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      The world collapsed around Starr. She dove to the side, slamming hard into the ground. The earth rumbled, dust and rock hitting the ground near her feet.

      “Starr!” her mother called. Starr pushed herself up onto her knees.

      “I’m fine,” she coughed. Starr glanced over her shoulder. The mining tunnel had partially collapsed behind her. Just a small rockfall. They would still be able to get through but there were some large chunks of rock on the ground that could have easily given Starr a concussion, or worse.

      Diamond wrapped her arms around Starr and gave her a tight hug. “Thank the Spirits,” she said.

      Starr hugged her mother back, then got to her feet to continue their work. “Is it much further?” Starr asked as she dusted off her pants. Diamond consulted the map.

      "Down this way, I think.” Starr's mother nodded to a passageway that headed left, then shone her blue sapphire headlamp on the unrolled parchment in her hands. The map was torn at the edges and spotted with holes throughout. It looked both ancient and untrustworthy, but it was their shot at something. Their last shot. They had spent the remainder of the rubies they'd found at their last claim to buy the map and deed to the long-forgotten mine. Once again, they were down in the dark, desperately digging for anything that could bring them more money—or perhaps save the world.

      Diamond looked at Starr and smiled. "This is going to be the one," she said. Her entire face glowed blue, thanks to the light of the charged sapphires in their lamps and lanterns.

      "I think you're right," Starr said, smiling back at her mother, whose familiar face was streaked with soot and coal dust. Both mother and daughter had long, dark hair, pulled back with leather ties, wore beige trousers and matching white shirts overlain by tan brassieres that were very nearly black with dirt. But being dirty didn’t bother Starr. She’d been born in a mine and she’d spent most of her life living in mines. The past two days had been a speck in her seventeen years of prospecting. But this mine… She had a feeling about this one. Maybe this time they would find enough gemstones to finish paying off their small plot of land near Outho’s house. Maybe this time would be the last time they had to do this—even if it wasn't the last time they wanted to do this.

      Diamond rolled up the map and slipped it into the robust tool belt hanging on her hips. Starr wore the same belt, heavy with hammers, chisels, rope, and other useful tools. The belt sat just below where the brassiere cinched her waist. It was far from the fancy ruffled skirts women wore in Armason, but Starr had always preferred pants over dresses.

      Starr kicked their mechanical cart and it sputtered to life. She flicked the lever and the cart began rolling down the drift, the engine pulling itself along. The cart was made from steel and, like everything they owned, was so dirty it was black. It held what their tool belts did not: food, sleep sacks, saws, and even a few explosives. The steel made it heavy, too heavy to push comfortably all day. Though sometimes—when they were out of charged coal—they had no choice but to push it. And they were about to be out. There was never enough money to pay for everything they needed.

      Yurdeh had once been a rich land of abundance. People had lived beautiful lives under blue skies, with enough food to fill their bellies each night. That was how the stories went, at least. Starr had never known such a time; she’d been born under brown skies. She’d never seen the sun, only the bloom—the faint spread of light that marked the morning and turned the sky from black to burnt brownish-orange. She’d been born to skies after Impact, the skies of angry Gods. Of Gods out of balance. But Gods that still wanted them to live, nonetheless, since it was only because of the crater that humanity survived. Starr knew the meteor had brought death, but it had also brought life—even if it was a hard life.

      Starr followed her mother down a drift just wide enough to accommodate their small steel cart. The cart reached just above Starr’s waist and had two levers, one that made it go forward and back, and one that made it turn left or right. The cart only had one speed: a slow walking pace, but it was nice to have a machine that could carry their bulky equipment for them.

      Starr watched the rocks as they passed by, looking for the dull glitter of uncut gemstones. But the only rock she saw was grey. At least she thought it was grey, it was difficult to tell under the blue light.

      Starr shone her sapphire headlamp over the rocks. The gem that powered her light had been charged at the crater and would glow for weeks. Once the gem ran out of charge it would turn to ash. Starr would have to purchase or trade for a newly charged gem. Once upon a time, sapphires had been nothing but pretty jewels used to decorate the necks of wealthy women, but now they were the only source of light on long, dark nights—unless, of course, one happened to know a candlemaker. Wood had almost vanished from the world because without a sun, trees couldn’t grow naturally. There were some trees in the emerald gardens. However, that wood was so prized that it was only ever sold to the wealthy; the poor couldn’t afford it.

      Starr kept her eye out for emeralds as she walked. She always dreamed of finding an emerald. A single charged emerald chip buried in the soil could grow enough food to feed a small village for a week. A ruby could seal blood wounds, keep black lung from killing—though it couldn’t cure it. A chip of diamond, cold as ice, could preserve food, but also, perhaps more usefully, it could be paired with charged coal to increase power, it could even generate enough to power large engines and machines. Charged aquamarine could purify water. There were plenty of valuable gems that Starr looked for as they walked, but she also kept her eye out for dangerous gems as well, like charged hematite, which created uncontrollable clouds of poisonous gas. Too many souls had learned that lesson the hard way. But there were also gems that hadn’t been seen in hundreds of years, gems whose power was yet to be discovered. Starr and her mother searched for those gems above all others.

