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Chapter 1
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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.

***
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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?”
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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.

All were identical.

“Robins,” Thomas said softly.

“What is this place?” Mia asked Garrett. “I feel vast potential here.”

“Allow me,” he said, and led her to a cage. “It’s not dangerous.”

She reached in, lifting a robin free to rest within her palm. Her face was full of wonder as she ran her fingertips across the intricate body, her worry-lines easing. Thomas swallowed; his chest swelled. God, how long since I’ve seen her face look like that?

The old man gestured to the birds. “I think an old king was transporting these treasures. Who knows? But not a single bird works. I’ve even taken one apart and all its pieces are in perfect order. There’s just something missing; they’re worthless to me.”

“I recognise these,” Mia said. “At least, I think I do. Thomas, do you remember the story David told us about the Royal Mechanical Birds? They were built for young princes and princesses, to emulate real birds.”

“And that’s what these are?” Thomas asked.

“Why not?”

“I suppose so.” He couldn’t help a grin. “I’d much prefer if they were guns. Or a steam-car.”

A low rumbling rose then fell, as if the nearing steamer had crushed half-submerged stone. Its reinforced sides and heavy wedge would have dealt quite easily with the obstruction but the sound was a timely reminder.

“Stay here and you’ll be fine,” Garrett said, handing the key over and heading for the door.

“Where will you hide?” Thomas asked. “You could stay here.”

“Yes, stay,” Mia said.

He shook his head. “If they do search the area and find my camp empty they’ll be thorough instead of moving on. If they find me, I can send them on their way easily enough. They won’t care about one crazy old man out in the desert.”

Thomas frowned. “Williams isn’t that reasonable.”

“Don’t worry, son. I have a few tricks up my sleeve. Now stay quiet, won’t you?” He shut the outer door, which Thomas locked. Next came the inner door; its muted clang covered the sweeping that followed as Garrett obscured their tracks, muttering about his back as he worked.

Then his muffled voice grew distant and eventually the growl of the approaching sand-hog smothered it.

“I have to see. Be my eyes,” Mia said.

Thomas arranged a pyramid with a few of the square cages, placing them beneath the gap in the roof, grunting as he lifted the heavy steel. Then he climbed atop and peered into the orange light.

Outside, the sand-hog bore down on the Esmeralda. The beastly machine sat two-storeys tall, and poured steam and smoke into the dusk from twin boilers. Orange light flashed off the reinforced windows in the engineers’ box. Portholes for passengers – or in this case, soldiers – were closed. In battle, the great beast covered them with heavy blast shutters, rendering it immune to any rifle. Thomas had seen the heaviest shot leave naught but a mark on those shutters.

While the hog wasn’t agile, such deficiency was offset by sheer power. Gatling guns flanked the steamer’s top deck and sides, the gunners’ platforms outfitted with heavy shields. Unmanned – for now.

Garrett was nowhere to be seen.

The steamer slowed as it approached the line of carriages, hissing and sending a spray of red sand forth like a wave. The sand crashed over the Esmeralda, even the last carriage. Thomas flinched from it.

“What was that?” Mia asked, her voice tight.

“Just sand,” he said, speaking softly. He straightened to peer back out. The new sand would cover any incidental tracks Garrett might have left too. Good. “The hog’s stopped. The deck is still clear... wait, here they come.”

A hatch flipped open with a clang that ricocheted off the mountain and rang across the desert.

Men in heavy flak jackets, with willow-rifles strapped to their backs, climbed out and took up positions at the Gatlings, while others scuttled down ladders to fan out before the steamer. More and more men followed, until it seemed no-one could possibly reside within the steamer anymore. Too many. No soldier approached the train but a woman’s voice boomed from the large brass tube beside the cabin.

“In the name of King Williams, show yourselves. You are property of his kingdom; hide at your own peril.”

Thomas shifted position on the cage. The voice was familiar.

“It’s Elisabeth,” Mia said. “Williams sent her after us – too lazy to come himself. Maybe we’re not that valuable after all.”

“She’s still his second in command,” Thomas said. And an uncompromising woman, too. A crack shot and far too clever, truly, to answer to Williams. Thomas nearly shrugged. She probably has her reasons.

