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Chapter 1: The Jetty by the Old Mill
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It was under the shadow of an old mill that you’d find Jade Booker.

That mill dated back to a time when people were just settling Garland, and it showed with all kinds of species of greenery growing all over it. The mighty river that had once coursed through was now lazy as an old hound, perfect to rest your feet off the side of the jetty. Of course, not that many people knew about it, and if they did, they thought it was too old, too unsafe to go anywhere near, like the wheel was going to break off and chase you down the road.

It was for those reasons that Jade found it perfect to rest after a long day or even a short one. No one was around for a good while’s walk, just her and a river to keep her company, occasionally bringing out her fishing pole to get something for dinner. It was a perfect quiet without anyone else to make it a racket. If there was a place she could honestly say she could spend the remainder of her life, Jade would choose this place first.

Most folk would be just fine with that; it meant Jade was finally out of trouble. Whether she was snatching a chicken from McGerra’s henhouse or getting really rowdy at Sullivan’s, or something that Jade had honestly forgotten, Jade was a terror of Garland. If you didn’t know her, you soon would, and they’d ask you “The elf with muddy brown hair she cut herself, suspenders or overalls and a nosy cackle?” and when you said “Yes,” they’d sigh and say, “Jade’s gone gotten herself in trouble again,” as she always does.

Though when Jade opened her big, brown eyes to see someone was looking down on her laying on the jetty that she had to admit she didn’t recognize. You’d think she’d remember a woman with almond-shaped purple eyes and almond colored skin, who wears her black hair short like Jade would and is dressed in a purple shirt and black skirt. Though as for how old she was, she seemed both youthful for how old she was and mature for how young she was, which was as confusing as that sounds.

“You’re Jade Booker,” said in a voice as deep as the river was in her prime. “I’ve wanted to talk to you for a while.”

“I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” Jade chuckled in her scratchy voice. “I have no idea who you are.”

“Well, I’m Dustry,” the strange woman greeted properly before taking her shoes off and sitting down with her feet in the river. “Oh, it’s been a long time since I’ve done this.”

Jade tried to get a reading on the strange woman, but every just came back as strange, so not much use. “You’re from the city, aren’t you?” the tomboy asked.

“I’m from a lot of places,” Dustry replied with her airs, “but the city? I’m not from there. I hate that place, which is why I wanted to talk to you. See, they have this new machine they call Beiriant; it’s a terrible contraption that will inevitably cause the destruction of your way of life. I thought you’d help me break it.”

Such a proposition caught Jade flatfooted. “You want to drag me gods know where to break some machine?” she balked. “What could I possibly add to your little quest that you couldn’t do yourself? I don’t work with machines, mind you; I’m just the local troublemaker.”

“Yes,” Dustry conceded, “but a troublemaker knows how to make trouble better than anyone else. A normal person gets into trouble sometimes in their life, but you are the trouble. You’re a scamp with schemes in your head every day that you’d love to see in the real world, but you have so many limits. And that scheme you’ve had for a while, the one that’s only a train ticket away from coming true, that’s the only one you’re afraid to do.”

Jade was surprised by the stranger’s reading. She did always feel like she was a big fish in a small pond, restricted by what she could do, what she could be in Garland, but she always held herself back. What if, when she gets out of the pond, there’s no going back? What if she can’t swim in the sea and gets gobbled up back someone bigger than her? It’s not like there was anything keeping her in town besides that, besides that fear.

“I’ll give you some time to think,” Dustry told her, stand up with wet feet. “Should I look for you later?”

It sounded to Jade like she was inviting herself, but it wasn’t like she was going to turn her down. “’Round the corner from Sullivan’s, the barley farm on the left. I’m the one in the house on the other end of the field.”

“Oh, I know where to go,” the stranger assured her as she left. “I could walk this place blindfolded.”

After such an odd statement, Jade couldn’t quite settle back into her place of comfort. Someone who knew Garland so well, and looked the way she did, while being such a stranger to someone who’d live there her entire life, well, that was strange. Jade would think that she’d come up in idle conversation with the other, older members of the community, but she then thought that made this “Dustry” had done something so horrible that no one dared speak her name.

Either way, Jade picked herself off the jetty and went back into town. The walk there reminded her that this place had come a long way from the bad years. When she was a child, it was a very bad year for farming, the ground drying up and making it hard to do anything. A lot of people left, and a lot of the people that didn’t were dead. Gods knew if the people that left for further inland found anything better than more and more badlands, but Garland would recover.

