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Ages ago, in the Upperealm of Grimmdorflich...

Chapter One: The Trit and the Caster

The Gliephey Isle was the rugged, mountainous gem of the Grimmdorflich Star, made by Veanunoch herself. Mostly Vengarets and bold casters from all over the Upperealm lived there. It was the perfect place for a young caster couple to begin their life together. Amelia Noir was a marvel with a casting pole, even better than her mate, Schlampen.

The Isle was never truly still. It shuddered underfoot the way a sleeping hound twitches in its dreams, and the old casters said that if a TownMitt lived there long enough, they stopped noticing. Amelia did not believe them. She felt every tremor in the soles of her feet, a low, grumbling ache that came up from somewhere deep beneath the black rock, and it made the hair on her arms prickle.

The air smelled of brine and tar and old fish guts baking on the planks. Gulls wheeled and shrieked over the harbor, and the wind off the Aegirementin Sea had teeth in it, even in the warm season. It tugged at Amelia’s dark braid and slapped the hem of her patched skirt against her shins. She loved it at once, the way some folk fall in love with a stray dog that bites.

As a child, she had loved the water and longed to live near it. The first time she picked up a casting pole, a tingle ran up her spine. She was at once better with it than anyone else in the Kingdom, so moving to the Isle simply made sense. Starvation raged across the Star, and casting for food was how she meant to save herself and her family from starving.

She remembered the night her family had eaten the last of the seed Cerese. Her father had boiled it into a thin, grey gruel and divided it into four chipped bowls, and he had given his own share to her little brother without a word. She remembered the sound of the spoons scraping the bottoms of those bowls long after there was nothing left to scrape. That sound followed her across the sea. Some nights she still heard it in her sleep, a hollow, scritching noise, like rats in the walls.

So when she said casting would save her, she did not mean it lightly. She meant it the way a drowning woman means it when she grabs a rope.
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You won’t regret this, Leabling! We are going to love it here. Just look how cozy this bureton is. I start my new work in a few days, and I’m sure you’ll find one quick enough. Then, we can both cast the nights away, to our hearts’ content. I’m so excited!

Amelia leaned her casting pole against the hearth and looked round the shabby, cluttered room. She could do a great deal with it. The place needed only a good cleaning and her own touch.

The bureton smelled of damp wool and somebody else’s old supper. Cobwebs sagged in the corners of the low ceiling like grey lace, and the single window was so crusted with salt that the light came through it the color of weak tea. A three-legged stool lay on its side by the cold hearth, as if whoever had lived there before had left in a hurry and never come back. Amelia set it upright, and it wobbled under her hand like a loose tooth.

She did not ask what had become of the last tenants. On the Gliephey, she would learn, it was better not to ask such things.
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Her new partner plopped into his favorite chair while she set to dusting and unpacking. He did not help. He only watched her work and talked about all the casting they would do and the trade he would find someday.

He talked with his boots up on the hearthstone and his hands folded over his belly, and every so often he pointed at a spot she had missed. Amelia scrubbed until her knuckles were raw and pink, and the grey water in her bucket turned black, then blacker. By the time the moons rose, the little bureton smelled of lye soap and woodsmoke, and Schlampen was snoring.

She stood in the doorway a long while and watched him sleep. She told herself it was only the long journey that had worn him down. She told herself that a good many times that first pahtualli.

Casting had become popular across the whole Star. Many skilled TownMitts were moving to the Gliephey to cast, for it was one way to beat the dreadful starvation on the Mainland. So Amelia would have to earn her place at her new work. She was to clean and ice Jnor for the Market Square.
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Her plan was to work the docks all day, cleaning and preparing the Jnor that were caught. When her hard day was done, she could cast her line for eve meal alongside the others. Only the best casters brought home eve meal every night, and that was Amelia’s dream. She was the best, and she meant to make it among the best.
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Her first day was thrilling. She kissed Schlampen goodbye, and he rolled over with a grunt. Yet Amelia was full of life and would let nothing bring her down. She was already used to the rumbling of the Gliephey. It did not make her seasick as everyone had warned. It felt like riding a ship that kept striking rough water. She wondered if that was why mostly misfits and Vengarets lived there.

The docks were a wild, roaring, stinking place. Crates of silver Jnor slithered and flopped in their own slime. Vengarets with rings through their ears and knives on their belts hollered at one another in a tongue so thick Amelia could barely pick the words out of it. Nets hung drying from every post, and the tar on the pilings went soft and sticky under the suns, so that by noon her boots made little sucking sounds with every step.

Her task was to gut the catch. She stood at a long wooden table with a short, wicked blade, slit each Jnor from throat to tail and scooped out the glistening insides with two fingers. The first dozen made her gag. By the fiftieth, she had stopped noticing. By the hundredth, she was faster than the old woman beside her, who had been gutting Jnor since before Amelia was born and who looked at her with narrow, unfriendly eyes.

Along the far end of the docks, the mongers cried the price of Jnor from their iced stands in hoarse, singsong voices, and the fishwives haggled back twice as loud.

She ran to work eager to make friends with everyone, yet no one wanted to talk to her. She was the newcomer, and she quickly learned she was out of her depth. She watched the brilliant casters and longed to be as good as some of them, yet no one helped her or gave her advice.

She learned anyway. She learned by watching. She watched the way the best casters loaded their lines with a flick of the wrist, the way they read the water for the dark, shifting shadows where the fish ran deep. She watched the way they never looked at the bobber, only at the place just past it. She stored every trick away in her head like coins in a sock.
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When her hard day was over, she rushed home to tell Schlampen all about it. On the way, she practiced her casting moves and recited what little she had learned. When she burst through the door, Schlampen lay in the very spot where she had left him. Amelia sighed and tried to hug him despite his best fake snoring.

He smelled of stale Mid and unwashed hair. She pressed her cheek to his shoulder anyway and told him about the old woman with the narrow eyes and the Vengaret who had dropped a whole crate of Jnor into the harbor and cursed so loudly that the gulls scattered. Schlampen grunted once in the middle of the story. It might have been a laugh. It might have been a snore. She chose to believe it was a laugh.

