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For anyone who has ever been made less than their true worth
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“I’m unsure of whom I weep for more: those who have died or those who have survived. I have seen both sides. All that exists is misery.” 

—The Grand Catalogue of Last Words: Great Flood Era. Death #6,032,008,519. Drowned and resuscitated. Five weeks later, drowned. 
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5th Storm, Great Flood 1058

Captain Jonah Morgan was damn tired of taking in strays. The logic was simple: a larger crew meant solving more problems, and solving more problems meant caring about more people. The more people he cared for, the more he’d someday watch die.

When his gunner cried from above deck, “There's someone in the water!” and the subsequent pattering of feet knocked dust loose from the ceiling, his first instinct was to groan. This song and dance repeated far too often for Jonah’s liking. Still, he shoved aside his weathered map and stomped from the lonesome safety of his cabin.  Best to get the ordeal over with.

His crew was a measly four, minuscule for a square-rigged frigate such as the Vengeance but more than enough for Jonah’s taste. They all huddled at the starboard hull. His first mate straddled the gunwale, one boot in the dinghy, the other firm upon deck. Her neck-length sandy brown hair caught the morning sun, casting unflattering shadows upon her round face. 

“Don’t bother,” Jonah snapped.

Karina Thorne ignored him, heaving her other leg over the gunwale. Typical. The dinghy, suspended against the hull by old, fraying rope, settled under her weight. With the crank of a pulley, she lowered herself to the water.  

Jonah peered over the edge. The person in question clung to a soggy chunk of driftwood, fighting to keep their eyes open. “They're good as dead,” he observed. “Malnourished, pale. Let them drown. More merciful that way.” 

Karina shot him an unamused glance as the dinghy kissed the ocean’s glassy surface. Trembling and weak, the person in the water reached out. They weren’t close enough, and their sallow, seawater-slick fingers didn’t catch Karina’s. Having leaned their entire weight forward, they lost their grip on the driftwood and fell into the water with an insignificant splash. 

Jonah figured that was that.

Karina had other ideas. 

She dove in and did not resurface until she had her most recent pity project in her arms. A raven-haired head lolled against her shoulder as she pulled them onto the dinghy. Their limp body was no more useful than a paperweight.

The moment Karina hauled the sailor aboard, the patchwork crew of the Vengeance crowded around to catch a glimpse. “Back up,” she said. The crew obliged, save for one. The gunner. 

Jonah opened his mouth, ready to bark at her to scram, but Karina beat him to it. “Faye, fetch some towels, will you? They’re soaked to the bone, the poor thing.” 

Faye swooped below deck, the vibrant shock of her tangerine shirt vanishing behind thick wooden doors. 

Jonah eyed his first mate. “I'm not taking in anyone new."

“They were going to drown,” Karina argued. 

He knelt, rolling the sailor onto their side, lest they choke on any lingering seawater in their throat. Their body was as limp and pliable as a fresh corpse. A soaking wet mop of wavy black hair obscured their slack face, their cheeks too pale and yellowed to be healthy.

“They were cast overboard, I'd wager.” 

When Faye returned with a heap of ratty, fraying towels, Karina took one and brushed it over the sailor’s damp skin. Their slender form shivered despite the storm season warmth.

Fat drops of seawater rolled from Karina’s temple to her chin. She made no effort to wipe it away. “Or their ship sank. Have some sympathy, Captain.” 

Jonah felt none. But Karina was as whale-headed and stubborn as she was compassionate, and Jonah had the sinking feeling she would not budge. He sighed, begrudging. “Fine, whatever. We’ll keep them aboard until they recover, and then they’re on their own.” 

“Seriously, Jonah?” 

“Yes, seriously. I’m done taking stragglers in.”

Jonah rose and stalked away. He descended the creaky stairs, electing to ignore Faye’s muttered, “Drama queen.” 

The cabin deck sat one level below. Here, a long passageway stretched toward the bow, doors to the crew’s private cabins lining the bulkheads. The lights along the walls buzzed, their fixtures faulty but not yet worth repairing. Jonah hesitated at the base of the stairwell, his gaze drifting to the lone door at the end. He gritted his teeth and retreated to his cabin before that door could haunt him.

He returned his attention to his map. Tracing routes was a crucial job this far north. The Vengeance could not cross the 50° latitude. Any farther into Anui waters, where the churning ocean threatened to freeze, they’d be treading into pirate territory.

Jonah’s mind drifted to Karina's rescue. A sense of profound wrongness radiated from her cabin. Who had Karina brought aboard? A pirate? A thief? A beggar? Regardless of who they were, they did not belong. He needed to get this person off his ship. From the look of things, the Midnorthern hub was two days’ travel west—he could leave them there. The Vengeance was running low on supplies, anyhow. What was the phrase the ancients used?

Two birds, one stone.

Jonah dug out a sheet of half-used paper, old notes and reminders already scrawled upon it, from his desk’s centermost drawer. As he pressed the nib of his fountain pen to the paper, a knock at his door jolted him. Ink splattered the page. Great. He wasn’t going to get any work done today. 

Karina stepped inside. Jonah jotted down his list before she could interrupt him again. Gunpowder, cleaning supplies, food... 

“I hung their shirt to dry.” Her voice was firm, demanding attention which, on principle, Jonah refused to give. He did not look up from his work as she approached. “I couldn’t help but notice they were covered in scars.” 

“So, they’ve been in a few fights,” he grumbled. “No surprise. This far north, they’re no doubt a pirate.” 

“They weren’t normal scars. They looked intentional.” 

“Surgical.” 

“Not surgical.” 

He glanced up. Karina’s hazel eyes were soft with concern and curiosity. She wore dry clothes, but her hair appeared two shades darker than usual, thanks to the dampness clinging to it. 

“Come. I want a second opinion, and I happen to value yours.”  

Karina took Jonah by the arm and tugged him from his cabin. Her fingers squeezed his bicep. Karina’s muscle was less apparent on her stocky build than on Jonah’s sharp, dense physique, but she had no issue lugging him across the passageway, despite his struggles to break free. She released him at the door, and he rubbed his arm.

Karina's cabin was far too cluttered for Jonah’s taste. He couldn’t see a speck of floor—a light pink shag rug blanketed most of it, and where the rug ended, shelves, crates, and trunks lined the walls, piled full of useless crap. Jonah had long since given up on his attempts to mitigate her hoarding tendencies—as long as her collection didn’t spill out of her cabin, it was fine. 

