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I HAVE INTERVENED IN no less than six fistfights since our departure from New Boston. My mechanic River was involved in at least half of those, which is no small accomplishment considering she spends most of her time alone in Engineering. 

I blame the crew’s restlessness on their desire to apprehend our enemy, an ex-crewmate named Burk, but I’m certain the gloomy landscape has also played a significant role in their temperament. The glaciers and subzero temperatures of the Wastelands are far behind us now, but the snowy tundra has given way to an arid landscape of sage-dotted hills and rocky, wind-eroded beaches. It is a cold and sometimes bizarre landscape, littered with stone ruins and giant statues, weathered and decayed into surreal, sometimes grotesque caricatures, revealing only the slightest suggestion of what they may once have been. Many stand several stories high, and their smooth irregular shapes draw the eye and fire the imagination with a palpable sense of dread. 

Meanwhile, we have twice been delayed by broken rails, which according to the steamscouts’ reports, should have been in perfect condition. The most recent came up on us at high speed. If I had not seen it in time, the Iron Horse would have been derailed. I cannot say with any degree of certainty what sort of creature has been attacking the tracks, but I know that it is large. One of my crewmen located a partial print in the rocky soil that measured nearly five feet across. 

This comes as no great surprise after witnessing the increasingly bizarre genetic anomalies populating this area. Just yesterday, we saw a great worm-like creature burrowing through the earth, bursting into the air with a great spray of soil and rocks, only to disappear again almost instantly, leaving only a circle of disturbed soil in its wake. Before that, we discovered a herd of winged caribou speeding across the plains. Despite their wings, these were flightless creatures, and it is clear to me that these and other genetic mutations are the work of starfall. 

The only conclusion I can draw from the increasing frequency of such sightings is that we are fast approaching a great reservoir of the rare element. This is heartening news, because we have exhausted our stores of the fuel. I have supplemented this by burning coal, wood, and even kerosene in the train’s central burner. This has limited us to half-speed, and those supplies are nearly exhausted as well.

With no timber to harvest in this barren land, our situation is dire. The Iron Horse cannot go back the way we came. We must burn what precious little fuel remains in the hope that it will bring us within reach of a new supply of starfall, or at the very least, a sufficient supply of timber or coal.

I only hope I can keep my crew from killing each other before that happens. 
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Chapter 1
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A BURST OF BLINDING light stunned Micah as he stepped through the Engineering door. The halfling winced, raising a hand to shield his eyes. Sparks danced across the floor, accompanied by the loud arcing sounds of electricity. The deep percussive drumming of a steam engine somewhere in the corner sent vibrations across the floorboards and up through the soles of his boots. 

River stood at the workbench in the center of the car. She wore darkened goggles, a leather apron, and thick leather gloves to protect her from the flying sparks. Micah called out to her, waving his arms to get her attention, but the crackling welder and the whine of the generator drowned out the sound of his voice. He tried to avert his eyes as he circled around to the shielded area behind the generator to wait for her to finish.

The lightning rod, or arc welder as it was also called, was an uncommon device. The fact that it was electrical made it a rare example of high technology. A compact but powerful steam engine drove the generator, which in turn powered the welding apparatus. Primitive as the device was, the welder represented the very pinnacle of engineering. Only in Sanctuary did greater marvels exist. 

When River finally pulled the rod away from the metal, the sparks faded and the noise died down a bit. She tossed the welding probe onto the bench and stepped around to pull the large switch on the wall, cutting the flow of electricity. She then opened a pressure valve on the boiler, allowing the steam to vent out of the piping with a loud hissing noise. Clouds of vapor filled the room, and began drifting out into the passageway. The generator’s copper coil hummed as it gradually slowed.

“Hi!” Micah said loudly. River flinched. She pulled her goggles down and turned to stare at him. He was almost hidden in the corner, grinning sheepishly up at her as she glared.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” he added. 

River looked him up and down. The halfling was dressed in his usual waistcoat and tall boots, and she saw the stem of his favorite ivory pipe sticking out of his pocket. His eyes gleamed with excitement, and under his long, imp-like nose, a playful smile turned up the corners of his thin lips. 

“What are you screeching about?” she said with an unmistakable tone of irritation. 

“There’s a city up ahead.” 

River frowned. With the back of her glove, she wiped a bead of sweat from her cheek. It left a dark streak that ran down towards her chin. She stepped around the generator and leaned across a workbench to gaze through one of the side windows. It was late afternoon and the sun was shining through, but a hazy film covered the glass, blurring out the scenery. River threw open the latch, slid the window to the side, and stuck her head out. 

