are actually... dead?” Jum didn’t hear her but she knew the answer already, as far-fetched as it seemed. “This world plays by different rules,” she thought out loud. “But if they can help, who cares?” She hurried to catch up with her friends.

Kel found the pair by a big, rotting hulk with a gaping hole torn in its starboard side. The hull’s wooden ribs were exposed like dinosaur bones. Jum slapped a protruding beam. “She’s not much to look at out here, but don’t let that fool you. Inside it’s pretty neat.” He ducked down and stepped through the gap. “Except for the smell...” Kel and Rocket followed him.

The boat’s forward hold was creaky and dark, with no place to sit and too little headroom to stand. “What’s neat about this?” Kel asked, just as the stench of rancid fish hit her. “No, back here,” Jum answered from way at the stern. “See?” He opened a hatch-like door.

A dim, blue halo spilled over the threshold along with a sound like distant chatter. Jum waved. “I guess they’re all set for us. Let’s go in.” Then he passed through the narrow
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