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Chapter 1: Alone
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Jade wished she’d awoken in her bed at home, but there was no such luck to be had. Instead, her eyes fluttered upon to see the ragged treetops of a forest that looked as dead as her forefathers, and a gray skin of clouds that was about to break into a storm. In fact, she might’ve been woken by a droplet of rain, among perhaps the first before Vordi’s wrath was upon her.

But not on the ground was she laid on, no. Jade rose from a wrecked fishing ship gone too far off its course, one stolen by her and her companion, whose body she couldn’t find. Of course this wouldn’t be the death of a god, but would she be of aid? Hardly, as was her way. Jade was alone, yet again, and she would need to find her way out of another maddening adventure again.

First was finding anything of salvage. Obviously, her clothes, a sweater and overalls which fit her decently. As for anything she wasn’t wearing, that was a little harder. She found nets ripped and tangled, fishing poles broken in far more pieces than half, and only a spilled thermos of lobster chowder for food. There wasn’t much else, at least nothing to speak of. Jade suspected that all the good stuff was with the boat’s true owner, who was probably cross by now to not find his livelihood stolen.

Considering the circumstances in which this boat was stolen, Jade suspected that the fisherman was going to have a lot more problems than that. A great scourging of Empire City took place, one that hadn’t been known to the mortal realm for centuries at least. Jade was at the middle of that, though even she could not have predicted what would happen. Perhaps she could, but hindsight is one of the easiest ways to predict how something happened.

So, no matter how much Jade carried that weight with her, there were more immediate objects of concern. For starters, finding any sign of civilization. No lighthouse shined through the clouds, so she guessed that she wouldn’t be seeing anyone or anything so long as she was here. Though Jade was fairly on her own in her hometown, she still relied on civilization, so this would be a challenge. She hoped there would be something, anything around the corner.

Jade ran through what she’d probably need for survival: food, water, shelter. All those things required tools, and while she was certain that a few of those tools were in the shipwreck, they were all broken, so what would she do? Start looking for duct tape. She picked out a fishing rod that wasn’t monumentally broken and starting rummaging around the wreck for anything she hadn’t found yet.

Well, she found one thing. When she rose her foot to stand on a bucket, something gave underneath the skin, and she heard the sickening crack of bone. She screamed, calling no one to her side. A few bruises and busted bones, she knew how to deal with, but not like this. Regardless, she knew she had to keep it elevated or else, and she pulled off the steel-toed boot she’d been wearing to give it some air. She didn’t want to look at it.

Jade’s hand traveled down her leg to find the source of the break, and she found it between halfway on she shin and her foot, a difficult place to deal with such an injury. Fortunately, it was easy to spot the red hands of Marminy on the first aid kit, and she grabbed it. A splint was formed to keep the split in one piece while she moved around. Too bad she couldn’t find a hatchet or anything, but thankfully, enough of the wreck was intact that she could just sleep in there, so shelter was solved.

And with the bindings of the first aid kit, she fixed up the fishing pole as well as she could and took it to the beach to start doing what it was meant for. She’d usually do this on a jetty, fish being averse to the land, but there were rocks that rose above the surface of the water, so that seemed ideal. However, when she picked the biggest rock to climb onto, a spot of pain remined her of her broken bones, so she picked a smaller one.

With a cast of her reel, it became a waiting game. She decided that now was the time to check in on herself, conversation with Jade being something she was fairly familiar with.

“Well, my leg’s busted. Should probably count myself lucky it wasn’t something else. Actually.”

She checked her fingers one at a time and found one of them was dislocated. She wasn’t sure how long it was like that, but the dull pain that radiated across her body was distracting enough that only the gods knew when it happened. It was a simple enough fix, nothing she hadn’t done before. At least it wasn’t severed, but she still held that finger warily as she went about her task.

“How much you wanna bet that I’ve got some extra wounds? If I took of this sweater, would I see some exposed bone? Maybe some bad bruises, a little blood that wasn’t there before.”

Jade wasn’t expecting an answer, though she knew someone else was listening. The Dusk-Maiden sees everything, knows everything believers know, and she’d gotten a lot of her already. The Maiden had been her patron of her past adventure, which was surely continuing, but was she on the boat? Not anymore. Probably turned into a bird and flew off, leaving Jade to some as of yet unknown fate she predicted.