The roar of the Horse’s wheels gliding along the double set of railroad tracks came blaring into the room. The chilly wind brought instant tears to River’s eyes and whipped up her long blonde hair in a frenzy. The land speeding past the train was stark, barren. The terrain was flat, or rather layered like hot steel that had been poured out of a crucible and quickly cooled, forming into unnatural folds, curves, and artificial-seeming planes almost as smooth as glass. Patches of obsidian glistened in the afternoon sunlight here and there, like shimmering black lakes and rivers frozen in stone. 

Ahead of the Iron Horse, far to the south, River saw what appeared to be a tall castle flanked by two towers resting on the summit of a mountain. A wall stretched out on either side, crawling across the mountaintops to vanish in the distance. She pulled her head back inside and slammed the window shut. 

“It’s another mirage,” River said, tossing her gloves onto the bench. 

“No, it’s real this time. Socrates said so!” 

She regarded him in the way an adult might respond to a child known for telling tales. “Are you sure? This has happened before, and it always turns out to be a mirage.” 

“See for yourself,” Micah said, his grin widening. “Socrates is waiting for you.”

River pulled off the leather apron. “I was finished here anyway.” 

Micah stepped closer to the table and saw a steel cylinder attached to some sort of metal framework. River had secured a length of flexible copper hose to one end of the tank, and a strange leather mask with clear glass lenses at the other. 

“What are you working on?” 

“It’s a portable submersible oxygenation apparatus.” 

“A what?” 

“After our trip through the Forgotten Sea, I thought it might be useful to create some sort of portable breathing system, in case we’re ever trapped underwater again.” 

“So it’s an air mask?” Micah said. 

River looked at him. “No, it’s a portable submersible oxygenation apparatus.” 

Micah scratched the stubble on his long chin. “That’s a lot to remember. Why don’t you name it something simple, like Breathinator?” 

“Because that sounds ridiculous,” River said, heading for the door. “And I didn’t invent it for simpletons who can’t remember what it’s for.” 

“How about Oxygenizer?” Micah said, following her out into the hall. “Or Inhalator?” 

As they made their way through the long series of passageways to the front of the train, Micah continued spouting off ideas. River ignored him. 

She politely acknowledged the crewmembers they met along the way and kept moving. In River’s opinion, the others found it far too easy to while away the hours gambling and lounging when they could be using their time productively. She had run out of patience with pretty much all of them. She’d had to straighten out a few already, when they’d had too much to drink and forgotten how to respect her space. It was one thing to be a worthless drunk; another entirely to grope her without permission. River had spoken to Socrates about the problem on several occasions, but so far the commander had been reluctant to take any serious action against the crew. Perhaps he felt River had already punished them adequately. 

A few minutes later, River and Micah passed through the empty tender car and stepped into the cab of the locomotive. They found Socrates perched on a tall metal stool near the controls, leaning sideways with his head extended out the window. As they entered, the steam-powered gorilla pulled back inside and grinned broadly. His dark blue fur was flying straight back from his face as if the wind had frozen it that way. Between his wild hair and his disconcerting simian grin, he looked more like a rabid animal than the highly intelligent automaton he was. 

“Micah told you the good news,” Socrates said. 

River tried to suppress her grin. “It’s true, then? We’ve found civilization?”

Socrates handed her his spyglass. River stepped out onto the platform. She blinked against the wind as she put the scope to her eye. She zeroed in on the dark shapes rising up in the distance. Black clouds hung over the horizon, making the shapes blend in with the background. A glint of light caught her attention and River twisted the spyglass, dialing in the focus. A window on one of the towers came into view. Nearby, she saw a wide balcony decorated with plants and furnishings. 

“Well?” Micah said. “Is it real or not?” 

“Of course it is,” she said. “Socrates already told you so.” 

Micah narrowed his eyebrows and made a harrumphing noise in his throat.

“How can you be sure?” Socrates said with a clever smile.

“Mirages don’t reflect the sky. That structure has windows made of glass.” 

“Well done. What else can you tell me?”

She peered through the scope again. 

“There is a town below the castle. A fort, maybe. It’s in a good defensible position, with mountains on one side and low-lying plains on the other. I can’t tell how big it is, but I think I see a palace...” She lowered the scope and looked at him. “Do you think all this was built after the cataclysm?” 

“I’m quite certain. Which means this may be the most advanced civilization we have ever encountered. I expect they must be a truly remarkable people.” 

River stared at him. Socrates was fascinated by humans. He enjoyed studying their culture, their history, and especially their food. Strange as it may have sounded, the ape loved to cook. He had a collection of cookbooks, and occasionally he even helped prepare the meals for his crew. His favorite was bread. Socrates had hundreds of bread recipes: sweet breads, sourdough breads, herb-seasoned, and even spicy breads. In River’s experience, they were all excellent.

