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			For Brooke

		

	
		
			The Yellow Butterfly

			 

			Clank.

			Takashi slammed his hammer in time with the other men in the factory. Light from high windows gleamed on the steel sheet. Another ten just like it had to be finished by dark, else Shachō Nishimura would have two men—chosen at random—beaten and sent home without pay. His brutes wouldn’t break arms or legs of course, since it wouldn’t do to hurt productivity, but the bruises would be black enough.

			And maybe it wouldn’t matter soon.

			The town of Baigan was teetering on collapse, or so it seemed. He’d tried to buy pears yesterday, and the merchants had only shaken their heads and sent Takashi back to the dust that climbed the wooden walls of the buildings around him. Shouts had risen from the harbour as he’d walked by but he hadn’t turned. Another submersible accident – more of Nishimura’s lust for gold gone to folly.

			A shrill whistle sliced through the clash of steel-on-steel and hiss of steam.

			Takashi stopped, wiping the sweat that stung his eyes. It ran down from his close-cropped hair; like every sane man in the factory, he kept it short. Less to get caught in one of the hulking, snapping machines – their mouths were ever-hungry. There was always someone shovelling piles of coal into the beasts’ red bellies and their sparks were like tiny orange demons, darting everywhere.

			It was different in Geinmo, supposedly, where electricity powered some of the machines. Takashi sighed; a new world loomed.

			Foreman Ito entered through the gate. His face was red and his arms flapped in his black kimono as he strode along the rows of sweating men. “Shachō Nishimura is on his way. I want you working, do you understand? Don’t make me regret hiring you.” He shook his head, then hollered. “Two more submersible interiors due by the end of the month. That’s ten days. Ten days!”

			Hiro set his hammer down and leant close, grinning. “He seems especially shrill today.”

			“That he does, my friend,” Takashi said. “Maybe he can no longer afford fruit either.”

			“No. I saw his wife returning from the market in Geinmo; they still manage to find good food.”

			An engine rumbled outside, followed by the now familiar hiss of a steam-wheel coming to a halt. Ito ran to the box-like office near the open entrance and jerked on the chain beside it. A dragon-shaped whistle screamed, and then it was back to work.

			Clank. Clank. Pause, breathe. Clank. Clank. Pause, breathe.

			Takashi swung his hammer in time with Hiro and the others, glancing at the entry as he did. Nishimura eventually entered the room, clothed head-to-toe in western garments: a suit with jacket, pants, shiny black boots and a ridiculous domed-hat concealing his silver hair. What did they call it? A bowler. Whatever that meant.

			Fool.

			But then nearly all the ex-Samurai were. They’d scrambled to find some way of maintaining power for years now. And for many, that meant business. Flying machines, submersibles, steam-wheels for land and rail, and even the new, motorised weapons. For others it was straight to the army. Where Father said he ought to have gone. It is the duty of the strong to protect the weak.

			Nishimura spoke to Ito as he strolled down the line. The factory-owner’s eyes swept across the floor but didn’t truly appear to see any of it, as if his mind were elsewhere.

			“... and you have not experienced any such problems?”

			“No. No infestations of ants, Shachō,” Ito said, a look of confusion passing over his face. “I keep the factory clean of insects and vermin, in fact—”

			Nishimura raised a hand. Ito stopped speaking. “No matter, Ito, truly. It was an idle question; you know how I loathe such insidious creatures. And you need not concern yourself with the state of the factory.”

			“Shachō Nishimura?”

			“I am closing it. Baigan is finished; work is moving to Geinmo. It’s bigger and there is more opportunity for growth. The future of trade is no longer in submersibles in any event: it is in flying machines and steam-wheels. The latest model can carry four passengers; we only need the roads to improve.”

			“This is unexpected, I mean, we haven’t even had time ....”

			The two moved beyond ear-shot, voices buried by the clash of steel. Takashi stopped. Closing the factory? What would happen to everyone? Maybe Baigan was dying but that didn’t mean the old snake had to drive the nail into the coffin.

			“What’s wrong?” Hiro asked. The other men were still pounding their part of the steel. “Why are you stopping?”

			“You didn’t hear?”

