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Chapter 1
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ENGINEER’S LOG, DAY 90:

––––––––
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AFTER OUR BRIEF DELAY at Blackstone Castle, the Iron Horse has continued on an easterly course, skirting along the border of the Wastelands. The retreating glaciers have scrubbed out every remnant of the civilizations that came before us, leaving a barren, shifting landscape with no resemblance whatsoever to the maps in my archives. 

While journeying through these remote and hostile territories, we have encountered fierce bands of trolls, living zombie-like corpses animated by the lingering effects of starfall, and numerous mutant creatures that I can scarcely describe. I have attempted to record these encounters to the best of my ability, but it grows clearer to me day by day that we won’t understand the full effects of starfall on our world for centuries to come. Suffice it to say that whenever possible, I have endeavored to minimize these contacts.

Four weeks ago, we discovered a steamscout buried in ice, the victim of an apparent avalanche. This escapade alone cost us nearly a week, but I am happy to report that the recovery was a success, and we now have two fully functional scouts in our possession. Two weeks later we discovered the idyllic fishing village of Port Haven, located on the shores of the Forgotten Sea. The crew begged for an extended stay, and I could hardly deny their requests without risking a mutiny. 

It would be remiss of me to lay the blame solely at the feet of my companions, for I have taken at least as much pleasure in this sojourn as my crew. I have enjoyed studying this fascinating culture, from their marvelous wooden fishing vessels to their extensive library, to -perhaps most of all- their unique approach to the culinary arts. I have capitalized on every opportunity to fill my cookbook with new recipes, and the people of Port Haven have been most generous in this respect. 

Unfortunately, the generosity of our hosts notwithstanding, it is time for us to leave. I confess a certain reluctance to proceed on this venture. I have guided the Horse through inhospitable terrain, through tunnels of rocks and ice -sometimes for days at a stretch- yet I know that these experiences cannot compare to the ordeal we face ahead. Our steamscout has verified the integrity of the tracks before us. Intellectually, I know that the Iron Horse was designed and equipped for such a journey, but still I worry about the welfare of my crew. 

The train’s boxcars are watertight, and compressed oxygen tanks will store enough air to keep us traveling underwater for several weeks if necessary. My primary concern lies with the crew, all of whom are relatively new to the Iron Horse. I have yet to assess their ability to cope with stressful situations. Regardless, I can no longer delay our inevitable plunge into those dark and chilly waters. I can only hope for a swift and safe journey for the Horse and her crew. 
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“HOW MUCH?” DEMANDED the short, broad-faced merchant as he stepped into Mayor Cronwyn’s path. 

It was nine a.m., one hour before the Iron Horse’s scheduled departure, and Socrates had been strolling down the Port Haven boardwalk enjoying a pleasant conversation about local history with the mayor. The man who leapt out in front of them was heavyset, with a girth nearly equal to his height. His breathing was labored and he leaned heavily on a thick brass cane. A fancy silk coin purse dangled by a thong from his neck, and he fondled it with fingers like sausages, the flesh plumping out between his shiny jeweled rings. 

The mayor glanced sideways at Socrates and gave the ape an uneasy smile. Mayor Dael Cronwyn was a tall man who never left the house in less than a tailcoat and top hat. He always kept a monocle secured to his collar by a length of fine silver chain. Although Port Haven was the sort of town where few men wore clothes made of anything finer than sail canvas, and most men went shirtless most of the time, the mayor refused to lower himself to the standards of the community. Generally, he looked as out of place on the docks as a fish with wings. 

By way of comparison, Socrates stood a full head shorter than the mayor. Though he appeared to be an upright-walking gorilla, Socrates was in truth a steam-powered machine. Dense blue-black fur covered his entire body, except for the missing patches on his arm and the side of his head, which revealed an intricate framework of brass and bronze gears and machinery... not to mention the tiny smokestack that protruded out from behind his left ear, continuously belching out tiny puffs of steam. Socrates wore his usual dark blue vest with a pair of round, red-tinted spectacles resting on the bridge of his broad simian nose. He tilted his head slightly, and the gears whirred and clicked inside his body.

“How much?” the merchant repeated. “Go on, name your price.” 

“How much what, good man?” the mayor said, somewhat uncomfortably. 

“How much for the machine?” said the merchant, nodding at Socrates. “I’ll pay any fair price.”

“You must be kidding, man! This is no trinket or windup toy. Be off with you!” The man began to protest but the mayor lifted his cane and struck the merchant soundly on the shoulder. “Off, vagabond! And learn your manners or you won’t be selling on my boardwalk anymore!”

