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Kel felt a sudden chill, but it wasn’t the cool dawn air or the mist on the water. “There’s something,” she said, “about being out here... the darkness, the quiet... how endless it seems. You’d be surprised how much this feels like star running. Wish I could show you... someday, maybe.” Jum used his paddle to turn the logboat, putting it back on its due-east course. “You must really miss it, up there in the sky. But I guess I’d be afraid of falling.”

Kel had to grin, but before she could comment, the boat hit something with a thud.

Jum craned his neck out over the port side and blinked like he didn’t believe what he saw. “Hand me my spear please, Miss Kel,” he asked, dropping the paddle. “Sure,” she said, “here. What is it?” Jum jabbed the object and pulled it in close for a look. “Lake shark — it’s dead,” he answered. “It’s not normal finding a carcass. They eat their own kind.” Then two more thumps sent them reeling.

Kel just caught Rocket before he flew overboard. “We almost lost you,” she said, sitting up. But Jum was in tears staring off of the starboard side. “I think they’re all dead,” he shuddered.

The water was teeming with thousands of fish, bobbing lifelessly on the surface.

Kel squinted hard, trying to process the scene for a moment, then nearly got sick to her stomach. “What could have killed this many at once,” she wondered, “all different kinds of them too? It’s like the lake was poisoned, or something worse. Has that ever happened, Jum?” He shook his head, still in shock. “No... not that I know of. I’m sure we’d have songs about it.”

A rumble of thunder rolled out of the west as lightning briefly lit the horizon. Rocket fidgeted. “It’s clouding up,” Kel noted. “It might get a little stormy.” But Jum wasn’t paying attention when she turned to look at him, searching for something to say. “Um, I’ll understand,” she stammered, “if you want to take some time — maybe learn what happened here. Any way we can help...”

Another distant roar shook Rocket.

Gazing into Kel’s eyes, Jum focused again. “Thanks. I’m afraid it’s too late though — nothing’s gonna bring them back. It almost doesn’t matter what did it.” He picked up his paddle. “We better get going. The Hive Lands are four more days from here... And there’s nothing left in the lakewood to stay for.”

They rowed on into a crimson sunrise camouflaged by the overcast sky. But it was slow going now, more like crossing a minefield laid down to sink their plans. “Hard right!” Kel called out, helping to navigate, “then there’s running room straight ahead.” Jum steered the logboat accordingly, “Got it!” he grunted. They just missed a slain pond whale. “That was the size of a house,” Kel marveled as Jum bowed his head. “Yeah, only a baby.”

It was high noon by the time they were clear, passing the last school of bullfish remains. For all that they knew though, it could have been midnight. Black clouds had fully eclipsed the sun. Suddenly, Kel felt a water drop roll down her cheek, then noticed more drops on Rocket. She stuck out a hand with its palm facing up to the sky. “Hey, don’t look now guys, it’s raining.” A gust of wind churned the lake’s surface white, rocking the logboat. Jum sniffed at the humid air.

“Smells like a lake squall,” he said sounding worried. “We’ve got to get ashore — quick as we can.” Kel scanned the distance and didn’t see land yet, but knew that this wasn’t the time for questions. They paddled as hard as their arms could work, but the edge of the storm still overtook them.

Bang! A thunderbolt crashed by the logboat. Rocket hid, petrified, under Kel’s seat. Sheets of rain pelted the little craft, hitting them sideways with such force it stung their faces. “We can’t survive this,” Kel hollered. “We’re taking on water.” The howling wind drowned out her voice. Jum shouted back at the top of his lungs as another bolt landed. “I’ve got an idea...”

Kicking his rucksack open, he pulled out the thin, old blanket he’d brought from the tool shed. “Grab this, Miss Kel,” he yelled as he quickly unfurled it, lifting his own side up. “Now, hold it taut as you can and we’ll try to sail out of here. Just pray the winds are willing.” A westward gust billowed the jury-rigged canvas. “This might work a little too well,” Kel thought.

The logboat took off with a violent jerk before picking up speed beyond all laws of physics. It skipped like a stone bouncing over the whitecaps, while Kel and Jum hung on with all that they had. “This half is starting to tear apart,” Kel worried, watching the sail rip to shreds in her hands. “We just need a few seconds more. See? There’s something ahead,” Jum answered. She looked. “But what is it?”

A last blast of wind blew the blanket away as they plunged through the wall of a thick bank of mist.

