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   Previously in Clockwork Twist...
 
    
 
   Twist’s life used to be as steady and predictable as the clockwork he repaired.  He’d never left London, and he’d wanted no companion.  Yet when he found that that the mythical clockwork princess was not only real, but was also in desperate need of repair and rescue, he gathered his courage and ventured out into the world.  Traveling on the airship Vimana with a crew of treasure hunters—or possibly pirates—he crossed Europe and the middle-east on a journey to the clockwork princess’s palace in the mountains of Nepal.
 
   Like few others in the world, Twist had a unique extra-sensory ability, a Sight, which showed him the cause of the damage in anything he touched.  This was quite useful when mending complex clockwork, but it was also a terrible curse, as touching a person had the same effect.  During his journey to Nepal, Twist discovered that a member of the Vimana’s crew, Arabel Davis, also had a Sight, as did her estranged brother the sky-pirate Jonas Davis.  While Arabel’s Sight was fairly benign—allowing her to find any item or person she could clearly envision—Jonas’s Sight was just as dangerous as Twist’s.  Jonas’s vision was greatly improved by his Sight, even allowing him to glimpse the future, but Twist later learned that it also showed Jonas a person’s death whenever he looked into their eyes.
 
   Along the journey to Nepal, Twist got to know the crew of the Vimana: Arabel and her uncle Captain Howell Davis, Dr. Philippe Rodés and his vampire wife Aazzi, as well as the young steam engineer Zayle.  Twist also learned that the treasure hunters had a long-standing rivalry with a sky-pirate named Adair Quay.  Apparently, after a rather nasty falling out, Jonas had left the Vimana months earlier to join Quay’s nefarious crew.  On a stop to re-supply, and to enjoy Carnival in the flying section of Venice, the Vimana made a sudden and hurried departure.  Despite their attempt to flee, the Vimana was attacked by the sky-pirates the very next day.
 
   After a brief episode of slavery aboard an oil-plundering submersible in the Caspian Sea, Twist was found by Arabel and once again reunited with the Vimana crew.  He discovered that, during the battle that caused him to fall overboard, Quay’s crew was thwarted and Jonas had been recaptured by his family.  Upon meeting him, Twist found that his Sight reacted very strangely around Jonas—a buzzing sensation in his neck that grew stronger as Jonas came near, and an inexplicable pull to reach out to Jonas despite Twist’s usual aversion to all human touch—while Jonas admitted to sensing the same.  Curiosity led to compassion, and the two became allies by the time they reached Nepal.
 
   There, Twist found the ancient puppet of the clockwork princess shattered, and princess Myra’s ghostly spirit haunting the empty palace.  He set to work immediately, using his Sight to repair the vastly complex machine.  However, his abilities were not enough to mend the sphere of crystal that was used to contain Myra’s spirit and to power the puppet.  Before Twist or his companions are able to come up with a plan to resolve this, they are attacked once again by Quay.  In the battle that issued, Twist nearly tumbled off the edge of a cliff but was caught in the nick of time by Jonas.  The contact of Jonas’s grip on Twist caused his Sights to explode with brilliant white light, knocking them both unconscious.
 
   Twist awoke a day later, in a strange hotel room in Hong Kong.  There he discovered that he and Jonas had been taken captive by Quay and his crew of bizarre pirates: A djinn named Idris who only granted wishes that he found amusing, the shadow assassin Jiran who never spoke, an abrasive American woman called Cybele, and Vane the shape-shifting fox.  He also discovered that the contact with Jonas had changed the way his Sight reacted to him.  While his Sight still functioned normally with everything else, Twist could now touch Jonas without any fear of an incurring vision, while Jonas could now look into Twist’s eyes as well.  Contact between them now only brought a soothing white fog, whispering with the other emotions.
 
   Meanwhile, finding himself at the pirate’s mercy, Twist agreed to complete the repairs of the clockwork princess, which Adair Quay stole in the battle in Nepal.  By now Twist has grown very fond of princess Myra, and wished to save her from the sky-pirate, as well as repair her puppet.  He and Jonas silently plotted to escape with her at the earliest opportunity.  The djinn used his magic to discover that they might find a replacement for the broken crystal in the caves under Indonesia.  The pirates set out right away, while Twist finished the last repairs to the clockwork puppet.  The pirates found a suitable cave in Indonesia, but Twist fell down a hole not long after they ventured inside.
 
   Cut off from the others, Twist discovered a crystal cavern deep inside the cave, which was inhabited by a secret society of clockwork people.  Hearing his devotion to the clockwork princess, and his desperation to save her, the leader of the clockwork people took pity on Twist.  She replaced the broken crystal, but demanded Twist’s total silence about the clockwork city’s existence in return.  Once he’d made an oath to never speak a word about them, the clockwork people showed him the way out of the caves.  Twist was reunited with Jonas and the pirates, and they all returned to the surface, only to find that the Vimana’s crew had followed them to Indonesia and brought the British Navy along with them.  Totally outnumbered, the pirate crew surrender and the captain alone was arrested.
 
   Twist was finally able to complete the clockwork puppet, and Myra showered him in gratitude the very moment she awoke.  Twist’s Sight only showed him her sparkling joy and other warm emotions when he touched her fully repaired clockwork puppet.  He vowed to continue to care for her until the end of his days, and Myra eagerly returned his sentiment.  After everything they had been through, Jonas suggested that the three of them remain together.  Twist found himself agreeing, and gained the first two real friends he’d ever had.
 
   And now, the story continues...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   [image: ]
 
    
 
   Now dust sets in, his clocks unwind
 
   For Twist has left them all behind.
 
   Away he stole.
 
   His heart and soul
 
   With Myra’s essence now entwined.
 
   -- Janice T
 
    
 
   Myra danced in the middle of the busy bazaar, surrounded by sprightly small children, in the clustered back streets of Bombay.  The copper plates of her skin glinted in the sunlight and thickly scented air.  The bright purple and gold sari that Twist had bought her twirled around her dancing form like sweet smoke.  As Twist watched her, the sight of her blissful copper smile stole all his other cares away, and her bright childlike laughs tingled on his skin.  He took another sip of his warm, creamy chai and savored the multitude of delights before him.
 
   “Twist?” Jonas asked with an insistent tone, as if he had been repeating himself.
 
   “Yes?” Twist asked, looking to him.  Jonas stood beside him at the side of the bazaar with his own small cup of chai.  Against the dark amber and chocolate tones of the crowded human landscape around them, Jonas's pale skin, short golden hair, and sharp sea green eyes stood out nearly as much as Myra's clockwork form.  The cut of his sturdy but worn, European attire—brown trousers and jacket, white cotton shirt, and leather boots—didn't help.
 
   “You didn't hear a word I just said, did you?” Jonas asked with an accusing glare.  His eyes shifted from green to a chilly gray as Twist watched.
 
   “No, no, I was listening,” Twist lied.
 
   “What did I say, then?”
 
   “I think you're absolutely right,” Twist said, nodding earnestly. “Whatever you said.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Jonas glanced at Myra.  Two children were holding her copper hands now, spinning around her in time to their own song. “So, I can get you to agree to anything while you're gazing blissfully at your clockwork girlfriend.  Good to know.”
 
   “She's hardly my girlfriend,” Twist snapped.
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Now see here,” Twist said, pointing a finger at Jonas's smug certainty.
 
   “Can you focus for a moment?” Jonas asked, finally in possession of Twist's full attention. “Howell said he's taking the Vimana off to Perth from here.  But I just know we should head to America with Myra.  California still has lots of gold just lying around, and a population that's in love with novelty.  There's no money in Australia these days.  It's too new.”
 
   “So, what do you want to do?” Twist asked reluctantly.  He glanced back at Myra, wishing he could neglect the rest of his life—the simple fact that he was half way around the world from his home, without even the slightest idea where he might find himself tomorrow—just for a few moments more.  She tilted her shining body into an elegant arc and swung through the children's melody as carelessly graceful as a willow in a summer breeze.
 
   “Like I said,” Jonas went on, “we can probably catch a trading ship as far as Japan.  From there, I know people in Osaka who could get us to California.”
 
   “Fine.”  Twist took another sip of his tea.  In the back of his mind he tried to remember if California was still full of ruffians and bandits, or if the place had been civilized yet.
 
   “But,” Jonas continued, “if Arabel or Howell find out that we're leaving the ship, they'll try to stop us and that will be difficult and annoying.  So, we need to pretend that we're staying on board, gather our things, and disappear quietly.  Night would be best.”
 
   “You want to run away?”
 
   “Of course.  I hate my family.  You know that.”
 