The merchant hurried off, wheezing and cursing under his breath as he disappeared into the crowd. Mayor Cronwyn turned to face Socrates. 

“My apologies, that was most regrettable. I’m afraid these peasants and commoners can’t appreciate what a truly remarkable creature you are. They only see the chance for profit and exploitation.”

“I understand,” said Socrates. “Humans find it... difficult to understand me. Before we were interrupted, you were telling me about the Forgotten Sea.” 

“Ah, yes! If you look to the north past that carrack, you’ll note the stretch of icebergs floating in the distance. When I was a child, that field of ice covered this entire sea, from the southern plains right up to the mountains. Even in the summer, one could traverse on foot all the way out to that chain of islands you see on the horizon. Not that one would, with the legends and all, but he could. 

“It seems the seasons are changing. With solstice but a few weeks off, the cargo ships and fishing vessels are as busy as ever. Lately, we have seen clear sailing all the way to the open ocean year round, hundreds of miles.” 

“Remarkable. To what do you attribute this change?” 

The mayor shrugged and tapped his cane on the ground. “It would hardly seem fitting to hypothesize on such a thing, nature being the fickle creature she is, and my experience in such matters being limited to a few decades, mostly spent in New Boston, where I was born. Now that, my friend, is a fine city. I hope you will take the time to visit if you can spare it.”

“And the islands?”

“Ah, the Forgotten Isles. Just a few patches of land, really. Once there was an island there, a true island, covered by a great city. Legends say that during the cataclysm, the sea swallowed the city, and now the ghosts of the forgotten citizens haunt those isles. They prey on the flesh of humans, particularly of sailors and fishermen who stray too near the isles, never to be heard from again. Silly stories of course, told to frighten children in their beds at night and to lend supernatural credence to the more mundane aspects of a sailor’s life -and death- on the sea.” 

“Hence you name it the Forgotten Sea,” said Socrates. 

“Exactly, after those poor forgotten souls who once inhabited that long lost city. If they ever existed it all,” he added with a wry grin. The mayor glanced through the crowd and his face lit up. 

“Come, dear lady!” he called out. “Join us for a pleasant morning stroll before you embark on your journey.” 

Socrates glanced in that direction and saw River hurrying towards them. She wore her long blonde hair pulled back in a tail tied with a strip of leather, and she was dressed in her usual leather breeches with boots and a red blouse. The only thing missing was the spring-powered revolver she so often wore on her hip. Apparently, even River had grown comfortable in the quiet village. 

“Are you prepared for your departure?” the mayor said as River joined them.  I see it’s less than an hour.” 

“Not a moment too soon,” River said. “No offense, Mr. Mayor, but staying in one place too long makes me restless.” 

“None taken,” the mayor said with a tip of his hat. “Port Haven is pleasant enough, but it is not for everyone. I myself dream of one day returning to my home city of New Boston, far across the sea. It is a place of vast wealth and technology, not unlike the way you have described Sanctuary.”

“It sounds like a wonderful place,” River said. 

“Wonderful indeed. Wondrous in many ways, but like all cities, one must still be careful to avoid the seedier neighborhoods and the street ruffians. I’m afraid that wherever civilization goes, the criminal element is quick to follow. Speaking of criminals,” he added with a clever smile, “have you come to the boardwalk for one last shopping trip?” 

“I’m afraid if I start, I won’t be able to stop.” 

The mayor bellowed a hearty laugh. “An understandable predicament, my dear. In that aspect, merchants are the worst sort of criminals.” 

The group began walking along the boardwalk, and shortly they came to the table of a vendor who had a caged animal on display. River paused, absently fingering the slave collar at her throat. It had been almost one year since her escape from the Vangar overlords in Astatia, and the memories of her suffering still pained her. The small furry creature she saw in that tiny cage sparked something inside of her, and she bent closer for a better look.

“Is that a coon?” she said, straining to get a look at the creature’s face. At the sound of her voice, it raised its head and yawned lazily. 

The vendor, a man with dark skin, large gold earrings, and one missing front tooth, looked horrified. “Never say such things!” he said with a dramatic flourish. He lowered his voice and whispered, “You must not allow him to hear that word, or he may believe it, and all will be lost!” 

River frowned. She tapped the cage, trying to get the creature to look at her again. “He looks an awful lot like a raccoon,” she said. 

The man produced a canvas cloth and tossed it over the cage, hiding the creature from view. “Milady, please... It takes years of hard work and training to teach a fine creature like this properly. If you persist, you’ll undo me in one fell swoop!” 