“Is there any sign of Burk?” 

“I saw something over the horizon to the southwest. Burk’s lead on us is so great that I couldn’t be sure if it was him.” 

Burk was an ex-crewmember who had tried to stage a mutiny at the beginning of their journey, and then later sabotaged the train and almost killed the entire crew. While their primary mission was the quest for starfall, everyone on the train had been looking forward to catching the traitor. River raised the scope, scanning the skies beyond the mountain. She didn’t see any sign of Burk’s airship, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. Her vision wasn’t as sharp as Socrates.

“He’s too fast in that airship,” she said. “If we stop, we’ll never catch him.” 

“We don’t have a choice. If we don’t refuel, we won’t be going anywhere at all.”

“Fine, as long as we don’t waste any time. When will we arrive?” 

“Within the hour.”

“Perfect,” said River. “Just enough time to stow the welder and the rest of the equipment.”

“You mean the breathigenator?” said Micah. 

River rolled her eyes. “No, I mean the portable submersible oxygenation apparatus.” 

“I’ve got it!” Micah shouted. “The cryo-breather!” 

“Umm, no,” said River. “I’m pretty sure cryo means frozen.” 

Micah considered that. “I think you’re right. It did sound good, though.” 

The conversation went on like this as they wandered back into the train. 

River lost track of Micah when he disappeared into the library car, and the rest of her walk was pleasantly quiet. When she reached the Engineering car, the familiar odors of grease and burnt metal welcomed her. As strange as it sounded, the Engineering car felt more like home to River than her own bunk room. In fact, it was probably the closest thing to a home she’d had since leaving her small shanty back in Avenston, where she had lived with Tinker. That shanty didn’t exist anymore. Tinker had blown it up, and himself along with it, in order to save her from the Vangar sentinels.

After her escape, a human traitor known as Overseer Rutherford had captured River and made her into his slave. Rutherford was an ally of the Vangar invaders. Their engineers had modified his body with steam-powered enhancements that made him incredibly strong, and he had nearly killed River numerous times while she was his captive. Rutherford kept a Tal’mar healer on hand for just that purpose. This allowed him to abuse River right to the brink of death, and then have her healed so it could all begin again a few days later. 

River had eventually killed Rutherford. Not long after, the elf-like Tal’mar had driven the Vangars out, largely due to the efforts of River’s mother, Breeze and her half-brother, Crow. Even with the Vangars defeated, River knew she would never feel satisfied. Killing every Vangar in the world couldn’t bring back Tinker, or undo the things Rutherford had done to her. Those memories were hazy, but River still wore the slave collar on her throat like a necklace to remind her. It wasn’t just about remembering Rutherford; it was about remembering what can happen when you allow people to have power over your. River would never give anyone the chance to do that again.

River began stowing her tools and equipment safely back in their containers. While she was working, Pirate stopped by for a visit. The coon was River’s pet, a gift from the mayor of Port Haven, a small town they had visited several weeks earlier. She gave Pirate free rein of the train, and he had become something of a mascot to the crew. The raccoon still spent his nights in River’s compartment, but his days were mostly spent in the dining car, begging for snacks and shots of rum. Pirate hopped up onto one of the workbenches and barked at her, trying to get River’s attention. She stopped what she was doing to pat him on the head. 

“Out of bed already?” she said sarcastically. “It’s only four o’clock in the afternoon.” 

Pirate made a purring noise as he pressed his body up against her. He looked up into her face and held out a paw. River narrowed her eyes. 

“I don’t have any treats,” she said. “I left them in my quarters.” 

Pirate snorted. He leapt off the bench and went scurrying out the door in the direction of the dining car. “Worthless little beggar,” River called after him, but Pirate was already gone.

A short while later, Socrates let out a blast on the train’s steam whistle. His voice came drifting out of the communication pipes: “Stop ahead, prepare to brake!” 

The sound of cheering and clapping came echoing out of the pipes. River smiled. The crew was eager for a change of scenery, and even she couldn’t deny a certain sense of relief at the thought of replenishing their supplies. She only hoped the delay wouldn’t be too long. Burk already had a substantial lead on the train, and River would be furious if they lost him.

There was a loud screech of metal against metal as the brakes engaged, and the train lurched beneath River’s feet. She steadied herself against one of the work tables. As the Horse decelerated, the movement smoothed out. River left the Engineering car to meet the rest of the crew at the front of the train. She took a few seconds along the way to retrieve her spring-powered revolver from her quarters. She had learned to take precautions when meeting new people. 