Chapter Two: A Lonely Partner

She wished she could have back the one she had chosen as a mate. He had been so different when they courted. He had been full of fire and the will to try things. Since they had come together, Schlampen never did anything he said he would. He only whittled away at pointless projects, and he was a very sloppy mate. All he seemed to do anymore was sleep.

She wished she could lift his gloom. He was sinking into a deep melancholy, and she did not know what to do. Often it felt like her fault, as if he were unhappy that he had chosen her and life had not gone as he wished. She tried to shake the feeling, for unless he talked to her, she would never know. Amelia felt alone, with no one to talk to.

Some nights she lay awake and listened to the Isle grumble beneath the floorboards, and she wondered what lay under all that black stone. Something big lived down there, the old casters whispered when they had drunk too much, something old and chained and hungry. Amelia laughed at their tales by day. By night, alone in the dark with Schlampen’s back turned to her like a wall, she did not laugh at all.
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One day, when her hard work at the docks was done, Amelia walked to the shore of the Aegirementin Sea and dropped her line into the clear, deep water to catch eve meal. She pulled off her boots and let her sore feet soak in the warm water. Just as her muscles began to loosen, her bobber skipped across the surface and plunged under, yanking her line! She could not believe it! Not even a dial had passed, and she had a bite.

She wished someone were there to see as she reeled in with all her strength, praying the line would not snap. It was her first catch on the Isle, and the thought of eve meal pushed back the sting in her stomach. She hauled in the largest Trit she had ever seen!

Its scales flashed every red in the world, the red of embers, the red of ripe Idunes, the deep, wet red of a cut that has not yet begun to hurt. Water streamed from its gills and pattered onto the planks. It was heavy and slick and alive in her arms, and its great round eye rolled up to look at her. It did not look like the eye of a fish. It looked like the eye of someone who was very frightened and trying hard not to show it.

[image: ]

It was so enormous she could barely lift it from the water. The many shades of red on its glittering scales held her spellbound. She smiled. She was getting better, and Schlampen would surely be proud. Just as she wondered whether to save it for mounting, the great Trit opened its mouth and spoke.

Please.
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A piercing scream burst from Amelia’s lips, and she dropped the Trit on the ground. It flopped about while she frowned at it. Even if Trits could talk, they should know only Apasara Tongue like other water creatures, not Common Mittligart Tongue. This one was unlike any other. She stamped on her own wet toes to be sure she was not dreaming. When the pain shot through her foot, she blinked in disbelief.

She looked up and down the shore. The light was failing, and the long dock stretched away empty into the purple dusk. No one would believe her. Even if she ran and fetched someone, the creature would be dead by then, or gone, and she would be the strange new caster who heard fish talk. She knew how quickly a name like that could stick to a person on a small isle.

Hark, caster, please allow me to live, I beg you. Let me go. I am but an Enchanted Seider. The son of the great Mesh. What good would it do you to eat me for eve meal tonight? I would just taste gamey and chewy. Plus, I’m too beautiful to kill. I am only in this vessel of a Trit until I learn how to break the curse. Please put me in the water and let me go so that I may live. I will owe you.
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Amelia thought it over. She was starving, yet there was no way she would eat something that spoke to her, and now she could not even bring herself to Place it. A thought flashed through her mind. She remembered a tale her mother used to read to her as a babe. The Scrat Jnor told of a Jnor enchanted by a Hilfreich. Each night she turned into a Scrat, until one night she fell in love and wished to keep that form forever. After an adventure, she shared a magical kiss that kept her from ever turning back, and she lived happily ever after with her True Love. Then an even wilder thought crossed Amelia’s mind.

The Trit feared for his life and had no idea what the caster was thinking as she lifted him to her lips and kissed him! All that happened was that Amelia got slimed and had to wipe her mouth.

What did you do that for?!

The Red Trit seemed to turn an even deeper red. Amelia sighed. She would bring nothing home for eve meal, and her kisses held no magic.

She wiped her mouth on her sleeve, and the slime came away in long, glistening strings. It tasted of salt and seaweed and something faintly sweet, like spoiled honey. She would taste it for the rest of the night. Years later, when she thought of the moment her whole life turned, it was that taste she remembered first.

Chapter Three: Thrown Back

I was just trying to help. But I suppose that you can only be released by some other form of magic. There is no need to beg me anyway, once you spoke, you were going back into the water.

With that, she took the Red Trit off the hook and heaved him back into the water. Suddenly, a violent rumble shook the ground, and she clung to a post on the dock until the Gliephey swayed still. While the Isle rumbled, the freed Red Trit dove joyfully into the depths, leaving a red streak behind him.
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Amelia giggled as he leapt high into the air far out on the water. She could not help smiling and waving. She had done a good deed, yet it did not feel so good on an empty stomach. She packed up her pole to go home and tell Schlampen about her catch when the Red Trit swam back to her. His low, strained voice startled her.

Thank you, My Lady, for having mercy and throwing me back into the sea. For placing me back in the water, and letting me go free, I shall grant you three wishes. Anything that your heart desires shall be my command.
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This was a surprise indeed! Amelia did not have to think long before she blurted out her answer.

I am sick and tired of always being hungry. The sting of starvation eats away at me day and night; there is never any getting used to it. It is always there, stopping me from thinking or physically going any farther. I don’t want to starve anymore! I want to always have cabinets and cool rooms full of food and nourishment.

The Trit, who called himself Raspien, smiled at her with his scaly lips.

Go, then, My Lady, you already have it.

With that, he swam back into the depths of the sea. Amelia shut her gaping mouth and stood stunned for a dial.

The sea had gone glassy and still where he had dived. Not a ripple marked the place. Out beyond the harbor, a bank of fog was rolling in, thick and white as curdled milk, and somewhere inside it a ship’s bell rang twice and then fell silent. Amelia shivered and pulled her shawl tight. She had the strangest feeling that something out there in the fog had been watching her the whole time.
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She had no chance to ask him anything, yet the urge to see whether there was food at home swelled in her like a rising fire. She raced home to see whether things had truly changed. She kept dropping her PokieSac in her hurry and wondered whether she had dreamed it all. Would Schlampen be eating Gulpah when she got home, or would she wake in her bed any dial now?