Hopefully, it wasn’t her pole breaking because she just caught something. Jade wrestled with the pole as well as she could; this was meant to be a battle of strength, but with the patchwork job she did on the fishing pole, any ounce of misplaced strength could snap it again. There’s a reason she just replaced these instead of trying to fix them., but at least it was just bending.

But the fish’s pull was winning out, and Jade couldn’t brace herself as well as she could, else she put strain on her wound. The balancing act between these factors was immense, and for what but the biggest catch she ever had? And it wasn’t as though she caught small fries at home; this felt like it would break even the strongest rod she’d wielded, so what could this puny thing do?

“Don’t break, don’t break, don’t break,” she managed to mutter while trying to find a careful way to reel it in.

Upon the beasty breaking the surface of the water though, it was clear that this was no ordinary fish. You may suspect a great number of sea creatures in its place, but this was something she couldn’t have even imagined: a man with the scales and mouth and eyes of a fish. In its mouth hung the fishing lure, and its gasping and moaning while in the humid air was only interrupted with the cracking of thunder.

Uncharacteristically, Jade screamed and dismounted the rock hastily to bolt into the shipwreck. However, she’d soon forgotten her injury and fell into the shallows. She struggled through the waters, looking back only to see the fishman following her, rising to its feet and wadding through the waters. That made Jade quicken her pace, for what does a fishman want with a young woman on her own?

She made it to the wreck just in time to spot a red pistol with an absurdly wide barrel, but it would do. The fishman’s approach, mixed with its groans and moans, made it an obvious target, even with the rapidly falling rain. Jade aimed squarely in its chest and fired, only to get a monstrous ball of red fire instead of any kind of bullet. To her surprise, though perhaps she should’ve recognized it, this was a flare gun.

The burst of fire struck the fishman, leading to its own screams and more unsettling noises. Gurgling things that sounded as though its lungs were filling with blood, inhuman noises, as awful it is to say that. This thing’s only recourse was to jump into the waves and hope to put out the flames. Within a moment of crashing back into the waves, its body bobbed up to the surface, limp as a boned fish.

It was then that Jade realized that she’d killed someone. Death was by no means a stranger to her; she’d lost family, whether it was on four legs or two, and she knew that those fish she’d caught or livestock she’d cultivated had to die to feed her, she had no illusions for her role in the gods’ scourge, and she’d even met Death themself, but this was the first time she saw something of that complexity die at her hand. It was sickening.

Yet what time did she have to mourn a stranger when the means of her rescue was in her hand? She checked where she’d found the gun and found more ammunition for the flare gun, so she reloaded and got herself up to her feet. With a few tentative steps into the rain, she aimed high and fired. Hopefully, it’d do what she’d read about in the magazines and draw attention to someone in distress.

Until then, she’d have to make the most of it. Her clothes being as soaked as they were, she wondered if it would be better to undress to keep herself from getting sick. That was countered by the thought that there was no realistic way to dry them in this weather, not without starting a fire. She muttered all this to herself and concluded that it was time to get that essential she’d forgotten on track.

First, she’d need dry materials, which were hard to salvage. Being in a shipwreck under a rainstorm is about a guaranteed to have wood as you can while none of it being useful, but she’d still poke around. The cotton balls in the first aid kit were still dry, so that could be kindling, but what about the fuel? Well, there were some boxes of things that clearly soaked through, and some lobster traps that were busted beyond recovery, so that was an easy choice.

So, with this disorganized firepit, only one thing remained: setting it alight. She didn’t have any fire starters, save for the flare, and she didn’t want to waste it on that. Then Jade remembered that she’d wielded magic not too long ago, so was it just that she needed a little imagination to light it? Maybe that’s what it took. Well, she thought; magic wasn’t that common at home.

But she had to try, so she did. She reached out her hand to the makeshift firewood and thought on fire. She thought of the warmth of hearth and home, the campfires of ages passed, the inferno of the machine fueled by a captive god, the burning fishman that was screaming for help. When her thoughts came to that, she wanted to pull away, but she could not until she felt a spark snap onto her finger, and she opened her eyes to find her reward.

With the fire lit, and at such a price, Jade dealt with the rest. She took the thermos, once filled with fine chowder, and set it out to collect the rainwater. Then she took a fishing line that was still intact and hung it above the fire, undressing and hanging her clothes on that. It was hard to work around her splint, but worth it. By the time she was naked, her thermos had filled up.