			“No.”

			Takashi gripped the handle of his hammer. “He’s going to close it.”

			Hiro took him by the shoulder. “Speak louder.”

			“He’s going to close the factory,” Takashi said, raising his voice.

			The other men in his row stopped. “Who?”

			“Nishimura.”

			Movement at the entry caught his eye. A young woman ran into the factory, her yellow kimono flashing in the patch of light. Takashi lowered his hammer. The way she moved ... such joy. Her silky black hair had been cut to frame her face and her eyes sparkled. Even the butterflies patterned on her clothing seemed alive.

			It appeared she smiled simply because she could run.

			Chou. She bore the same demeanour whenever he happened to catch a glimpse of her in the market square. Kiku had been the same; the innocence of childhood.

			“Father!” she called after Nishimura.

			Hiro nudged him, and Takashi returned to his work. They soon finished, and he moved to the pile of flat sheets, lifting it with another man, and returning to set it in place over the frame. This, like all the others, they’d curve to form the inner-lining of the huge passenger submersibles that took people all over the world.

			The latest design boasted a clear bottom for observing the sea floor; the glass several shaku thick. Or ‘feet’ as those engineers who had returned from the west now said. Not something he’d ever book passage within – even had he the money.

			By the time the small group returned, Ito was nodding again as Nishimura explained which pieces of machinery would be sent to Geinmo by rail and which would be sold.

			Nishimura’s daughter walked alongside, her head down, hair hiding her face.

			The butterflies on her kimono no longer seemed to dance.

			Hiro nudged him again and he returned to work. “I’m going to ask Ito about the factory closing. It can’t be true,” he said.

			Takashi only nodded. He counted syllables as he hit the steel; he still had no ending that satisfied him but the poem was taking shape.

			 

			thistles dancing –

			an autumn wind

			muffles the long road

			 

			~~

			 

			Ito had been powerless.

			The factory closed as the leaves fell across the pale hills behind Baigan, and the men began to leave, searching for work. A few to Geinmo, some north to the mountains, others east, where word had filtered down: the Emperor needed steel workers for his new project, a great moving stair that would climb Fuji-san. Hiro was going to try his luck.

			“Come with me,” Hiro said where they stood before the iron-covered harbour. A sea breeze ruffled their clothing and tugged at columns of rising smoke. “There will be work – a dozen of us are travelling together.”

			Takashi shook his head as he watched the great crane on the dock, its squat body puffing steam as it struggled to lift the insect-like shape of one of the newer, sleek submersibles. The sides were fitted with long, thin cannons for torpedoes. Men waved flags and shouted as they coordinated. “Thank you, Hiro, but I will remain here.”

			Hiro sighed. “Are you sure?”

			“I am. This is where she would have wanted me to stay.”

			“You can’t live your life this way forever, in a dream, waiting for a tomorrow that won’t come.”

			The man was right, but Takashi only shrugged. “All my memories of them are here. If I leave, there will be nothing left.”

			“Take your memories with you.”

			He put a hand on Hiro’s shoulder. “A new place means new memories; the old ones will be replaced. Here, I hold them a little longer. Go, go to the Emperor and build his stair. It will be marvellous; you’ll be happier there.”

			Hiro’s expression fell. “Take care then.”

			Not until his friend’s footfalls had died away did he turn back to the buildings. How small and fragile the wooden walls appeared compared to the stone and iron of the harbour. Or the watchtower beside the hulking walls of Nishimura Manor where it glared down upon them all.

			He started toward the market. With what little money he had left he would buy his own tools and maybe the blacksmith would take him on.

			Takashi passed through the shadows between the two-storey buildings, the eaves of peaked rooves extending over the street. Birds chattered from the thatching overhead but their songs were soon drowned in the bustle below. A patchwork of people filled the market: reds and blues, pinks and greens of kimonos and robes, but also the more muted greys and browns of western dress, their voices calling for goods before the storefronts.

			The clock-master had closed his shop, but a pair of children had set up a blanket before it, selling pieces of broken machinery: springs, cogs, nuts and bolts all slick with grease. Caps and valves—he even saw a copper coil of wire. Where had they found that? One of the wrecks in the water? He did not ask, did not let himself think upon sunken submersibles.