Most of the crew had gathered on the large platforms at the front and rear of the dining car. River pushed through the crowd and up to the wrought-iron handrail. She found herself standing next to Kale. The sinewy, dark-haired warrior had been her friend since childhood. He didn’t notice her at first; his entire focus was on the city. 

“Good afternoon,” said a voice behind her. 

River turned to see Thane, the tall blond bard. At his side was the gorgeous Shayla, Thane’s long-time friend and the last surviving member of the bloodline to the throne of Astatia. Unfortunately for Shayla, the country had abandoned its monarchy in favor of a democratic system of elected judges and ruling councils. 

As always, the two were impeccably dressed. Shayla wore long, elegant black and red skirts with a tight-fitting bodice and black lace gloves. Dark bangs curled around her cheeks, framing her perfect, delicate features and pouty red lips. Thane wore suede forest green breeches tucked into his tall boots, with a long-tailed coat and a top-hat. The front of the brim bent down over his eyes, lending him a certain mysterious look. By contrast, Kale wore a sleeveless tunic (unbuttoned, of course), a pair of cloth breeches rolled up to his knees, and a pair of sandals made from some sort of corkwood. And he smelled like he hadn’t washed in days.

“It’s about time,” Shayla said. “We’ve been cooped up in this train for weeks.” 

“River doesn’t care about that,” Kale said, turning to face them. “Her inventions are all she cares about.” 

That statement wasn’t entirely fair, but River fought the urge to defend herself. She knew it would just draw her into an argument. She glanced up into his smoldering blue eyes and bit her lip. Kale was her oldest and dearest friend, and he knew her better than anyone else. He was convinced that they were destined to be together. River’s recent seclusion in the Engineering car was probably the reason for his snarky tone. 

“What’s that?” shouted Loren, one of the train’s Tal’mar warriors. River glanced at him. Loren was old, approximately one hundred and fifty years, give or take a few. Other than his silver hair and a few minor age lines that marred his elfin features, he looked more like he was in his twenties. River followed his gaze to a shining speck about a mile up the tracks. 

“It looks like metal,” Thane observed. “I hope the tracks aren’t damaged again.” 

As if in answer to his comment, Socrates tightened the brakes and the train lurched again, sending them all grasping for a handhold. The wheels screeched as the train slowed to a crawl. Strangely, the Iron Horse did not come to a full stop. Instead, Socrates allowed the train to idle along the tracks at the pace of a brisk walk. 

The clouds closed in overhead, darkening the landscape around them. Slowly, the shining object morphed into the shape of a man on horseback. As they drew closer, River realized that the horseman was in fact a knight dressed from head to toe in shining armor. In his right hand he carried a long lance; in his left, a shield emblazoned with a yellow dragon on a field of black and gray clouds. And his horse... it was not an actual horse, she realized but a machine!

The steed’s framework was made of steel, polished to a mirror-like shine and decorated with panels of intricately embossed sheet metal, decorated and shaped into the smooth equine flanks and chest of a horse. Here and there, River caught glimpses of gears and springs beneath the framework, and over the ringing clip-clop of its steel hooves on the stone ground, she heard the mechanisms working inside the creature. 

“Ho there!” called out Vann, the train’s cook and bartender. The knight lifted his visor with the tip of his shield. Judging from what River could see of his face, the man appeared to be in his late twenties, with dark hair and a long mustache.

“Greetings, travelers!” he said. “I am Sir Elberone of Dragonwall.” 

“Dragonwall?” Micah called out. He was sitting cross-legged on the roof of the railcar up above them. “Is that the name of your city?”

“The mountain, little one. Just beyond Stormwatch. I will not be there to greet you upon your arrival, but watch for my return.” 

“Where are you going?” said Shayla. 

The knight glanced at her, and his eyes widened. “I am on a quest, fair lady: a journey of great need and importance. Perhaps the proudest and most noble adventure in my entire life. It saddens my heart deeply to know that I may never return to gaze upon your fairness.”

Shayla batted her eyelashes and fanned herself in mock modesty. Kale lowered his voice: “This one’s a smooth talker. Might even give you a run for your money, Thane.” 

The bard ignored the comment. 

“Is your quest dangerous, Sir Elberone?” Shayla said from behind her fan. The knight tilted his head to the side and smiled thinly as he looked over the rest of the crew. 

“We are all in danger, fair lady. ‘Tis the reason I ride out this day. I ride to slay the fell dragon, and restore our kingdom to its once greatness.” 

“Dragon,” Kale laughed. “You must be joking.” 