Thoughts flooded her mind as she ran, and she did not watch the rough ground ahead. She tripped into some kind of ravine and tumbled down onto her face. She got up, brushed herself off and held her throbbing eyebrow. She was surrounded by a strange blue fog that filled the ravine and flowed like water. She ran her fingers through it. It was thick and damp, unlike anything she had ever seen, yet it did not hold her back as she climbed out. She decided not to run the rest of the way, yet anxious excitement filled her at what might come.

Later, much later, she would wonder about that blue fog. She would wonder why it had flowed like water uphill, and why it had smelled so faintly of iron, and why, for just a moment while she lay in it, she had heard what sounded like a great beast breathing slowly somewhere far beneath her. On that night, though, she had only one thought in her head, and it was the thought of food.
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Possibilities flashed through her mind, along with strange pictures and feelings. She brushed them aside and wiped the blood from her brow. She wondered whether the blue fog had left her feeling out of sorts. When she reached her bureton, nothing looked different from the outside. Yet when she stepped in and smelled fresh Paminonda, she knew it had all been real.

She rushed to the kitchen and flung open every cabinet with glee. Every shelf was full of food, and whatever she ate appeared again, fresh, right where it had been. It was enchanted to refill itself! She was so excited that she woke Schlampen from his nap with a plate of fresh Idunes and treats she had never seen.

She took down a loaf of Paminonda and tore it open with her bare hands. Steam rolled out of it, sweet and yeasty and so warm it stung her fingers. She ate it standing up in the dark kitchen, crumbs spilling down the front of her dress, tears running down her face, and she did not even know she was crying until she tasted the salt. When she looked up, there was another loaf on the shelf, golden and whole, exactly where the first had been.

She stared at it for a long time. Then she laughed, a cracked, wild little laugh that frightened her a bit, and she reached for it.
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She told him all about her day and how she had come by such a treasure. When the tale was done and the plate empty, Schlampen shrugged and turned back to his nap. Amelia wished she had someone else to talk to. Sometimes the loneliness was worse with Schlampen lying right beside her.

She snacked all night until her stomach ached, and then she was up half the night being sick.

She knelt over the slop bucket with her hair hanging in her face and her belly heaving, and between spasms she laughed again. She was sick from too much food, a thing she had never imagined could happen to her. It seemed to her, kneeling there in the dark with the Isle grumbling under her knees, to be the grandest, richest, most wondrous misery in all the Two-Sun Galaxy.

Chapter Four: Raspien Returns

The next morn, she went to the docks and worked all day, though her stomach was still sore. That night, she was allowed to stay late with a few other casters to learn casting moves from the old head caster. It was the first time she had truly learned anything since coming there. It made her feel she was on the Isle for a reason, and for a dial she did not feel so lonely.

When the moons rose, everyone said their goodbyes, and Amelia thought she glimpsed Raspien in the distance. She wished to thank him for making her dream come true, yet she did not know whether she would ever see him again. She walked out to the shore, and sure enough, Raspien came swimming up! She smiled, and he smiled back. Before he spoke, he looked about to be sure they were alone.

Are you happy now that you will never know starvation again?
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Amelia nodded.

Yes, thank you, dear Seider. Now I can come home to eve meal every night and awake to morn meal. I may have gone a bit overboard last night, but I’m excited to go home and fill my belly tonight. But I think I have my second wish. I don’t want to cook everything for meals, I’m no Andwhipir. Maybe an enchanted table that never stops serving bountiful meals; that would be perfect.

Raspien smiled.

Well, since you are so kind and I see how you work so hard, this wish is already yours. I only ask that you continue to come see me, sweet Amelia. Come talk to me and tell me of the TownMitts around the Isle. Maybe we can keep each other company; you have no idea how lonely the sea can be.

Amelia nodded eagerly. Raspien blew her a slimy kiss and swam off to the bottom of the Aegirementin Sea.
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Amelia raced home to see whether her second wish had come true. She fumbled with her casting pole and dropped her PokieSac a couple of times as she ran. She took another way home around the pass so she would not fall into that ravine again. She was sure it had muddled her mind last time, flashing pictures she could not piece together. It was dark, and she had to be careful as she hurried on. The thought of a warm, delicious meal kept her going.

When she reached her bureton, she opened the door to find Schlampen asleep as usual in his favorite hide chair. She sneered at him and turned to see the most magnificent banquet table she had ever laid eyes on. It was magical, laden with fair dishes of delicacies, a feast fit for Royalty. The long table filled most of the bureton and was impossible to miss. A curious checkered tablecloth draped it and glimmered in the dim light.

The candles on it were already lit, though no hand had lit them. Their flames burned straight and tall and did not flicker when she opened the door and the night wind came in behind her. The light they gave was warm and gold and steady, and it made the shabby little bureton look like the inside of a jewel box.

[image: ]

She bit into a berry and sighed at how fresh and sweet it tasted. Juicy Idunes and Groundlings filled the bowls and plates again after she ate from them. Whenever she took something to taste, a perfect new piece took its place. It was incredible. She tried the Mid next, and it, too, refilled itself at will.
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When she looked out the back window, Amelia saw a flourishing garden with a bubbling spring! She squealed and ran out back. In the moons’ light, she saw row upon row of lovely bounty.

There had been nothing behind the bureton that morning but a patch of hard, grey dirt and a broken barrel full of rainwater. Now vines curled up the back wall thick as a man’s wrist, heavy with fruit. Groundlings hung in fat green clusters. Idune trees, which took a dozen pahtuallies to grow anywhere else on the Star, stood in a neat row along the fence with their branches bowed low and their fruit glowing faintly in the dark, round and golden as little lanterns. The spring bubbled up out of a ring of mossy stones, and the water in it was so clear she could see the white sand on the bottom turning over and over, as if something beneath it were breathing.

Under the Idunes, low brush trees sagged with Penaloupes, fat and yellow-fleshed, their rinds splitting with sweetness, and the air round them smelled of melon and something sharper, like crushed citrus.