      Diamond led the way with the map as the mining drift narrowed. Warm water dripped from near-invisible cracks in the roof rock, leaving tiny pools of water stagnant against the sides of the tunnels. The path angled downward as they walked, drips of water glinting in the light. No sign of any valuable gems. Starr kept behind the mining cart as Diamond led the way ahead, quietly muttering to herself.

      Diamond stopped to consult the map at a turn. Starr pulled her rock hammer from her belt while she waited and stepped up to the wall, hitting it a few times in hope, frustration, and curiosity. Chips of stone fell to the floor at her feet. She waited until a significant volume had accumulated, then bent down to inspect what was there. Grey rock, useless, though some rock chips had fingernail-thin seams of coal running through them. Coal, when charged, held heat. But these rocks held too small an amount to be of much use when charged. They wouldn’t hold a charge for more than a minute, at most.

      "Find anything, Starr?" Diamond asked as she rolled up the map.

      "Nothing valuable," Starr said, letting the chips of rock fall back to the ground.

      "Let's keep going then. The map shows the possible gem find was further up this drift. Unless I'm completely turned around. The map we’re using is rather old, some of the markings are a bit unfamiliar. I hope we’re not chasing clouds.” Diamond laughed, and Starr tried to laugh with her. Doubt often crept in at the end of a long day. But Diamond had grown up exploring drifts like this, searching for gem seams that had been long forgotten. It was how Starr had been raised: research a potential claim, bid on land that promised to yield some gems—even coal if they were desperate—harvest what they could while hoping to find an undiscovered gem that would provide them with enough money that they would never have to work again.

      Starr could tell the difference between garnet and ruby and sapphire in the blink of an eye. She knew every gem out there that had ever been documented, even the gems that hadn’t been seen since well before Impact, since the great revolution and the fall of King Deaythin, when all signs of wealth—jewels, gold, valuables—had been rounded up and destroyed. Gems, if they could be found once more, could be charged at the crater, and who knew what powers they would have. Lapis lazuli, alexandrite, aventurine, taaffeite, muscovite. Those gems hadn’t been seen in well over a hundred years. What powers would they have if they were brought to the crater?

      It was the thought of making such an important scientific discovery that kept Starr going when the days were long and she was locked away in darkness so absolute that she couldn’t see her own fingers through the blackness.

      Starr hoped this claim would prove lucky. Their last two claims had given them thin yields, offering up barely enough gems to cover the cost of the claim itself. But Starr and Diamond weren’t the only prospectors who were less and less successful as the years went on. Yurdeh was being mined out. Everyone needed gems to survive, but gems never lasted long and they could only be charged once before dusting.

      Of course, there were still some large, successful mines, but those were owned by Blue Gold Mining Corporation, and BGMC wasn’t sharing. The company, owned by the six richest families in Armason, argued that the gem trade needed to be tightly controlled and they were the people to do it. Only they could provide security for Yurdeh, only they could keep the people safe until the skies were once more clear and blue. But Starr knew her mother didn’t believe BGMC wanted anything other than power.

      "What do the notes say again?" Starr asked as they continued down the drift. They moved their lights up and down the surrounding rock, checking the back, the floor, and the ribs for any sign of gem formation.

      “It’s all crawler scratch, but I think it says, ‘stone, unknown origin, pink, hexagonal crystal, absent cleavage’.”

      Starr kept scanning the rock, which caught the light and refused to reflect it, remaining resolutely boring. “And you think this might be an untried gem?”

      Diamond paused, waited for Starr to pass her with the cart, then walked beside her. The drift was just wide enough that they could walk side by side. “I think it might be taaffeite, which hasn’t been seen in over three hundred years. Queen Deaythin was said to have had a necklace made from a piece of taaffeite cut into a heart as large as the one in her chest.”

      “Well, let’s just hope taaffeite doesn’t turn out like hematite then,” Starr said, her feet beginning to ache. If they didn’t find anything soon they would have to stop and make camp in the middle of the drift and pick up again in the morning.

      “Don’t worry so much. We’ll keep our distance when we try the charge. We’ll borrow Outho's reacher and have an aluminum box on hand. You know how to do this all safely. Just think of the good part: think of what we could find.”

      “You know I’m still hoping for invisibility,” Starr said.

      Her mother nudged her in the side. “You and Outho both.” Diamond smiled at the mention of her old friend, a man who had become almost a second father to Starr after her real father died in a rockfall when she was five. They saw Outho only a few times a year, when they showed up at his house near the crater. Outho lived at the crater year-round, providing guided access down to Impact. It was dangerous to venture down into the crater if you didn't know what you were doing, or if you didn't have a safe path. Outho had both. He made a good living guiding people who needed to charge gems. Outho also always had a large pot of spice tea boiling over a charged piece of coal, and Starr loved spice tea more than she loved most things. She also loved the loft at Outho’s, which he’d given her years ago to use as her bedroom whenever they were home. Home, Starr thought, realizing that was how she thought of Outho’s place, even though she and her mother were working so hard to buy a piece of land to call their own. A piece of land that would be their rightful home. Land that happened to be right next to Outho’s.

      “I want to be able to breathe underwater,” Diamond said. “The power to explore a new world.”