The mayor laughed uproariously. River and Socrates exchanged a confused glance. 

“This is not a... raccoon,” the merchant said in a barely audible whisper, leaning closer. “He’s a pirate!” 

“I’m sorry,” River said. “I don’t understand.” 

Mayor Cronwyn cleared his throat. 

“Allow me to explain: This man is a sailor, and this beast is, as you say, a raccoon. The men catch these creatures in the hills to the north and train them to manage their sails. They clear the lines, tie off knots, and so on. They’re truly clever creatures, and quite helpful shipboard. That is, when they’re not busy pilfering everything that’s not nailed down. They’re worse thieves than this so-called merchant you see before you.”

The man began to object, but Cronwyn silenced him with a wave of his hand. The mayor lifted the canvas from the cage, and the raccoon turned to stare at them. He sat upright, pawing at the bars and made a cooing sound. 

“Must you keep him in there?” River said. “It doesn’t look very comfortable.” 

“I’m afraid I have no choice,” said the man. “After all the years of training I have invested in this creature, I dare not risk letting him escape.” 

“Years?” scoffed the mayor. “More likely hours. You probably caged that beast just yesterday.” 

“Not at all sir,” the man said, sounding highly offended. “Pirate here is the most experienced, well-trained of his kind that you’ll find anywhere on the sea.” 

“Ahem,” said the mayor. “And what are you asking for him?” 

“Five silvers.” 

“Five?” roared the mayor. “That’s ridiculous! He’s worth two, if he’s worth anything!” 

“You offend me, good sir. Surely, you can see that this fine creature is worth even more than I ask. However... as it is late in the season, and I must make a speedy profit before winter sets in, I would be willing to part with the beast for say... four silvers?” 

“Three,” said the mayor grumpily. 

“Deal!” exclaimed the merchant. “Three silvers. He’s all yours. A finer bargain you’ve never seen, sir!” 

The mayor produced his coin purse and dug out three silver coins. He handed them over, and then nodded at River. “There you go, young lady. I can see that you are smitten with this animal. Do with it as you will.” 

River glanced at the mayor. “What? No, I couldn’t-” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, dismissing her concerns with a wave. “It is our custom to offer a parting gift to our guests. This creature is my gift to you.” 

“But I don’t know what to do with him! I don’t even know what he eats.” 

“He’ll eat anything you put in front of him,” said the merchant. “And he’s not temperamental at all.”

River hesitated, so the man decided to hurry things along. He opened the cage and pulled out the raccoon. The creature gave him an unhappy little hiss, but then settled right down as he handed it to River. She awkwardly accepted the coon in both arms, holding it against her chest. The creature burrowed into her neck, sniffing at her, and River couldn’t help giggling. The coon put both front legs around her neck in a childlike embrace, and began to purr like a housecat. River glanced at Socrates and found him grinning from ear to ear.

“It’s settled,” said the mayor. 

“Thank you,” said River. “I don’t know what to say.” 

“There is nothing more to say. This is my parting gift to you.”

“Don’t wander off yet,” said the merchant. “Before you leave, I must give you instructions. If you don’t learn the commands correctly, I won’t be held responsible for whatever results may occur.” 

“We’ll leave you to it, then,” said the mayor. He and Socrates went wandering off into the crowd, leaving River standing at the table with her newfound pet. 
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MICAH HADN’T EXACTLY been trying to eavesdrop, but he still couldn’t help overhearing the conversation that took place at the Seaside Inn on the morning of the Iron Horse’s departure. The halfling had been minding his own business, sitting quietly at a table in the corner with his nose tucked in a book when Burk and several companions entered the inn and settled down just a few tables away.

Like all of the buildings in Port Haven, the inn was a rustic place built of hand-hewn timber and furnished with similarly crude tables and chairs. Even so, the windows faced the south and west, allowing ample light to come streaming in all day long, and providing the guests with an impeccable view of the sea. It was thus a popular place, and when Burk and his companions took their seats, they didn’t even seem to notice the diminutive halfling seated in the corner. 

Micah had just finished a plate of buttery sweetcakes for breakfast, and he was trying to get through one more chapter before heading back to the train. At first, Micah simply ignored the burly, bald-headed blacksmith and his small band of ruffians. After all, Micah didn’t care much for Burk. The man was as mean as he looked, and had been nothing but trouble for the crew ever since their mission started. 

Burk had picked several fistfights with other crewmembers, and had been caught stealing rum at least twice. Rumor had it that he’d even threatened Socrates personally. For the life of him, Micah couldn’t understand why their leader hadn’t expelled Burk from the train weeks ago. As far as Micah was concerned, keeping Burk around was like keeping a time bomb for a pet. 