The air smelled green and wet and sweet. Crickets sang in the leaves. Somewhere in the vines, a Munine was dreaming aloud, a soft, broken little melody. It was the most beautiful thing Amelia had ever seen, and it frightened her almost as much as it thrilled her. Nothing so good had ever come to her for free.

She plucked a ripe Groundling from the vine and crunched into its crisp green sweetness. She would never go hungry again. Surely this would thrill Schlampen. She could not believe he had slept through a table appearing in the middle of their home. She hurried to wake him with the news, yet he only looked at her in irritation. She was bursting as she told him of her day and her new wish, yet he did not seem to care. He listened grudgingly and grunted. He bit into an Idune, nodded and rolled over in his chair to get comfortable again.

Juice ran down his chin and into his beard, and he did not wipe it away. Amelia watched a single drop of it gather and fall onto his shirt and spread there, a small dark stain. She did not know why that drop made her so sad. It was only juice. Yet she watched it soak into the cloth, and she thought, quite clearly, He would not care if the whole Isle sank into the sea tonight, as long as his chair went down with him.

She did not like the thought. She tried to unthink it. It stayed.
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She was stunned that he did not care, and she sighed as he went back to sleep. Everyone on the Star was starving, and now they need not be. Yet that meant nothing to him. She brushed off his listlessness, for Schlampen never got excited about anything anymore. His gloom would not bring her down. Thrilled, she ate from the lovely banquet table that evening, though she did not overdo it this time. When she had eaten her fill, she changed into her nightgown. Then she kissed Schlampen on the forehead and tried to sleep, yet worry kept her awake.

She lay on her back and listened. The bureton creaked. The sea hissed against the rocks below the cliff. Out in the garden, the spring went on bubbling, a soft, steady, secret sound, like someone whispering just too low to understand. Twice she was sure she heard footsteps out among the Idune trees, slow and heavy, and twice she rose to look and saw nothing but leaves stirring in the moonlight.

Chapter Five: Is This Love?

All she could think of was how Schlampen had answered her. Her mind spun. Did she even love him anymore? Was she so lonely that she simply did not want to be alone? Whatever it was, they plainly did not work together. Schlampen was lazy and never helped with anything, and she had ignored it when they began. Yet as far back as she could remember, there had never been a spark of passion between them. The only thing they had shared was their love of casting, and Schlampen had let even that die when his gloom set in. Love itself was a puzzle to Amelia.

Her mother had loved her father. Amelia knew that the way she knew the sea was wet. She had seen it in the way her mother saved him the crust of the bread because he liked it best, and in the way her father hummed when her mother brushed her hair by the fire. They had been poor, and hungry, and tired all the time, and they had loved each other anyway, right up until the fever took them both in the same cold fortnight.

Amelia had been fourteen ages old. She had dug the graves herself, side by side, in the hard ground behind the old house. She had not cried at the time. She had cried a pahtualli later, all at once, over a cracked teacup that had been her mother’s, and she had not been able to stop for a whole day.

That was love, she thought. That was what it looked like. She had never once seen anything like it in Schlampen’s eyes.

She decided to go talk with her new, and only, friend, Raspien. She vowed to visit him every day, for she needed a friend. She needed someone to talk to and confide in, and she hoped the Trit could be that for her. The thought made her eager for work, and at last her eyelids grew heavy and she fell asleep. The next morn, she thought about the Trit all day at work. What was his story? How had this happened to him? She decided to ask him that evening.

All day long, while her hands gutted Jnor and scraped scales and packed the silver bodies in ice, her mind was down at the end of the long dock with the great Red Trit. She wondered whether he slept, and where. She wondered whether he was lonely down there in the cold green dark. She wondered whether he was handsome, as he claimed, and then she blushed so hotly at the thought that the old woman beside her squinted and asked if she had a fever.

[image: ]

When it was time to go, she ran down the long dock eagerly. Raspien waved her down with his fin as she came. Had he been waiting for her, too? He swam up and asked whether she was happy with her new wish. This poor cursed Seider noticed her in a way Schlampen never could. The glint in his eyes made her feel so welcome and valued. It was refreshing. She nodded happily and bent down to greet her new friend. She gathered her courage and asked what had truly happened to him.

Up close, in the low gold light of evening, she could see things she had not noticed before. A long silver scar ran down one side of his body, old and puckered, as if something with teeth had once caught him and let go. One of his fins was torn at the edge. His eyes, those great round frightened eyes, were not frightened tonight. They were glad. Nobody had looked at Amelia like that in a long, long time.

Tell me the story of how you came to be this way, Leabling.
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Raspien’s smile grew even brighter.

I was wondering when you would ask. Well, as I said before, I was a great Seider in my time. I was given an assignment by the Ancient Rulers, ages ago. After a while, I wanted to be with other Mittligarts such as yourself, because I found myself so very much like you. I wasn’t a New Magic creature, I was myself. I wanted to evolve and grow, as your race continues to achieve. So, I left my post and joined the outside Upperealm. It was this Star, Grimmdorflich, and it was this Isle I came out upon. I had never been in an Upperealm before and never wanted to leave.

Amelia listened closely as she dipped her feet into the cool water.

Little fish came nosing around her toes, bright as flecks of glass. The water lapped at her ankles. Far out on the sea, the last light of the suns lay on the waves like spilled copper, and the whole world seemed hushed to listen to the Trit’s story.

Veanunoch was furious that I left my post, it was my duty. She personally came to my Underground Castle and changed me into a Red Trit, throwing me into the Aegirementin Sea to live out eternity. That was before she disappeared from the Stars, of course. The magic she placed on me is incredibly strong, even after her presence from this galaxy has been long gone. I have tried everything I could think of, and nothing works. But I assure you, I was quite the handsome Seider in my time, My Lady. I think we would have been close.

He said it lightly, as a joke, but when Amelia looked into his eyes, she saw something there that was not a joke at all. It was a lonely, aching thing, like a lantern left burning in a window for someone who has not come home in many pahtuallies. She looked away first.

Chapter Six: The Missing Spark

Amelia nodded, for she already thought of him as a friend after so short a time. She wondered what it might have been like to know him as a Mitt. Then she shook the thought away, for she already had a mate, Schlampen.