			He slipped through the crowds. His broad shoulders made it easy enough; people moved aside, sometimes after a glance at his expression. Sometimes without looking. Yet he didn’t mean to frighten anyone.

			He purchased a new tool belt and an old rivet-gun, the pressure-metre covered in dust.

			Next came food. The catch was poor. Fish continued to die in the dirty harbour, and the prices were so high that he moved to the grocer and asked for the usual rice and fruit. He snared the last of the peaches, which was a stroke of luck, and smiled when Kenji wrapped everything and placed it on the bench before him, the older man brushing away a few grains of salt as he did so.

			“Two ryō, Takashi.”

			Takashi hesitated. “Two?” He’d calculated less for everything he needed and could only pay for the rice. Or only the fruit.

			“Prices had to go up again.”

			“Then I cannot pay for both, I’m sorry, Kenji. Keep the fruit; tomorrow I will—”

			“Let me,” a woman’s voice interrupted.

			Nishimura’s daughter stood beside him. She held out a few smooth pieces of gold to Kenji, who accepted the ryō with a bow. “Lady Nishimura.”

			“You know I prefer ‘Chou’, Kenji.”

			An older woman stood behind Chou; she clicked her tongue. “And the young lady should not be troubling either of you.”

			“It’s no trouble,” Chou smiled. She set a jar upon the bench as she spoke. Ants covered the inside, moving in and out of the earthen shapes within. “Aren’t they wonderful?” she asked when she noticed his gaze. “Look at how well they work together.”

			He nodded. Perhaps they were, in their own way. “Do you keep them?”

			“Yes, I’m building them a home, only I need a bigger jar already.”

			The older woman sighed. “And we should continue that task now, My Lady.”

			Chou waved a hand. “Soon, Kama. You’re one of the men from the factory, aren’t you?” she asked Takashi. “I’m glad I could help you, especially now that Father is closing it down.”

			Takashi nodded. “I am, but I cannot accept, Lady Nishimura.” He bowed.

			“Don’t be foolish.” She smiled up at him. “Let me. In fact, tell your friends if they will meet at the harbour, by the wreck, tomorrow at dawn, I will help them too.”

			Chou’s servant frowned but only pulled Chou away from the stall. The young lady’s yellow and purple kimono was swallowed by the crowd. Takashi looked to Kenji. “How could a man such as Nishimura have a daughter like that?”

			Kenji raised a steel tin and spun its handle. Cogs ground within, and the lid flipped open. He slipped the coins inside. “He is not her father by blood, you know. Orphan. Took her in at the insistence of his late wife. Few talk of it anymore.”

			“I see.” Perhaps that explained why the man didn’t seem to care for her.

			He drifted away from the market, visiting the Smith, who wasn’t able to make any promises. “It all depends on who stays. Maybe you should look at Geinmo. Or further south?” And then Takashi found as many of the old workers as he could, urging them to meet Chou at the harbour come dawn. Few seemed to believe much would come of her offer. Some seemed as desolate as he—especially the older men—while others were packing their possessions.

			And still he could not join them.

			Instead, he headed for the glistening water. Better than sitting at home—the empty walls, the empty table, the flowerbed shrinking to grey.

			His footsteps counted the syllables:

			 

			thistles dancing –

			an autumn wind

			drowns out my heart

			 

			~~

			 

			Before dawn he met several more men where they stood together in the grey light by one of the old submersibles. Rust ran from its huge rivets. Patina discoloured the body and grime ringed the portholes, obscuring the controls within: a forest of levers and gear shifts, none of which he’d ever truly understood.

			Maybe it would be better never to see another made here.

			Deadly machines. Not just for the navigators and passengers, but whole towns, like Baigan, where they had left only misery in the frothing wake of their waves. He greeted a few of the men and listened to their talk. There was little confidence in Chou but the same thing brought them here – desperation, perhaps, more than curiosity.

			And she did come.

			Before the sun broke free of the horizon Chou appeared, her servant in tow. The older woman carried a chest, her weary face tight with strain. She dropped it to the deck with a sigh. Muffled clinking followed, and the men exchanged glances.