Just like that there was a stillness around them. The logboat’s momentum slowed to a stop. Kel and Jum slumped back, aching and out of breath. The air was now steamy somehow. Rocket peeked out from between Kel’s boots as she exhaled, “The coast is clear buddy, I think...” Then she chuckled, “except that I can’t see a thing. Any idea where we’ve got to, Jum?”

“I’m pretty sure,” he said, trying to peer through the fog, “that we’ve reached the next lake over. Folk call it Glass Top because it’s so calm. You’ll see, as soon as we’re out of this stuff.” They rowed toward what seemed like a hole in the gray, guessing it might be the right direction. Jagged rocks jutted out into the passage. The water was suddenly cloudy and green.

“What’s that smell?” Kel sniffed. “It’s awful.” She wrinkled her nose at the putrid stench. “There’s something rotten around here I think, something sick.” Jum’s eyes opened wide, “It’s this...”

Beyond the last thin wisps of vapor, they saw a swamp where the lake should have been. They couldn’t see far though — this place was a jungle, a tangle of vines and malformed trees. Long strands of moss hung from twisted black boughs, which dripped thick goo in a steady rain. The canopy over the bog all but blocked out the sun. Its sticky air buzzed with bugs.

“This was called Glass Top?” Kel asked looking puzzled. “How could that turn into someplace like this?” Jum was dumbfounded but said, “Let’s go on. It’s probably just fine up ahead.”

Rowing was out of the question though, as tufts of red watergrass crowded the surface. Jum stood and, using his spear as a push pole, guided the boat through the maze of weeds. Rocket rolled up to the bow, chipping in as a lookout. Kel drew her trusty knife. “These are like spider webs, only much bigger,” she huffed, hacking a path through the vines. “I swear they’re growing as fast as I cut them. Something tells me we shouldn’t be here.”

All of a sudden, Jum had to duck when something swooped down past his head. “Whoa, what the heck,” he sputtered. It whizzed by again with a painful whining sound. Kel turned and caught a glimpse of the creature. It disappeared into the twisted trees. “Are you alright? That bird meant business.” Jum answered, “Yes, but... that’s a fly.”

Kel checked the sky as they skirted a stand of thorned reeds. But Rocket sensed other trouble.

It was a change in the murky water, a subtle one, making the slightest stir. Then dozens of shapes rose up out of the depths and he banged on the logboat’s floorboards hard. Kel looked out over the bow at the wriggling things. “Are all of those snakes?” she wondered. “Well,” Jum said hopefully, “maybe they’re tame ones.” They surfaced in unison, flashing their fangs.

Kel heard a hissing behind her and turned to find streams of them slithering over the sides. “So much for tame,” she groaned, waving her scale blade. A tiny one raced up her right boot. “Ouch!” She chopped them to mincemeat but more snakes kept coming as she, Jum, and Rocket could barely keep up. “We can’t hold them off forever,” Kel panted. Jum swung his spear at them. “Wait... what was that?”

It was the whining noise again, but orders of magnitude louder this time. Kel counted squadrons of giant flies massing above her. They dove. “Take cover!” Jum cried. But, to their relief and total amazement, they weren’t the targets after all. The insects made straight for the squirming serpents, snatched them in bunches, and whisked them away. The few that escaped slipped back into the water and vanished down under the muck again.

Kel wiped her brow. “Well, that was sure lucky. Saved by the food chain — who saw that coming?” She cleaned off her knife and sheathed it while Jum pawed through snake guts. “There you are, Mr. Rocket.” The boat started drifting as Rocket emerged from the mess, blood-splattered but otherwise fine. “You need a wash,” Kel said sounding tired. She bent over. “Let me... let me... oh...” Jum saw her swaying and caught her before she collapsed. “I’m dizzy... hot...” she muttered.

The current beneath the logboat quickened, though Jum was too worried for Kel to notice. She shivered, sweaty and pale, with a glassy-eyed look, and seemed to be getting worse. “What’s wrong?” he pleaded, resting her head in his hand. “Come on Miss Kel, we’ll help you...” She didn’t even appear to hear him, but Rocket discovered a welt on her leg. “Snake bite,” Jum shuddered. “We need to treat her fast.” He hurriedly searched his pockets.

Kel moaned in pain as Jum pulled out four bottles and uncorked a blue one. “I’ve got a feeling.” He lifted it up to her lips but the boat hit a rough
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