   “Well yes, but...” Twist faltered.  He'd always heard that families stayed together, no matter how much they hated each other.  They always did in novels, anyway.
 
   “Life is too short to suffer fools,” Jonas said, shaking his head.
 
   Twist gave a shrug. “Your family, your choice, I suppose.”
 
   Looking to Myra again, Twist gave a subtle sigh.  She loved the idea of traveling around the world with Jonas and Twist, dancing for audiences while collecting a steady income from ticket sales.  Twist couldn't bear to disappoint her.  Of course, he knew that he would be entirely out of his depth without Jonas's help.  Though the idea of relying on anyone but himself was foreign and uncomfortable to Twist, he found that he now had no choice but to accept that he was at the mercy of Jonas's whim.  He could only hope that he'd be able to see London again, someday.
 
   “Then we should head back now,” Jonas said before he finished the last of his chai. “We can catch dinner and then turn in early, say we're tired or something.  Then we can sneak out just after midnight.”
 
   “All right,” Twist said with another sigh.
 
   He finished his chai as well and then walked closer to Myra in the pool of colorful, whirling, children.  Looking now, he saw that a large number of shoppers had gathered to watch her as well, standing to the side of the open center of the bazaar.  Their faces showed shifting shades of curiosity, wonder and enchantment as they watched Myra's magical movements.  Twist couldn't help but feel a tiny jolt of pride as he called out to her.
 
   “Myra, we should go,” he said as loudly as his small voice would allow over the children's song and laughter.  He caught her eye and beckoned with a hand.
 
   Myra paused in mid-turn to look at him, her purple sari and long, maroon, wire hair finishing the swirl exquisitely, while her blue jewel eyes glinted brightly in her copper smile.  Twist's breath caught in the face of such a beautiful and careless display.  When she rushed to him and took both of his hands in hers, he was too stunned to realize that she was pulling him into her dance.  At her touch, his Sight flashed to life, filling his mind to the brim with all of her innocent and heady joy.
 
   “Dance with me,” she said, her voice ringing as bright as a bell.
 
   She held tightly to his hands and swung him around in the midst of the children.  His feet complied, as if on their own, while his mind whirled even faster with the sudden and startlingly powerful high of her emotions.  Shivers ran down his spine as she pulled closer, wrapping her slender arms around his neck as the twirl came to a stop.  Twist's arms curled around her back, while he stood helpless in her joy, watching her smile from so very near.  There was sound, scent, and color everywhere around them, but for a moment Twist saw only her.
 
   Then, she turned and spoke to the children around them.  At first, Twist thought that there was something wrong with his hearing because he couldn't make sense of a single word.  Then, he realized that she wasn't speaking English.  Some of the children made unhappy, pouting faces, but others only waved and turned away.  Myra waved back to them, and then threaded her arm around Twist's and led him out of the crowd.
 
   “I like India,” she said, as if the words tasted sweet on her silver tongue. “Where are we going next, my dear?”  she asked, smiling excitedly.  It took a moment for Twist to form an answer.
 
   “Japan,” he said finally. “Jonas wants to go to Japan.”
 
   “Oh!” Myra gasped, looking to Jonas.  Twist was somewhat surprised to find him suddenly standing before them, and that Twist and Myra seemed to have arrived at the edge of the bazaar. “I'd like to see Japan,” she said. “I've heard very nice stories about it.  They say the Sun lives there.”
 
   “It's a fun place,” Jonas said with a nod.  He looked to Twist with a knowing smile. “Are you all right?”
 
   Twist frowned at him, confused.  He couldn't find a single reason for anything in the world to be wrong.  Myra glanced to him, then back to Jonas with apparently the same thought.
 
   “Myra, could you just let go of him for a second?” Jonas asked her pleasantly.
 
   “Oh...” Myra muttered, removing her hands from Twist.
 
   Twist watched curiously as she did this, at a total loss of why she ever would.  The instant the contact was broken, however, the sun-bright joy and heady content vanished from his mind as a wave of fear, confusion, and cold unease washed over him.  The last few moments re-played in his mind, in a wholly new light: Myra had swept him into the middle of a crowd.  He'd been a breath away from touching the children; and suffering stabbing, burning visions of pain and fear from each one of them.
 
   A shuddering gasp escaped him as his body trembled for an instant in an effort to process the violent change in his emotions.  All of the new fright poured through his blood as his heartbeat jumped into very high speed.
 
   “Yeah...” Jonas muttered apologetically.
 
   “Twist?” Myra asked, her expression suddenly concerned. “Darling, are you all right?” She reached out a hand to his shoulder.
 
   “Yes, yes, I just...” Twist said, slipping ever so slightly away from her touch.  He took a breath to calm himself as he tried to finish his sentence coherently.
 
   “He's fine,” Jonas said gently to Myra. “Just give him a moment.”
 
   As he spoke, Jonas placed a hand lightly on Twist's arm.  The contact numbed Twist's fears instantly in a thick cloud of chilly, impossibly white fog.  It ebbed away quickly to hang on the horizon of his thoughts, but it washed his fright away with it.  Twist let out a long breath as his heart began to calm down again.  Jonas's hand fell away, and the white chill fell away with it, but this time Twist's own emotions returned to him more gradually.
 
   “Myra, do you remember that he can't bear to touch anyone but you or me?” Jonas asked her.  She nodded, though it was obvious she wasn't following him. “Children count as people,” Jonas offered.
 
   Myra's face snapped into understanding and she turned to Twist. “I'm sorry!” she said in sudden fear. “I keep forgetting to be careful with you...”
 
   “It's fine,” Twist said instantly, offering the best smile he could while his pride struggled to absorb the implications of her statement.  He reached out to take her clockwork hand.  The moment he did, a wave of worry washed over him through his Sight.  But as he smiled reassuringly at her, it ebbed away into calm. “Shall we go?”
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   Sunlight glinted brightly in the heavily scented air, rising high over Twist's shoulder, prompting him to adjust his black silk top hat so it cast a shadow over his pale, fine featured face.  The well-tailored, black and blue accented coat that a pirate had given him in Hong Kong, was of a light enough fabric to be comfortable even in the warmth of India.  His electrically powered silver and black walking stick made a pleasant click as it struck the ground in time with his steps and made it much easier for him to feel like a gentleman, no matter where he was.
 
   Walking with Myra and Jonas through the semi-European styled, wide, and straight streets of Bombay, Twist finally got his mind into some kind of order.  Although the buildings were of a familiar design to Twist's eyes, with three stories each and a generally square appearance, the shop on the ground floor of each one spilled onto the street under cloth awnings in a seemingly disorganized and highly foreign way.  The innumerable people walking by looked no different from those in the bazaar, and were a constant reminder that he was far from home.
 
   As they walked through the crowded streets, Jonas kept his gaze solidly on the ground, rather than accidentally catch anyone's eyes.  Myra's metal fingers still curled through Twist's, as if forgotten, as they walked and talked together under the occasional shade of palm trees planted along the streets.  Through constant force of will, Twist managed to hold his own thoughts and emotions in the forefront of his mind despite the effects of her touch on his Sight.  Twist was certain that he could learn to stop losing himself in her every time they touched—if he practiced diligently.
 
   The three soon came to the imposing gothic facade of the Victoria Terminus railway station in the center of the city.  The enormous building, so recently finished in honor of Queen Victoria—the Empress of India, as she liked to be called—reminded Twist of drawings that he had seen of French palaces.  There were two huge three-story wings that opening out around a plaza before the central face of the building.  A single gray stone dome rose above the entrance, simply covered with statuary, stained glass, and gargoyles.  The proud figure of an ancient god stood in white stone on its zenith.  Above and behind the station hung the massive cloud of docked airships, all moored along the edges of the top floor ramparts.
 
   Seeing such a sight in the center of a bustling city half way around the world from London, Twist allowed himself a moment of quiet patriotic pride.  Jonas glanced up at the building before he pinned his eyes on the ground again.
 
   “You know,” he said as he took the lead, heading for the airship docks, “all this cocky colonizing is going to turn around and bite England in the rear one day.”
 
   “How?” Twist asked as they walked into the cooler air inside the stone building and began to climb the stairs. “We have the widest sweeping empire the world has ever seen.  The sun never sets on it, after all.”
 
   “Oh really?” Myra asked with great interest. “It's that big?”
 
   “You know what they say about big things falling harder,” Jonas replied.  In the distance, a train whistle echoed off the stone, steel, and glass of the train platforms below them.
 
   “What have you got against your homeland, anyway?” Twist asked sharply.
 
   “My homeland is the sky,” Jonas answered with a smile as they reached the third floor and walked along the crowded open ramparts toward the docked Vimana, near the end. “All I ever got from England is my accent and a handful of ancestors.”
 