In front of a propped-open window, the sailor’s sopping clothes hung to dry. Every time Jonah laid eyes on those damned windows, frustration rose within him. She and Mouse, the ship’s engineer, had gone behind his back a few years ago to renovate, and they’d knocked out part of the hull to install big, garish panes of glass. Their project compromised the hull’s integrity. 

Atop Karina’s cot lay her rescue, bundled in blankets. Jonah approached with caution. He pulled the blankets back. The skin on their flat chest was as pale as their androgynous face. 

“Male, then,” Jonah muttered.

“Don't make assumptions. Now, look here.” Karina turned their right arm supine. Along the forearm were neat rows of parallel scars, almost scientific in their spacing and thickness. 

Jonah frowned. “So, what? He’s got self-harm scars.” I’ve got plenty, too. 

“In any other case, I’d agree, but I’m inclined otherwise. Look—see this, in the crook of their elbow?” 

Jonah leaned in and narrowed his eyes. There sat a tiny, round scar right where one would find a vein, almost unnoticeable. 

“A puncture site,” Jonah muttered. “To leave a scar, it’d have to be a frequent offense.” 

“Whoever they are,” Karina said with a frown, “someone’s been drawing their blood.” 
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“Our projections state the entirety of Zrila and its surrounding districts will be submerged in two weeks’ time. The governor is issuing a mandatory evacuation. Again, the governor—hey, water’s leaking into the studio! Don’t let it touch any of our equipment—” 

—The Grand Catalogue of Last Words: Great Flood Era. Death #0,000,418,350. Electrocuted. 





7th Storm, Great Flood 1058

Long, interweaving coral-and-shell docks, their surfaces slick with seawater, rose and fell with the waves. Little stalls lined each row, some bland and simple, others adorned with colorful, attention-grabbing tarps and decorations. The stalls belonged to fishermen, artisans, farmers, and salvagers, many of whom travelled here from their cushy lives on Midir’s tiny islands. Ships surrounded this tapestry of pathways, some merchants, most visitors. This was where the Vengeance found itself on this overcast morning, two days after Karina rescued the sailor from the ocean.

Karina basked in the salty air. Hubs were her childhood home, but they left bitter resentment on the back of her tongue, more so than any sweet nostalgia. Even so, she found the atmosphere, the crowds, exciting. Invigorating. Not so lonely.

“May you, steward of hubs, grant me a safe, fruitful visit,” she muttered—a quick prayer to Syni, the goddess of commerce. Her parents had not contributed much to her childhood, but they had drilled the prayer into her. Even now, she couldn’t break the habit. “Let me find what I need. Let me resist the temptation of that which I do not. Savvan.” 

Savvan. Ma and Pop always taught her to end her prayers with, “May it be so.” In a small act of defiance, she adopted the Avetic word. Savvan felt far more significant than its Midiri translation would ever be.

Meat, fruits and vegetables, flour. Jonah carried the scratchy burlap sacks, his arms trembling under the weight. To ease his load, Karina took a sack of oranges from the teetering pile and tucked it under her arm. Jonah’s furrowed brow loosened a touch as they approached a booth at the end of the platform, run by a stout man with a kind smile. His eyes lit up when he spotted Karina.

“Good afternoon, Magnus!” she greeted. 

“Karina! Always a pleasure. How have you been faring?” 

“Well enough. Though, a few days ago I found a—” 

“We’re not here to make small talk,” Jonah snapped. 

Karina sighed. “Yes, we’re looking to buy. Could you get us five fresh fish and ten salted? Salmon and tuna would be fantastic.”

“What was it you found?” Magnus asked as he gathered the fish. “I’ve got no salmon.” 

“No worries. Cod is fine,” Karina replied. “We found an overboard sailor. Have you overheard anybody talking about a shipwreck? Escaped prisoner? Any refugees?” 

“Can’t say I have.” Magnus packed the fish into a reed basket. Jonah, beside her, wilted at the sight. Karina frowned. He must have anticipated a bag.

“I’ll carry it,” she whispered. Jonah nodded.

“Five shell coins for the lot.” 

“What? This should cost five glass, not five shell.” 

“The day I charge you full price is the day I die, Karina.” 

Jonah tapped his foot and fidgeted for only a minute more before he marched off. Karina made no effort to stop him. Though his sour attitude and thin patience left little to be desired, she sympathized. The crowds, the noise, the stench... Market hubs weren't for everybody.

Karina passed Magnus six shell coins. “Have you seen my ma and pop around?” 

“They were selling at the Central hub last I knew,” Magnus replied. He counted out the extra coin and held it out to her. She ignored it. “Six weeks ago, I’d say. Why do you ask? I thought you hated them.” 

“I do,” Karina admitted. “Still, I don’t know. Some closure would be nice.” 

“If I see them again, would you like me to mention you?” 

“No,” Karina said a bit too quick. Her stomach churned at the prospect. “Thanks, though.” 

“You’ll be in my prayers.”

She smiled, gathered her purchase, and hurried after Jonah. He was halfway between Magnus’s stall and the Vengeance by the time Karina caught up with him.

“Jonah, a little longer wouldn't have killed you,” she said. 

Jonah fixed her with a flat stare. "You were asking for gossip. Why don’t you talk to the mangy sailor you fished out of the ocean?” 

“They haven’t awoken.” 

“They haven’t?”

“Not once.” Two days, and the sailor remained dead to the world. 

“They may be a lost cause. We'll leave them here while we have the chance. Conscious or not.” 

“No, we won’t. Nobody is a lost cause. Were you a lost cause?” 

Jonah paused at the base of the Vengeance. He looked Karina in the eye. “Yes.” 

She sputtered. “No!”

Jonah hauled the supplies up the gangplank. Karina, once she was confident he had the task under control, sought the one constant at the ever-shifting, ever-changing hubs: Willow. 

Whenever the Vengeance stopped at a hub, Willow sold her art. Today she had paid seven glass coins to rent her stall. Two huge, vibrant paintings stood on iron stands behind her, the smaller ones lying flat on the stall counter. The hubworkers had shoved her between two salespeople whose fish was so rancid Karina gagged.  

“How are sales?” Karina asked, holding a hand against her nose. 

“Not great,” Willow admitted. “Nobody’s shown interest.” 