			Chou smiled at them. “Thank you for trusting Takashi; I am glad you have come to meet me. I know my father has made your lives difficult in closing the factory. In a small way, I hope to help.” She paused to nod to her servant. “Kama has small piles of ryō wrapped in cloth. Each of you take one and let it help you on your way; for if you take gold you must leave Baigan. My father will not be pleased.”

			One of the men spoke. “And we can simply take them and owe you nothing?”

			“Yes.”

			Takashi frowned. “Lady, if you have taken this from your father ....”

			“Do not worry. By the time he discovers it missing it will be too late.”

			A voice spoke from the end of the pier. “Or very nearly too late.”

			Nishimura raised a lantern, turning a tiny lever to increase the brightness. It lit the dull faces of half a dozen men, all armed with long tachi and smaller knives. Two also carried modified matchlock rifles. A thin shaft jutted from above each weapon, a dial on the side. With it, each man could load and fire half a dozen rounds far quicker than usual. Another terror of the new world.

			The gathered factory workers fell silent, and Chou let out a gasp.

			Nishimura gestured for two of his men to take the chest; a third he directed to Chou, after a glance to Kama. The servant’s wrinkled face did not change, but Chou spun on the older woman. “Why?”

			Kama glanced away.

			The third man took Chou by the arm, wrenching her around and dragging the young woman toward her father. She cried out, and Takashi took a step forward.

			One of the riflemen raised his weapon.

			Taskashi stopped.

			“And now, gentlemen, I trust you will continue to seek employment elsewhere.” Nishimura turned his glare upon his daughter, then cut the lantern light. He turned to leave, and their shadows receded along the boards, the figure of Chou struggling against them.

			Takashi ground his teeth but did not follow.

			They’d only shoot him—or worse, hurt Chou.

			 

			~~

			 

			Two days passed, and he ate the rest of his food and spent the last of his money. And not once did she appear in the market, nor did anyone in Baigan hear from her. Not Kenji or any of the other shopkeepers. Not even Ito, who Takashi stopped as the man attempted to close his door on the second evening. “Takashi, listen to me: I don’t know anything. I’m sure she’s well.” The man’s jowls seemed to sink further toward his chin, and he could not meet Takashi’s gaze.

			“Ito, don’t lie. You dined there last night at Nishimura’s invitation; you must know something.”

			“I know he’s offering to move me and my family to Geinmo.”

			Of course. “But you didn’t see her?”

			“No, Takashi. Now go home. And change your clothes for God’s sake. You smell terrible.” He slammed his door.

			Takashi shook his head. Not at the comment about his clothing—it was true, he needed to change—but at the lie. Ito knew something. And of course the man was afraid to speak: his future depended upon staying on Nishimura’s good side.

			Takashi wove through the front garden with its red maples and turned down the lane beside the house, angling toward the square. He’d reached the edge when a creak echoed in the lane. A gate swung open, and a woman stepped out. Ito’s wife.

			She waved him closer, hands slipping from the sleeves of her blue kimono. She had tied her obi in some haste, as her sash sat a little crooked.

			“Haru-san?”

			“Quickly,” she said. Her voice was hard to hear over the murmuring from the market and the roar of a steam-wheel passing somewhere nearby. “My husband was upset when he came home last night—I fear Nishimura has hurt Chou.”

			A chill spread across Takashi’s body. “He what?”

			“Yes. But do not ask any more, Takashi. A darkness hangs over him since his wife died.”

			He folded his arms. “Then you should not have told me.”

			“No, that is why I tell you. Your name was mentioned: Shachō doesn’t like that you are asking after Chou. Make your peace with it, return to your life.”

			Takashi smiled. “I have had no peace for years.” He thanked her and headed for the square.

			“You cannot bring them back, Takashi, not this way, not any way,” she called.

			He offered no answer.

			Instead, he returned home, lit his lamps and removed his clothes. He wiped himself down with a wet rag, stepped into a fresh kosode, then brushed at the sleeves of his haori before pulling the coat on too. Then he ran a razor across his jaw. A tiny spot of red bloomed in the mirror, and he wiped his cheek with the back of his hand.