On the other hand, Micah was not a complicated person. He still had much to learn about humans, and he was nowhere near as wise or studied as Socrates. The steam-powered gorilla seemed to know just about everything, so it took no stretch of the imagination to surmise that perhaps the autonomous simian knew something Micah didn’t. Maybe Socrates and Burk had come to some sort of agreement. Or maybe Socrates had some other plan for Burk, something Micah hadn’t even guessed at...

“Everything is ready,” said one of Burk’s companions. “Now we’re just waiting for your command.” 

Micah’s ears perked up. He couldn’t help peeking over the top of his book to steal a glance at the speaker, a middle-aged man with long silver hair and a thin, malnourished build. He wore a beaded bracelet around his bicep and a long antler-handled dagger in a sheath that was tied to his leg. He looked like Port Haven stock, but there was something different about him. He was too pale, too thin to be of pure mariner blood, and he certainly hadn’t spent much time fishing out under the sun. Perhaps he’d come from one of the surrounding villages. 

“Well done, Skoch,” said Burk in a deep voice. “The train leaves in an hour. It won’t be long now.” 

They laughed, and Micah couldn’t help thinking there was something sinister about their laughter. The sound sent a cold chill through his blood. 

“What about our friends to the north?” said Burk. “Will they meet our demands?” 

“What choice do they have?” said Skoch. “Don’t worry about them. They’ll pay.” 

Suddenly, Burk’s head swung around and he locked gazes with Micah. The halfling’s blood froze. It was almost as if the blacksmith had felt Micah staring at him. Skoch started to say something, but Burk silenced him with a wave of his hand. 

“What have we here?” Burk said, leaning forward in his chair. “A little weasel, sent snooping for Socrates?” 

“Not at all,” Micah said, snapping his book shut. “In fact, I was just about to leave.” 

“Good idea,” said Burk. “Why don’t you do that?” 

Micah glanced back and forth between the four men. He noticed Skoch fingering the handle of that long dagger, and one of the others had his hand on the hilt of a scimitar. That was more than enough motivation to get Micah moving. He tucked his book into his satchel, threw it over his shoulder, and tossed a silver coin on the table. He went scurrying out of the inn as fast as he could manage without a complete loss of dignity. The grating sound of their laughter followed him out onto the boardwalk. 

Micah’s first inclination was to run to Socrates and tell him about what he had overheard. Then he thought about it, and realized he hadn’t really heard that much. Burk was up to something, that much was obvious, but what? As far as Micah could tell, it was some sort of business transaction with another village. That didn’t make any sense though, because the train was about to leave. Burk couldn’t possibly be making any business deals for later... unless he was staying behind!

That thought brought an instant smile to Micah’s face. It was almost too good to believe. Suddenly, Micah didn’t care what Burk’s business plans were, or even if they were illegal (which they almost certainly were, based on what he knew of the man). Unless Micah had it figured wrong, and he was relatively sure he hadn’t, Burk had decided to leave the Iron Horse and pursue other adventures. 

Good riddance! Micah thought, grinning from ear to ear. More’s the pity for these poor people. They can have him.

Micah’s mood had lifted, and he went whistling down the boardwalk. He paused to appreciate the sunlight glistening on the waves and the sound of water lapping against the hulls of the many fishing boats. The people of Port Haven had very little in the way of technology; no steam engines or electric lanterns, not even much in the way of steel, but they were proud of their boats, and for good reason. The carpenters and shipwrights had spent a thousand years mastering their skills, passing secrets down from one generation to the next, until it seemed that every child in Port Haven was born with the inherent knowledge to craft such remarkably fine vessels. Each was a work of art in its own way, ranging in size from small rowboats that could accommodate two or three passengers up to carrack-style ships crewed by as many as thirty men. 

Most of the vessels were equipped with both oars and sails, the latter of which were made of brightly colored fabrics that the sail makers had adorned with elaborately embroidered images. Even the rowboats were outfitted with at least one small sail bearing the flag of Port Haven, the symbol of a lone dessert juniper silhouetted against an orange sun. 

Micah retrieved his long pipe from his satchel as he settled down on the edge of the pier. He thumbed an appropriate amount of tobacco into the hole and lit it with a long match. He leaned back against the pier-post and turned his face to the sun, feeling the warm light beating down on his skin. It was a pleasant, sunny morning, the likes of which he’d seen precious few since the Iron Horse’s arrival at Port Haven. That was the trouble with towns too close to the sea, he had discovered. All of that water had a cooling effect on the landscape. Almost every night, a cold wind came blowing across the water and a thick fog lay like a death shroud over the land. 