And so, it was about as well as she could manage, save for the food. There was none. She poked around for something, anything, but there was little she could find. However, as her stomach rumbled, she saw a seagull looking around just outside the shipwreck. She knew that whatever she did, she had to act carefully but quickly. So, dozens of ideas raced through her head until she came up with one that didn’t smack of stupidity.

One of those broken fishing poles, she attached the line to one of the loops and readied the long shaft of metal like a spear. Like an athlete of the old countries, she threw the makeshift javelin at the bird, though unlike those others, she found her aim off, and her prize flew away, leaving only a plop of white poo. Jade suspected that she wasn’t about to get lucky like that again.

And yet, the only thing she could do was drink rainwater. She considered eating parts of her clothes, but how edible could they be? Maybe bait? No, she couldn’t eat bait. Even though she considered it, getting past the gag reflex would only lead to a more meager meal than she’d ever had before. It was a prize only for the likes of fish and birds, not a young woman like her. She’d starve on worms.

The fire offered meager comfort, for the exact right closeness to enjoy it was such a bother to find with the splint, and if she didn’t do this right, she’d probably be sick for days, or however long it took to die. And if she got too close, she’d get burnt, obviously. Either way, she wasn’t going to win. And what was the game? Survival, most likely, but games usually have rules to read, not unless the game was Jade, and the hunter was Death.

Such a thought lingered in Jade’s head, wondering if all of this was for nought. She’d served her purpose to the gods, and now that they had no more use for her, she was going to die. Azatum would collect her in their own time, once the fires in Empire City were done burning, when the great warships finished sinking. Jade was next, wasn’t she? Hardly a happy ending for a champion of the gods, but it wasn’t even the end.

For being lost in thought dulled Jade’s ears until she heard the craggily sound of boots on the rocks, and a couple men in yellow raincoats stood in the entrance of the shipwreck. At once, Jade was embarrassed, having been caught naked, but she could recover. Redressing herself would be simple enough, though even as she took her still fairly damp clothes off the line, she knew this would be burned into the men’s eyes for a time she wouldn’t be able to tell.

Still, their presence meant people. “Oh, thank the gods!” she gasped. “I was beginning to think I’d die out here.”

One of the men nodded soundly, despite the situation. “Well, you don’t need to worry now,” he replied in a gravelly voice. “You’re in good hands. C’mon, I’ll get you a coat. Joel?”

The younger man of the two nodded, though it was hard to see either of their faces. “I’ll keep her company,” he replied.

The older man left, leaving Jade with a peer. “So,” she said idly as she redressed herself, “saw the flare?”

Joel nodded. “No one was expecting that,” he explained. “Alright, we were all expecting something; the lighthouse has been dead since, well, Barkman died. He was the lighthouse keeper, and we’re just waiting on the government to send us another one. It’s been a while.”

Jade furrowed her brow. “How long does it usually take?” she asked.

The man shrugged. “Dunno,” he admitted. “Barkman’s been up there for longer than I’ve been alive and been crazy about as long too. When we saw your flare, we thought you might be his replacement, but clearly not.”

The comment could’ve been interpreted in a lot of ways, but Jade decided to take as being ‘his replacement wouldn’t come in this boat.’ Obviously, it could mean disbelief that a woman could be the new lighthouse keeper, and that was her kneejerk reaction, but she didn’t know much about the job. For all she knew, Barkman’s replacement was going to be a woman, and it would be a normal thing, but the gods only knew that.

“Here’s hoping his replacement does come soon,” Jade remarked. “Don’t want anyone else getting shipwrecked and have to deal with those fishmen.”

Joel’s eyes popped. “You dealt with a fishman?” he gasped. “How in the hells are you still alive?”

Jade picked up the flare gun. “You don’t wanna get hit with this,” she explained.

He nodded just as the older man arrived, a spare raincoat in hand. “Alright, young lady,” he said softly like a father to his child, “put it on.”

She did as he said, and while the outside was damp, it was better than the inside of Jade’s clothes. “Horace,” Joel told the older man, “this woman killed a fishman.”

The man paused a moment before shrugging dismissively. “And I’m bloody President Rosenfeld,” he scoffed.

Regardless of if he believed her, it was just nice to have a way out, and she took it. Though she’d stumble with her broken leg, she was still walking alongside the men as they led her across the beach. When Jade was lagging and falling behind, Joel would pick her up and help her stay on track until she was confident enough to
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