“A shame,” Karina said. What Willow could do with a paintbrush was beyond anything Karina could ever dream of doing herself. Karina wondered, sometimes, if the god of art and music had blessed Willow’s lineage. But her eyes didn’t show any sign of blessing in their color, and there was no divine magic woven into her artworks. She was not blessed—she had trained for her skill. That, to Karina, was worth far more.  “You’ll get there. Someday, you’ll be the most famous painter in Midir.”

“I doubt it,” Willow giggled. “But thank you.”

“I’d love for you to teach me sometime.”

“My door is always open.”

Karina took a step back, knowing she should leave Willow to work, but her gaze fell on Willow’s largest painting, and she paused. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

Karina gestured to the god of the sea’s portrait. “I thought you hated depictions of Einari with blue skin."

“I do,” Willow affirmed. “There’s such a vast, beautiful range of natural skin colors—why do we have to depict him as blue? It's weird.” 

“Why perpetuate it, then? Why not paint his skin black? Or any other color, for that matter?”

Willow stared up at the painting, where Einari stood proud, surrounded by ocean and fish, with blue skin and sea-green eyes. “This is sinful of me to say,” she muttered. “But black skin is far too beautiful to be wasted on a god like Einari. I will paint him with blue skin, and he will be ugly for it, because he is ugly for drowning our people.”

Karina nodded. She met Willow’s gaze. They were so dark it was hard to see any color at all, but they carried so much warmth and life in them.

“I'll wrap up in an hour,” Willow said, checking her watch. “I think Jonah wants to get sailing.” 

“Of course he does.” Karina chuckled. “Good to know, though—I'll leave you to it. Where’s Faye? Is she helping you today?”

“On the Vengeance. She’s fetching some water—she'll be back soon, if you want to see her.”

“No, it’s okay. I'll let you work.” She glanced at the middle-aged couple who approached Willow’s stall. Best not to be a distraction. She stepped away, and as she did, she prayed for Willow to make a sale.

Karina perused salvager stalls. The craft fascinated her. What all existed beneath the endless waves? She’d read tales of ancient buildings so tall they pierced the sky, lights so bright they competed with the stars, forests so large people got lost within them. She couldn't fathom it. The Great Flood had taken almost everything.

She couldn’t resist buying an algae-covered bust of some scruffy old man. The stone sculpture was about as tall as her forearm was long. His nose and name were lost to time.

“What were the ruins like?” she asked as she paid. 

“Cold,” the seller replied, his tone flat. “Wet.”

She tucked the bust under her arm and headed for the Vengeance. The lack of passion always disappointed her. There was so much history under the ocean! However, those who resigned themselves to the grueling labor of salvaging seldom cared for history.

As Karina walked, a hubworker one row over jingled a little bell—and when he did, the other hubworkers followed suit, until the entire hub lit up with the bright, cheery sound. Karina knelt upon the coarse surface of the dock and folded her hands. A small smattering of folks ignored the prayer bell.

At the end of the row, a priest wearing long, ocean blue robes stood on a steel crate.

“WE MUST REPENT!” he exclaimed, his voice deep and rich with devotion. “Our sins hold us back from salvation! Today, we stand upon Einari’s beautiful ocean, and I beg he bless our doomed souls! Here, I pray, is where our goodness begins anew! We, upon the Midnorthern hub, will create a new humanity! Theft, apathy, greed: we must vanquish these sins from Midir if we wish to see land! Be pure, be good, so Einari may hear us and lower the floodwaters. My Lord, hear us now, we will be good! May it be so!”

As the others around her echoed, “May it be so,” Karina whispered, “Savvan.” 

After prayer, she hurried back to the Vengeance for roll call.
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The unconscious sailor showed no sign of waking.

Karina knocked on Jonah’s door. Without waiting for a reply, she nudged her way inside. Jonah was at his desk with his nose in a book. He glanced up at her, but he was quick to return to his reading when she bypassed him and made for his library.

Spanning the entire length of the backmost bulkhead, Jonah’s impressive library was one of the few things he splurged on. Karina encouraged his collection. It gave him reason to keep living. It gave him purpose. He’d struggled with living, with purpose, plenty in the past. 

Books sat fitted tight on each shelf, secured with an iron guardrail to keep them from falling whenever the ship rocked. She brushed her fingers over the spines as she eyed each title. 

Three minutes of searching passed before Jonah asked, “What are you looking for?”

“Medical books.” 

“Second-to-bottom shelf, third section from the right.” 

Karina's gaze fell to where the captain pointed, and she knelt, pulling a few books from their cozy homes. She tucked them under her arm. “Thanks.” 

“Anything to get you out of here faster.”  His tone was not malicious. Quite the contrary—it carried a subtle trace of humor. 

She stuck her tongue out and slipped out without another word. 

Back in her cabin, she flopped onto the beanbag chair in the corner, one of her favorite ancient finds. Its orange plastic coating flaked off in spots, but whoever took it from its underwater home had refurbished it well. One book at a time, Karina searched for useful information. She found nothing noteworthy. Finding answers was a challenge when she didn't know the problem. 

An hour later, she glanced up to find Jonah hovering in the doorway. How long had he been standing there? She waved him in. “Boots off, please. You always track grime on my rug.” 

Jonah complied with a sigh. As he stepped in, his gaze flitted over to the pile of blankets on the floor, where she’d been sleeping for the past few days. He didn’t comment, so neither did she. He sat on the edge of her cot, poking and prodding the stranger for a short while, his brows furrowed. Then, resting his elbows on his knees, he faced her. 

“Karina,” he said, “Even if they aren’t a pirate—which I doubt—we can’t help this person.” 

“Even if they are a pirate, which I doubt,” Karina argued, “you were one, too, once. Do you have so little sympathy?”

Jonah avoided her gaze.

Karina pressed on. “I know it scares you, but this person needs us. What happened to the Jonah who picked up and helped each member of this crew, one by one?” 

“Building a crew was your idea.”

“Semantics. You helped. Listen, I know you don’t want to consider it,” Karina said, cautious, knowing she treaded dangerous waters. “But it’s been eight years. The cabin at the end of the passageway is a waste of resources.” 

Jonah’s eyes fell dark. He said nothing, his amber eyes glued to the floor at his feet. Karina knew she couldn’t push him. The best she could do was plant the idea in his head. 

“I’m not finding anything useful in the books,” she said. The tension in Jonah’s shoulders settled a touch. 

“Not surprised,” Jonah grumbled, his mood irreparably soured. “How are you faring?” 

“Rough,” she dared to admit. “I hate sleeping on the floor, and I’m at a loss.” 