      “Why not flying then?” Starr asked.

      “That’s what Deoshi airships are for,” Diamond argued. They continued to discuss all the potential powers they would like until they decided they couldn’t go on. They set up their bedrolls and cut the engine of the cart by removing the charged coal from the engine box and placing it in an aluminum tin. The charged coal went from red hot to solid black the moment it touched the aluminum. Aluminum was the only element that could preserve charged gems, somehow keeping the charge locked inside while the gem was in physical contact with it. Aluminum also made gems stop glowing, as all charged gems emitted a colourful hue.

      Starr opened a can of crawler meat and Diamond dug out the last of the dried apples. After they ate, they sang a couple of songs and went to sleep in silent darkness.

      The second day they wandered through drift after drift. Diamond marked and annotated the map, using it to track their location as precisely as she could. She took notes in an old, leather notebook that had once belonged to Starr’s grandfather. The notebook was two fingers thick and filled edge to edge with tiny, scroll-like writing.

      The third day was like the second, as was the fourth, and by the fifth Starr was dreaming of the best dessertarie in Armason and longing for a sugary slice of pink cake. It had been a long time since they’d been to the capital and enjoyed all the frivolities it had to offer. A long time since they’d had money to throw away on the unnecessary. 

      Starr was daydreaming about eating cake under a warm blue sky when she tripped on a loose rock and went down hard. She smashed her elbow into the rocky ground and swore. 

      Diamond turned at the sound, catching the cart from the front end as it began to chug unguided through the drift. “Are you okay?” Diamond asked, moving to the side of the cart so she could stop the engine by pressing the aluminum kill switch.

      Starr rolled onto her back and sighed. The blue light of her sapphire headlamp illuminated the ceiling. “Were the skies really blue once?"

      Diamond shrugged. "I don't know. My father said they were. He used to talk about how the feeling of the yellow sun on his skin was like stepping into a fire that didn't burn. He remembered green trees, blue skies, and colorful bands called rainbows that came only after the rain. But I've never seen any of those things. If they once existed, they’re gone now. We can't keep dreaming of them. There will always be a better life in stories, because stories are made to be grand. That's why we enjoy them. But we have to accept that this is what we have. And we have to use the stories to try to make this world better, if we can.”

      Starr looked over at her mom. Diamond was looking at her intently, as if there was a deeper meaning in her words that she wanted Starr to ask about. But a glint on the wall caught Starr’s eye. "Mom, look." She pushed to her knees and moved closer to the wall. A gem vein sparkled in the light of her headlamp. "This isn't coal," she said. She reached up and pulled her goggles down over her eyes. Starr slammed her hammer into the stone. A solid ring echoed through the drift. 

      Diamond rushed over to help Starr dig. Working side by side they chipped away at the stone that surrounded the vein of potentially valuable material. It was almost hidden, located along the edge of the drift, peeking out where the ribs met the floor. 

      "I don't recognize it," Diamond said. "Help me break out a few pieces so I can test them."

      Once a large enough portion of the glittering stone was free of the surrounding rock, Starr used a wedge to break off a hexagonal piece of stone, roughly the size of her thumb. Whatever stone this was, it was hard. Not as hard as diamond, but hard. 

      Starr twisted the magnification lenses on her goggles. She held the tiny cut of stone closer, inspecting the edges and inclusions. 

      The piece Starr had cut was woven through with micro-fractures. The stone had an unusual pink hue. Starr twisted another lens on the front of her goggles, increasing the magnification. The crystalline structure was hexagonal. "I've never seen anything like this," she said. 

      Starr looked up at her mother and saw nothing but a blur. Starr pulled her goggles off so she could see. Her mother was inspecting a piece of cut stone. Diamond had taken out her identification kit from the cart and scribbled down notes as she tested the stone with various substances they kept in tiny glass bottles.

      Starr realized she should be doing the tests as well if she ever wanted to take and pass the geologist’s exam. Starr had a kit that was a copy of Diamond’s. She retrieved the kit from the cart and pulled out a porcelain scratch plate and checked for coloured marks left behind after scraping the stone across the surface. Starr dropped a tiny bit of diluted acid on the surface of the rock to check for a reaction. Then she dropped a tiny bit of a slightly stronger acid. Starr dropped a chip of the gemstone in a small beaker that she filled with water to check the weight of the stone. 

      None of the results were anything Starr had seen before. 

      "What gem is this?" Starr asked her mother, her heart racing. “Is there anything in grandfather’s book? Is it taaffeite? Have you ever seen anything like it?"

      Her mother hummed and ignored her. Starr knew this meant Diamond didn’t have any answers—at least not yet. Diamond pressed her lips tightly together and increased and decreased the magnification on her goggles as she continued to study the stone. 

      "Could you try to cut me a bigger piece? There is a section a bit deeper that looks like it might not have so many fractures.” Diamond pointed roughly to her right.

      "Can I use the saw?" Starr asked, knowing it would make the job both easier and quicker.

      "The gas analyzer's in my bag."