I’m so sorry that happened to you, and I will not rest until we think of a solution. There must be something we can do. Maybe if I seek out the Yggs and ask them. It breaks my heart that such a kind being is trapped in such a difficult form. I wish I could talk to my mate like this, his name is Schlampen. He doesn’t care to talk to me anymore; he doesn’t do anything anymore. I miss the love I felt for him in the beginning.
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Raspien hung on her every word, for he thought Amelia the most beautiful creature he had ever seen.

He had watched her for many moons before she ever cast her line that day. He did not tell her that. He had watched her gut Jnor on the docks with her sleeves rolled up and her jaw set hard. He had watched her stand at the end of the pier at dusk with her shawl blowing, staring out at the water as if she were waiting for a ship that would never come. He had wanted, more than he had wanted anything in ages, to be the thing she was waiting for.

Actually, I’m not sure if that was love, or, for that matter, if I even know what love is. He made me feel safe, and he started off as good company. But the more time we spent together, the more melancholy he got until he was too distant to even talk to. I think at this point, I just don’t want to be alone; I’m sure that’s not love.
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Raspien thought about this a long while. The Ancient Rulers had told him what True Love was, yet he had never felt it himself, so he simply repeated what he had been taught. He cleared his throat and folded his fins beneath his chin.

Well, My Lady, according to Sajanoch, love is a fickle emotion. She says that falling in love is when someone is so significant to you that you allow a part of yourself to go, so they can fit inside. Only if you are willing to destroy some of yourself for the sake of the other, can you ever become a whole with the Essence of love. Love essentially means someone else has become far more important than yourself, and only then is it True Love, in which lies some of the strongest magic. Given the right strength, it surpasses everything, even death.
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Amelia pondered this deep meaning of True Love and wondered whether she could ever feel it for anyone.

That is never what I had with Schlampen.

Her heart sank, for she had known it for some time.

Saying it aloud made it real. It hung there in the evening air between them like woodsmoke. A gull cried somewhere overhead, a long, lonely, mocking sound, and Amelia pulled her feet out of the water. Suddenly she was cold.

I think in order for us both to be truly happy, we need to find that kind of love. I don’t want to admit it, but maybe I need to let Schlampen go so he can be happy again.

She tried to smile, but she had to force it. It saddened her to have spent so much time with the wrong one, and it hurt even more to think Schlampen’s gloom might be her fault. Raspien nodded gravely. Then his little Trit face lit up.
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Maybe you could use your final wish to find this out? Matters of the heart are tricky and can go wrong, but they could also go right. The chances of the fates are split, it is a gamble, but the reward would be great. Of course, just a thought, the final wish is yours to make whenever and however you desire, My Lady.

Amelia thought for a dial.

Very well, but if I do this, I want Schlampen to find his True Love, too. Raspien, for my third and final wish, I wish that Schlampen and I both find our True Love in the now.
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Raspien smiled with his scaly lips. Go, then, My Lady, you already have it.

They said their goodbyes, and Raspien swam back to the bottom of the Aegirementin Sea. Amelia did not hurry home that evening, for she was afraid to go back. She did not know how the talk would go, and she did not want to face it. It hurt, yet she knew it had to be done. She walked home slowly and dreaded opening her door, though her stomach growled fiercely. She turned the knob and opened the door to a dark room. No candle burned anywhere, and Schlampen was gone!

She walked the long way, by the cliff path, where the wind came up off the sea in great cold gusts and the grass lay flat and silver under the rising moons. Below her, the waves broke white on the black rocks with a sound like slow applause. Fishing boats were coming in, their lanterns bobbing, and from somewhere down in the harbor a woman was calling a child’s name, over and over, until a small voice answered and the calling stopped. Amelia stood a long while at the edge of the cliff and listened to the place where it had stopped. She thought of her mother calling her in for eve meal in the long summer dusks, and she wondered whether anyone would ever call her name like that again.

The door to the back garden stood wide open. Cold night air flowed in, smelling of wet leaves. On the table, the candles burned on, straight and steady, as if nothing had happened at all.

Chapter Seven: The Empty Chair

She searched the cottage, yet he was gone! His casting pole and clothes were gone too. Her wish had come true, yet she could not help grieving what they had been. She felt the hole in her heart, yet she knew it was right for both of them. That night, Amelia drank Mid and played her flute for the first time in pahtuallies. As she played her heart out, a brilliant idea struck her. She would find a way to set Raspien free! It would be her new obsession now that she cast for a living. She fell into bed with a new purpose and could hardly wait to see her friend again.

The bed felt very large with only her in it. She stretched out her arms and her legs as far as they would go, like a child making a snow angel, and she lay there in the dark and listened to the silence where his snoring used to be. It was strange how loud a silence could be. It was stranger still that, underneath the ache, some small, guilty part of her felt light enough to float.
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The next morn, she took her casting pole down to the docks. It was her day off, and the suns were rising as she sat to cast. It did not take Raspien long to notice her. His giant Trit smile shone in the distance as he swam eagerly toward her. Amelia was coming to truly treasure her new friend. She enjoyed talking with him so much that she often forgot he was a Trit.

Sometimes, when the light was just right and she half closed her eyes, she almost thought she could see someone else in the water beside the dock, a shape like a tall young Seider, with dark hair floating around his face and a sly, crooked smile. Then a wave would lap against the pilings, and the shape would break apart into red scales and bubbles, and there would only be the Trit again, grinning up at her.
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She cleared her throat, for she nearly choked on her words. A sudden pang of grief struck her, yet she pushed it down.

Schlampen was gone when I got home last night. I hope that means he went to find his True Love. I haven’t found mine yet, but I decided to set my mind on you and on freeing you from this form in the meantime.

She sat on the dock and pulled off her boots, wet with dew from running through the tall mountain grass.
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Raspien smiled and kept to the shadows of the dock so he would not be seen.

Don’t fear, My Lady, your wish is in the works. However, I am honored that you have chosen to help me, but I’m not quite sure what you can do.

Amelia wiggled her toes, smiling so wide her cheeks hurt.