Silence crossed the space between train and steamer.

“You test my patience,” Elisabeth called.

No chance, lady.

Yet after a time, movement atop the steamer caught Thomas’ eye. Men were manoeuvring a bulky gun into position. Damn thing’s huge. The barrel seemed to be several feet wide. A thin trail of steam rose from the body. At the weapon’s rear, men shovelled fuel into a small boiler, shouting about keeping an eye on the gauge.

He muttered a curse – a steam-cannon. Maybe Williams did want them after all. But why? We’re not that special, are we? They’ve got dozens of slaves in the Fortress and they can get more any time they want.

“What is it?” Mia asked.

“They have some sort of steam-cannon. I didn’t know they were safe enough to use yet.”

“Now we do,” she said, beginning to pace a small circle. “I don’t like this. Can you see Garrett?”

“No. I don’t think –”

Cries from the hog cut his words short. A boom rang out, a great explosion of hissing steam following as the cannon rocked back on its rail. Its shot hurtled into the first carriage like a thunderbolt, leaving a smoking hole in the caved-in side of the Esmeralda.

“Come out now or we will break every carriage open. If you make us come in and drag you out ourselves, you will become slaves with no hands – should you even survive. Do you understand?”

Thomas flinched. His heartbeat quickened. He looked back to Mia, whose expression was stony. Was surrender really an option? Too many years enslaved before David rescued them. No. Thomas clenched a hand. He remembered the taste of dirt all too well. I can’t go back. And neither could Mia.

Again, commands rose from the sand-hog and the steam-cannon was shifted to aim at the next carriage. Steam began to hiss until another explosion rang out, smashing through the steel and glass effortlessly.

“Any ideas?” Thomas asked.

“Nothing yet,” she said before taking a breath. She hummed as she stepped, her soothing voice at odds with the tension in his body.

“Damn it.” Thomas sat atop one of the cages, head in his hands. There had to be something – maybe if they made a run for it between shots? How thick was the sand, truly? Maybe the cannon wouldn’t even break the double walls of the last carriage... or maybe it would.

A new voice joined Mia’s.

Thomas lifted his head.

“Do you hear that?” he asked.

His sister stopped. “What?”

“Hum again.”

Mia repeated the melody, a simple rise and fall to the old lullaby, and was soon joined by a light chirping. A bird? Thomas strode across the room, examining the cages. “Keep going,” he said. If the birds weren’t truly broken, was there a chance they could buy their freedom?

Another shot crashed into the next carriage, a piece of steel clanging against their hiding place. “Louder,” Thomas hissed.

Mia raised her voice – singing the words now, and one of the mechanical birds twitched. Its wing fluttered as it turned toward Mia, and it too matched her song.

A second hopped in its cage, and then a third. New chirping filling the room until a dozen voices had joined Mia. Would Elisabeth and her men hear it? The lullaby was growing deafening now as the whole carriage joined in. He spun back to climb up to his perch, blinking against the light.

The men gathered around the sand-hog had not turned their way. Yet. But they were lining into formation; Elisabeth would soon send them to check the wreckage.

Mia paused to reach for him. “Thomas, you must close your eyes.”

“Mia... what?”

“Please, I felt it before, I can call it to us. I can save us.”

“What do you mean?”

The birdsong had swelled to an unpleasant pitch. Every single bird sang now, beaks flashing in the bright light... Bright light? He turned back toward the gap in the roof but an incandescent brightness from outside stopped him. He swore, ducking down to cover his head with his arms.

“Don’t look until I tell you it’s safe,” Mia shouted over the song and then rejoined the chorus, her own voice soaring.

Thomas squeezed his eyes shut but the light bled into his mind.

Within the blackness of his eyelids a searing heat bloomed. A great white bird flared, wingtips aflame as it bore down on him.

Its beak opened in a shriek and it swept down to crash in an explosion of stars.

Something rocked the carriage walls.

Thomas flinched, but there was only the gradual fading of light and then silence, a silence soon broken by a soft sobbing. He opened his eyes, slowly. Then he lifted his head. The brilliance of the fire-bird was gone but a soft glow lingered, sneaking into the last carriage.

The mechanical birds had fallen silent.

Mia was weeping.