      Starr nodded and went over to the cart. She ducked down to dig through the smaller compartments at the bottom. The gas analyzer was a square metal box a little bigger than the palm of Starr’s hand. Starr turned the machine on, flipping the switch that held the aluminum blocker in place. Once the piece of aluminum wasn’t in contact with the charged coal that powered the device, the dials and gauges on the display began to spin.

      Starr watched the dials carefully, knowing that too much gas—common in old coal mines—could result in a deadly explosion if she created sparks with the saw. The oxygen was in the desired range, and the explosion index was low. The carbon gas was slightly higher than Starr would have liked, but it was low enough that she could use the mechanical saw. Starr went back to the cart and took out the small, handheld saw: a long, cylindrical rod with a button on one end and a circular disk on the other. She took the sliver of charged coal out of the gas analyzer and placed it inside the saw’s power compartment.

      "Goggles on," she told her mother, slipping hers down. She set to work quickly, worried that the coal charge would dust before she was done cutting.

      She managed to cut five good-sized pieces before the circular saw died in her hands. But it had taken a lot less time and the stones were bigger and smoother than they would have been if Starr had broken them out with her hammer. The saw had been a big purchase a number of years ago, and it was getting dull with age—the diamond dust nearly worn off. But it cut through softer stones well enough.

      Starr took the larger pieces of gemstone over to her mother, who repeated all of the tests. Starr watched, comparing the results to what she remembered from her grandfather's Compendium of Rocks and Gems. 

      The Compendium of Rocks and Gems contained everything Starr’s grandfather had discovered and learned during his long life as a geologist, explorer and prospector. The compendium began with the story of Impact, of the day that the meteorite struck the ground, obliterating entire cities. In the immediate year following, half the population of Yurdeh died. Some people hid, some ran to places of worship and begged for their lives, some robbed and looted, and some just got on with life and figured out how to live with the meteor. Starr’s grandfather had been one of those people. He had dedicated his life to discovering the secrets of the meteor. He had been a child when Impact happened, and he had died an old man at near one hundred.

      The first story in the compendium was Starr’s favourite. It chronicled her grandfather’s first journey to the crater. He had packed a sack of his belongings and hiked through the sharp, spiked landscape all the way to the crater. The rocks and earth still glowed red, hissing and steaming as the land settled. He was one of the first to learn that certain gems could be charged. He was swept up in the excitement and became good friends with a member of the new governing council that had been established in the wake of the destruction of Yurdeh’s former capital. Starr’s grandfather had become a geologist and explored for many years before meeting his wife. He had been old when he became a father to Diamond. But he had been proud to pass everything on to her, just as Diamond had passed what she knew on to Starr.

      "Well, it's a pink toned gem," Starr said, as she hauled the compendium from her mother’s bag. It was a large, leather-bound book, brown and worn with age. The writing inside was all in pencil. There were sketches of crystal structures and cleavage plains. Over the years, some of the writing had faded, so Starr and her mother had begun copying over the writing in ink so they wouldn't lose any valuable information. “What are you thinking? Taaffeite?”

      Diamond nodded.

      "Will it make us enough money for a two-bedroom house?" Starr asked. It was a long-standing dream of hers to have a room to call her own.

      "Hopefully three," Mom said, "one for me, one for you, and one—"

      "For all the rocks," Starr finished for her, laughing. "And what about a fountain? Will it make us enough money for a fountain?"

      "Ah, hot days outside with our feet in a fountain of cool water." Diamond paused in her work to close her eyes for a moment, relishing the thought. "I'm thinking that maybe we could both have our own fountain."

      Starr’s eyes nearly fell out of her head. “What kind of power do you think it will have?”

      Her mom smiled. “I don’t know, but I’m thinking invisibility might not be completely off the books.”

      Starr laughed. She jumped up and hugged her mother as tight as she could. Their troubles were solved. It was all she could think about as they began the long, five-day hike back out of the mine with a few test specimens of taaffeite in their pockets. She never thought for a moment that trouble would find her and steal away everything she valued in an instant.
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      Starr hauled the cart for two days. It was infinitely more difficult to haul the cart out of the mine than to drive it in. She regretted not having enough coal to fuel the engine, like they did when times were better. Not having enough charged coal to power the cart also meant they could only take a small sample of taaffeite out of the mine. They would return once they knew what taaffeite could do, and once they had sold the samples for a full mining crew.

      “You’re falling behind,” Starr’s mother said, coming to take the handles of the cart. “Let me push for a while.”

      “Maybe it will be the last time you ever have to push,” Starr said, giving her mother a smile. “If taaffeite turns out to have value we’ll always have enough coal for the cart.” 

      “And we’ll always have hot baths and beautiful gardens!” Diamond said. “Wouldn’t that be grand? Though we’d have to be cautious of spoiling ourselves too much. I wouldn’t want to lose my edge. And an expedition once or twice a year would be lovely.”

      Starr shared a light laugh with her mother. If there was one thing they always agreed on, it was that life should be an adventure. Neither of them wanted to stop exploring, stop adventuring or stop mining. 

      Diamond took the lead as Starr paused for a drink from the water skin hanging at her waist. She had refilled it a few turns back from the reservoir they kept in the cart. It was the last of the water. It was a good thing they’d found the taaffeite when they had or they would be leaving the mine empty handed. Starr rolled her shoulders, trying to shake out the ache from shoving the cart for so long. She reattached her water skin to her belt and headed after her mother, who’d disappeared around a bend.