But not this day. This was a good day. Nay, not even that: it was fantastic. The halfling knew the old saying about such things -about the calm before the storm and the giddiness of a fool- but he was in no mood for the dreariness of proverbs. He finished his pipe and left the boardwalk, meandering past the seaside shops and bakeries on his way back to the train. 

The smell of fresh bread was thick in the air and Micah considered stopping at one of the bakeries to buy a supply for the journey ahead, but as the halfling turned the corner alongside the depot, he saw a familiar figure hurrying down the boardwalk, towards the far end of the train. The fair-haired man wore tall black boots, a green leather vest, and a black velvet cloak with a top hat. He was unmistakable. 

“Thane!” Micah called out. “Thane!”

The tall bard hurried on, oblivious. Micah hurried after him. 

The Iron Horse was more than half a mile long, and by the time Micah had reached the end, he had passed the outskirts of Port Haven and found himself wandering alone among the scrub brush and prairie grass. Thane had disappeared somewhere, and Micah was beginning to think fondly of his bunk in the train, of perhaps reading a few more chapters from his new book while they made their departure. 

“Port Haven,” said a low, whispering voice. “On the coast of the Forgotten Sea. The tracks run right into the water.” Micah froze. He was sure it was Thane. The bard was hiding behind the train.

Hiding? Micah thought. Surely it was not so. What could Thane possibly have to hide from the rest of the crew?

“Weapons?” said a static, tinny, almost inaudible voice. 

“Inconsequential,” Thane said. “If it came to war, these people would be utterly defenseless.”

Who was Thane talking to? The voice sounded so strange, almost mechanical. And why on earth would anyone think of attacking Port Haven? Anyone who’d spent any time at all in the town would know that the people didn’t have any weapons more dangerous than a barbed fishing lance. 

“Your mission status?”

“Resuming within the hour.” 

“Satisfactory. Contact us in three days.” 

Micah heard a shuffling noise and realized that Thane was headed in his direction. The halfling had no desire to be caught eavesdropping, so he did the only sensible thing he could think of. He dove under the nearest boxcar and very quietly tucked himself into the shadows behind the wheels. This wasn’t difficult, because of his small stature and the Iron Horse’s immense size. 

The Horse was so large that it rode on two sets of rails. Each railcar was the size of a house, and could easily bunk as many as eight men in comfortable private quarters. Micah also had a natural ability to move quickly and stealthily. These skills came from years of practice in the mountainous regions of his childhood, where the skill to evade trolls and other wild creatures was necessary for survival. 

Micah huddled in the darkness, watching as Thane disappeared down the tracks. The man carried some sort of device in his hand, a small box made of wood with copper pipes sticking out of it, and brass gauges on the top. Thane tucked the box into his long coat and then vanished into the crowd that had begun to gather around the depot. 

“I should tell someone,” Micah muttered quietly to himself. But who? 

Socrates, perhaps. The gorilla was the commander of their mission, and if anyone should be told of this possible treachery, it was him. And yet Micah considered Thane a friend. He didn’t want to risk getting the bard into trouble unnecessarily. For all Micah knew, Thane might have a perfectly reasonable excuse for his behavior. After all, there were so many things about humans and mechanical gorillas that Micah didn’t understand. Micah would have hated to be the cause of trouble between the two of them, especially if it led to Thane being kicked off the train. 

He could always tell Kale... then again, the warrior didn’t seem to be terribly clever, and he’d probably just go straight to Socrates anyway. That wasn’t to say that Kale was stupid or foolish, just that he had a tendency to act before thinking, and violence was usually his first reaction rather than his last. Admirable qualities in a warrior perhaps, but not so much in matters of a delicate nature.

River, Micah decided at last. She would know what Thane’s actions meant. She was the train’s mechanic, and also a very talented engineer, although she claimed not to be. Micah knew this was simple modesty. Unlike Kale, River wasn’t the sort of person to go around bragging and putting on airs. She kept to herself mostly, working on projects in the engineering car, repairing train parts, and sometimes inventing things. 

If there was any second in command on the train, it was River. Not that she claimed the title, nor would she have accepted it if Socrates made the offer. River wasn’t like that. She didn’t mind barking out orders from time to time when it was necessary to get things done, but River wasn’t in it for glory or power. She was a thinker. 

Having made his decision, Micah crawled out from under the train and began walking back towards town. Just then, the train’s steam whistle gave off a loud blast, and Micah heard Socrates shout in the distance: “Boarding call, departure in ten minutes. All aboard!” 