You leave that up to me. I have an idea.

After that, Raspien listened while Amelia mourned Schlampen. She told him stories of the start of their romance and how they had met. Once, Raspien had to splash beneath the dock as two casters passed.

They were Vengarets, two big, bearded brothers with gold in their teeth. One of them spat into the water near the place where Raspien had dived. The other looked hard at Amelia, sitting there alone with her bare feet hanging over the edge, and he grinned in a way she did not like. She stared back at him until he looked away. When they were gone, she let out a breath she had not known she was holding, and Raspien came up beside her, slow and careful.

You have a fierce look about you when you want to, My Lady. Remind me never to earn it.
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After Amelia had a snack from her PokieSac, they talked of lighter things. Raspien could always lift her spirits, and she loved how easy it was to be with him. After a short time or a long time, the night grew late.

When it was time to say goodbye, neither wanted to. Still, Amelia was eager to begin her journey. She bid her friend farewell and walked home slowly, lost in thought. She would have to follow Ancient Magic, for it was Ancient Magic that bound Raspien. That meant finding the Yggs for answers.

Everyone on the Gliephey knew the tales of the Yggs. They were three, or perhaps they were one with three faces. They lived where the Fujorme River ran under the Tree of Knowledge, and they had no eyes of their own, only one great Eye that they passed between them. They answered one question for each traveler. Some said their answers always came true. Some said they always came true in the worst possible way. Amelia’s mother used to say both things were the same.
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She wanted to help Raspien as he had helped her. He had woken something in her that she did not want to lose. She had heard all about the oracles three who granted one answer. She decided to leave in the morn, after telling them at the docks. That night, she dreamed of what Raspien might look like as a Mittligart.

In her dream, he stood at the end of the long dock with the sea behind him, tall and dark and smiling his crooked Trit smile, and he held out his hand to her. When she reached for it, the dock began to shake, and from somewhere far below the Isle came a long, low, rumbling growl. She woke with her heart pounding and her sheets tangled around her legs. The window was grey with dawn. The Isle was still grumbling, softly, the way it always did. She told herself it was only the Isle.

Chapter Eight: The Unexpected

The next day, Amelia eagerly packed her PokieSac with her favorite provisions. She would start with the Yggs and hoped they would lead her to the next clue. There had to be some way to lift the curse. There always seemed to be one in the tales she read. She took a deep breath and set off down the trail to the docks.

She had packed the PokieSac three times over. There was bread from the enchanted shelves, wrapped in a clean cloth, and six Groundlings, firm and cold. There was a wedge of yellow cheese that had not been there the night before and smelled sharp enough to make her eyes water, a flask of Mid, a knife, and a spool of good line and two hooks, for she did not know how to go anywhere without them. She had stood in the kitchen at dawn and stared at it all and thought, This is more food than my whole family saw in a moon, and her throat had closed up so tight that she had to sit down on the floor for a moment until it passed.

She went into the main office and told them of her journey. They did not seem to care, for there was always work at the docks, and they took anyone willing. She supposed the casters would not even notice she was gone. She had talked with a couple of them at work, yet she would not call them friends. With no family, her only friend among the Stars was Raspien. She thought about her poor friend all the way to the south shores.

The trail down to the south shores wound along the cliffs, narrow and crumbling, with the sea booming against the rocks far below. Twice the Isle shuddered beneath her, and twice she pressed herself flat against the cliff wall and waited, heart hammering, for the ground to settle. Little stones went skittering over the edge and fell for a long, long time before she heard them hit. She did not look down after the second time.
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The south shores bustled with life. Tents crowded the docks and the land around them. Gambling, taverns and fortune-telling filled the place. Bogdanas could be heard from the path, chanting the Luck of the Fates. It was the only place to catch a boat on or off the Isle.

The tents were patched and faded and smelled of incense, sweat and frying fat. Painted signs promised fortunes told, curses lifted, teeth pulled and true loves found, all for a single coin. A one-legged Vengaret sat on an upturned crate and played a squeezebox, badly. Children with bare, dirty feet darted between the stalls, and one of them bumped hard against Amelia’s hip and was gone into the crowd before she realized his small fingers had been at the strap of her PokieSac. She clutched it tighter after that and kept her other hand on the knife at her belt.

A Bogdana in a shawl hung with tiny silver bells caught her eye from the shadow of a tent flap. The old woman’s eyes were milky white, and yet they followed Amelia as she passed, as surely as if they could see.

You go looking for an answer, girl, the Bogdana called softly after her. Be careful. Answers have teeth.

Amelia did not turn around. She walked a little faster.

Amelia paid a pretty coin to a Vengaret who looked badly in need of a bath. Her ship was as ragged as she was, yet it had all they needed. The homely Vengaret sailed her across the Aegirementin Sea to the docks of the southern Mainland. The beach seemed to stretch on forever as Amelia stepped off onto the sand. She had been there only once before, when she left the Mainland.

The boat had leaked the whole way. Amelia had sat on a coil of wet rope and bailed with a dented tin cup while the homely Vengaret sang filthy songs at the tiller and laughed at her. Halfway across, the fog came down so thick that she could not see the bow from the stern, and in the white silence she heard something enormous pass beneath the hull, a long, slow, gliding weight that rocked the little boat from side to side. The Vengaret stopped singing. Neither of them said a word until the fog thinned and the long gold beach of the Mainland came swimming up out of the mist.
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She knew the Yggs would be at the edge of the forest, so she headed for the dark Harahus in the distance and shaded herself with her raincloak. She walked beneath the blazing suns, smiling at passersby. Many TownMitts were building cottages along the shore, for the rise of the Kingdoms was coming to pass. The Ancient Rulers had been banished, and this was to be the Sudrith Kingdom. She sneered at the great Palace rising at the northern end, where gilded gates were going up down the path. She wondered whether its Royals would starve like their TownMitts.

She passed a gang of TownMitts hauling stones up from the beach on wooden sledges. Their backs were bent and their ribs showed through their shirts, and a big, red-faced foreman stood over them with a stick, counting every stone aloud. One of the haulers, a boy who could not have been more than twelve ages old, looked up as she passed. His lips were cracked and white. His eyes went straight to the bulge of her PokieSac and stayed there, the way a starving dog’s eyes stay on a bone.