   The Vimana hung in the air beside the docks like a storm cloud.  The large, three-level hull seemed to absorb all the color around it into its gray wood, while the enormous gray balloon above shaded it from the sun.  The lay against the stone ramparts, inviting them back aboard, beside a number of large crates that hadn't yet been loaded.
 
   “Someday,” Twist said to Myra softly, as they came under the shadow of the Vimana's balloon and flanking wing-like sails, “he's going to realize that he's just as much an Englishman as I am.  I'm sure it'll give him quite a fright.”  Myra giggled behind a hand, drawing's Jonas's suspicious attention as he reached the gangplank.
 
   “Get back!” a voice hissed to them as a hand covered in black cloth snatched at Jonas's arm.  Aazzi Rodés pulled him behind a tower of large wooden crates to the side of the gangplank, and hurriedly gestured for Twist and Myra to hide as well.
 
   “Ow, ow!”  Jonas winced and pulled at the vampire’s talon-like grip. “What's goin—“
 
   Aazzi spun him around in an alarmingly fast movement and held him tightly from behind with one hand over his mouth and another pinning his arm to his stomach.  His eyes opened wide in shock as she turned her mouth close to his ear.  He let out a muffled sound and struggled to free himself, pulling at her immobile grip with his free hand.
 
   “I'm not going to bite you,” Aazzi spat impatiently on a hushed voice. “Now be quiet.”  She looked to Myra with silver eyes, from the darkness of her shaded face, under the red shawl of silk over her head. “You're in trouble, little one.”
 
   “What?  How?” Twist asked quickly.
 
   “There are Rooks on board, talking to Howell,” Aazzi said.  Jonas reached up with a finger to tap on the hand over his mouth. “Are you going to behave?” Aazzi hissed, turning her voice to his ear.  Jonas's body shuddered visibly and his eyes flinched closed, but he nodded.  The instant Aazzi released him, he moved well out of her reach to stand on the other side of Twist.
 
   “God you're terrifying!” Jonas whispered harshly through clenched teeth.  He rubbed at his neck, where her breath had been.  Aazzi smiled at him slightly. “So, why are we frightened of magpies, then?” he asked her quietly.
 
   “Rooks?  Magpies?” Twist asked. “Why are we talking about birds?”
 
   “Rooks, not magpies,” Aazzi amended quickly to Twist.
 
   “Oh, so it’s just one kind of bird, then,” Twist said, starting to feel his level of annoyance rise quickly.
 
   “Shut up,” Jonas said, holding a silencing finger before Twist's face as he spoke to Aazzi. “So, there are mags on the ship.  What of it?”
 
   “Howell registered a 'life-sized clockwork puppet' as belonging to him, when he brought the British navy to Indonesia to catch Quay,” Aazzi explained quickly. “Apparently, the Rooks saw the report.  Now, they're here for Myra.”
 
   “Shit,” Jonas hissed darkly. “Would Howell sell her out from under Twist?”
 
   “What?” Twist snapped.  A jolt of Myra’s fear crept through Twist’s Sight as she wrapped both of her hands around his arm.
 
   “Would he have a choice, is a better question,” Aazzi said.  She offered Twist a calming smile. “We all got paid well enough when we claimed the reward for Quay.  Howell and the rest of us can see very clearly how important Myra is to you.  We wouldn't take her from you.”  Twist nodded quietly, patting at Myra's nervous grip. “Howell might try to lie about her to the Rooks,” Aazzi said, looking back to Myra, “but if they see her...”
 
   “We have to get out of here,” Jonas said to Twist, his tone now startlingly serious.
 
   “We're not actually talking about birds, are we?” Twist asked slowly.
 
   “Go to this cafe, and wait for me,” Aazzi said, handing Jonas a small slip of paper. “If it's clear, we can come back together.  If not, we can figure out our next move.  Either way, wait for me to tell you what the situation is before you act,” she added pointedly to Jonas.
 
   “Sure,” Jonas said, nodding.
 
   “I mean it, Jonas.”
 
   “I get it,” Jonas snapped. “We'll wait for you.  Now go and figure out what's going on, will you?”
 
   Aazzi seemed to accept his promise, and turned to glance around the crate before walking around it and onto the Vimana.  The moment she was gone, Jonas nodded for Twist to follow him and turned to hurry farther down the ramparts behind the shelter of clustered piles of cargo.  When they were a good distance away, he stopped, took a steadying breath, and then quickly looked over the people around them: aeronauts, merchants, passengers, dock workers, and disguised pirates wandered among their own business, all along the ramparts and docked ships.  Jonas snapped his eyes closed and leaned back against the wall of the building to take a breath.
 
   “Not a mag in sight,” he said. “We're safe for now.”  Twist took a quick glance as well, not seeing a single feathered creature anywhere.
 
   “What is going on, Jonas?” Twist asked.  Beside him, Myra continued to hold to his hand tightly, sending a pulsing throb of worry wafting through his skin.
 
   “It's a really long story,” Jonas said, looking to him. “Basically, it’s a huge secret society of people who steal strange or dangerous technology and remove it from the general populace.  They say it's so it can't hurt anyone, but we all know their game.  They always go for things that might cause more harm than good, like weapons or time machines.”
 
   “Time machines?”
 
   Jonas waved his words away. “Like I said, it's complicated.  They also try to police any magically inclined people, and generally cause strife and misery to anyone who they don't count as 'friendly.'  They're a damned bloody nuisance and we do not want them interested in Myra.”  Myra gave a soft, nervous sound.  Twist grimaced against her fear.
 
   “What can we do about them?” Twist asked quickly.
 
   “Not a lot, if they've got our scent,” Jonas said darkly. “Mags—“  He stopped suddenly. “Rooks, I mean, have a lot of money, a lot of power, and all of the dangerous items that they take away from people.  They also have the best information network on the planet, and people stationed all over the world.”  
 
   Twist nodded, listening, and willed himself not to panic.  As he struggled to control his thoughts, a stray question slipped through his grasp.  “Any reason for the obsession with birds?” he asked.
 
   Jonas gave a sigh. “They call themselves 'Rooks.'  It's probably because those birds are supposed to be mysterious, intelligent, and can predict death and whatnot, but the rest of the world calls these people 'magpies' behind their backs because they tend to steal and hoard all the best stuff.  And it's usually bad luck to see them unannounced.”
 
   “They sound like something I should have heard about.”
 
   “They don't interact with the normal world,” Jonas answered Twist. “You only see them when you get close to weirdness.  But, once they appear, they have a tendency to take control.  If they decide that Myra is high enough on the freaky scale—“ Myra's face took on an affronted expression. “Not that you are, of course,” Jonas amended. “We know that you're as harmless as a kitten.  But if they decide to say that you're dangerous, that would justify taking you.  And there'd be no way for us to stop them.”
 
   “Taking her where?” Twist’s fingers tightened unconsciously on Myra’s.
 
   “There are rumors of stockpiles all over the world, but no one has ever found them.  And believe me, plenty of pirates have tried.  We only have two options here,” he said, holding up a finger for each one. “One, we find some ridiculous way to prove to them that she's harmless enough to leave alone.  Two, we run and hide and hope they never find us.”
 
   “Which one's better?” Twist asked.
 
   “Neither,” Jonas said with a sigh. “They could both fail and then we might never see her again.”  Myra gasped and Twist felt a fresh rush of fear burn off of her. “But if we try to run and they catch us, then we can always try to convince them as a backup plan.”
 
   Twist could already feel the future spinning wildly out of his limited control.  He took a breath and tried again to calm his fears. “There has to be something else,” he said. “I only just put her back together, for goodness sake!”
 
   “I'm telling you right now, I had no idea they'd go this far out of their way for her,” Jonas said a little more gently. “Sure, they might be interested out of curiosity if we went and told them about her.  But the fact that they came here without being called proves that they already think she's valuable.”
 
   “But she's not just some … thing,” Twist said, finding the very idea offensive. “She's a person.  They can't imprison her, can they?”
 
   “Oh yeah, easily,” Jonas answered with a nod. “Hence the problem.”
 
   “So, we're going to wait for Aazzi to return with good news, then, are we?” Twist asked on a heavy breath as he tried to accept this new reality.
 
   “Does that sound like a good idea to you?”
 
   “But you promised.”
 
   Jonas gave a mirthless snort of a laugh. “To hell with Aazzi.  We were going to run away anyway.  Now we've got even more reason to do so, immediately.”
 
   Twist felt as if the ground was turning and shifting under his feet.  Things were changing so quickly it was making him dizzy. “But the plan was to advertise and let Myra dance for the masses.  We can't exactly do that if we're trying to hide.”
 