“We can relocate them. You could wash your sheets. Sleep in your 
cot again.” 
“I won’t let you put them in the brig.”

“Fine.” Jonah stood, kicked his boots on, and walked out, calling over his shoulder, “Keep sleeping on the floor.” 
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“We were taught all our lives to love Einari. The priests say our love will be our salvation. But I cannot love a god who holds us hostage.”

—The Grand Catalogue of Last Words: Great Flood Era. Death #6,000,310,736. Drowned. This soul was sent to Punishment for heresy.





???

Everything was hazy.

For a while, they floated in this nothingness, where all they heard was the ringing in their ears, all they felt was warmth. Wherever they were, it was cozy. The vague feeling of being swaddled in soft blankets lulled them into a sense of security. 

Resting a little longer wouldn’t hurt.

Something nagged them to get up, though. They peeled their eyes open. As they blinked away the blurriness, fading evening sunlight and colorful plants in hand-painted pots greeted them. A pink rug decorated the floor, a small desk was littered with papers and knickknacks, a giant tentacle...

They snapped to attention as their gaze settled on the massive, wriggling appendage, which had shattered one of the windows along the hull. They scrambled to their feet and stumbled with the sway of the ship. Yes, this was why their subconscious wanted to get them up—they were in danger.

Above the door hung a decorative cutlass. Whoever owned it would be unhappy, but...it was for self-defense, right? They dragged a chair over, stood upon it, and wrestled the blade off its mount. Armed, they hopped down and pulled the door open.

They stood in a long passageway illuminated by buzzing electric lights. The bulbs flickered as a loud crash rattled the ship. As they made for the stairwell at the front of the passageway, the ship groaned and listed to one side. They stumbled. A barrel rolled down the passageway and crashed into the bulkhead. Wood splintered, and an assortment of sailing equipment spilled onto the coarse floor.

The tentacled creature screeched, and the ship settled upright. Balance once again tested, they tripped and fell. It was a miracle they did not stab themself on their borrowed sword. The steel edge ghosted against their cheek, a whisper away from slicing their skin. 

They scrambled to their feet and sprinted above deck. 

A gargantuan squid-like creature towered over the ship, taller than the highest mast. The small crew looked overwhelmed and terrified. Giant tentacles cornered five people by the bow. Gripping their borrowed blade, they ran headlong into the fray and sliced a tentacle clean off the beast’s body. It howled. Icky violet blood sprayed the deck.

“They’re awake!” a female voice exclaimed.

“Stay focused!” another voice, deep and gruff, snapped back. “Faye, cannons!”

They weren’t sure who spoke—there were more important things to worry about than pinning a voice to its corresponding face. They slashed through another tentacle, trying to blink back their residual light-headedness.

“On it!” A tall woman with brown skin and boy-short, choppy chestnut hair crossed their field of vision. She hurried toward one of the few intact cannons. She primed, loaded, and fired. The cannonball blasted straight through another tentacle.

The sea monster reeled back, and the crew scattered. One, a chubby, fair-skinned young woman with sandy brown hair held back with a red and white bandana, grabbed them by the arm and yanked them away before another tentacle slammed onto the deck.

“You took my sword, I see.”

“Sorry.” Their throat ached as they spoke. Their voice was low, raspy. When was the last time they’d used it?

“It’s okay! We’re grateful for your help.”

The sailor they assumed was Faye fired another cannonball, which slammed against the creature’s skull. A few loud pops followed as another crew member fired a few rounds from her long-snouted rifle.

With the creature’s attention focused on the gunners, they—much to the chagrin of the woman whose sword they wielded—hopped atop the tentacle and ran, using it as a slimy, undulating bridge.

“What are you doing!?” Bandana Woman yelled. They did not reply.

A single eyeball the size of their entire body, if not larger, locked its gaze on them. It flailed, and they scrambled to keep their balance. The tentacle was too slimy. Their foot slipped. They fell. 

They drove their sword into the tentacle. It sliced through the flesh and slowed their downward momentum. They dangled as the monster screeched in anguish. Deep violet blood dripped down the length of the blade and stained their hands. Their skin seared as though they’d touched acid. With a grimace, they climbed back onto the sea monster’s limb. 

They sprinted for the creature’s face and drove their blade into its eyeball. It screeched, high-pitched and ear-shattering. There was no avoiding the onslaught of blood that sprayed from the wound and burnt their sensitive skin, the sensation familiar for reasons they couldn’t quite place. They dove away on instinct and hurtled toward the ocean below.

Scrambling to find a grip on something, anything, their hands found nothing but salty, humid air. They’ve fallen before, somewhere high, fast, wind whipping through their hair as they plummeted. The powerlessness, the impending sense of doom, was familiar. The dying creature collapsed into the water before they did—the resulting wave overtook them and pulled them under.

At least the ocean water washed away the acidic violet blood.

The ocean’s current battered their body. They couldn’t swim. They didn’t know how. Each clumsy stroke sapped their waning energy, the surface growing farther from reach, the promise of air becoming a distant dream. Their lungs ached. They pushed for the surface, frantic, but their limbs were heavy like lead. Dark spots dotted their vision.

Someone grabbed them and pulled them upward. When their head breached the surface, they gasped and wheezed. They met Bandana Woman’s worried gaze. She helped them to a rickety rope ladder, and with shaky limbs, they climbed. The rope was slick with seawater. Their foot slipped off a rung, and their forehead knocked against the hull. They caught themself, squeezing the ladder tight enough to render their knuckles pale, and finished climbing.

When they returned aboard, the tall ginger-haired man grabbed a fistful of their shirt collar, pulling it so tight it constricted their throat. They coughed. Choking was no better than drowning.

“Jonah!”  Bandana Woman gasped.

“Who are you?” This was the voice who’d been barking orders. It was deep, gravelly, gruff. They flinched—they could see it in this man’s eyes: he wished they’d drowned. 

A strand of ginger hair fell in front of his face. It was long on top, parted down the middle, but shaved short on the sides. Jonah was tall, much taller than them, and his muscles strained against the sleeves of his black tee. He cut an intimidating figure.

“Um—”

Bandana Woman wedged herself between them and Jonah, forcing him to let go of them. “We would’ve sunk if not for them. Give them space.”

Jonah grumbled something indiscernible. 

The other crewmates, though wounded and exhausted, rushed over. The cannoneer, Faye, hugged them so tight she squeezed the air out of their lungs. For one minute, could these people give me space?