Sir Elberone regarded him with a distasteful look. “This is no joke, friend, though you may soon come to wish it had been.” With a toss of his head, the knight flicked his visor down. “Beware the dragon,” he shouted, spurring his mechanical horse into a trot. As he pulled away from the train, he called over his shoulder, “And beware the dragon’s breath!”

They all watched as he rode away from the train, across the smooth, weather-worn stone, the clip-clop of the hooves and the wisht-wisht of the machinery echoing out over the landscape. 

“What an odd man,” Shayla said. “Do you think he’s insane?”

“Obviously,” Kale said with a snort. “The fool thinks he’s a knight.” 

“Maybe he is,” said River, staring after him.

Kale turned to face her. “There’s no such thing as knights, and especially not dragons. They’re fairy tales.” 

River arched an eyebrow. “Like the undead at Castle Blackstone?” she said. “Or the giant worms we saw yesterday?” 

“That’s it!” Micah said. “The dragon must be one of those worm creatures.” 

River glanced up at him. “It’s possible...” she said. “But what about the other thing he said: Beware the dragon’s breath? What do you suppose that means?” 

They all stared at her other for a moment, and then turned their attention back to the city. The train rolled on. 
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Chapter 2
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OF ALL THE CREW, NO one except Socrates shared Micah’s great love of maps and drawings and dusty old books. The halfling was a highly skilled artist, and with his love for drawing and collecting maps, he had been a natural choice as the train’s cartographer. Micah was honored to have the position, and he took his work quite seriously. 

He was still sitting on the roof of the dining car as the Iron Horse rolled up the slow incline towards Stormwatch. This vantage provided an almost flawless perspective for his first drawing of the city. Micah hurriedly searched his satchel for an appropriate charcoal insert, and once he’d located the correct size, fumbled with his mechanical pencil for a few seconds, getting it assembled. 

He began by sketching a rough outline of the town, with its stone-walled buildings and steep, clay-tiled roofs. He narrowed his eyebrows, squinting as he searched out the details of the road behind Stormwatch, leading up to the castle at the top of the mountain. He sketched a general outline of the castle and its towers, and the impressive wall stretching into the distance. 

By the time Micah had the image drawn, the Horse had pulled into Stormwatch. The surrounding buildings blocked out his view of the mountain. He flipped the page and started anew, this time fleshing out more details of the town. 

Stormwatch was only a small city when compared to New Boston or Sanctuary, but the architecture was nonetheless impressive. The streets of Stormwatch were paved with stone and lined with wrought iron gas lamps. The buildings were constructed of large stone blocks and massive timbers, so that each resembled a small castle. Many of these building were interconnected, or rather, the larger buildings had been divided up into smaller sections to make room for more shops and dwellings. Here and there, catwalks connected the upper stories and stretched across the streets. Micah noted scorch marks on the stone walls of some of the buildings, and hastily included them in his drawings. 

As he captured these details, the Iron Horse rolled to a slow stop before an ancient railroad depot. It was little more than a raised stone platform with a decaying old building at the end and a few benches along the tracks. In the street at the edge of the platform, just a few yards away, Micah saw a stooped old woman leaning heavily on a gnarled wooden stick. She had straggly gray hair and was dressed all in black. Micah rose to his feet and waved at her. 

“Good evening,” he said. “Are you a friend of Sir Elberone?” 

The old woman turned her head sideways, staring at him curiously. She took a few steps closer, and glared up at him in silence.

“I’m Micah,” he said.

The woman snorted and shook her head. “You’re early,” she said in a raspy voice. She turned away and started hobbling up the street. 

“Wait!” Micah called out. “Who are you? Did I say something wrong?” 

At this point, the other crewmembers had begun to exit the train. The woman heard the commotion and glanced back over her shoulder. About that time, Socrates leapt down from the locomotive and landed heavily on the depot platform. The gears inside his body clicked and hummed as he straightened up. A puff of steam rose from the tiny chimney behind his ear. He turned to face the woman. 

“I am Socrates,” he said in a commanding voice. “This is the Iron Horse, and these people are my crew.” 

The woman stared up at him for a moment. A slow smile turned up the corners of her mouth, and she burst out laughing. Socrates frowned. He looked at the others, trying to discern whether he had missed some sort of joke. He found the rest of the crew equally mystified. 

“Madam,” the ape said, stepping closer to the edge of the platform. “Would you please direct me to the town constable, or sheriff? Or perhaps a mayor?” 

The woman cackled even louder. “Mayor indeed,” she said. “Most excellent... I’d better hurry.” 