   Jonas pushed himself off the wall and stepped closer to Twist, staring into his eyes while his own took on a stony, dark purple color.  The deep, constant buzzing sensation at the back of Twist's neck grew more noticeable under the pressure of Jonas's Sight. “Would your world continue to turn if they stole Myra away from you?” he asked, his voice even but unkind.
 
   “No,” Twist answered instantly, glancing away to dim Jonas's ability to use his Sight against him.  The buzzing at his neck itched and burned, making it hard to think of anything other than looking back into Jonas's eyes.  Twist closed his eyes tightly and forced himself not to relent.
 
   “I don't want to live with a hollow shell of you,” Jonas said, crossing his arms. “And what about you?” he asked, as Twist felt his heavy gaze turn away.  He glanced up to find Jonas now looking at Myra with the same deep purple eyes. “Do you want to be taken away from Twist?” he asked her.
 
   “No, never,” she responded just as quickly as Twist had.
 
   “Then what choice have we got?” Jonas asked them both. “We can figure out the details along the way, but right now, all we can do is run.”
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   “This is a damned bloody waste of time,” Jonas grumbled for the fourth time since they had sat down at a table in the corner of the cafe that Aazzi had indicated. “They know we're not on the Vimana.  They could already be searching the city for us.”
 
   “Are you trying to sound paranoid?” Twist asked as he stirred a little cream into his coffee and tried very hard not to look up at Jonas.  Beside him, Myra leaned just a little farther behind the tall potted plant to the side of their shadowed table, and tugged her sari to hide her copper skin just a little more.
 
   “Darling, what if he's right?” Myra asked Twist gently.
 
   “I'm not going to fling you aimlessly across the world, running and hiding like a fugitive, unless I'm absolutely certain that I have to,” Twist said, yet again.  The words were starting to feel comfortable and well-practiced on his tongue.
 
   “You keep saying that, and I might start to believe it,” Jonas said darkly.  Twist felt the heavy draw on his attention: the buzz at his neck sparking brightly as Jonas's eyes dug at him.
 
   “What are you looking for, anyway?” Twist asked, reaching up to rub at his neck as he kept his eyes firmly on his coffee cup.
 
   “Some kind of sense.”
 
   Twist shot him a glare. “Aazzi implied that there might not be any problem at all,” he said with as much conviction as he could muster—well aware that Jonas could see it clearly in his eyes. “I understand your concern, but we might not need to hide at all.  If we don't, we'll have a vastly better life from here on.  I have to take that chance.”
 
   Myra made a mournful tone, her metal hands clasped tightly together on the table top.  When Twist looked to her, he saw her face devoid of its usual brightness and joy.
 
   “I'm so sorry,” she breathed. “This is all my fault...”
 
   “You've done nothing wrong,” Twist said instantly, his voice considerably kinder when he turned it to her.
 
   “If it wasn't for me, you wouldn't be in this mess,” she said, looking to him sorrowfully. “You wouldn't be worried, or in danger, or angry with your friend,” she added, glancing to Jonas.
 
   “Oh no, we argue a lot anyway,” Jonas said with a smile.
 
   “I wouldn't remove myself from your side for all the trouble in the world,” Twist added. “Please, don't blame yourself.”
 
   Myra smiled weakly back to them both in turn. “Oh, you're ever so sweet to me.”
 
   “Can't help it,” Twist said, giving her hands a gentle pat.  A flash of relief came through his Sight at the touch.
 
   “Thank heavens,” a voice said hurriedly, coming closer to the table.  Jonas replaced the black-lensed goggles over his eyes again, apparently out of reflex.  Aazzi took the open seat between Jonas and Twist, and set down a couple of bags at her feet. “I'm very proud of you,” she said to Twist.
 
   “What did I do?”
 
   “You didn't let him push you into running,” Aazzi said, nodding to Jonas.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “You're as predictable as the sunrise,” Aazzi snapped back at Jonas before turning back to Twist.  Even a few feet away, Twist could feel true anger—and not just the frustration and annoyance he had personally caused—wafting off of Jonas like a toxic heat.  It whispered at the vibration in his neck, calling his own heart to burn as well. “Now,” Aazzi said to Twist, “did he explain anything about what's happening here?”
 
   “Yes, he told me in great detail exactly why we can't let those men have Myra,” Twist answered, fighting to keep his mind clear.
 
   “Well, you're in luck,” Aazzi said with a nod. “They didn't send Rook agents,” she said to Jonas. “It’s just a low grade, unarmed, collection team.  They didn't expect a problem.”
 
   “They thought we'd just give her up?” Jonas asked, curiosity poking holes in his smoldering anger.
 
   “They thought we'd sell her for the right price,” Aazzi explained. “They don't seem to realize that we see her as a friend.” Myra's face appeared surprised, but she said nothing.  “Howell told them the truth—that you three were out exploring the city and that you should be back any time now.”
 
   “How is any of this lucky?” Twist asked, fighting very hard to ignore Jonas's anger.
 
   “Because they still don't have any idea that we are going to run,” Jonas answered.
 
   “More than just that,” Aazzi said, “we might be able to get them to back off completely.”
 
   “Wait, you want us to run too?” Twist asked.
 
   “How could we get them off our backs?” Jonas asked tartly.
 
   “I have a friend in Paris—Philippe's uncle, actually—who works in the field,” Aazzi said. “He builds human-shaped machines that he calls robots.  Apparently, it’s a Bohemian technology that he's trying to perfect.  They're nothing like Myra: just soulless shells that look something like people.  But he's an expert on the subject and a consultant for the Rooks.  If you can get to him directly, and get him to declare her just another robot, then they will have no cause to trouble us again,” she finished with a proud smile.  Twist looked to Jonas.
 
   “Are you insane?” Jonas asked Aazzi sharply, seeming to glare squarely at her through the black lenses.
 
   Aazzi frowned. “It's a perfect solution.”
 
   “We only have a handful of unarmed low-level thugs to deal with right now, but you want us to walk right into the middle of a hornet's nest, on purpose, and hope your weird uncle sees things our way.  How the hell is that a good idea?”
 
   “If we tell the thugs about her,” Aazzi said with measured patience, “they'd still have to take her in to let their suppressor make the decision.  If you go to them instead, it shows initiative and would help to show how much you care about her—that she isn't some thing that can be bought and sold.”
 
   “And what happens if this expert doesn't go along with it?” Jonas asked.
 
   “He's family!” Aazzi said, exasperated.
 
   Twist rubbed at his face while the others continued to argue.  He could easily see the logic of both points of view, and the flaws in each plan as well.  Neither one seemed like a perfect solution.  His instincts had always helped him solve complicated problems before, but this time he couldn't use his Sight.  He couldn't find the source of the problem in all the complexity of it.
 
   He looked to Myra and found her watching the argument with a sheepish and forlorn expression.  Twist reached out to touch her wrist, drawing her attention.  Her emotions ran cold and fearful over his fingers.  It dimmed his world to see her so unhappy.  He leaned closer to her as Jonas and Aazzi's voice rose.
 
   “My dear,” he said softly to her copper ear, “if you could have anything in the world, regardless of all of this, what would you want?”
 
   She smiled bravely to him. “I just want what you already gave me,” she answered. “I don't want to be alone anymore.  And I want to be with you,” she said, reaching out to toy with the soft black curls behind his ear as her smile took on a deeper hue.  Twist's skin prickled at her touch, sending a delicious chill down his spine.
 
   “Could you be happy if you had to hide?” he asked. “What if you couldn't dance for anyone but me?”
 
   “Well...” she said, her face taking on a hint of bitterness. “As long as I have you, I think I'll be all right,” she said bravely.  Twist felt the lie echo off her metal skin, no matter how she tried to bury it.  Twist felt a solid shift in his own thoughts and emotions as he found the true source of his troubles.
 
   “I understand,” he said with a nod.  He looked up to find Aazzi and Jonas still spitting shards of logic and spite at each other.  He knocked on the table top with his knuckles until they paused to look at him. “I've decided.  I'm taking Myra to your uncle in Paris,” he said to Aazzi.  Then he turned to Jonas. “Are you coming?”
 
   “But—“ Jonas began, while Aazzi smiled victoriously.
 
   “There's a chance that she's right,” Twist said, gesturing to Aazzi. “There's a chance that Myra won't have to hide and live in fear for the rest of her life.  I'm taking it.”
 
   “And if they try to snatch her?” Jonas asked quickly.
 
   “They'll have to kill me before they can take her from me.”  Twist felt a ripple of shock shoot through Myra at the resolute sound of his words. “I want exactly what you want,” he said to her, squeezing her hand gently.
 