Micah’s heart leapt out of his chest. He felt a sudden dreadful fear. It had just occurred to him that once the train pulled away, he might never again taste the delicate sweetcakes of the Port Haven bakeries. That would be tragic indeed. All else forgotten, he broke into a run, not for the depot, but for the shops on Market Street. 

The next few minutes were a blur. Micah hurried into a bakery and purchased a dozen pastries. He carefully wrapped them in a cloth and tucked them into his satchel. Then he hurried across the street to the smoke shop and bought a small cedar box full of well-aged, shredded tobacco for his pipe. Micah knew it might be a long time until he came across such sweet, aromatic, well-aged tobacco again. 

By the time the halfling made it back to the train, Socrates was announcing the final boarding call. Micah hurriedly climbed onto the nearest platform, which happened to be the passenger coach behind the tender car. No sooner had he set foot on the train, than it began to pull away from the depot. Micah took a deep, relieved breath and stepped inside.

Micah hurried down the maze of hallways to the library car, located just beyond the halfway point of the train. By the time he’d arrived, the Iron Horse had picked up speed and Port Haven was passing by in a blur. As the depot flew by outside the windows, Micah heard a shout. He glanced outside to see what the matter was, and caught a glimpse of a tall, dark-haired warrior emerging from a side street. The handles of a pair of broadswords bounced up and down on his back as Kale broke into a run. The warrior shouted something again, and put on a burst of speed as he went racing at full tilt alongside the train.

Micah’s eyes widened. He pulled the locks, lowered the window, and stuck his head out.

“Kale!” Micah shouted. “You missed the train!”

Kale shot him a dark look, but saved his breath for the sprint. Farther down the line, more heads poked out of the windows. Micah recognized River’s long platinum locks as they appeared a few cars down, and the dark green hair and pointed ears of a Tal’mar warrior. Others appeared, and they all began shouting at once. Some yelled for Kale to jump, or that he should try to grab one of the handrails, but it was painfully obvious that the warrior could in no way match the speed of the train while running on foot. If he attempted to jump on board, Kale would almost certainly be sucked under the wheels.

At that moment, the train’s whistle sounded and Socrates’ voice came echoing out of the communication pipes that ran along the ceiling:

“Make ready for submersion,” he ordered. “Pressurization engaged. Submersion in ten... nine... eight...” 

Micah glanced up the rails and grimaced as he saw the train bearing down on the spot where the tracks disappeared into the sea. He glanced back at Kale and saw his friend racing along, kicking up dust and rocks as the train roared by at full speed. The whistle blew again, and Micah heard a splash. He swung his head around to see the locomotive engine plowing into the sea. A great wave spread out in front of the Iron Horse, and a cloud of steam shot up like a fog around the train.

The entire train shuddered with the impact. The violent hiss of steam and the roaring sound of the waves filled Micah’s ears. He heard a strange creaking sound. For a moment, Micah thought Socrates had made some terrible miscalculation and that the locomotive was about to wreck, or explode. Then, as the engine roared ahead, one by one, the cars vanished beneath the waves. Micah realized that the sound he’d heard was that of the train’s chassis adjusting to the submersion. Everything was going to be okay. 

No, not everything, he thought. Micah took one last glance at his friend running alongside the train, now forty cars back. Micah wanted to encourage Kale, but could no longer do so in good conscience. If the warrior tried to leap onto the train now, he would certainly be killed. As it was, it appeared that Kale was about to get a dunking in the water because he didn’t even seem to realize how close it was.

Micah drew his head back inside the coach and slammed the window shut. Seconds later, the car splashed into the sea. The steel walls around him made a groaning sound, and the roar of waves became so loud that Micah covered his ears. The reverberations and the crashing sound of twisting metal faded into the distance. The cars farther down the line plunged in after him.  

Finally, everything went silent. Micah could barely hear the chug-chug of the train’s engine working up ahead. The sound of cars entering the water behind him was like the muffled sound of breaking glass in a distant room. Outside the window, the mass of bubbles slowly gave way to darkness. Narrow beams of light cut through the murky water in scattered rays, and the sun was little more than a hazy bright spot up above.

“My pencils!” Micah cried suddenly. 

The halfling scurried up the ladder at the end of the railcar and crawled into the attic over the library. This narrow space was too short for any human, but it was the perfect home for Micah. He had a small bed in the corner, and a desk sitting near the windows, where he could work on his drawings. 