He stumbled to her, taking her face in his hands. “Mia, what...”

Mia’s tears were streaked with blood and her green eyes stared directly into his own. “Thomas... I can see your outline,” she said, and her smile was radiant. “You’re fuzzy but you’re there.”

“I... how?” He barely spoke above a whisper.

“The Great Bird,” she said, and then turned from the light. “God, it hurts so much more than I expected.”

The bird of fire... or light – what was it? A deity once worshipped by the people Garrett mentioned? Those who hadn’t left any relics behind? Thomas took his shirt and tore a strip free. “Here.” Gently, he tied it around her head, covering her eyes. “Is that better?”

She nodded.

Thomas exhaled. “What now?”

Mia took his hand. “Now we leave, before the ones inside the steamer find us,” she said.

Thomas paused to listen. Cries of despair and fear rose from outside. Voices shouting for help, shouting in pain. Confusion. Terror. He swallowed when he made out the words. “They’re all blind,” he said.

“Yes.”

And finally something else dawned upon him.

His sister had called the bird of light; his sister had made the dead machines sing. Mia had used... magic... somehow. He exhaled. Magic. How? And what did it mean? Was that the reason Williams hounded them? Two slaves who’d been on the run for years? Did David know all along? Once again, Thomas wished there was someone who could tell him just who their parents had been.

Why they’d abandoned him and Mia.

And yet, as it always did, the question he could never answer only hardened his resolve. Mia had to be protected – that hadn’t changed. Her vision might be restored but it was clear Williams would never stop chasing them.

Thomas looked back to Mia and smiled. And I will never let him take her.
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Thomas kicked the wheel of the broken-down jeep with a snarl.

Red dust swirled.

The sun pummelled his head and shoulders, and sweat trickled down his back. His ragged shirt clung to his skin as he pushed his sleeves back up, the bitter slave’s mark catching his eye as it always did. And I bet the prick who came up with that symbol was real proud of himself too. Out here, so far from any city or settlement, there was no-one to see the tattoo on his forearm, and if they kept ahead of Elisabeth, no-one to try and drag him back to the hell he and Mia had once lived.

And no-one to stumble across and then rescue them either.

“Did kicking it make some diesel magically appear?”

Mia sat in the ripped passenger seat, face turned toward him. Her blindfold – the same piece of his shirt he’d torn only days before – held back her dark hair and protected her eyes from the sharpness of the desert sun. Her vision’s returning too slowly. Still, it was better than nothing.

“No. But I feel a tiny bit better,” he said.

“Good. Want to get back to our next move?”

He leant against the hot steel of the driver’s door, staring across the red dunes. The stony rubble that passed for a road cut through the desert, disappearing into wavering mirage lines. “It’s the same old move, isn’t it?” he asked as he pushed himself from the door, now too hot to tolerate. “Walking.”

“Yes, but which direction? Where are we now?”

He glanced over his shoulder. She was examining the willow rifle with her fingertips, searching for dents in the barrel. “Two days east of the Esmeralda’s wreck, I suppose. I thought we’d come across something but now I don’t know. Why did David want us to find the train?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been wondering.”

“Maybe we should have tried to find Garret or head back toward the ruins at Springs. There was a well there at least.”

“We made a choice,” she said with a shrug. “No use second-guessing ourselves now.”

He chuckled. “You still gonna think that if we die of thirst?”

“Ask me when we’re facing that problem,” she said, offering a smile of her own.

He turned and slapped the modest water tank in the backseat; a sloshing sound followed. “We’ll be close enough if this runs out. Five days tops. And that’s if Elisabeth doesn’t catch up first.”

Mia shook her head. “We’ve got a head start and most of them are blind now – I’m not worried about that lot.”

“Still—”

“Thomas, I’m serious. We have to focus on what’s in front of us. You sabotaged the sand-hog and the other jeep, right? It’s not like they’ll come across any more fuel than we did.”

He held up both hands, then realised the futility of it – blindfolded as she was. “Fine. You’re right.” It was a big enough shock finding the jeeps in the first place. ‘King’ Williams had certainly amassed quite the empire of relics somewhere. Jeeps with actual diesel. Scores of years since anyone had used diesel. Supposedly cheaper than steam but impossibly rare. How was the man producing it? Or was it an antique store?