“Ohmygosh!” she exclaimed. “You were so cool!”

They squirmed. Faye snickered and released them. Their legs trembled, unreliable as their adrenaline faded. One knee gave out, and Bandana Woman caught them before they could collapse. She, at least, knew to be gentle.

“Hey, give them some space. Go clean up, will you, Faye? And Willow, patch up Mouse’s cut.” Bandana Woman ordered. “Let’s go sit down, yeah? I don't want you falling over.”

She helped them to a fire pit surrounded by iron. As they sank onto a bench, she struck a match, tossed it in the pit, and settled in the seat across from them. The flame illuminated her face in the dying evening light. The captain sat beside her with his arms folded.

Best to start by establishing a rudimentary layer of trust. They handed their borrowed sword to the woman. She smiled and wiped seawater off its blade.

“Okay,” she said. “First off! My name’s Karina, and the grumpy guy is Jonah, our captain.”

Jonah scoffed. “Don’t waste our time. They don’t need to know our names. They’ll be off our ship soon enough.”

“I’m sorry about him.” She shook her head. “He’s standoffish, but his heart is in the right place. He doesn’t take well to change.”

They weren’t sure what to say, so they said nothing.

“So,” Karina continued, “tell us about yourself!”

They blinked. They hadn’t thought much about their own identity since they’d awoken. Staring down at their hands, they dug as deep as they could.

Who were they?

They were silent for a little too long. Jonah and Karina stared at them. They were lightheaded and woozy. The ship’s rocking didn’t help their malaise.

“I don’t, uh...I don’t know.”

Jonah stood. They flinched. “You don’t know?”

“Jonah!” Karina snapped. “At least thank them for saving our lives!”

Jonah eyed them up and down. His frown showed no sign of relenting. “We could’ve handled it on our own.”

“We would’ve been monster food!” Karina rubbed her temples, then turned back to them. “We’ll start slow. Do you know your name?”

They squeezed their eyes shut and racked their empty, clouded mind. Did they have a name? They must. When they opened their eyes, they shot Karina a hopeless look and shook their head.

“We have to call you something,” she said.

“We’ll call them Stranger,” Jonah muttered.

“What kind of name is that?”

“It’s okay,” Stranger piped in. “It’s better than nothing.”

Karina placed a hand on their shoulder. “We’ll come up with something better, I promise.” 

“Sure.”

Stranger paused to observe the crew. The sun had set, leaving the deck dark, though a few dim lightbulbs at the stern illuminated the space enough to discern silhouettes. The sniper, a young woman with deep black skin and long locs, finished cleaning up the blond boy’s injured arm. She slung her rifle over her back and hurried downstairs. She returned with glass jars and gathered the blood seeping from the severed tentacles. Faye heaved a few tentacles overboard, though she dragged two of the smaller ones somewhere below.

Karina clasped her hands together. The sound jolted Stranger. “Is there anything you remember? Anything at all?”

Recalling memories made their head throb. “Not much. I fell, but I don’t know from where. Someone pulled me out of the water and threw me in his brig. My memory gets hazy after that. Next thing I know, I'm breaking out and running. I dove into the ocean because I had nowhere else to go but needed to get away.”

Stranger locked their gaze on the point where the dark ocean met the inky black sky. Silence reigned, and they were grateful neither Karina nor Jonah said a word.

“And then you...” Their voice came out no louder than a whisper. “You pulled me out.”

“What did the man look like?” Jonah’s frustration spiked the anxiety in Stranger’s chest.

“I don’t remember much. He was tall. He had a graying beard, and, um...missing a hand, I think. Prosthetic.”

“Argo,” both Jonah and Karina growled. Jonah looked off-put by the name, a heavy wince gracing his sharp face. 

“Argo?”

“Nobody knows his real name. Most call him Argonaut the Lawless.”

“He’s a menace in the northern seas,” Karina added when Jonah’s explanation offered nothing of value. “Nastiest man any of us have ever met. Do you remember anything else?”

“No. Nothing.”

“Sea monsters aren’t supposed to exist,” Jonah muttered. “They sure as hell didn’t before you showed up.”

Karina frowned. “Now, now, Jonah. The Book of Death says—”

“Fiction.”

The moon and stars glowed overhead. Stranger stared up at them. Tracing patterns in the stars soothed them. “The Book of Death,” Stranger said, their voice airy. The title struck them as familiar. The fog of amnesia obscured it, but it was less out of reach than any detail about their own self.

“One of four holy texts,” Karina said. “The Books of Death, Tide, Fire, and the Wilds.”

Something in the back of their mind nudged them toward each god’s name: Death, Einari, Elaine, Novika. Midir’s dwindling population revered them.

“Farmstead Isle is close,” Jonah snapped, cutting the conversation short. “We’ll go into debt to pay the docking fee, but we’re getting repairs, and we’re leaving Stranger on the pier.”

“Jonah! This isn’t their fault!”

“Karina, get some rest. I expect all hands at first light. We need to get as many repairs done as we can ourselves. And you,” he said. “You’re coming with me.”

Jonah gripped Stranger’s bicep and pulled them to their feet. Stranger had no energy left to struggle, so they stumbled behind him. He took them two levels below deck and shoved them into a cell. They braced for pain, like fire flowing through their veins: agonizing, brutal, debilitating.

But pain never came.

As Jonah vanished from sight, Stranger curled up on the cold iron cot, yearning for the soft blankets they’d awoken in. They’d taken great risks to escape from... What was his name? Argonaut. And yet, here they were, on a different ship, in another brig. 

Were they fated to never know themself? To never know freedom?
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“Wait—I’m slipping!”

—The Grand Catalogue of Last Words: Great Flood Era. Death #2,614,326,001. Head trauma. At the gates of Judgment, she stated, “My uncle was a mountain climber. Now, we have all become mountain climbers.”





14th Storm, Great Flood 1058

Jonah took immense pride in his wooden ship. Most in the Great Flood era were built of steel. The vessel had once belonged to his adoptive father, before he died of cancer ten years ago. He had inherited the ship, and for two subsequent years, he and Soph alone sailed it. At the time named Charlotte after some woman Jonah didn’t know, the ship became the most valuable thing Jonah owned. 

But now, as the Vengeance limped toward Farmstead Isle, the wooden vessel was a burden. Trees were as rare a commodity as the land they grew on, and repairs would cost him most of his savings. Making the money back would be a pain. He shuddered at the idea of selling at a hub.