   “You are one stubborn little bastard, do you know that?” Jonas grumbled at Twist.
 
   “I've been called worse.  Are you coming or not?”
 
   Jonas's face moved as if he were rolling his eyes behind the opaque goggles. “Yes, of course,” he said on a heavy sigh. “Damn you.”
 
   “Wonderful,” Aazzi said brightly, picking up the bags she had left at her feet and placing them on the table. “Here're your things, and here's the address.”  She handed Twist a slip of paper.
 
   “You packed for us?” Jonas asked, pulling his goggles up just enough to frown at the bags on the table.
 
   “I knew you were leaving the Vimana today the moment I saw the Rooks.  The ship's too easy for the Rooks to follow.  And no, Howell and Ara don't know yet.  I'll explain things to them.”
 
   “Thank you,” Twist said.  Jonas said something under his breath.  Myra smiled at Twist from under her purple sari, and he felt a flash of pride bleed through her touch.
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   Bombay’s harbor was just as crowded and hectic as the train station and air docks had been.  Jonas led as he, Twist, and Myra made their way to the edges of the chaos, and for once he was watching the people around them with uncovered eyes.  Twist pulled close to Myra and spent most of his attention on staying out of the way of the hurried masses of porters, merchants, sailors, and passengers that filled the jetties and loading docks.  Jonas finally turned and sprang quickly up a set of stone stairs that led to a fort overlooking the harbor.
 
   “I don't think we're being followed,” Jonas said as Twist and Myra stopped beside him on the empty stone landing.  He leaned heavily on the landing’s wrought-iron railing and rubbed at his eyes with his palms. “I didn't see anyone who looked like a magpie to me.”
 
   “Are you all right?” Myra asked him gently.
 
   “Yeah, it just stings after a while,” he said.  He took hold of the railing, closed his eyes, and slumped as if exhausted.
 
   “Did you catch anyone's eyes?” Twist asked, peering at him with concern.
 
   “Just flashes,” Jonas said, shaking his head.  He looked at Twist silently.  Twist held his gaze, knowing that looking into his eyes would be soothing to Jonas's Sight.  For a moment, Jonas only stared back while his eyes shifted gently through cool hues and his expression betrayed a hint of relief.
 
   “Now, how are we getting out of Bombay?” Jonas asked suddenly, glancing out over the ships in the harbor.
 
   “I wish we could have taken an airship,” Twist muttered, looking out as well.
 
   “Wow, you just said that?” Jonas gasped, looking comically startled.
 
   “You don't like flying?” Myra asked Twist curiously.
 
   “Flying is fine, it's just the height that I could do without,” Twist clarified. “Still, it would be much faster than a sailing ship, wouldn't it?”
 
   “Yes it would, but there aren't any mags here,” Jonas said. “It's just safer this way.  How much money have we got, anyway?”
 
   “I still have most of that share of the reward for Quay,” Twist said.  At the time, he'd thought it strange that Howell had given him a share in the bounty for helping the British Navy to capture the pirate, but now he was suddenly quite grateful.
 
   “Me too,” Jonas said with a nod. “I think we can afford a bribe.”
 
   “We can't just buy a ticket?” Twist asked, looking over the huge, hulking passenger liners that filled the nicer, cleaner parts of the docks.
 
   “We'll leave a trail if we do,” Jonas said. “Once the thugs on the Vimana figure out that we've run for it, the first things they'll check are passenger liners.  We need something smaller, less likely, and off the record.”
 
   “Like what?” Twist asked, glancing over the other ships in the harbor.  There was a wide array of vessels, from huge cargo steamers to tiny sailing ships, fishing boats, military ships, and a handful of enormously expensive-looking private yachts.
 
   “Those men are loading cotton,” Jonas said, pointing to the cargo section of the docks.
 
   “Oh, that's a pretty ship!” Myra said, following his indication.
 
   The ship had a small body compared to many of the others—only about a hundred feet long and twenty feet wide, in a gently sloping curve that ended very high in the front—but it had an enormously tall set of three masts.  There was also a steam engine at the stern, with a small smokestack.  The top deck was flat and open, but the decks below sat low and heavy in the water.
 
   “It looks fast, too,” Jonas said.
 
   “But, if they're loading cotton, then isn't it a cargo ship?” Twist asked. “Would they take passengers?  Besides, we don't even know where they're headed.”
 
   “They're headed to Greece,” Jonas said, staring at the ship. “They'll swing around Arabia and take the Suez Canal into the Mediterranean.  We can jump off in Egypt and easily find a way to France from there,” he added with a quick glance to Twist. “It'll only take two days in that kind of ship.  And, although cotton isn't bad, it’s not the best profit you can make on a trip like that.  They won't mind making a little more.”
 
   “How do you know all that?” Myra asked, staring at him in wonder.
 
   Jonas smiled at her. “Twist isn't the only who can do tricks.”
 
   “But that was amazing!” Myra said, beaming at him.  Jonas puffed slightly in the light of her admiration, and he looked back to the ship.
 
   “I could tell you the tonnage, the average speed, and every place that ship's ever going to, but we don't have the time,” Jonas said. “They're going to leave within the hour.  If we want to get on that ship, we'll need to do it now.”
 
   “Is it safe for us to travel with them?” Twist asked, watching the men load the large square bales of cotton.
 
   “They're just a simple shipping crew,” Jonas said with a shrug. “They seem okay to me.”  He paused with a thoughtful frown. “Since when do you care about safety?”
 
   Twist looked to him in shock. “What could make you think I don't?”
 
   “You do spend a lot of time jumping into trouble.”
 
   “For a purpose,” Twist amended.
 
   “Whatever,” Jonas said, looking to the crew now. “Well, they don't look like killers to me.  What do you want to do, ask for character references?”  It took a moment for Twist to realize that he hadn't been serious about the last part.
 
   “Do we have any other options?” Twist asked with a sigh.
 
   “Nothing faster,” Jonas said. “That ship has so many sails it can practically fly.”
 
   “Oh!” Myra chirped and clapped her hands. “Can we take that one, Twist?” she asked him with a pleading but hopeful smile.
 
   “Yes, can we, Twist?” Jonas asked, mimicking her.  Twist shot Jonas a glare before turning to Myra more gently.
 
   “If they will have us,” Twist said to her. “We still haven't asked them.”
 
   “I'll do it,” Jonas said, already heading off down the stairs. “Stay here.  We shouldn't let them see Myra until we have a deal,” he added over his shoulder.
 
   Twist let out a heavy sigh as he watched Jonas move quickly through the thick crowd below.  Beside him, Myra hopped lightly on the balls of her feet.
 
   “This is so exciting!  I just love traveling.”
 
   Twist watched her silently, marveling at the simplicity of her universe.  It wasn't long before Jonas returned with good news.
 
   “They're happy to take our money,” Jonas said as he led Twist and Myra to the ship. “We'll be sleeping in the cargo hold, but it's full of cotton so it shouldn't be too bad.  Oh, and I convinced them to feed us too.”
 
   “Good idea,” Twist muttered.
 
   “I told them we're on a tour, heading back to Europe, and we missed the boat this morning.  We need to catch up with them in Egypt or miss the rest of the tour.  Now we don't look like fugitives.”
 
   “You're very clever, do you know that?” Myra asked him.
 
   “Yes, thank you, I did actually,” Jonas said, smiling to her while Twist shook his head.
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   One of the crew stood beside the gangplank, waiting for Twist and Myra when they returned with Jonas.  He was a tall man with broad shoulders and dark, almost leathery olive skin.  His clothes were simple: a white shirt with billowing sleeves, a black vest and short black trousers with rope sandals, and a simple wide-rimmed round hat.  His dark eyes looked like they had been held in a permanent squint for his entire life, with deep wrinkles at the edges, but his face was filled with a wide smile—two teeth capped with gold to one side, under a long and sagging black mustache.  He waved to Jonas and said something on a booming, jolly sounding voice, but in a language Twist didn't know.
 
   Jonas responded instantly in what sounded like French to Twist.  The man nodded and glanced at Twist and Myra.  Then his dark eyes fixed on Myra and his smile disappeared into a blank mask.  Jonas said something else, and Myra giggled.  To Twist's shock, she too said something happy-sounding in the bubbly language.
 
   “What's going on?” Twist asked.
 
   “I only told him that one of us was 'a little different',” Jonas said to Twist.  He turned back to the sailor and said something else.
 
   The sailor nodded again and his smile slipped slowly back into place as he spoke and finally turned to walk up the gangplank, beckoning them on.  As they stepped onto the open main deck, Twist saw that the rest of the crew—apparently nine men in total—were dressed similarly to the man with the gold teeth, and each had the same darkly tanned skin and weathered appearance though they ranged wildly in age.
 