She started walking again. Frustrated, Socrates leapt from the platform into the street, just ahead of her. He covered a distance of several yards and then thudded down in her path. The old woman came to a stop facing him.

“Madam, please. I mean no disrespect-”

She raised her stick and smacked Socrates on the thigh. His leg made a hollow metal ringing noise, and her eyes widened. She lowered the stick and then reached out to poke him in the chest with a long bony finger. 

“You’re real!” she said in amazement. 

“Of course I am,” Socrates said. “And this is a most unusual welcome.” 

The woman glared up into his face and then twisted slightly, taking them all in with a sweeping glance. “Go back!” she said, her old voice cracking with volume. She raised her cane and pointed it right at Micah. “Go back the way you came, before it’s too late.” 

“I am afraid that is not an option,” Socrates said. “We are out of fuel.” 

The woman looked at the train and then back at him. “Then you too are cursed, just like the rest of us. Climb back into that contraption of yours. Lock your doors, and pray.” 

She glanced at the sky, shaking her head before she hurried down the street. “Beware the dragon’s breath!” she called over her shoulder. Socrates stared after her until she disappeared around the corner. 

“What do you suppose that means?” Micah said. “Do you think there really is a dragon?” 

“Perhaps,” Socrates said . 

“Or perhaps we’ve discovered a city full of lunatics,” Kale said. He was still standing on the platform at the front of the dining car with River, Vann, and a few of the others. 

Socrates motioned for River to join him. They stood on the edge of the platform, facing away from the train. 

“Is something wrong?” River said. 

“I believe so,” the ape said in a low voice. “Do you notice anything strange about this place?” 

“You mean besides the crazy old lady, or the knight chasing dragons on his mechanical horse?”

Socrates grinned. “Yes, besides that. Look around you. Look there: I see chimney smoke. I see curtained windows, and flower gardens.”

“But where are all the people?” said River.

“Exactly.” 

“Maybe they’re afraid of us.” 

“Perhaps. They certainly seem to be afraid of something.”

River gazed at the eerily quiet streets and the darkened windows. “They’re watching us, aren’t they?” 

“I’m certain of it. At any rate, I don’t want our crew wandering the steets until we know what’s going on here. I’d like you to organize a group to explore the city. Select a few good fighters, arm them, and try to find out who’s in charge of this place. Find out if there’s anyone here not insane.” 

River nodded and disappeared inside the train.

“Vann,” Socrates said, turning back to the crew. “It is nearly dinnertime.” 

“Already started,” Vann said, rolling up his sleeves. “It’ll be served within the hour.” The heavyset cook disappeared back inside the car. Socrates climbed up onto the locomotive. A moment later, his voice rang out through the communication pipes: 

“All crew please be advised:  for your own safety do not to leave the train without permission. We will be making contact with the town leaders shortly. In the meanwhile, enjoy your dinner and rest up for a big day tomorrow.” 

Up on the roof, Micah gathered up his pencil and sketchpad, tucked them back into his satchel, and headed for the ladder. If he hurried, he might have time to capture a more detailed drawing of the city before nightfall. He had made his way through the corridors and passages to a point about a quarter of a mile outside the city. Altogether, the train was more than half a mile long, but here, Micah had decided, was the perfect view of Stormwatch. He climbed back onto the roof and selected a good vantage point. Then he opened his satchel, selected his favorite pencil, and once again began to draw. 

As he worked, Micah heard the voices of the crew echoing down from the depot, the folding tables being erected on the platform, and the ching-ching of silverware. The smell of meat and fresh-baked bread came drifting down towards him. Micah’s stomach rumbled, but he continued to work, consumed by his desire to capture the scene. 

The last rays of sunlight vanished behind the mountain. Darkness came, and along with it a dense fog that settled gradually over the city. Micah raced against the creeping shadows and obscuring haze as he hastened to put the finishing touches on his drawing. He absently reached for a colored pencil, and realized he couldn’t tell if he had selected blue or red. He sighed. 

“No time for color tonight,” he mumbled under his breath. “At least I have the bones of it in place.” 

Micah heard a wolf howl somewhere in the distance. It was an eerie, mournful sound, and it sent a chill crawling down his spine. He rose to his feet, gazing out into the misty darkness. Somewhere out there, another wolf responded. 

Micah hurried back up the train, leaping from the end of the boxcar to the next. Within just a few yards, the halfling found his breath coming in deep gasps. He paused, looking back the way he had come, and realized that the view from the top of the train had been deceptive. The climb into Stormwatch was much longer and steeper than it had at first seemed. Micah turned, raising his gaze towards the city, and found that Stormwatch had vanished in the mist. In fact, the fog was so dense that he could barely see to the end of the next car. 