Jonah categorized damages based on urgency. The hull was top priority, and the deck needed to be walkable. Something about the rudder’s alignment didn’t seem right—the Vengeance drifted westward when the wheel sat straight. Everything else deemed nonessential, however, could wait until landfall.

Jonah spent his morning patching a leak in the hold. Water gathered at his shins, soaking his slacks. The nagging musk of mildew was already pungent in the air.

He struggled to wrap his mind around it all as he hammered a slat of spare wood steadfast against the leak. Whatever sea creature it was, Jonah knew of no documented name. The ocean was vast and unexplored, so Jonah wasn’t quick to jump to a conclusion of monstrous origin, though it was odd. Jonah had never seen a creature bigger than his own ship, save for the occasional whale.

He couldn’t help but think of Soph. If she’d seen this creature, what would she have thought?

Her excitement wasn’t difficult to imagine. Sophie Morgan had always loved fables. Tales of heroes and monsters, of gods and their divine golden blood. Jonah seldom shared her sentiment, but on many an occasion she would sit him down, tell him her favorites. He loved her, so he listened. Sometimes.

She seemed to most adore the story of the Great Flood. He remembered, clear as day, one of the countless times she sat him down to recount such a tale. Soph was nothing if not persistent.

“The God King Einari once walked vast continents in a mortal body,” Soph told him. “Continents! Land as vast as the oceans! Wouldn’t that be so cool to see?”

“I guess so.”

Soph wore a cheery blue dress that day, her long ginger hair held away from her face with a headband in a shade of green Jonah would never dare wear. He preferred muted reds and browns and grays, but Sophie couldn’t stand any color that wasn’t bright and eye-catching.

The Book of the Tide sat in her lap, unopened. The tome was thick, dense, and heavy. She had no intention of opening it, but she kept its comforting weight in her lap.

“You know the whole story about the collapsing building, how he saved the little girl, how his blood healed her wounds, blah blah blah,” Sophie rambled with a playful roll of her eyes. “The main takeaway is the blood. I mean, the stuff can cure wounds! Heal illnesses! Prevent death! It’s amazing!”

“You still believe that? Nothing can magically cure death. Mixing blood is unsanitary, anyhow.”

“I didn’t say cure death, I said prevent,” Sophie said. “You’ll believe it, too, one of these days.” 

Maybe, if Jonah had a vial of God’s Blood at the time of Sophie’s murder, she would still be with him. But he hadn’t. Gods and monsters didn’t exist, and they never would.

Jonah drove another nail into the slat of wood.

Faye bounded in and out with a bucket, draining the hold of its accumulated water. Jonah was grateful for her presence. Her arrival snapped him from his thoughts before they could spiral too far. 

“Faye,” Jonah addressed as she sloshed through the water for another bucketful. “Could you pass the tar?”

On a shelf to Faye’s right was the metal tin, its exterior coated with drips of old dried tar from previous uses. Some of it, dried around the rim, ensured the lid did not sit firm atop it. She passed it over. He dipped two fingers into the tin and slathered a generous amount around the repair site to seal it. The tar was gritty and sticky. He grimaced.

Jonah handed the tin back. Faye placed it on the wrong shelf, then scooped another bucket of water to take outside. Jonah gestured to stop her. He dipped his tar-covered hands into the bucket and scrubbed the filth from his skin. Once his hands were as clean as he could get them, he waved her off. He moved the tar to its proper place one shelf higher and stepped out of the hold.

Two flights of stairs had never been so exhausting. Jonah’s legs burned with each step. The hot, humid storm season air was no more refreshing than the Vengeance’s stuffy hold.

Jonah observed his crew, not eager to get back to work. His slacks were still drenched with seawater, and the rest of him, with sweat. Faye dumped her bucket’s contents over the side of the ship. To port, Willow futzed with the cannons, and at the helm, Mouse recalibrated the rudder. Beside the mainmast, Karina sat hunched, riveting steel sheets to the damaged deck. All crew accounted for.

A flash of movement from above caught his eye. He turned his gaze upwards, landing on a form perched atop the mast, far above the crow’s nest. Stranger.

“What the hell are they doing?” Jonah stalked over to Karina. His gaze flitted up to Stranger, then back to his first mate, fixing her with a hot glare.

“They wanted to help.”

“You can’t—” Jonah groaned and rubbed his temples. “Take them back to the brig. They’re our prisoner.”

“No.”

Loath as he was to admit it, Karina was right. The Vengeance, unlike most ships in Midir, did not have an electric or combustion engine—Mouse wished to remedy the issue, but his success had been slim thus far. For now, the ship relied on the wind.

The sails were torn and falling loose from their rigging, and the yards had splintered, rendering it a treacherous climb. Jonah didn’t have a single crewmate who enjoyed climbing the mast. The prisoner’s labor solved the problem.

Stranger dangled from the main topgallant yard by a fraying rope tied around their waist. They wore a scrap of white cloth on their head to catch sweat and prevent overheating.

“I figure,” Jonah said, changing tack, “we can sell the remnants of the animal.” He couldn’t bring himself to say monster. “Someone who believes in it will pay well. Maybe we can get by without going into debt.”

“I don’t think we should." 

“Why not?”

“It might get into the wrong hands. I know you don’t care, but you’ve at least heard the most famous story from the Book of Fire, haven’t you? About the blood of a monster?” 

“You’re right,” Jonah said. “I don’t care. There are more immediate concerns. Would you rather be indebted to the land folk?”

“I suppose not.”

“Let them believe something mythological is going on. It’ll get us the money we need. Now, quit gawking. If Stranger falls, it’s their problem, not ours.”

Jonah craned his neck to watch Stranger work. Their stitches were sloppy and poor, but they did the job. Despite the strain of such a task, they smiled. Jonah couldn’t for the life of him figure out why. The masts were tall enough to prove dangerous, and fixing the sails was not easy work. His crew was smart to dislike it, and Stranger, Jonah wagered, was a fool.

“I’m not gawking,” Karina said with a snicker. “You are.”

Jonah gritted his teeth and tore his gaze away. He didn’t trust them. Nobody in their right mind rescued someone this close to Anui waters and expected them to not be affiliated with piratekind. Their claim of memory loss did not help their case. What was Stranger’s angle? Were they Argonaut’s spy? Were they pretending, hoping to catch the unsuspecting crew off guard? Was Jonah going to wake up one day with a knife to his throat? All Stranger claimed to remember was Argonaut. Anyone affiliated with him was bad news.