Micah leapt to the desk and frantically pulled out a handful of pencils. He glanced out the window, at the diffuse rays of sunlight shining down from above, and began to draw. For the moment, all else was forgotten: Kale, Thane and his strange device, even Burk’s bizarre conversation that Micah had overheard in the inn. For the moment, the only thing that existed was the image Micah needed to capture. 

Thirty seconds into his drawing, Micah heard a resounding crash somewhere up ahead. It sounded like crunching, twisting metal, and the sound reverberated back and forth down the line. A concussive shock quickly followed, shaking the railcar so hard that Micah fell out of his chair. He lay there for a moment with his heart pounding in his chest, his eyes closed, horrifying images flashing through his mind: pictures of dark, icy water crashing in upon him, crushing him, forcing its way into his lungs. He saw the bodies of his companions, trapped like prisoners inside the railcars, clawing maniacally at the locked doors and windows as they plunged to their icy graves. 

Just water, Micah told himself. It’s just water. He tried to force himself to breathe. He became conscious of the smell of ancient grease, the feel of the cool metal floor against his body. 

Micah’s terror was real. The halfling couldn’t swim, and the last time he’d fallen into deep water, one of the undead Ancients outside Blackstone Castle had tried to eat him. Both of these facts had contributed to Micah’s somewhat irrational fear, but until now, he’d managed to keep it in check. The truth was that Micah had never trusted water. It could be swift, deceptive; dangerous. One could never tell just how deep it was, or what manner of creatures might be lurking in the shadowy depths...

Micah moaned as he felt himself losing control. The images spun through his head, each more terrifying and gruesome than the last. His chest rose and fell in quick breaths, and a cold, tingling sensation began to work its way up his arms. Overcome with panic, Micah opened his eyes and blinked. The railcar was dark. He saw a thin beam of light outside the window and bent closer, reaching for it. Then he saw the box. 

What in the world? he thought. Micah crawled over to the window, pressing his forehead up against the cold glass. Up ahead, a rectangular shape drifted through the rays of light. 

Micah blinked. As his eyes began to adjust to the darkness, he realized that what he saw was a boxcar, minus the wheels. It was in fact the tender car, the railcar where all of the Horse’s fuel was stored. It was drifting up through the water, away from the train. As Micah stared, he realized that it appeared to be suspended by long cables that reached up towards the surface. 

Micah craned his head in that direction and saw the unmistakable oval shape of a ship gliding across the waves. He frowned, trying to make sense of the scene. Somehow, a ship had caught one of the tender cars in its fishing lines. 

No, that wasn’t correct. It couldn’t be. No fishing lines could lift a tender car. Those lines were steel cables, and there was only one way they could have managed to catch the railcar. 

“Sabotage,” he whispered into the darkness. “The train has been sabotaged.” 

It was only then, as Micah heard his own voice echoing quietly through the room, that he noticed everything had gone silent. The train was still moving, rolling silently down into the dark abyss of the sea, but the sound of the engine was gone. He could only hear the low rush of water around the cars. 

Micah realized at this point that something had gone catastrophically wrong. Something so terrible and inexplicable that he couldn’t even wrap his mind around all that had happened. The more he thought about it, the louder his heartbeat became, and the more rapid his breathing, until at last Micah collapsed onto the floor and lost consciousness. 
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Chapter 4
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“KALE, YOU IMBECILE!” River shouted as she tore through the hallways, making her way to the back of the train. 

The other passengers made way for her as the young mechanic flew from one car to the next, her pet raccoon a furry blast at her heels. River paused long enough to open the doors and slip through the collapsible airtight compartments between cars, and soon came to her bunkhouse. She shoved the door open, gathered up an old whip she’d left hanging on the wall, and in a flash, was gone. 

River managed to reach the end of the train before it had passed Kale by. She stepped onto the platform, leaned over the rail, and glimpsed the tall, muscular warrior twenty yards ahead, closing fast. River uncoiled the whip. She dangled the sinewy leather weapon out behind the train. As Kale drew closer, she called out to him. 

The warrior glanced over his shoulder and saw River perched on the rail, hanging off the side of the train. Pirate, River’s new pet, clambered up onto the rail next to her and stared at him curiously. A look of confusion swept over Kale’s features and he promptly tripped on a rock. The warrior went down in a cloud of dust.

“Kale!” River shouted. “Get up, fool!” 

As the last car caught up to him, Kale leapt to his feet and threw his arm out, reaching for her. River expertly flicked her wrist, turning the whip into a blur. The thin serpentine leather strap shot out and formed a tight coil around Kale’s wrist. He closed his fist around it, and leapt towards the train. 