			Finally, he knelt by a screen then slid it aside.

			And blinked.

			Ants.

			Ants had crawled within, finding a crack, a space between timber and earth: like smoke or water, somehow they’d found a way. And there they covered the floorboards before a steel chest.

			Swarming in place.

			They moved in a pattern, like a kanji painted by a rough hand. It seemed to spell out the word for ‘tower.’ He leant closer; there was no doubt. That was the word. And there was only one tower in Baigan, the tower beside the manor. The building looked across the ocean and collected signals from the flashing mirrors when the submersibles rose.

			And so there he would go.

			He lifted the lid of the chest and drew out a blue silken scarf. A boat with a single sail crossed the waves. This he took and tied around his forearm. “Shima ...” He could not finish. Would she approve? Yes. She had to. Next, he lifted a child’s hagoita-paddle covered in cherry blossoms. Kiku would have urged him on. “You would have liked Chou,” he told his daughter.

			He hooked the paddle in his belt.

			Finally, he lifted the new smith’s hammer from where it leant against the doorframe and walked into the darkening night.

			He did not lock or even close his door.

			He did not pace out syllables nor answer those who spoke to him. He skirted the market and climbed the small hill to the manor where it overlooked Baigan. The grand home sprawled: its tall stone walls were split by a huge gate of banded wood, but the yellow glow from dozens of paper lamps within still crept over the barrier.

			The tower loomed nearby.

			A black shadow against the stars, chill silence spread from its stones. He climbed the rough-cut steps to its twin doors. A rusty chain and lock were looped through the iron handles. Why lock the doors? Surely the tower was still to be manned; after all, boats and ships still sailed to the harbour.

			He raised his hammer and smashed the lock.

			From the manor came nothing but the drifting notes of court music played on flutes and the biwa.

			Takashi ground the doors open and stepped within, boots crunching on gravel. The dark lay about his shoulders as a heavy mantle. He gripped his great hammer and hefted it. Here was the tower. Where the ants had directed him.

			What lay within?

			He turned to the wall and searched a moment—a lantern. He lifted it free and struck the lever, the little device shooting sparks. But light followed, a steady glow that lit a cluttered room. Tables and crates lay stacked beneath a winding staircase, but at the very back, behind a pair of torn screens painted with snow, something glinted in the light.

			Steel? He moved closer.

			Brass.

			Takashi crossed the floor and shoved one of the screens aside. It clattered to the stone.

			A large brass chest rested beneath a frayed blanket. It had slipped free so that the brass caught the lantern light. He pulled the covering aside. Another lock on the lid, but this, too, he smashed with his hammer.

			And then he could not move.

			Could not lift it.

			Nor even reach forth to lay a hand on the cold, gleaming surface.

			He exhaled; he’d been holding his breath, and his throat had tightened. There’d been no such moment for Shima or Kiku. Only the sweeping blue roaring of the ocean, waves tipped in white. Only a terrible absence coming home. He had to open the lid.

			A yellow butterfly rested within.

			Chou lay upon her side in the brass coffin; a great, dark bruise covered her temple. Her eyes were closed and her skin pale. No smile graced her lips. The stillness was complete; even his shadow seemed to shrink away.

			“No.”

			She had deserved better.

			Takashi spun with a cry as he hurled the lamp. It hit the wall with an orange burst. He strode back into the night, hammer held in white knuckles as he bore down on the bright manor.

			And he counted syllables as he stalked.

			 

			my spirit set adrift –

			butterflies dance on

			the autumn wind

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Esmeralda

			 

			Thomas placed the final black stone on the burial cairn and stood back, shielding his eyes from the vicious sun. Faint trails of red dust whipped across the barren plain before the crumbling ruin. He sighed. Is this all there is to the world, truly? Even here, so far from all the despair?

			“What is it, Thomas?”

			Mia stood with her arms folded, sightless eyes staring across the desert, dark hair swirling in the breeze. Dust covered her vest and pants – even her hair bore traces of the fine red sand. Her willow-rifle rested against her hip, the slim weapon little more than a guide now, since they’d not come across any ammunition in weeks.