Amelia walked on. She hated herself a little for walking on. She hated herself more for how tightly her fingers closed around the strap.

Chapter Nine: A PokieSac of Delicacies

The sting of starvation would never ruin her again. She patted her PokieSac, brimming with delicacies. Then she looked around nervously and tightened her grip. Food this rare could cost her life if she was not careful. She tried to shake off her fear and think only of her task, saving her friend! She lifted her chin, kept to the side of the path and listened to the soothing crunch of her boots on the sand.

She thought of the Bogdana’s white eyes. Answers have teeth. She thought of Raspien’s glad face in the water, and of the great silver scar along his side. She thought of the Yggs, eyeless in their silk, passing their one Eye back and forth among them with long, cold fingers. Fear sat in her stomach like a stone. She carried it with her anyway, the way she carried her PokieSac.

The Mainland was far hotter than the Gliephey. The Isle had a damp chill in the air and always stayed a few notches cooler. As she walked, she remembered how her father used to brag about Grimmdorflich’s perfect weather. She missed her parents and wished they were still alive to visit. She hated feeling alone. Perhaps that was why she had stayed with Schlampen so long.

The suns beat down on the crown of her head until her scalp prickled. Sweat ran into her eyes and stung. Sand worked its way into her boots and rubbed her heels raw, and every step was a small, grinding misery. She drank from her flask and wiped her mouth and kept going. Somewhere far behind her, the sea went on sighing against the shore, the same patient sound it had been making since before there were any TownMitts to hear it.
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As she neared the end of the trail, she sighed with relief to reach the shade at last. Those suns were hot, and she savored the cool air for a dial. She was a little nervous to plunge straight into the darkness of the canopy, yet she knew it was the only way to the Nornn Forest.
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The Harahus tested even the most skilled adventurers. Dark creatures lurked among the ancient, twisted trees, and the thick, tangled undergrowth and gigantic roots could trip one at every turn. The Sudrith Kingdom was among the last lands to be settled, for to reach it one had to cross the treacherous Harahus. In ancient times, the Harahus had been full of Bosie creatures that meant TownMitts harm, and some still lingered after the banishment.

The tales said the trees of the Harahus moved when no one was looking. The tales said its paths curled back on themselves like sleeping snakes, so that a traveler could walk all day and come out exactly where they had gone in, or a hundred J-Nubits away, or somewhere that was not on any map at all. The tales said time ran strangely there, slow as cold honey in some places and fast as a falling stone in others. Amelia had never believed the tales. Standing at the edge of the wood with the cool, rotten, green breath of it blowing in her face, she found she was no longer sure what she believed.

Amelia had been warned as a little child never to enter the Harahus, and the hairs on her arms would not lie flat. She was enjoying the cool air and the soft dirt path when something ran past her! It was too dark to see what or who it was, and panic rose in her throat.

It was big, whatever it was. She heard it more than saw it. There was a heavy thud of feet, a snapping of twigs, a wet, snuffling breath. She caught one glimpse of something pale moving fast between the black trunks, low to the ground, and then it was gone, and the wood was silent again, far too silent. Even the insects had stopped their buzzing. She stood very still and listened, and in that silence she heard her own heart pounding in her ears like a fist on a door.

Then, behind her and to the left, a twig snapped.
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Chills crawled over her skin, and fear gnawed at her chest. Perhaps it wanted to eat her and her PokieSac! She broke into a run! As she picked up speed, she flung her PokieSac to the ground, hoping whatever beast chased her would stop to feast.

Like a Dainnes, she leapt through the maze of trees as fast as she could. She sprinted on until a flash of light grew beneath the canopy, and she raced toward it. It looked like a clearing ahead, and she ran for it. Her chest felt ready to burst, and she needed to stop and breathe, yet she would not be anyone’s eve meal! As the last stretch of trail appeared, she tripped on a root and tumbled out of the thick trees into a clearing.
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She had come out near the foot of the Fujorme River! She scrambled up on bloody knees and hid behind a great rock to catch her breath. She covered her mouth and watched the Harahus like an Urvogel while she tried to steady her breathing. After a dial, nothing came rushing out of the trees, and she wondered whether she had been chased at all.

High on a dead branch above the river, a pair of Corveas Crawes watched her with glossy black eyes. Their bellies flashed blue as they shifted, and when one of them opened its beak, the sound that came out was so like a child crying that the hair rose on the back of her neck.

Perhaps it had been nothing. Perhaps it had been a deer, or a wild pig, or one of her own frightened thoughts given legs. She would tell herself that later. Yet she would also remember, much later, lying awake in a bed carved into the heart of a mountain, the wet, snuffling breath in the dark, and the strange pale shape, and the way the whole wood had held its breath around her as if it, too, were afraid.

What felt like ages later, she crept out from behind the rock and looked herself over. She had scraped her knees and elbow and bumped the back of her head, yet she was sore but fine. She splashed the rushing water on her face and looked around. She knew from the tales that the Tree of Knowledge stood somewhere near the river.

The river was loud and white and cold, foaming over black stones slick with moss. Its spray hung in the air in a fine, glittering mist, and when the suns struck it, small rainbows bloomed and faded and bloomed again above the water. Amelia knelt and drank from her cupped hands. The water tasted of stone and snow and something else, something old and faintly bitter, like the smell of a book nobody had opened in a hundred pahtuallies.
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She wished she had her PokieSac and regretted throwing it, though it might have saved her life. She brushed herself off and limped down the riverbank until she saw an enormous tree. The moment she thought of it, there it was! Her destination stood before her eyes! The Luck of the Fates had brought her straight to the Yggs, and just as the legends said, they knew she had come for their guidance.

Chapter Ten: The Yggs’ Riddle

Suddenly, the infamous Yggs appeared before her. They were curiously dressed in black silk, with long flowing hair and empty sockets where their eyes should be. They looked like spirits, yet they reached out and gently took Amelia’s hand, lacing it with their see-through fingers. She tried to be open as they drifted her toward the base of the tree.