      A bend that shone with a bit of natural light. They were almost out! Starr couldn’t wait to be under the pale-brown skies again, even if they were dreary. She’d had enough blackness for a while. Orange skies were always a nice change after an expedition. All Starr wanted was a good stretch of time outdoors. She started jogging, moving faster to catch up to Diamond, whose form was just a silhouette against the orange light of day.

      Diamond stepped out of the tunnels and vanished into the diffuse brownish-orange light. Starr was only a few hundred meters behind her when she heard a muffled voice, too deep to be her mother’s. A thump. A crash. The cart overturning. Starr dashed forward. Stopped dead when she heard her mother’s scream.

      “Run!”

      Starr pressed a hand against the cool, stone wall. No. This couldn’t be happening. Not now. A shadow stepped into the light, blocking the illumination from the exit. A large shadow. A large man, possibly a woman. Not Diamond. 

      Starr wanted to help her. She knew there was always a chance of thieves. But Diamond had always hated weapons. Always insisted they could find another way out of a mess.

      Starr was unarmed. Alone. But her mother.

      There was another crash. “Ru—” Diamond’s second warning ended in a scream.

      Starr turned and fled. 
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      Starr thought of nothing but her mother as she ran through the mine. She turned as often as she could, trying to keep level, trying to keep track of where she was going. But instead of counting twists and turns, she imagined her mother’s beautiful brown hair covered in blood, her body left lifeless beside the overturned cart. She thought of her mother’s laugh, her love of fresh cucumbers and warm baths. She thought of her mother’s arms over her shoulders and felt the terrible twist of shame and guilt for leaving her behind. Was there anything she could have done? Starr stopped. She should go back. Rescue her.

      She hiccupped. No. That was foolish. She couldn’t fight. She had to run. Get help. She made her legs move again, pushed her body past exhaustion and into pure survival.

      Diamond was defenceless. She didn’t believe in owning weapons. Diamond had never owned a gun, only a few simple knives, more meant for cooking than fighting. Outho had tried to give her both. “Enough people have already died,” Diamond always said. And she was right. When the meteorite fell, over half the people in the world had died, either from the direct impact or from the consequences that came afterward, the blocking of the sun, contaminants in the water, the lack of crops. Enough people had died. 

      Was Diamond dead now too?

      Starr ran until her legs gave out. She collapsed into a pile of cold tears, with the hard knowledge that there was nothing she could do weighing her down like a boulder in her gut. She was exhausted. Her legs shook. Her hands shook. She was cold, yet her lungs burned. She’d pushed herself so hard her breath wheezed up through her throat. They had her mother, whomever they were, and surely they were coming for her. But the mine was silent, save for her breath. There were no footsteps, no voices. She had run long and hard. She must have lost them, caught them unaware. Would they be able to find her? Would they even bother to look? Maybe they would just leave her to starve, to rot. She would have to find another way out of the mine. She hoped the search didn’t kill her.

      Starr buried her head in her knees. Bandits would take the gems, the taaffeite. Would they even know what it was? They would probably sell them in the market, get half of what it was worth. Or maybe they would spend the week travelling to the crater to charge the gems on their own. Maybe they would charge the taaffeite and it would turn out to be deadly, as poisonous as hematite. Maybe their greed would kill them. The vengeful thought sparked like grinding iron and began to pull Starr back together.

      The only thing that could bring Diamond back was if Starr found her. And Starr could only find her if she had help. If she had money. If she had determination.

      Slowly, her body recovered from the run. Her legs stopped aching and her mind shifted from panic to analysis. Starr took in her surroundings. She was in a narrow drift of debatable stability. Wooden cribbing held up crumbling rock. There was no sign of any natural light, only that from her sapphire lamp. Starr stood up and brushed coal dust from her leather boots and beige woollen work pants. Starr took stock of what she still had. Her belt held her tools: hammer, wedge, some rope, and a flint striker. She had a small handful of nuts in one pocket along with a silver compass. Her water skin hung from her waist, as did her money pouch, which had three goldens, and a few silvens. Practically nothing these days. The gem trade had driven the value of coin down. Three golden would barely cover one night in a boarding house. She would have nothing left to pay for train passage to Outho’s, to the one person she knew without a doubt she could count on.

      She didn’t have a gas monitor or the saw. She didn’t have the cart. She didn’t have her mother, and she didn’t have the compendium. The knowledge-full book filled with years of history and science, lost. Would the bandits even know what it was worth? Starr hoped they wouldn’t. She hoped they burned it, that way the knowledge would never fall into the wrong hands. Starr straightened the collar of her white blouse, stained brown with dust. The compendium was just another thing to get back. Another thing to fight for. Another reason to escape the mine.