			Thomas hefted their pack onto his shoulders, pot within thudding against his back, and moved to stand by her. He placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “David said to follow the old river to Esmeralda, so that’s what we’ll do. He said she’ll be able to help us.”

			Mia shook her head. “We don’t even know what he meant.”

			“I know, but we have to keep walking.”

			She gripped the rifle and leant against his chest. “Don’t be so calm all the time. We’re in trouble, you big fool; we’re running out of water and Williams is probably still following us.”

			He put an arm around her, sleeve riding up his forearm to reveal the ugly yellow hourglass tattoo. Borrowed time – the slave’s mark. “King Williams is probably miles away. I doubt he even knew which way to follow.”

			“Don’t call him that; he’s no king.”

			“I know that too, sis.” He sighed again. “Did you want a moment?”

			She pulled back, offering a small smile. Her green eyes grew wet when she faced the general direction of the cairn. “No. I said goodbye when he was still lucid.”

			“Then we’ll leave him to the sand.”

			Mia turned away, starting without him, the rifle clicking against the few stones remaining in the sandy earth. Thomas looked to the cairn once more, the ribbons of granite shimmering in the dark stone.

			Beneath lay the only man who’d protected them, a bright man, a noble man in spite of his oft-times mischievous sense of humour. “I’m sorry, David,” he said. In the end, the old fellow had been losing hold of the present but at least Mia had been able to calm him with her singing, usually an ancient lullaby. Maybe we failed him today but not tomorrow. Whoever Esmeralda is, we’ll find her.

			“Thomas!”

			He spun. Mia stood a little ways away, feet braced, rifle gripped in her hands. Thomas ran to her side, sliding in the sand. “What’s wrong?”

			“I hear something. It’s distant, but it’s the sand-hog, I’m sure of it.”

			“Then that bastard has caught up with us,” Thomas said as he turned a circle, scanning the horizon. A dust cloud billowed up behind the wavering heat-lines that marred the earth. “There’s his dust.”

			“How far?”

			He grunted. “Williams will be upon us by sunset. Maybe before if they’ve guessed our path.”

			“Then we’d better hurry.” She held out a hand.

			He took it and together they broke into a jog.

			 

			~~

			 

			The giant blue sky was melting down to orange at the horizon; shadows crept across the sand as Thomas came to a halt, Mia pausing beside him. One shadow had seemed to be cast by an eagle or falcon but when he glanced up, there was no trace of any bird. Was the heat making him imagine things? The huge, twin-peaked mountain thrusting up from the flat desert was no illusion, however. Still distant, it was taller than... than anything he’d ever seen. It dwarfed the shells of the tallest buildings left behind by his forefathers.

			He glanced over his shoulder; the clouds from the hog neared.

			“I feel something vast,” Mia said.

			“A mountain, like two cupped hands rising from the sand,” he replied. “I think there’s something at its base, too. We need to get closer.” He strode forward. Mia followed, her rifle still preceding her, searching for obstacles. But the sand remained clear as it had for the entire afternoon; stunted, thin plants were few and far between, and stones had long since disappeared.

			That was, until they neared the base and Thomas slowed, boots scraping on harder earth. “It’s an ancient wreck – a steam train,” he said.

			Black iron absorbed what was left of the light beneath the mountain’s shadow. The train bore a dozen carriages, all battered; many lay on their sides, half-buried in generations of sand. Red powder collected in the chimney and the windowsills, atop the wheels, smothering coupling rods, cloaking doors and hand rails. He described what he saw to his sister. “It’s long abandoned; it might be a good hiding place.”

			“What else do you see?” Mia asked, her voice holding a note of concern.

			He scratched at his stubble. “Little. It looks like we can access the first two carriages but the engine is pretty damaged. Farther on, I see the hint of an old rail; must have crashed a long time ago.”

			She gripped his arm. “Then you see no-one?”

			A chill crept across his shoulders. She feels something – friend or foe? “Why? Do you sense danger?” He put a hand on the crow-bar swinging from his hip.

			“Yes. No. Both – I can’t explain it; I sense age, towering age. Something... I don’t know. Just be ready.”