   The youngest looked barely older than a child, while the oldest looked far too old to be climbing through the rigging with such ease and agility.  Each sailor, however, paused to stare at Myra at least once before returning to his own business.  She smiled at each of them in a friendly way, but Twist found himself drifting closer to her unconsciously as his apprehensions grew.
 
   It only took a few moments for the sailors to throw off the mooring lines and start up the steam engine, while some of the huge white sails were unfurled to hang limp in the light wind.  As the ship pulled away from the docks and slipped out into the harbor, Twist, Jonas, and Myra stood together on one side to watch the other ships glide past.  The shouts of orders and calls of observations swam over the ship as the sailors all readied her for the open water beyond the harbor, but Twist couldn't understand a single word.
 
   “Myra,” he asked her softly as she stared in wonder at the ships they passed, “what did you say to that sailor, earlier?  Was that French you were speaking?”
 
   “Was it?” Myra asked him back curiously. “You mean, it wasn't your language?”
 
   Twist stared back at her as he struggled to figure out what she meant. “You spoke to the children in Bombay, as well.  What language was that?”
 
   “I don't know,” Myra said with a shrug. “I just talk to people.  I never had trouble speaking to anyone after I left my first body and got into this one.”
 
   “You know, English is kind of modern, now that I think about it,” Jonas said, turning to them both. “You shouldn't know it if you've been stuck alone in Nepal all that time.”
 
   “How in the world did I never notice that?” Twist asked suddenly.
 
   “It's not important,” Myra said with a flippant wave of her clockwork hand. “The important thing is that we're about to leave the harbor!”
 
   As she spoke, the ship was beginning to slip gently out through the mouth of the harbor, and instantly began to pick up speed as it sliced its way into the rolling waves.  At first, the ship bobbed and swung wildly on the waves, but as the speed and the growl of the engine grew, the ship began to steady.  The sails were dropped and tightened one by one until the sky above the deck was filled with billowing white cloth.  Twist couldn't believe how many sails there were, or how large each one was.  The ship looked more like an airship than anything terrestrial with its tiny hull hanging under those enormous wings.
 
   Once they were ready, the ship turned into the sun and the engines shut off.  The sails caught the wind instantly, each one full to bursting, and the ship lurched forward into sudden speed.  The hull rose to the top of the waves and skipped along them with a smooth, gliding ease that felt as natural and free as the wind itself.  Twist clung to the railing to keep balance in the sudden rush and marveled as Bombay disappeared quickly into the distant mist, far behind them now.  Myra giggled and danced happily with her arms high in the air.
 
   “This feel like flying!” she said on a ringing voice. “Even more than really flying on an airship,” she added with another laugh.
 
   “I told you this ship was fast,” Jonas said to her as he smiled into the sun.
 
   Twist felt the ship turn and sway with the wind; there was nothing sharp or incongruous about its movements now.  There was a reckless and intoxicating thrill to flying on nothing but the wind itself, and it ran deep and chilling to his bones.  This was a kind of force that could only be embraced.  To do anything else would only be more dangerous.  Twist found a smile on his own face even before Myra threw an arm around his shoulders from behind and clung to him on the rushing waves.
 
   “I can't wait to see Egypt,” she said to his ear, as if the words tasted sweet in her mouth.
 
   Her abundant joy splashed over him in the warm sunlight and the chill grasp of the wind, and washed away every fear he had found in Bombay.  Right now, there was no one after them, and no threat on their horizon.  They had simply vanished from the streets of Bombay with no trail behind them, and their path was set.  Right now, they were free.
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   The ship's cargo hold was indeed full of cotton.  Huge baled cubes of it, wrapped in cheap, coarse fabric and twine, were stacked high in the deep space under the main deck.  A few porthole windows near the ceiling crossbeams let in a small amount of sunlight, while fresh air and a little more light fell in through the lattice wood that temporarily shut up the main hatch in the deck above.  A few tin lanterns hung unlit from the bases of the masts, which extended down to the rough wood floor.
 
   “Charming,” Twist muttered.
 
   “Cheer up, dandy,” Jonas said with a sneer as he started to climb the nearest bale of cotton.
 
   “Brigand,” Twist shot back.
 
   “You two are so funny,” Myra said, shaking her head.
 
   “Come on, it's nicer up here,” Jonas called from the top of the stacked cotton.
 
   The bales created a wide, flat platform near the ceiling, with only a few feet of space left below the hatch.  Myra gave an amused sound and moved instantly to follow him up the crude staircase of stacked cotton.  Twist shifted his bag to sit more comfortably on his shoulder and tried to be a bit more open minded as he followed after her.
 
   He had to stoop low to walk on the top, and found that his feet sank somewhat into the lumpy, less-than-solid surface of the baled cotton.  Jonas had already found his new place, lying flat on his back and gazing up through the hatch cover at the billowing sails and sky beyond.  His arms were flung lazily out wide, and one knee was bent, with his eyes uncovered to the sky.  Twist instantly recognized the image: Jonas had been in exactly the same position—at such ease and peace—when Twist had seen him for the first time.  Knowing him better now, Twist suddenly realized how rare it was to see him at rest, or anywhere near peace.
 
   “This is nice,” Myra declared brightly.  She sat cross-legged near Jonas, and leaned back on her arms in the soft glow that fell through the wooden lattice. “Can we sleep up here?”
 
   “Sure,” Jonas replied.  Twist came to join them and sat down beside Myra.  To his surprise, it was actually fairly easy to find a comfortable seat among the lumpy bales.
 
   “Oh good,” Myra said, before she looked to Twist. “This is going to be a wonderful trip,” she told him with certainty.
 
   “I'm glad you're pleased,” Twist said, quietly relieved.
 
   “Wait,” Jonas said, leaning up on an elbow to look at Myra. “Do you actually sleep?”  Myra looked back at him blankly and tilted her head to one side. “Well, you don't eat, and I don't think clockwork gets tired.  So, do you really need to sleep?”  Twist looked to her with hesitant curiosity.
 
   “I need to dream as much as you do,” Myra said to Jonas, as if he should have known. “If I don't shut my eyes and rest my thoughts from time to time, I'll surely go mad.”
 
   Jonas nodded as he looked at her, his eyes shifting into gray purples. “Well, that makes sense,” he muttered before leaning back onto the cotton.
 
   For a while, the three of them sat together in relative silence, each one drifting off into their own private thoughts as the ship skipped deftly over the Arabian Sea.  While Twist idly pondered the nature of clockwork dreams, Myra began to sing softly to herself.  Her voice rang gently like a bell in her metal throat, murmuring a tune that Twist had never heard before, though its curling, haunting, and evocative notes made imagining all the easier.  Jonas closed his eyes and lay still, listening to her voice with a soft smile on his lips, while Twist felt previously unknown tensions drain out of his form under the subtle spell of her voice.  Like Jonas, he remained still and silent for fear of giving her any reason to end her song.
 
   Moments passed slowly in the cargo hold, but it felt all too soon to Twist when Myra's voice dropped to silence at the end of her quiet song.  Twist glanced up to see that the sky had grown darker while he wasn't looking.  Jonas took a deep breath and opened his eyes again to look at Twist.
 
   “Do you smell food?” he asked.  Twist took in a whiff of the cool air.
 
   “I don't know about food, but I smell something,” he answered.
 
   “Oh, you haven't eaten in a while, have you?” Myra asked Twist anxiously.
 
   “That smells like kebab to me,” Jonas said, sitting up with a determined expression.
 
   “It smells like what?” Twist asked.
 
   “Come on, let's have a look,” Jonas said, already heading off.
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   Twist and Myra followed Jonas out of the cargo hold and up onto the main deck.  The sun hung just over the edge of the ocean, nestled in a bank of pale haze, while the rest of the sky overflowed with rich, twilight blue and streaming ribbons of copper cloud.  The wind had lessened slightly, but the ship continued slipping lazily from one glassy crest to the other, still under full sail.  Twist and his companions found most of the crew clustered together in the center of the deck—seated on the bare planks or on a collection of small barrels and crates—around a warm glow.
 
   Coming closer, Twist saw that they had built a fire inside a large, black, iron pot.  There were a number of things he couldn't easily recognize, in and around the flames.  Jonas grinned at the sight and hurried his pace, greeting the sailors with a phrase Twist couldn't follow.  A few of them repeated the phrase back to him, and beckoned them closer.
 
   “Have a seat,” Jonas said to Twist as he found a place in an open part of the circle.
 