Some of it was just down to more people. A lot of folks from the city came down and started living in Garland, which made the sight of elves, humans and dwarves all talking to each other as Jade walked into town a lot less of a sight. They all talked with familiarity they didn’t have ten years ago when everyone was just settling in, and it took a while for elves like Jade to get used to sharing the town. However, they would.

Though it was still a surprise when a particularly recognizable dwarf ran up to Jade. He had a well-groomed beard, red as fire and long as the day. The freckles on him came from a life well lived, though he only started living it so long ago. By Jade reckoning, he was some kind of mechanic coming down from the city, and he had the hands for it, but there weren’t that many machines to fix or build, so he started tilling soil like a lot of the mechanists that came to Garland.

“Ms. Booker, Ms. Booker!” the dwarf called her down.

“Yes, Dufy,” Jade greeted him kindlier. “What’s the issue? I haven’t increased your rent, have I?”

“Oh, it’s nothing to do with that,” Dufy assured her. “It’s this stranger that’s come into down. Maybe you’ve seen her-.”

“Tall, human, tan skin, purple eyes, black hair?” Jade asked. “Unless there’s someone else I should be keeping my eye out for.”

“Well, it’s just her,” Dufy said, deflated, “You’ve seen her?”

“That I have. She offered me some kind of adventure.”

“Adventure,” Dufy scoffed. “She’s from the city, alright; she came in a motorcar three decades younger than anything we’ve ever owned and didn’t make conversation, just went where she wanted to go. Been talking to Ol’ MacCadam, and he said she’s probably some socialite. Can’t say one way or another, but if she is, we’re wondering if she’s got some real estate scheme in mind. You know, buy up all the land and turn it into something that’s going to make a lot of money for her.”

A rumor but not one alien to Jade’s ears. She’d read about all kinds of town selling all the dried-up farmland that didn’t recover from the bad years and built lots and lots of houses on it. Exactly why the houses had to be there varied, but it was usually to turn everything into a company town, which tended to go straight to the hells by design. These offers had yet to reach Jade’s mailbox, but there’s always a first time.

“I just came to say,” Dufy told her, “if you’re thinking of selling, I’m begging you to not. I know we just go the harvest in, but just because it’s empty now doesn’t mean we should immediately sell it, you know?”

“Don’t worry, Dufy,” Jade assured him. “So long as your rent payments are consistent, I don’t have a reason to sell. I live just fine off of your hard work.”

He chuckled, “And I, your lowly serf, enjoy such a benevolent overlord.”

After such a conversation, Jade felt like stealing a chicken. So, she did.



If you couldn’t tell from Jade’s conversation, she was a landlord. That land so happened to be the barley farm that she lived just on the edge of, something the Bookers have owned since they first came to Garland. It was bare when Jade arrived with an illicitly gained dead chicken under her arm but suffice to say that it wasn’t bare a month ago. Dufy’s family had worked on it well over the past decade, despite their inexperience.

And they worked because the Bookers didn’t. If they weren’t dead, they were gods knew where, probably somewhere further inland. Jade herself was the last Booker in Garland. While she still had some relatives, it was always someone else’s family reunion she was invited to, someone else’s family name written in her will. She was, for all intents, the only Booker left in town, and that never escaped her.

The house she lived in was hers, it was her family’s, but it was empty of all but her. She thought about renting some of the empty rooms, but she paused at the thought, not wanting strangers in her parents’ room, may they rest beyond Drakht, or Austin’s room, not even Rayna’s room was up for grabs. She hadn’t even moved her stuff out of her childhood bedroom and into Asha’s the way she so threatened to do many times in their childhoods.

Instead, she began preparing the chicken for dinner. She considered just serving it as a roast, one half for her and one half for her guest, but it had been a while since she had chicken and dumplings, so she decided to do that. Once the bird was ready, it was thrown into the pot while Jade got everything else ready. She prepared the dough her grandmother perfected and that she could never do as well, and she thought about how much she would hate how it was being cooked.

Regardless of how the dish changed, it was coming together right about the time there was a knock at the door. Jade chided herself for not straightening herself out for her guest sooner and answered the door still in her apron, not that Dustry seemed to mind. She seemed more preoccupied with the smell as she sniffed the air.