			“I will be.”

			The wind had died down and the rumble of the sand-hog grew louder, but there was still time to conceal themselves. Better yet, the steamer’s passage would obliterate their tracks. Thomas unhooked his makeshift weapon as he neared the first carriage, glancing back to Mia. “I’ll check.”

			“Be careful. And hurry.”

			He nodded. Even though she wouldn’t have seen it, Mia knew he nodded, just as he knew she would be listening for any changes in the wind, vibrations in the earth or anything that prickled her sophisticated senses. He almost chuckled. Whoever she inherited that from certainly didn’t offer me anything special.

			His boots sank into the sand as he climbed, reaching for a handrail and hauling himself up to the door. The glass in the small square window was so thick and clouded with dust that it was impossible to penetrate. He gripped the handle and pulled.

			Jammed.

			Thomas applied more pressure, muscles straining. Still nothing. He set his crow-bar aside and placed his free hand on the carriage wall for leverage and tugged again. A screeching followed as the door shuddered open. Ducking away from the opening, he snatched up the bar and paused.

			No sounds from within. Peering around the doorjamb, he saw little beyond the patch of light offered by the open door. Thomas glanced back to Mia. She stood as before, only now she hummed to herself. The ancient lullaby – the one she always hummed.

			Behind her, the distant storm of red from the sand-hog filled the sky and the roar of its engines crossed the sand ahead of it. It would arrive before full dark.

			We’re running out of time.

			He stepped into the stuffy room and moved to one side of the door. His eyes adjusted quickly. Rows of spacious seats, fabric rotted down to fragments, rested beneath dust-choked windows. Muted light fumbled its way within. Steel racks for overhead storage were empty even of cobwebs. Rodent droppings, these too, long-since turned white with age, covered some of the tables and the sand that filtered into everything littered both sills and floor.

			He moved down the aisle until he reached another door, which he wrenched open. Beyond lay the half-buried walkway between carriages. The huge bolt and clasp of the couplings connecting them peered from the red. The second carriage was just the same, only darker.

			Mia’s voice called, words indistinct.

			Thomas rushed back to the first carriage, pausing at the doorframe.

			She’d climbed half-way to the carriage. “Well?” she asked.

			“Nothing amiss yet. It might serve as a hiding place,” he said.

			“Good.”

			He took Mia’s outstretched hand and drew her into the shelter of the carriage. “Do you feel anything?”

			“Nothing new... wait, I think –”

			“Greetings, travellers.”

			An old man with a white beard and faded blue overalls stood in the open door at the far end of the carriage. A shovel rested against his shoulder and a cold lantern swung in one hand as he approached.

			“Greetings.” Thomas did not remove his hand from the crowbar, but neither did he lower it.

			The old-timer slowed, stopping a few seats away. “You two seem like you’re pretty far from home.”

			“How can you tell?” Mia asked softly.

			He chuckled. “This is the end of the world, so I suppose everyone who comes here is far from home.”

			Thomas blinked. “The end of the world?”

			“Well, it might as well be. Nothing much beyond the Praying Mountain but red sand and then endless cliffs. You must be thirsty, the both of you. I have water with me, outside.”

			Thomas glanced to his sister. She had not moved.

			“You can trust old Garrett,” he said. “I’m not going to harm you – but you’ll need my help to hide from the sand-hog, believe me. The Esmeralda is the only shelter for miles and miles.”

			Thomas stepped forward. “Wait, are you saying this train is Esmeralda? Not a person. Not a place?”

			“Right you are.”

			“We’ve been searching for it,” Thomas said. “The man who raised us said –”

			“No need to bore him with our life story,” Mia interrupted. “Can you really help us, Garrett? Do you have weapons, a way to escape?”

			“Just who’s chasing you, girl?”

			Mia gave a slight smile, as if being called ‘girl’ were amusing. Thomas almost smiled himself – they hadn’t been children for years now. Maybe orphans are never truly children, anyway. Not that David had been a failure, but there was always something missing. Some sense that he and Mia came from somewhere else. And the years before David...

			“Heard of ‘King’ Williams out here at the end of the world?” she asked.