River jumped backwards, hauling him in with all her strength. Kale flew at her, one open hand reaching for the railing. For a split second, time seemed to freeze. Kale hovered in midair. River leaned back, straining against his weight. The warrior’s fingers grazed the cold wrought iron handrail... and slipped away. Kale’s eyes widened as the train flew out of reach and the ground rushed up to meet him. 

Kale landed with a loud oomph! Dust flew up into his face, burning his eyes, choking his lungs. Rocks and gravel dug into his chest and the palms of his hands. For half a second, all he could do was try to catch his breath. Then the whip went tight. Kale felt the leather constrict around his wrist and an involuntary cry erupted from his chest as it snapped him forward. The next thing Kale knew, he was bouncing uncontrollably across hard, rocky ground. 

Kale attempted to twist around, trying to get his feet underneath him, but every move met with solid resistance. The rocks and scrub brush along the rails tore into his skin, stabbing and scratching like a thousand blades. The gravel shredded his flesh. He bounced to the side, and the steel railroad track burned through his cloak like a hot iron. 

Kale tugged on the whip with his free hand, trying to release its grip on his wrist, but the wrap held firm. He caught a glimpse of River up on the platform, and realized that she had secured the whip around the railing. She waved at him, urging him on. Her tiny furry companion scrambled up the railing, leapt onto her shoulder, and began to mimic her movements. Kale didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as he saw the two of them trying to lend their moral support. 

“Cut it loose!” he shouted as he tumbled through a patch of scrub brush. The dense branches slapped at him ferociously, creating instant welts and tearing open the skin on his forearms and face. When Kale came out the other side, his cloak was gone and his shirt had been shredded to ribbons. 

“Hold on,” River called out. “I’ll pull you in!” 

Kale couldn’t even process the idea. The last thing he wanted was for River to try to pull him forward. A few more bounces like the last one, and she’d be pulling on his corpse. Kale caught a glimpse of deep blue water up ahead and realized that at any second, the train would vanish under the waves, dragging him along with it. River would be washed away, lost. She might survive, but Kale almost certainly would not. The train would drag him all the way to the bottom of the sea.

“Cut it!” he screamed again. “Cut the whip!” 

River’s shoulders sagged. Kale glimpsed flashing steel in her hand and the line went loose. He tumbled head over heels for a dozen yards before finally crashing to a stop against the base of an old desert juniper. Kale caught a glimpse of River disappearing inside the railcar with the furry beast still resting on her shoulder. The door closed behind her just as the train splashed into the sea with a loud whomp! A fountain of water shot fifty feet into the air. 

Kale rolled over onto his chest. He pushed slowly to his knees, moaning as his battered body screamed with every movement. Droplets of water rained down on his head. He sat upright, wincing, watching the waves roll out along the tracks, pounding at the beach. A few feet away, he could hear the low vibrations of the tracks as the Iron Horse rolled away, somewhere beneath the surface. 

The splashing waves settled down into a steady natural rhythm. Kale rose agonizingly to his feet and stood next to the nearest set of rails. He bent down, touching the warm steel with a raw bleeding hand, and felt the smooth vibrations. 

She made it, he told himself. River made it inside in time. I’m sure I saw her.

A few hundred yards offshore, a carrack went gliding across the waves. It was a ship smaller than a galleon but similar, and it was the largest he’d seen anywhere on the Forgotten Sea since his arrival. That was saying something, because Kale had spent most of his stay sailing with a pretty young woman who owned her own vessel, and made a good living transferring cargo from one village to another. 

He absentmindedly uncoiled River’s whip from his arm as he stood at the edge of the beach, staring into the distance. A few minutes passed quietly, and then Kale turned to go. He had decided to go back to Port Haven, to seek passage across the sea. Perhaps on some far shore, he could meet up with the Iron Horse, or at least purchase a steed and follow the tracks until he caught up to his companions.

The moment he turned away, Kale heard a resounding crash accompanied by the sound of grinding metal. He swung back around and was instantly rewarded by the sight of a mass of bubbling waves and churning water nearly a mile out. Kale narrowed his eyebrows as he saw the carrack cruising past the area. He frowned as he realized that the ship’s crew had taken down the sails. A spot of black appeared on the deck and slowly, it began to grow. 

Kale watched in disbelief as the speck became a large oval shape and eventually inflated into a massive balloon ten times the size of the ship. The carrack floated up out of the water, rising slowly into the air, dragging along several strands of cable beneath it. A few seconds later, a large rectangular shape broke the surface with a spray of water. It too, rose into the air. Kale’s jaw dropped as he recognized one of the Iron Horse’s boxcars rising into the air. 
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