   Twist did as he was told, placing himself on the bare deck between Jonas and one of the crew—a huge fellow who looked down at Twist with a critical eye, from a full head and shoulder's greater height.  Twist hopefully offered a polite smile, as he edged himself slightly closer to Jonas.  The man replied with a nod, though his expression never changed.  He reached up to scratch at his thick mustache with the largest hand Twist had ever seen on a human being.
 
   “Stop staring,” Jonas muttered softly, while Myra fit herself in between Twist and the giant sailor.
 
   Twist pulled his gaze away to land on his own hands, clasped innocently in his lap.  When he chanced a glance back up, he saw that the man was now staring at Myra instead of him.  Most of the men around the circle were now staring at her as well.
 
   Jonas placed the black goggles over his eyes and began to speak in a friendly sounding voice to the others, though Twist couldn't recognize a single word among the tumbling, confusing sounds.  Some of the sailors responded to him, or gave barking laughs from time to time, which Jonas joined in with, while others seemed more absorbed in whatever they were doing with the things in the fire.  To further Twist's feelings of abject isolation, Myra found her way into the conversation as well and laughed at every one of Jonas's jokes.
 
   Twist spent his time trying to get a better look at the other sailors without appearing to stare.  Though they all shared the same dark, sun-bronzed completion, black-looking eyes, simple white-and-black clothing, and a tendency for some form of mustache or beard, each one was still drastically individual in size and age.  While the man now sitting beside Myra was easily three times his size, Twist was relieved to see that the crew's youngest-looking member—a boy of no more than fifteen, and singular for his total lack of a beard—was almost Twist’s equal in size.
 
   The boy caught Twist staring and smiled at him in a somewhat derisive way.  Twist snapped his gaze back down to his hands, but he heard the boy say something in a questioning tone.  Jonas and Myra laughed, though they both tried to stop quickly.  Myra seemed to answer him, speaking very quickly and with a smile.
 
   “He said you look like a ghost,” Jonas told Twist.
 
   “That's disturbing…” Twist muttered as an old memory returned to him in a flash.
 
   “He's just playing,” Jonas said with a dismissive shake of his head.
 
   “No, I mean, he's the second strange young man to say that to me.”
 
   “Do you have a tendency to associate with strange young men?” Jonas asked, sounding concerned.
 
   Twist shot him a glare, whether Jonas could see it through his opaque goggles or not. “I met a boy from Baku on a submersible in the Caspian Sea,” Twist clarified.
 
   “Sure, that's the best place to meet strange young men.”
 
   “He said he thought I was a ghost the first time he saw me,” Twist said, ignoring him. “What's so bloody 'ghostly' about me, anyway?”
 
   Jonas shrugged. “Pale skin, small stature, those chilly blue eyes, you don't talk much...  And then there's that thing you do when you get nervous, going totally still and staring daggers.” Jonas gave a shudder. “Actually, now that I think about it, you are kind of creepy.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” Twist spat bitterly. “I'd forgotten I was such a freak for a moment there.  Good of you to remind me.”
 
   Jonas laughed and reached out to hook Twist's neck in his arm, pulling him closer.  Twist's Sight instantly flashed into white fog that ebbed away into a deep, glowing warmth he didn't expect.
 
   “You're so fun to bother,” Jonas said on the end of his laugh.  Though logic firmly declared the opposite, the warmth that flowed into Twist's Sight highlighted the compliment hidden in Jonas's words. “You react to absolutely everything,” Jonas added with awe and glee.
 
   “Get off,” Twist snapped, tossing his hand off and breaking the contact.  Though the fog evaporated from his mind, the warmth lingered as Jonas laughed again.  He was silently grateful that Jonas's eyes were covered, as Twist couldn't get the smile off his own face at first.
 
   One of the sailors said something that sounded decisive, and all of the others leaned closer to the iron pot, reaching in to pull out some of the things from the fire.  Jonas joined them instantly, with no hesitation.
 
   “Oh, can I make you one?” Myra asked Twist excitedly.
 
   “I'm sorry?” Twist asked as he leaned back to stay out of the fray.
 
   “Just a second,” Myra said before she dove in herself.
 
   A few moments later, she returned with a flat but puffy piece of bread that was charred in places, onto which she had placed what looked like lumps of some sort of spiced meat that had been on skewers in the fire, and a handful of sliced cucumber, all covered in a drizzle of white sauce.  Besides a general fire-blackened scent, none of the aromas that met his senses were in any way familiar.  However, they all somehow reminded him of the air in Bombay.
 
   “Here,” Myra said, offering it proudly.
 
   “Thank you...”  Twist politely took the contraption from her with bare hands.
 
   He checked to see that all of the others, Jonas included, had created similar items.  Jonas was already taking enthusiastic bites out of his.  Twist took a steadying breath, glanced up to find a hopeful and expectant look on Myra's face, and then tried to take a modest taste.  The meat was spicy and packed with flavors that Twist had never imagined, which complemented the cool cucumber and the tangy, herb scented, salty sauce, while the bread turned out to be quite soft and tasty all by itself.
 
   “Do you like it?” Myra asked, leaning close to him.
 
   “Well, I...” he faltered, still struggling to process the information his tongue had gathered. “What am I eating?” he asked her finally.
 
   “It's usually lamb,” Myra offered after a moment of thought.
 
   “It's kebab,” Jonas answered. “Fire grilled meat on a stick, with flat-bread—Indian Naan style in this case—cucumber, and tzatziki.”
 
   “Zad-tee-key...” Twist tried to repeat.
 
   “Tzat-zi-ki,” Jonas corrected him. “Yogurt sauce with mint and garlic or something.  These guys are Greek,” he added as if the information helped Twist in any way.  “How do you like your first taste of the world's second favorite food?”
 
   “I've never had this many flavors in my mouth at once,” Twist answered, examining his meal for the next best place to bite.
 
   “Everyone likes this,” Myra said, pointing to it. “I always used to put tomatoes and onions in mine.”
 
   “I'm sure England will learn to love it too, once they stop boiling everything and learn to cook properly again,” Jonas said before returning his full attention to his meal.
 
   Twist didn't give up on his meal, since he wasn't sure he would get any other options on this ship.  Myra seemed to enjoy watching him eat far more than he enjoyed eating, and asked if she could make him another once he'd finished the first.  As his stomach seemed just as confused as his mouth had been, he declined her offer discreetly.
 
   By the time the sun had set into the western horizon, leaving a deep, inky black stretched out over a sky full of drifting clouds, the fire in the pot had all but gone out and the food had totally disappeared.  It wasn't long before one of the sailors—who now all sat lounging about on the deck talking or just watching the dark sea glide by—pulled out a care-worn violin and began to play.  The sound of the strings wafted gently at first, sweeping over the deck with the silver smoke of the dying fire.  Very shortly, however, the tempo increased into a quick, playful tune.  Some smiled and clapped in time, while others began to sing along in their language.
 
   Naturally, Myra began the dance.  Her metal feet beat out a complementary rhythm as if she knew it by heart, while her body turned and swayed to the melody.  Jonas lifted his goggles up onto his brow to see, while the sailors watched her with rapt attention and the song continued to grow with their voices, as if they were all trying to maintain the spell that had brought the clockwork dancer to life.  Her graceful, carefree movements were infectious, and soon some of the sailors came to join her, dancing around her on the open deck.  Myra positively beamed with joy and twirled between them all as she too took up the song on her ringing voice.
 
   Twist could only marvel as he watched from his seat beside Jonas, and clapped in time absently, while he tried to memorize every moment of her joy.  He hardly noticed as Jonas leaned closer to him.
 
   “Are you going to get up and dance with her?”
 
   “Me?  Goodness no,” Twist said instantly, shaking his head.
 
   “All right then.”  Jonas got to his feet.
 
   As Myra came whirling by them again, Jonas swept into her path and took her hand in one of his, placing the other on her slender waist.  Myra seemed mildly surprised, staring up into Jonas's clever grin, but her body never lost its rhythm or grace.  Jonas led her on, spinning her through the song with a simple step, and Myra began to smile back to him as she glided effortlessly along.  A few of the sailors cheered, looking at Jonas with somewhat jealous smiles, while Twist could only stare.  The two dancers moved in perfect harmony—due almost entirely to Myra's skill, Twist could easily see—and Jonas sent her into dips and spins as their motions grew more free.  The whole time Jonas never took his eyes off of her.
 
   Twist lost himself in the scene before him, watching his only love and his only friend dance so happily to a song he'd never heard.  As the moon peered out from behind a cloud to glint off Myra's copper skin and bathe them both in silver light, a brand-new thought bloomed slowly in Twist's mind: obvious, remarkable, and inexplicable against everything he'd ever known.  The farther he got from what he understood, the more beautiful the world became.
 