      She looked the way she’d come and the way before her. Not too far ahead was another tunnel. Behind her was a straight tunnel. She couldn’t recall how far down it she’d come. She had no idea how many turns she’d taken in her escape. She had no idea how long the bandits would wait to see if she returned. She looked ahead and tightened the laces on the front of her brassiere. Her mother was a geologist. She was valuable. That meant there was good chance the bandits would keep her alive. They might take her somewhere, keep her locked up. But she would be alive, and that meant Starr could get her back. She looked at the way ahead and started walking. She would skirt around the bandits, get out of the mine alive, and come back to get her mother with a horde of militia at her back.
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      Hours later, Starr desperately tried to recall the map that had been in her mother’s possession. The paper, pockmarked with holes, was blank in her mind. She could recall that there had been more than one entrance to the mine, but not where the other entrance—or rather, exits—could be. Starr reached for her compass in frustration even though she knew that being underground would mess with its functionality. But instead, when she reached into her pocked she grabbed a rough-cut pink gemstone as large as her thumb. She laughed in surprise and clutched the stone to her chest. The laughter turned to tears. Starr kicked the wall. She screamed. She forced herself to push onward.

      If you ever get lost, head uphill for as long as you can. 

      The words were old wisdom and she clung to them and trudged on. Her mouth was so dry her lips stuck together, but she wouldn’t let herself drink until she saw the glow of day. She couldn’t risk completely running out of water. Uphill, uphill, uphill, she chanted at every turn. Her legs resisted the climb, but she pushed through. The watch on her wrist told her it was evening. She’d been moving for over ten hours. It would be well into night now.

      At midnight, she forced herself to stop. It would be too dark outside for any daylight to infiltrate the tunnels. She could pass an exit and miss it if she wasn’t careful. She might as well rest for a couple of hours and then move again at sunrise. 

      She sat down on the hard stone and immediately missed her bedroll and all of her lost belongings. There was no way she was going to sleep. She pulled out her hammer. If she couldn’t search for daylight, she could at least search for something of value. She allowed herself one swig of water, then began digging. 

      She followed the fold and faults of the rock down to an old working face. It had long been mined out of the easy, accessible coal, but she found enough small pieces that she could sell for extra coin, which she desperately needed since her mother had the majority of their money. She would need everything she could get until she got access to the bank, and for that she had to get to Station or Armason. The nearest large town, Bazeen, didn’t have a bank. Station was a day by train from Bazeen, and to take the train she would need to be able to pay for a ticket. Starr kept mining.

      She mined more coal than could fit in her pockets, which were small and useless to start. But amongst the abandoned piles of rock, there was some burlap and old, frayed rope. She used the material to create a small rucksack by looping the string through the edges of burlap and then folding them up together. As she pulled the burlap away from the ground, Starr’s eye caught a glint of metal tucked up among long abandoned chunks of rock. The boulders were small enough that she could move them aside. Underneath, where a small space had existed like a cave, a clockwork cat was curled up. 

      “Hey, you,” Starr said, bending down. The legs and face of the animal were obviously clockwork, but the top of its head and its back were covered in fur, black as coal. The cat didn’t move when she spoke, or when she ran a hand over its dusty, soft fur. It was out of power. How long had it been down here? The mine had been abandoned for many, many years. Had this cat been down here since then? Or had another explorer been down there and lost this treasure?

      Starr picked the cat up. It was light, the metal cold. She could fit it in her new bag, at the cost of a few pieces of poor quality coal. But would she be able to fix it? It would need to be cleaned. Dust filled the visible joints. And who knew what condition it was in on the inside. But antique clockwork animals, the kind that ran on coal and water, before charged coal was discovered, could be valuable things. She could probably get more for the cat than she could for all the coal in her bag. But finding a buyer for the cat would be difficult in Bazeen. She would have to get to Armason first, which meant she would need both coal and cat.

      Starr loaded her handmade bag as full as she could. Then she forced herself to rest. She managed to fall asleep for a few fitful hours, full of tossing and turning and the sharp pain of rocks digging into her back. When she awoke she had enough energy to walk once more, though her stomach was tight with hunger and her mouth patchy with thirst. Thankfully, it only took three turns uphill before she saw the burnished glow of daylight. Starr approached the exit slowly, listening. She wasn’t sure that the exit she approached wasn’t the same one she had taken with her mother. Starr could have walked in a complete circle. But she hoped—whichever this exit was—that it was unguarded. The bandits did have the map now, after all. But as Starr peeked out around the edge of the tunnel and looked out at the rolling, dried brown earth, she saw no one. The land was empty. Rotted stumps of former trees littered the small mountains. The light was dim. It was early morning, just after bloom from the look of the pale orange haze in the lower eastern sky. But she could easily see without her sapphire headlamp. Starr pulled the lamp and goggles from her head and stuffed them into the rucksack with her coal. She didn’t want the light to shine and attract unwanted attention. She needed to get to Bazeen unnoticed—a three day walk at least.

      The small mountains told Starr she had exited the mine somewhere along the edge of The Crush—further from Bazeen than where she had entered the mine. The Crush was the most vicious mountain range in all the world. The mountains grew higher and steeper and colder the further to the east, until the entire mountain range—which spread from north to south across Yurdeh—ended in a sharp cliff that fell thousands of meters into the ocean. She wasn’t in The Crush proper, but in the foothills on the outskirts, where trees had once grown, though like most vegetation, they grew no longer. Deep in The Crush, the mountains were so high and cold that nothing had lived there even before the cataclysm. 