Micah pushed on. The metal roof felt slick under his boots and his footfalls echoed hollowly as he trudged along. His limbs felt heavy, as if he were carrying a great load on his back, and it seemed that no matter how slowly he walked, he still couldn’t catch his breath. Soon, every step became a struggle.

It’s the fog, he thought. The stuff is so thick I can’t breathe. Micah dropped his satchel and sank to his knees. Perhaps he was ill. Perhaps he’d been smoking his pipe too often... 

A rustling noise like dry grass in the wind shook him out of his thoughts. Micah crept over to the edge of the roof and peered down through the haze. He could see a few feet of slick, damp rock along the tracks. The mist swirled about him, the currents and eddies twisting into hypnotic spirals that left him feeling dizzy as they washed over him. 

A shriek cut through the night, and simultaneously, Micah felt a whoosh of air across his face. He tumbled backwards and landed awkwardly on top of his satchel. A panic came over him as he searched the churning gray skies with wide, unblinking eyes. Not far away, he heard a sharp rattling sound that instantly brought to mind the venomous snakes of his homeland, high in the Blackrock mountains. 

Micah cautiously rose to his feet, sliding the strap of his satchel across his chest. The rattling sound grew louder. It seemed to echo around him, coming from every direction at once. The fog was so dense that Micah could no longer see more than a few feet. His pulse quickened and his breath grew loud in his ears. The fog gusted away from the train for half a second, and Micah saw something large and glistening moving along the tracks down below. 

He froze, staring breathlessly into the swirling haze. The mist parted, and he saw the rattles of a viper’s tail stretching out the full length of the railcar. A panicked cry nearly escaped his lips, but he forced it down. He stepped back, blinking in disbelief. 

There was no such thing! No snake could be that long. It wasn’t possible...

The rattling sound rose to an ear-piercing crescendo, like a thousand snare drums covered in broken glass. The fog twisted and turned, the gloom pressing down like a smothering blanket. Micah heard a hiss behind him and spun around. He came face to face with two large glowing reptilian eyes. 

Micah turned and ran. He leapt from one boxcar to the next. His heart drummed in his ears and his limbs were heavier than stone, but fear gave him strength. The rattling sound vanished behind him, and an oppressive silence closed in. He leapt to the next boxcar and and came to a hatch in the roof. He pulled it open. With a quick glance around, he ducked inside and locked the door behind him. Micah climbed down and found himself standing inside an empty boxcar. He stepped out into the hallway and someone tackled him from behind. Micah hit the floor hard enough to drive the breath out of his lungs. As he struggled to breathe, his attacker crawled to his feet and stared down at him. It was Thane. 

Micah sucked in a deep gasp, and Thane’s eyes widened in horror. “No,” the bard said, staring down at him. “Devils, no!” 

“What?” Micah gasped. He reached out, expecting a helping hand back to his feet. 

Thane shook his head and again cried out, “NO!” The bard turned and fled down the passageway, towards the back of the train. Still wheezing, Micah rolled over onto his belly and rose to his knees. 

“Thane... wait! Where are you going?” 

It was too late. The bard was gone. 

Micah crawled to his feet and gathered up his satchel. He considered going after his friend, but the bard’s strange behavior left him uneasy. Micah had an anxious sense that something truly bizarre was going on. He just couldn’t think straight enough to figure out what it was. Instead, he continued on his way to the library car. There, he would find safety. There, he could climb into his attic and curl up with a lantern and a good book... 

In the midst of this thought, Vann came barreling down the hallway brandishing a pair of razor-sharp cleavers. When the cook caught sight of Micah, he let out a snarl and raised his weapons threateningly. 

“Vann?” Micah said, throwing his hands up. He took a cautious step back. “What are you doing? Can’t you see it’s me, Micah?” 

Vann blinked, frowning down at him. He lowered the cleavers. “Where’d it go?” he said. 

“What? Where did what go?” 

Vann glanced down the hallway behind Micah. His face twisted into a snarl of rage. “Got ya!” he shouted, pushing past the halfling. The cook hurried to the end of the car and began chopping at one of the communication pipes that ran along the wall. Micah watched for a moment, wondering if there was something there or not. He realized that whatever Vann thought he saw, wasn’t really there at all. Micah stepped backwards to the library door and ducked inside. The ringing sound of metal against metal followed him into the room. He slid the door shut and leaned back against it. 

Micah shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts, but they were fuzzy. Wrong, he thought. Something’s wrong... But coherent thought danced out of reach like a bird on the wing. Micah took a dizzy step into the room and felt something twist under his feet. He winced, unable to look down. The shadows slithered around him, the hissing sounds of a thousand vipers radiating out of the darkness. 