			Two white eyebrows shot up. “That’s some real trouble.”

			“Then you’ll know he doesn’t like it when his slaves escape,” Thomas said, holding up a wrist to reveal the hourglass.

			Garrett squinted before sitting on the nearest seat, a humph-sound escaping as he did. “You’re both yellows, huh?” He set the lantern on the back of the nearest headrest. “That’s a little more than I’m used to dealing with, I have to admit. Palace slaves usually don’t get so far.”

			“But you’ll try help us anyway?” Thomas asked.

			“I will. It’ll have to be the last carriage,” the old man said as he stood. “Williams won’t be able to get in. Once he searches the other carriages and finds them empty, he’ll likely give up.”

			“Maybe, maybe not,” Mia said.

			“Well, you’ll have to take that risk. No other trains to hide in.”

			“So how do we get in?” Thomas asked.

			Mia frowned. “Or out?”

			“I’ll show you, but first we need the key,” Garrett said with a nod to himself. He led them back outside – moving swiftly despite a limp – to the setting sun where he circled the relic’s engine and climbed its steps, grunting with the effort.

			“Are you all right?” Thomas asked.

			“The knees go first, lad.”

			A boiler dominated the room; large enough to house a whole family. The door stood open, the hinges rusted, and broken glass in the copper pressure-gauge caught the light. Nearby lay a collection of shovel heads, arranged on a stack of crates, all empty.

			“I took the few remaining handles for my camp,” Garrett said when he noticed Thomas looking at them.

			Garrett slipped into the cab and rummaged about in a tin box, muttering to himself. Thomas followed. The room was barely large enough for two. Copper handles reached his knees beside a wide seat, the bulbs on their ends worn. Through the dusty windows, the great wall of the mountain was darkening as the sun fell further.

			“Here!” Garrett exclaimed. He held a heavy key up with a grin. “Thought I’d lost it.”

			Mia called from the boiler room. “That sand-hog will be here in moments, can we hurry things along?”

			 

			~~

			 

			As they passed the carriages, the old man offered them lukewarm goanna meat and water, which Thomas accepted gladly, despite craving a hot meal. Somehow, meat always tasted better right off the flame – even in a desert.

			“We appreciate your kindness,” Mia said between mouthfuls. “How long have you been here?”

			“Months now.” He wiped his brow. “There’s old stories about this place, about what it used to be – holy land to the people who once lived here. I thought there might be treasure but I haven’t found anything yet, bar a few cave paintings of snakes and lizards. And a giant bird; at first I thought it was drawn in gold paint.” He chuckled. “I was wrong about that of course, but still, there’s no time to shed tears over my rotten luck.”

			The last carriage rested some distance from the bulk of the Esmeralda, mostly up to its eaves in dark sand where it lay against the base of the mountain. The line of the long-buried train tracks curved in a half-circle, allowing a clear view of the train.

			“How did it crash?” Mia asked. “This carriage is some distance from the others.”

			“Don’t know, sad to say. Must have been a terrible day for the folks, so far away from help – this was well before the sand-hog and the like. Over a hundred years ago – pre-dates the Coal War, she does,” Garrett explained as he climbed to the iron door. Its window, like all the others, was caked with dust. He brushed away a foot of sand at the base as best he could and inserted the key into the lock, ringed by an ornate brass sun.

			When he swung the door open it revealed a second, heavier door, which was also locked. The same key admitted them into a large room lit by a narrow strip of light from where the roof had twisted free from the base; yet it illuminated little, leaving only an orange stripe on the wall opposite.

			And more importantly, it was nothing anyone could squeeze through, by any means.

			Mia gasped when she stepped inside and Thomas tensed. Danger? No, no. It hadn’t been a gasp of fear... was it awe? Garrett knelt to light the lamp, winding a lever that clicked as it turned. Steady white light bloomed.

			Thomas felt his own jaw drop open.

			The room was full of caged birds. The light glinted on their steel wings and sharp beaks; the silver and gold plate alone had to be worth a kingdom, not to mention the gears and cogs that would surely lie within. Crystal gleamed in their tiny eyes, as if twinkling in sunlight.
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