“Thomas, are you listening?”

“Sorry.”

“Come on, help me choose a direction.”

“I’ll do my best,” he replied. “But can you... feel anything? Maybe if you try again?” He still didn’t know how to describe the ability she possessed but her senses were far more sophisticated than even before. As if the Bird had changed or enhanced them. Well, if it helps us now, I’ll just have to call it a miracle, like before.

She grinned. “I feel the sun singeing my hair.”

“Give me a minute.” He strode to the back of the jeep and pried open the toolbox. Within lay a tan-coloured tent. He lifted it free and started on the poles, stretching the canvas, pausing only to drive away a shining black scorpion, and soon enough, had Mia inside. She squeezed his hand when he sat in the scant shade the tent mouth cast. “How about now?”

“That’s a little better.” She sat cross-legged and rested her hands on her knees, exhaling slowly. “This didn’t work before, you know.”

He gave her hand a shake. “Try anyway.”

Mia evened her breathing.

The sun continued to bore its way through the canvas and sweat trickled down Thomas’ neck. “Anything?”

A furrow appeared in her brow and she waved his words away. Then she shook her head. “Something. It’s no use to us, though.”

“What did you see?”

“A rat in a suit.”

He opened his mouth to reply but found no words at first. “I... what does that mean?”

She smiled. “If I knew, I’d tell you. But that’s it. It was a rat. Standing in shadow, wearing a suit. Like we used to see in the Fortress. Remember the balls?”

He nodded. Mostly he remembered twisting between tables and chairs, lords and ladies in their flower-like colours as he balanced a tray of wine glasses with a rigid arm – fighting a trembling fear. The chef’s voice echoed, even now, fifteen years later. You drop another tray and you and your sister are finished, got it? Finished! “Well, let’s make a start. Which direction?”

“Let’s just follow the road.”

“All right.” He started collecting their supplies and Mia moved around the front of the jeep, one hand trailing over the body as a guide. Over the armfuls of tent canvas, poles and rifles, he saw her pop the bonnet. More sabotage, no doubt.

When he had everything together, including the water, he joined her. “Don’t forget this,” he said, handing over her willow-rifle. She reached for it, taking it easily. Was her vision improving after all or was it just her old familiarity with him?

She led them along the road, the rifle used as a guide, but she rarely stumbled. He followed, casting glances over his shoulder, looking for dust on the horizon but nothing appeared.

By nightfall he let his aching arms and shoulders rest, sitting atop the water barrel. Mia waited at the crest of the depression, facing west where the sun had set. A new wind twisted the frayed edges of her vest. Heat was already seeping from the air, though it was still baked into the earth. “We’re heading in the right direction,” she said.

He looked up. “Yeah?”

“I feel it now. I still can’t explain it though.”

“So whatever your gift is doing, it’s doing it properly now?”

She laughed, a sound that warmed his heart. “Well, I’m not even going to pretend I know how it works but I’m fairly confident. It’s not like the rat.”

His boots crunched over rubble as he joined her. She seemed confident and her gift hadn’t let them down yet. “I trust you, sis.”

Mia pointed. “By tomorrow, before noon. There’s something out there.”

“You know, old stories talk about a town out this way. On the edge of the world.”

An eyebrow peeked above her blindfold. “Marwin? Where the ghost-people supposedly live?”

“Or maybe regular people who hid themselves away a long time ago. There’s no rails this far north, and the road isn’t much for steam-cars. I doubt Williams or even his father’s men have been out here in decades.”

“Why would they? There’s nothing here.”

“There was the Esmeralda.”

“True.”

“We won’t know until tomorrow anyway. Let’s get some rest.”

“Good idea.”

She took his hand as he helped her down the slope. At the bottom he started on the tent but paused to look at her. She drank from her flask, her blindfold facing the earth.

“I know it’s dark now but... is your vision still getting better?” he asked. “Can you tell if there’s a difference?”

A pause. “It’s no better.”

Some of the happiness he’d felt at hearing her laugh before slipped away. Perhaps the miracle back in the ancient steam train was not going to be as complete as he’d first believed. “Maybe something will change soon,” he said.
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