      Starr took a moment to find her direction by using her small compass. There was usually a spot in the sky that was lighter than the others, and from that she could tell the approximate position of the sun. But the exact spot was hidden behind one of the mountains so Starr relied only on her compass as she began to walk down the mountain and through the foothills that she knew would eventually lead to the Great Plains. She angled north, attempting to stick to the valleys, which were usually easier walking. At the edge of the foothills, she would find Bazeen, which was the only city this far south. At every step, Starr kept her eyes peeled for others. Anyone could be a threat, anyone out in the wilderness, far from food sources, could decide she had something they wanted. But mostly she kept her eye out for bandits pushing a stolen cart. She saw no one.

      The bag of coal was heavy and Starr was forced to stop multiple times. She missed the cart and her mother. But at least there were small streams where she could refill her water. Her stomach gnawed, desperate for food, but Starr knew she would find none. There was no plant life in the valley. There was an occasional thorny plant that was more stick than anything, but the thorny plants were inedible. If it weren’t for charged emerald, all the people in the world would be dead. Or charged citrine, which kept the crawler and flat fish populations in Armason Bay plentiful. Not that anyone liked the taste of crawler much, but they were satisfying to the belly.

      Diamond had always kept dried cheese and crawler meat packed away in the cart for the latter part of the expedition to ensure they never ran out of food. Why hadn’t Starr thought to keep more food than a handful of nuts on her person? Even a single tin of crawler meat would ease the sharp pains in her stomach.

      Starr walked until nightfall. Just before full-dark, she found a small cave that provided enough shelter for the night. It would keep the wind off her body and keep her dry if it rained. Starr pulled a single piece of coal from her burlap sack and ignited it for a bit of heat throughout the night. Charged, the same piece of coal would have kept her warm for weeks. It felt like a waste, burning the coal the old-fashioned way, but she needed comfort, longed for it. So she sat by the ember and pulled out the clockwork cat. 

      In one of the pouches on her belts, Starr kept a small vial of grease and a well-used rag. She wasn’t great with mechanical things, but she had knowledge from taking care of the tools she and her mom used on their expeditions: the saw, the cart and motor, the gas analyzer.

      Starr set to work on the cat, taking apart only what she could easily put back together. She greased and cleaned the cogs, gears, and metal plates. It took a while, but the work was calming and kept Starr from focusing on what she couldn’t fix, like the torture her Mom was surely facing, and the lack of food. When she was done cleaning the cat, she opened the water compartment. The small tank was hidden inside its right flank. Starr filled it with water. Then she opened the left flank, cleaned out the ash from the last piece of coal that had been in there, and placed a small piece of the lit coal inside. Then she waited.

      The cat remained curled up, eyes shut tight, like it was sleeping. Starr watched the cat by the light of her sapphire headlamp. The first thing she saw was a slight shiver along its spine. Then, slowly, like it was waking from a two-hundred-year-long slumber—and it possibly was—it lifted its head and looked at her. Its glass eyes were green and the nose jet black. Fine, metallic sheets dropped over the cats eyes as it blinked.

      “Hello. I’m Starr,” she said. “I found you in a coal mine. I hope you don’t mind that I took you out of there. I had no idea if you would even still work. The thing is, I’m in a bit of a rough spot.” Starr felt her cheeks heat when she said it. She felt the warm spread of guilt as she thought of selling the cat. Most mechanical creatures moved stiffly, with a ticking type of motion, but this cat moved gracefully as it blinked at her a second time and then pushed up onto its four paws. It was a bit wobbly, but the next moment it arched its back just like a real cat.

      Cats were some of the only animals that had survived the cataclysm, and one of the few animals Starr had real experience with. And this cat seemed more like a real cat than a toy made from metal.

      Starr’s breath caught in her throat when the cat stepped closer and nudged her hand. She ran her hand over the black fur on its back, and felt a soft rumble from within the cat, like a purr. “Well, it seems like maybe you don’t mind that I found you,” Starr said. “Do you have a name?”

      The cat stepped away from her and walked around the small cave. It poked its head out the broad entrance and looked at the dark night. Real cats were nocturnal, and could see in the dark. Starr wondered if this clockwork animal could see like that. Clockwork animals were simple things, often wound up and left to perform a few tricks. But this piece of art seemed real—too real. But that fit with what Starr had heard about the ancient clockworks. Stories said they had been lifelike. Almost alive. She had never believed it before, but now she wished she had those history books with her, so she could learn more about the lost art. If she made it back to Armason—no, when she made it to Armason—she would go to the Natural Science library and ask for books on the subject.

      As Starr curled up to rest, she tried to recall the stories she’d heard about the time before Impact, before the kingdom of Laéanas fell. She tried to recall the stories of the ancient Deoshi, before the people first settled the western continent, but she was too tired to recall much. The cat joined her as she began to fall asleep, curling against her belly, warm and comforting. It was good to not be alone.
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      Starr’s anger carried her on and two days later she found herself alone staring at the edge of Bazeen. The mechanical cat had run out of power the day before, after keeping her company for most of the journey. It had walked beside her, at times nudging her on when she thought to stop and rest. Just before it had run out of power, the cat had curled back into a coiled ball. Starr had placed the cat back in her bag, which she carried over her left shoulder. Her goggles hung around her neck and her blouse and pants were almost black with dirt and soot. But even thoroughly soiled, she looked no different than most people that wandered the streets. 