Their touch was cold. Not cold like water or snow, but cold like a cellar, like a grave, a deep, still, patient cold that went straight into her bones and settled there. Their silk whispered as they moved, and under the whisper she heard something else, a faint dry clicking, like beetles in a box. She did not want to know what made that sound. She did not look.

The Tree of Knowledge rose above them, so tall that its crown was lost in a haze of green and gold. Its bark was silver-grey and deeply furrowed, and the furrows, when she looked closer, were not furrows at all, but words. Thousands and thousands of words in a tongue she did not know, winding up and up the great trunk until they were too small to see.

One of the looming creatures held out a hand, and in its palm lay an eerie eyeball. The Yggs passed round the magical Eye of Wuodinnoch and chanted together:

The Eye was the size of a goose egg and wet, and it turned in the Ygg’s palm all on its own, slow and deliberate, until it found Amelia and stopped. Its iris was every color and no color, swirling like oil on water. Looking into it was like looking down a well that had no bottom. Amelia felt it look back. She felt it go through her the way lamplight goes through a thin curtain, past her face and her clothes and her skin, into all the small dark rooms of her where she kept the things she never told anyone.

Then they began to chant, and their three voices were one voice, dry and hollow as wind in a dead tree.

The TownMitt you feel is right at one time.

May be the one you end up leaving behind.

Once a friend and helpful listening ear.

Is not on the outside what you would adhere.

Don’t worry, with love this form can easily change.

Your love will be short-lived so enjoy the exchange.

The ley lines you fell in will eventually cause intrepidity.

For your real True Love holds the magic that begins the prophecy.
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The Yggs blew her an eerie kiss goodbye. She watched them Schynzkd into the roots of the magnificent Tree of Knowledge. They seemed to be sucked down into the roots like water down a drain, and they left her bewildered and stunned. She wondered whether it had truly happened.

Her hand still tingled where they had held it. When she looked down, she saw a faint grey mark on her palm, like a smudge of ash. She rubbed at it, and it did not come off. It faded on its own over the next three days, and she never told anyone about it.

She repeated the lines she could remember so she would not forget. She fixed on two above all, Don’t worry, with love this form can easily change and Once a friend and helpful listening ear. Her only friend was Raspien, yet that would mean he was her True Love! Could the way to change Raspien back be to love him?
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Her head whirled, and she felt off balance as she dropped onto the cool grass beside the rushing river. She stayed there for what felt like ages, puzzling over the Yggs’ riddle. What did they mean about beginning the prophecy? Questions swirled through her mind as she stared at the spellbinding water.

Her mother had once given her the best advice she still used. Life will always keep changing, and the only way to make it through is to flow like water. She thought of Raspien’s meaning of True Love as she rubbed her growling belly. It had been a while since she had eaten, and she regretted throwing her PokieSac away. She wished she had thrown only a piece of food. Perhaps she might find something left if she searched. It was time to head back anyway, for the walk to the shore would take all night.

The suns were slipping behind the trees, and the shadows under the Harahus were long and blue and growing longer. The river had gone the color of pewter. Somewhere upstream, a night bird began to call, three low notes, over and over, like a question no one would answer.

[image: ]

She picked herself up and walked back into the darkness of the Harahus, slowly this time, hoping to find her PokieSac on the way. She felt foolish for tossing it, yet perhaps whatever had chased her had been as hungry as she was.

Suddenly, someone or something grabbed her from behind! She screamed and drove her elbow back as hard as she could. She heard a yelp! She snatched up a stick and squinted into the dark.

Her elbow throbbed where it had struck something hard, a jaw or a cheekbone. Her breath came in short, ragged gasps. The stick in her hand was green and bent, a poor weapon, but she held it up in front of her like a sword, and she was proud, later, of how little it shook.

What do you want? I will not hesitate to Place you! Announce yourself!
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A dark figure crept closer and closer, and she raised the big stick. Yet the TownMitt stopped and stood before her. When the moons’ light shone down, she saw a handsome Seider in an overlarge blood-red cloak.

The Seider said nothing. He only smiled. Even in the darkness of the Harahus, the smile was strangely familiar. Amelia felt she knew this TownMitt, and the world seemed to blur around her. She shook her head and listened as he spoke.

He was tall, taller than any Mittligart she had known, with dark hair that curled at the back of his neck and a face so finely made it looked carved. The blood-red cloak hung off his shoulders as if it had been made for someone broader, and his feet were bare and muddy. One hand was pressed to his jaw where her elbow had caught him. His eyes, in the moonlight, were a deep, startling red-brown, the color of garnets, of the sea at sunset, of a great Trit’s glittering scales.

Sweet Amelia, I mean you no harm. I have come to thank you, My Lady.

Amelia’s eyes went wide, and she gasped.

Chapter Eleven: Raspien in Mitt Form

Yes, it is I, Raspien. I told you I was a handsome Seider.

Amelia tried to chuckle, yet she was still in shock.

You didn’t know it at the time, but you freed me from my curse when you left for the Yggs. The determination and love in your heart changed my form. It was startling, but the truth is, I’ve been in love with you since the moment I laid my Trit eyes on you. Amelia, I didn’t know what True Love meant until you came into my life. It can be explained by the great Sajanoch and still not make sense until you experience it. I love you, Amelia Noir!
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Raspien took her by the hips and pulled her close. The kiss came so fast that her knees went weak. As they began to buckle, he steadied her with his other arm. They held each other in the pale moons’ light until a branch cracked somewhere behind them. They thought it best to start back. They walked out of the Harahus hand in hand, talking of what was to come, giddy as if in a dream.

He smelled of salt and cold water and crushed green leaves. His lips were warm. She had expected them to be cold, somehow, and slick, and they were not. They were the warmest thing in the whole dark wood.
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At last they reached the shore, where Raspien had a bonny ship waiting to carry them to the Gliephey. It was magical and outshone every vessel along the docks. She felt like Royalty as they boarded, for Raspien had staff!

They waited on her at once, and it all felt like a dream. She was so happy she felt light as a feather. They snuggled and kissed until they had to stop for breath. She had
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