A few feet away, he caught sight of the ladder leading up to his private quarters in the attic. Micah leapt to the end of the car and flew up the ladder. He took one last peak at the slithering mass of serpents on the floor and slammed the door shut behind him. He lay sprawled on the attic floor, panting, the world tilting awkwardly around him. 
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Chapter 3
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AFTER A QUICK MEAL, River returned to her bunkroom to prepare for her excursion into the city. She found Pirate curled up on the bed, snoring. The coon lifted his head and yawned lazily as she stepped into the room. 

“You’re a lot of help,” she said. He closed his eyes and burrowed back into the blankets. 

River retrieved the keys to the armory and then checked her spring-powered revolver to be sure the spring was wound. It was. That meant she would have at least fifty accurate shots before it began to lose power. She gently slid the door shut as she left, leaving a crack wide enough for Pirate to pull it open if he wanted to leave.

River proceeded to the armory, where she collected three blunderbusses with extra ammo balls and powder charges. She wanted her group well-armed. With darkness closing in and the streets of Stormwatch seemingly abandoned, River couldn’t ignore the uncomfortable feeling that had begun gnawing at the pit of her stomach for the last hour. Something about the town just didn’t seem right. The knight, the old woman, the empty streets... all of these things were creepy enough, but compounded with the cryptic statements about dragons, River had a sense of growing unease that she just couldn’t shake.

She returned to the depot just as her volunteers were finishing their meal. River had an armload of weapons to distribute among them. 

“I want to be extra cautious,” she said, placing the blunderbusses on the table. “We don’t have any idea what we’re going to find out there, and I don’t want a repeat of the Forgotten City.” 

Vann grimaced. “I’ll second that,” he said, and then added, “I’ll take one of those, if you don’t mind.” 

River handed him a blunderbuss. She turned her gaze on Kale. The muscular warrior’s presence in the group came as no surprise to anyone. His simmering romance with River had been an ongoing drama amongst the crew for months. Many had placed bets on whether the couple would eventually get together. According to Kale, this was all but a certainty, but in River’s mind it wasn’t even an option. She had grown up with Kale. She loved him dearly, but when she looked at him, it was impossible to see him as anything but a hyperactive little boy. 

Kale accepted the weapon with a wink and a cocky smile, which River ignored. She did notice that he was now dressed in proper attire, including his good boots and a leather coat. 

“And you two?” she said, glancing at the young Tal’mar warriors who had volunteered to join them. Kynan was dark-haired and brooding, and his female companion Tasha had violet-colored hair and at least half a dozen ear-piercings filled with gold hoops.

“We’re fine with our bows,” Kynan said. Tasha nodded her agreement. 

River wasn’t surprised. The wood-folk were untrusting of technology and metallurgy, but highly skilled at archery. The Tal’mar had once been human, until an incident with starfall had permanently altered their genetic structures. They tended to be smaller and thinner of build than humans, with finer, more delicate features. They had large almond-shaped eyes that came in striking colors such as violet, gold, crimson red and vivid crystal blue, and they also had pointed ears. But the real differences between Tal’mar and humans ran deeper than their physical appearance. 

The Tal’mar didn’t just look different from humans; they were something else entirely. The long-term effects of absorbing starfall into their bodies had not only modified their physical characteristics, but also left many of the Tal’mar with seemingly psychic powers: the ability to reach out with their minds, to communicate with trees and animals, even the power to heal. But all of these gifts came at a cost. 

Iron had a tendency to absorb starfall. Once imbued with the rare element, such iron became highly prized for technological reasons. Because of its unusual density and inherent energetic properties, it made excellent springs to power airplanes and other inventions. But to the Tal’mar physiology, iron was destructive. Simply touching iron or steel could sap a Tal’mar’s energy. Over time, the effect could even be permanent.

So it had been with the small group of Tal’mar traveling on the Iron Horse. They had voluntarily accepted that their powers would wane and possibly even vanish over time. They had overcome their fear and distrust of technology, and they were willing to make this sacrifice. It was a small price to pay for the chance to save their race and their new homeland in Sanctuary. 

With her expedition sufficiently armed, River led the group down the ramp and into the surrounding streets. Darkness had fallen, and the fog had begun to close in. The street lamps put out only scant halos of light, but the two brass lanterns they carried provided more than adequate illumination for the small group. As they moved deeper into the city, they paused here and there to peer into darkened windows and knock on heavy wooden doors. They stopped at a butcher’s shop, and further down the street, a cobbler’s. No answer ever came. 
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