      Bazeen was a small city that Starr was well familiar with. It had always been a hub for the mines in The Crush. The Crush was packed with sharp, dense, and deadly mountains, but it was also packed full of rich bodies of ore and gems: gold, iron, sapphires, rubies, emeralds, and of course coal. In the northern reach of The Crush, the Blue Gold Mining Company owned almost everything—including all of the sapphire mines in Yurdeh. BGMC owned the most mines in all of Yurdeh, but on the southern end, near Bazeen, there were still claims that could be bought. Claims BGMC would own if they could, if Government House chose to listen to BGMC and removed the law that withheld twenty percent of Yurdeh’s mineable lands for small time prospectors and explorers. Even though it was the richest company in the entire world, Blue Gold Mining Corporation still lusted for more profits and they believed that if they could afford to own all the mining lands, then they should.

      Diamond had often grumbled about BGMC. They paid their miners poor wages while the company owners—a board composed of six extremely rich families—sat fat and wealthy in Armason, sheltered from the struggles that plagued everyone else. Diamond could have worked for BGMC, but she felt the conditions were better working for herself.

      The cataclysm wouldn’t have been so bad if people had just stuck together, Diamond often said. As Starr entered Bazeen and saw the grimy workers, many of them thin and stooped, heading to the BGMC ore mills, she wondered what her mother would have said. What she would have told her. She imagined it was something along the lines of, Maybe this gem we’ve found can make the world better. Starr felt these imagined words bloom in her chest. She reached into her pocket and clutched the small pink stone tightly. She would get to Outho’s house and charge the gem, and she would hope that its power would allow her to come back here and rescue not only her mother, but all the other starving people too.

      Bazeen, which had once been large and rather prosperous according to history, was now as dusty as the earth and sky. Buildings were coated in a thin layer of grey soot, the roads were awash with dried brown dirt. And the outskirts were nothing more than abandoned buildings, made from a mix of stone and rotted wood, many with roofs that had caved in and doors and windows that had long been removed and repurposed. Buildings had open sores instead of walls, boardwalks were nothing more than impressions in the ground. Bazeen, like all the other cities of Yurdeh, had lost at least half of its population after Impact and the population had never recovered. This left the edge of Bazeen looking haunted, a place fit only for ghosts.

      As Starr walked through the streets, she felt eyes watching her, but no one bothered her. Starr wound her way into the city proper. Eventually the abandoned buildings gave way to buildings with foggy glass windows and doors painted brown or beige. The closer Starr got to the centre of the city, to the council buildings, to the market, to the train station, the larger and cleaner the houses became. The cleanest houses were where the rich lived—but there weren’t many of those in Bazeen. And Starr knew she wouldn’t be welcome among the wealthy. Starr and her mother always stayed in the market district, where boarding houses were common.

      As she neared the market district, the buildings changed from wood to metal. The newest buildings were made almost entirely from metal. Building and construction methods had changed greatly in the one hundred years since Impact. The newest cities all shone with steel shipped from Bazeen, though Bazeen itself lacked the same glitter. The streets were still made from cobblestone, but the boardwalks were no longer wood but were made from raised steel grating that allowed for drainage.

      Starr’s plan was to head to the boarding house. She usually stayed at Madame Obed’s House for Travelling Women. Madame Obed’s had always offered Starr safe respite, and she hoped that the old woman who ran it, Madame Obed herself, would take Starr at her word when she promised to pay her later for a single night’s accommodation. The coal she hauled on her back would bring her more coin, but it would be a stretch to pay for both a train ticket and a night in a boarding house.

      Starr supposed she could offer to leave the cat as collateral, but over the past two days she had grown attached to it. Her chest tightened when she thought of leaving the cat behind. She would have to hope the coal was enough.

      Starr shifted the sack on her shoulder as her muscles clutched and spasmed. The coal house was near the tracks, down the street from the passenger train station and close to the west end of the city. Because Bazeen was a central collection point for several BGMC ore mines—iron mostly—there were many mills in the city, as well as a large coal trade. Coal and metals were plentiful in the nearby hills. The coal was so plentiful it was used as it was, without being charged, to fire the forges. Charged coal burned cleaner, longer, and hotter, but it was expensive to ship all the way to the crater and back again. The mining of coal kept the town—what was left of it—bustling.

      The coal house was nothing more than a green metal roof supported by tall metal stilts painted green. Underneath the roof was a counter and a weight scale, and, behind that, a large golden scale for loads brought in by cart. On the near side of the counter a long line of people with bags just like Starr’s waited to be seen. Independent miners, though most of them less skilled and worse off than Starr. Most people could find and recognize coal, but a full geologist like Diamond could find and recognize rare and valuable minerals and gems too. For Starr, coal was an incidental find.

      Starr walked to the back of the line and waited behind men and women dressed in once fashionable clothes that were now a decade behind what people wore in Armason, and worn with soot and stained to boot. She watched people come and go as the workers at the coal house bought coal by the load. After a bag was
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