Jonah knew better than anyone. The year he spent dedicated to Argonaut’s cause was a year of his life he’d never get back.

Stranger acted innocent. They had a handsome face and a skittish demeanor—they already had Karina wrapped around their finger. Jonah wasn’t going to let them fool him. He’d rather have his crew hate him than have his crew dead.

Quit generalizing, Jonah could almost hear Soph say. You don’t know anything about them.

Not knowing anything is reason enough not to trust them, he imagined himself arguing. 

He spent the remainder of his morning trying to calculate the cost of repairs. When he reemerged from his cabin around midday, the crew had paused their work for lunch—and Stranger, for some bizarre reason, remained atop the mast. They sat in the crow’s nest, their gaze fixed on the horizon. What were they doing up there? Scheming?

Do they look like they’re scheming? Soph would ask. No. They’re enjoying the breeze. It’s hot out. Give them a break.

Today, Willow took up cooking duty. She loaded each plate with two slices of stale bread topped with tuna and pickled cucumber. Jonah was about to settle down and take a bite of his lunch when he spotted mold on his slice of bread. He scraped the tuna onto his shell plate and tossed the slice overboard.

“Karina,” Jonah said. “We need fresh bread.”

“I can bake some,” she said. She stood behind the bench, her gaze trained upwards.

“Do we have flour?”

“Lots. Down in the hold.”

“The hold flooded.”

“Oh. We can get some on the island, then.”

Karina's presence in his periphery irritated him. Why hadn’t she sat down? He opened his mouth, ready to snap at her.

“Stranger!” Karina called before Jonah could get a word out. She waved for them to come down. 

Jonah stifled a groan as Stranger descended. He wasn’t eager to spend his lunch dealing with them.

“You haven’t eaten anything all day,” Karina chided when Stranger’s feet hit the deck. She ushered them to the fire pit and pushed a plate of tuna into their hands. 

Stranger was odd in a way Jonah wasn’t sure how to put into words. They did not carry the typical demeanor of a pirate, but Jonah wouldn’t let that fool him. It could be a performance.

Nonetheless, they had contributed to the repairs.

“Thanks to Stranger fixing our sails,” Jonah admitted, reluctant to thank the prisoner. “We’ll make landfall within the week. The remains of the creature we fought might pay our docking fee, but be prepared to surrender coin, as we’ll need to pay for lodging and repairs, too.”

“Yessir,” the crew echoed.
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Though the butterflyfish is a global symbol of authenticity, keep close watch for forgers. Counterfeit glass will have cracks from amateurish carving. Counterfeit shells often feature missed patterns, so keep a close eye on the number of scales...

—Midir International Treasury




18th Storm, Great Flood 1058

The morning before landfall, the crew went about their daily tasks with their heads hung low. Jonah seemed to be the only one among the crew in good spirits. He stood with a tall posture and a resolute expression. He wasn’t happy, as Stranger doubted the man had any capacity to be, but he wasn’t as sour.

They did not join the crew at the fire pit for breakfast, opting instead to linger at the bow, watching the looming island grow ever closer. Willow brought them a brittle shell bowl. The mushy oats and deep brown, gooey molasses gave the food an unappetizing appearance. They didn’t touch it.

The Vengeance docked within the hour. As Faye lowered the anchor, three tall men dressed in ruffled white shirts dropped a gangplank into place. They boarded the Vengeance without permission.

“Novika blesses you this morning, boys!” The boisterous leader of the trio addressed the crew, despite half the crew being women. “Looks like you’ve taken quite a bit of damage here.”

“Indeed,” Jonah said, unfazed by the feigned cordiality.

“You have coin?”

“I can make a barter.”

“We don’t do trades. Coin, or you best be on your way.”

Stranger expected more brutish people at the docks. These men looked...not soft, not weak, but they held a different kind of power. From head to toe, they were drenched in wealth, from their silver necklaces down to the gold buckles of their custom-cobbled shoes. They intimidated Stranger.

Jonah said nothing as he retrieved three glass jars of deep violet from his satchel.

“Monster Blood,” gasped the shortest of the three. He clasped his hands together and uttered a prayer. 

Stranger strained to make out his words but caught nothing. They didn’t need to hear, though, to know just how unholy this substance was, to understand why this man prayed. They felt it in the deepest recesses of their soul. They took a tiny step back, anticipating the acidic sting Monster Blood left upon their flesh.

When the dockworker finished praying, he said, “We’ll take it at one-fifth of the going price for God’s Blood. Three hundred glass.”

“A fifth,” Jonah echoed. “Why?”

The man shot Jonah a peculiar look. “Are you dense?”

“If atheist and dense are synonyms.”

“I’d wager it’s fake,” said the second. “Can’t trust oceanfolk.”

Jonah tossed the leader one of the three jars. With a quick pop, the man uncorked it and dipped a finger into the thick, murky ichor. It coated his fingertip to the first knuckle. He brought it to his lips. Stranger winced. Didn’t it hurt him?

“We’ll take all three and allow passage for two days.”

“Two days?” Jonah balked. “It’s got to be worth more.”

“Take it or leave it, sea slug.”

“Give us one week, and we’ll throw in a few severed tentacles from the creature it came from. In case you’re worried it’s not genuine.” He gestured for his crew to retrieve the trophies. Willow and Faye ran off. 

Jonah stood firm. Stranger found it admirable. Few things seemed to scare the captain. Maybe nothing at all.

“Now, I’d hate to be rude. You asked why Monster Blood is less valuable,” the leading dockman mused. “Its beauty is the harm it could bring a god. Thus, its value is limited to a narrow set of circumstances, and most folk are far too devout to fathom slaughtering a divine, should one set foot in Midir.”

“Gods aren’t real.”

“Ah-ah-ah! Neither are monsters, huh, boy?” The leader wore a wide, sardonic grin. 

Jonah shook his head. 

When Willow and Faye lugged the tentacles across the deck, painting a long streak of violet in their wake, Jonah said, “Do whatever you want with them. I don’t give a damn. Give us a week.”

“I suppose it could be arranged,” the leader agreed.

“And this,” Jonah tossed him a sack of coins. “To pay for the repairs.”

The leader produced one glass coin from the bag and inspected it. He traced his thumb over the carvings with great care, eyeing each shape upon the coin. He placed it back inside and tossed the sack in his hand, up and down, up and down, up and down.