She asked, “Chicken and dumplings?”

“That it is indeed,” Jade told her, brushing herself off as she stumbled in her kitchen clogs. “Just give me a moment to freshen up and I’ll serve it up.”

“I’d expect you to,” Dustry remarked. “Despite yourself, you do care about the little things.”

Jade tried not to look that deeply into that statement and went to her room. She picked a vest too big for her and pants much the same, which is what the suspenders were for, obviously. They were all clean of course, courtesy of Dufy’s sister, Vestri. She never needed to do Jade’s laundry, but it was worth a dollar or two while she did her family’s and probably paid for the soup. Not that Jade would know; it had been a while since she checked.

In a fresh set of clothes without those ridiculous clogs, Jade returned to the kitchen to find Dustry stirring the pot. “No need, madam,” the host tried to say with some suaveness. “I am your cook tonight, not the other way around.”

“Well, while you were fixing your clothes,” the guest shrugged as she took a seat at the dining table, “your biscuits were about to burn.”

Jade buried her amusement at the turn of phrase and gave the pot a stir herself. “I guess you’d know everything about chicken and dumplings then,” she remarked.

“Oh, most definitely,” Dustry told her. “Never tried it though. They don’t have this dish in the city.”

Well, Jade granted that, but it was still odd that she would claim to know it so well. This dish didn’t even exist until the bad years hit, when every drop of goodness was to be extracted from what food you had. While the cities most assuredly had their issues, issues in a magazine couldn’t teach you everything there is to know about one dish, could it? Jade was always learning something new about chicken and dumplings just by eating it; what could Dustry say about that?

After a prayer for the meal, Jade could see that in person, serving up a bowl to this mysterious expert. And you know what she had the audacity to say?

“Tastes just as good as expected.”

How someone could smile saying that was a new experience for Jade, but she ate her dish all the same.

“Perhaps I wasn’t clear about the details of this journey,” Dustry told her. “If you chose to accept it, we’ll be taking a car to the train station in Hollis and going down to New Aurora for a boat trip to the city. There, you will help me with that wonderful mind of yours to help me destroy the machine.”

“You say that” Jade retorted, only barely managing to swallow a dumpling, “but truthfully, I don’t see why I should be trying to destroy anything. You think because I live out here I’m opposed to technology? What’s so bad about it?”

“This is something a little different,” the guest explained. “Beiriant isn’t just a machine; if its creators can be believed, it’s the machine. It can make anything, from sonnets to bombs, from planes to paper. It is beyond the ability of any machine beforehand, and it is worshipped like a god.”

“But most dangerously of all,” she continued, “it has a mind of its own. Many believe it to be benevolent, but nothing good can come of this machine. It will consume the entire country for fuel, for new ways to build, and it will not stop at this country, but cross the sea to find more to consume. They have created an abomination, and it would be wise to destroy it now while it can be destroyed.”

Jade would agree to call it a very foul thing if true, but they wouldn’t know if it was or not. It was only Dustry’s word that it was a monster that should be destroyed, and to learn for certain would require taking that long journey there, as though that could just be done. All these words and not one was about why Jade should care.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” she sighed, “but the city’s just going to have to deal with that on its own.”

That itself produced a sigh from Dustry. “I don’t blame you,” she told her. “This thing is beyond someone’s comprehension, even if it is just a machine that’s more trouble than it’s worth. But listen to yourself. You’re denying yourself the chance to go on the adventure you’ve always wanted to, and you know it. There will be more to this journey than you would’ve guessed, than maybe even I could guess, and you say ‘No’?”

Whoever this person was, she knew how to press Jade’s buttons, and both knew it. She might’ve been a friend of Asha’s, maybe got some tips from one of the in-laws. Why else would she go all the way out of her way to find a local troublemaker to do this fool’s errand? And yet, the more Jade thought about it, the more it seemed like this was the chance to get out of the little pond and see if the ocean was worth it.

“I’ll need to make arrangements with my tenants,” Jade told her guest, “but I suspect I’ll be able to follow you on this journey.”

“Splendid,” Dustry nodded. “Be sure to pack up everything you couldn’t live without, and that includes your boots. It’s going to be a troublesome journey from here to the city, and you’d best be ready for it.”

“I’ll get on that as well,” Jade assured her. “You know, everyone thought you were a real estate tycoon who was going to get
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