Stranger nudged Karina with their elbow.

“Why is so much worth a week’s stay?” they whispered.

“That’s how islands fend off overcrowding.”

Before Stranger could reply, Jonah turned to the crew and barked something about pooling together coin for lodging. The entire crew, save for Stranger, scattered.

They stood with Jonah. Alone. They shrank under his firm gaze.

“You,” Jonah snapped. “Get out of my sight.”

Stranger’s heart caught in their chest. They opened their mouth to say something, anything, but their words died in their throat. They glanced out at the island. Farmstead Isle was so tiny, they could see the opposite shore.

“Go on. Shoo.”

Tentative, Stranger crossed the rickety gangplank. When their feet settled on the pier, they wobbled, trying to find their balance on unswaying ground.

Stranger’s feet dragged as they walked.

Stonework buildings lined the streets. The islanders squeezed farmland wherever there was space—tiny yards, terraces, and rooftops thrived with plant life. Oats, vegetables, wheat. Stranger veered off to the side of the path and knelt. The grass was soft, warm, and damp with dew. They brushed their thumb over a buttercup’s delicate yellow petals. The islands didn’t seem as horrible as Jonah made them out to be. They sure were pretty.

"Ugh.” Someone’s groan startled them. They hopped to their feet as two women in lavish, flowy dresses marched by, the clik-clik-clik of their high heels punctuating every step. “Has he never seen grass before? Yikes.”

The second woman snickered. Farmstead Isle’s beauty paled.

Stranger trudged onward, their head low. No matter how small they made themself, their presence was an eyesore. To the rich, the poor were a stain. Stranger yearned for the Vengeance’s safety. The crew made them feel like they were worth something—even Jonah treated them like royalty in comparison. 

That night, while the crew of the Vengeance slept in comfy beds at an inn, Stranger curled up under a bridge, using a rock as a pillow.
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Frigid ocean water churned around them. The cold settled deep in their bones, so profound that their body could no longer shiver. They clung to a sheet of ice, floating upon the choppy waves, its biting frozen sheen their salvation from drowning.

In the foggy evening haze, a hand against their bare bicep burnt like hot embers. A man, tall and imposing, clung to a ladder descending a steel dreadnought’s hull. Their rescuer hoisted them over his shoulder and hauled them aboard.

“You’re lucky I found you,” a deep, scratchy voice crept into their fuzzy, muffled hearing. “Otherwise, you’d be as good as dead.”

A firm hand pressed them flush against the frigid metal deck. Something sharp poked at the crook of their elbow. They squirmed as much as their worn-out body would allow. Fear rose in their throat.

“Don’t worry,” the man said, his thumb pressing the syringe’s plunger. “This won’t hurt one bit.”

Stranger shot upright with a shout as burning pain flowed through their veins. When they regained their bearings, they squinted into the blinding beam of a flashlight.

“This is private property,” the flashlight’s owner said. “I’ll let you off with a warning. Get lost, slug.”

A boot nudged them in the ribs, not aggressive but not friendly either. They forced their aching body to stand. The flashlight clicked off. Stranger rubbed their eyes. A man in a well-ironed shirt stared at them. His badge shone under the light of the moon.

“You have a home, boy? A job?”

“N-no, sir,” Stranger whispered. 

“Then get off my island. You don’t belong here.”

They wanted to.
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Four dreadful days passed. Stranger found they most preferred the solitude of pre-dawn. At this hour, the streets were barren. They walked with no destination. Their legs ached and their eyelids drooped, but they would get in trouble for loitering again if they stopped.

Sometime after the sun made its ascent, Stranger stood before a tall, peculiar building, fitted with a bell tower atop one of the many spires. Large wrought-iron doors marked the entryway, the dark metal standing out against the white stone walls.

A wrinkled man with gray hair and a cane hobbled past Stranger, and in a rush of confidence, they cleared their throat. “Excuse me, what is this building?”

“This is our temple.” 

“Temple?” Stranger repeated.

“The temple.” The man’s words were slow as though he were speaking to a child, or someone who did not fully understand his language. “Where people go to pray. You ever heard of a god before, boy?”

“Oh. Uh, yeah.”

“Then leave me be. I wish to get a good seat.”

“Sorry.”

Stranger’s curiosity got the better of them. Knowing they risked punishment, they slipped inside and pretended they belonged there.

They stood in the entry, stunned. Rows upon rows of long pews lined the nave, occupied by people with their heads down in prayer. The pews were built of a rich, saturated brown wood—the kind of wood that boasted wealth all on its own. Stranger’s gaze trailed up the arched walls to the ceiling, so high they felt as though they were gazing at the Heavens itself. A vibrant mural spanned the entire ceiling.

The mural featured, at the forefront, the goddess of the wilds, painted in the rich browns and greens of their Domain, their dark skin and braided hair standing out against the lighter, more muted tones surrounding them. Other gods knelt as though to praise them, the god of the ocean and the goddess of fire to each side. Another stood beside the goddess of fire, but the paint had worn away, leaving them unrecognizable. Time had taken its toll, and these folk did not consider that segment of the mural worth restoring.

The sun shone through massive stained-glass windows, casting shimmering yellow and green light upon their skin. Even as islanders shoved past them, annoyed they occupied the walkway, they felt safe here.

“Gorgeous, yeah?” A familiar voice snapped Stranger out of their reverie. Karina.

“Yeah.”

She tucked her hands in the pockets of her slacks. “It’s a shame land so pretty is inhabited by people so awful. The rolling hills, the architecture...”

“How are repairs?”

“They’re ahead of schedule. The guys at the pier were impressed by the Monster Blood we gave them. They’ve been working through the nights.” Karina let out a tiny sigh. “It scares me. I can’t shake the feeling we’re going to be the catalyst ending with a dead god.”

Their gaze fell. Karina’s latter remark did not strike them; they were too focused on the former. Once the Vengeance left, they would be trapped. They would starve and wither away and die.

“Hey, look at me,” she said. Stranger met her gaze. “I’m going to do everything in my power to get Jonah on your side. Okay?” 

They appreciated her effort, futile as it was. “Thank you.”

“Sit with me.” 

Stranger followed her to the front of the nave and settled beside her in the second row of pews. Karina clasped her hands, closed her eyes, and prayed. Stranger, beside her, folded their arms across the back of the pew in front of them, resting their chin on their arms, and gazed ahead.

There was an altar
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