   While all eyes were captivated by Jonas and Myra, Twist drew out his pocket watch and opened its face.  He set it carefully on the deck beside him, and held himself perfectly still, while the tiny cogs, gears, and springs soaked up the moment.
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   Twist's consciousness drifted back to him slowly on the sound of the whispering wind.  For a moment he stayed still, lying on the bales of cotton near the top of the cargo hold, and kept his eyes closed.  The crisp air smelled of salt.  The ship sailed so smoothly beneath him that for a moment, he thought he was in the sky again.
 
   Twist finally opened his eyes to see Myra's copper face lying close beside him, her eyes closed and her form perfectly still in the thin morning light.  He remembered her curling up on her own corner of the cotton, farther away, before he'd fallen asleep the night before.  But now, she was right beside him, clasping one of his hands in hers.  Twist's Sight was the last part of him to wake.  The moment it did, his attention slipped swiftly into her sleepy stillness.  It was so deep, comfortable and cool in her peace that it took a long while for him to even think of leaving it.
 
   He gently—carefully—slipped his fingers out of her grip without waking her, and then pushed himself up to sit.  Jonas was still asleep as well, bundled up in a wool blanket a little farther off.  Twist pushed his own blanket away and felt somewhat enlivened as the chilly air rushed in to take its place.  Still dressed in his white cotton shirt and black trousers from the day before, Twist grabbed his discarded jacket and his boots as he crept to the edge of the piled-up cotton.  Climbing out onto the main deck, he found a few of the sailors tightening the rigging in the dawn wind.  They offered him casual nods and remained at their work.
 
   Twist pulled his jacket close around him and stood at the railing to look out at the sea.  The waves bounded by at a rapid pace as they had the day before, but now Twist could just barely make out a coastline in the morning mist.  A thin line of land sat on the horizon to the north— creeping slowly nearer as it continued to glide by—while open and endless sea stretched out to the south.
 
   As he studied the world around him, Twist once again wished he knew more about geography.  He couldn't guess the name of the land he saw, or even the waters they now moved through.  Jonas had mentioned something about the Arabian Sea the night before, but Twist didn't have any idea of its size.  So he could only watch and wonder while the ship sailed so hurriedly through the unknown.
 
   After a while, one of the sailors approached him.  It was the youngest member of the crew, and he offered Twist a hesitant smile as he said something.  It took Twist a second to realize that it might be English, though with a very thick accent.
 
   “I'm sorry?” Twist asked slowly.
 
   “Hot,” the boy said, holding out a tin cup to Twist. “Good.  You like?”
 
   “Oh!” Twist muttered as he recognized the scent of coffee wafting out of the cup in the boy's hand.  He took it with a smile and a nod. “Thank you.”
 
   The boy seemed quite pleased, and in fact somewhat relieved, when Twist took the tin cup from him and tried a sip.  He didn't, however, seem to be in a great hurry to leave.  Twist had read about communication across linguistic borders in novels.  It seemed that pointing and smiling was the best way to proceed.  Out of pure curiosity, Twist decided to give it a try.
 
   “Where is that?” he asked slowly, pointing to the coast to the north.  The boy glanced after his point, then looked back to him blankly. “That land,” Twist tried again, “what is it?”
 
   “Land?” the boy repeated, looking to the coast.
 
   “Yes,” Twist said, nodding.  “What land is it?  What's its name?”
 
   The boy's face flashed with sudden understanding. “Yemen,” he said certainly.
 
   “Yemen,” Twist murmured, searching his memory for anything similar.
 
   “Arabia,” the boy said, drawing the shape of the peninsula on his palm with a finger for Twist to see.  Twist nodded again once the boy's accent filtered through his hearing to the word he knew.  The boy then pointed to the lower right corner of the imagined image he'd drawn. “Yemen,” he said again.  He then pointed to the lower left corner and said, “Oman.  We go...” he added, tracing his finger around the invisible corner of Yemen, then up the west coast of Arabia.
 
   “Oh, I see,” Twist said, smiling as he nodded.  The boy smiled back, looking pleased with himself again.  “Thank you,” Twist offered, feeling positively triumphant.
 
   Another voice came to them from afar.  The boy and Twist turned to look, to find Jonas approaching them.  He said something to the boy that Twist couldn't follow, but the boy laughed and shook his head, responding quickly in the same language.  They spoke for a moment more before the boy hurried off.
 
   “So, you figured out where we are, then?” Jonas asked Twist with a smile.
 
   “Off the coast of Yemen, apparently,” Twist said, sounding more proud than he'd intended to.
 
   “Yeah, just about at the Gulf of Aden, by the look of it,” Jonas said, peering over the bow to a new, just-visible coast in front of the ship. “We'll be entering the Red Sea soon.”
 
   “Oh, now you're just showing off,” Twist grumbled.
 
   Jonas laughed and shook his head. “I'm supposed to know my geography,” he said. “I'm the sky pirate, remember?  I'm very impressed you got coffee and our location, all on your own.”
 
   Twist couldn't easily ignore the patronizing tone, but he also couldn't detect any true malice in Jonas's voice.  Just then, the boy returned with another tin cup of coffee for Jonas.  Jonas seemed to thank him and they both continued to talk for a little longer.  Twist turned to the railing and watched Yemen drift by until the boy left them again.
 
   "There you are!" Myra's voice accused as her metal feet carried her quickly across the deck with a rhythmic ticking sound.
 
   She rushed past Jonas to wrap both arms around Twist's waist before he had quite enough time to turn round, jolting him in her rush.  Twist's senses were instantly overrun with a sparkling wave of triumph.
 
   "Found you," Myra said, smiling at him.
 
   "Indeed you have."  Twist smiled back and petted her wire hair, which was now bound at the crown of her head to hang down her back in a long tail.
 
   "Why don't I ever get hugs?" Jonas asked.
 
   Myra turned—not releasing Twist—and gave him a curious look. "You're not Twist," she answered flatly.
 
   "Of course," Jonas said, his understanding tone rather thin, "That's a perfectly logical reason."  Twist felt a ripple of annoyance through Myra's copper skin.
 
   "You're just jealous," Twist declared flippantly.  The moment the words left his mouth, he realized they weren't even slightly his own.  The expression on Jonas's face betrayed exactly the same sentiment.
 
   "Exactly," Myra said, grinning proudly.
 
   "That's getting creepy," Jonas said to Twist.
 
   Twist understood his meaning, and moved to loosen Myra’s grip on him.  She hardly seemed to notice as her attention shifted to the coast now filling the northern horizon.  Jonas let Twist tell her its name first, and then filled in more information as needed, himself.
 
   The ship was speeding quickly around the south-eastern tip of the Arabian Peninsula, past Somalia, and entering the Red Sea.  By mid-day, they had passed Ethiopia and come to Sudan to the west, and were off the coast of the famous city of Mocha to the east, half way up the coast of Arabia.  Rounded rock mountains and smooth flat coasts of cream-and-gray sand seemed to line the dark, cerulean waters of the Red Sea in one continuous palette, dotted sparingly with ports, towns, and palm trees.
 
   Even with the apparent vacancy of the land around it, this long, narrow sea was considerably more crowded than the open Arabian Sea had been, as vessels hurried from one end to the other.  Consequently, Myra wanted to stay out on deck all day, watching the endless variation of ships glide by on all sides.
 
   Though the sun was already falling behind the tall, jagged, dusty mountains that stood on the eastern coast of Egypt, it felt like little time had passed at all when the ship slowed and slipped gracefully into the Gulf of Suez.  Twist could easily see the mouth of the canal under the pale blue sky—a wide, straight channel with sharp edges against the soft and shifting desert all around it—beside a relatively small and utilitarian looking town nestled at the edge of the sea.  Twist had expected something much more impressive, given that this was a place he had actually heard of.
 
   “Not much, is it?” he remarked to Jonas as the ship pulled into a tiny, square-walled shipping yard, just to the side of the canal.
 
   “It's not a tourist spot,” Jonas said with a shrug. “No one usually stops here.  They just go on north to the Mediterranean or south, down to India or China.  Suez is just a place one passes through.”
 
   “So, where's the city?” Myra asked, returning to them on the deck after having taken a run around all sides to find the best view of the sunset.
 
   “Right here,” Jonas said, waving a hand to the clump of buildings behind the shipyard.
 
   “Oh,” Myra said, frowning slightly. “I thought Egypt would be more … legendary.”
 
   “I've got to take you two to Cairo and Giza and win back Egypt's good name,” Jonas muttered, shaking his head.
 
   Once the ship was docked, the large sailor with the gold teeth called something to Jonas.  He and Myra both turned to respond with words Twist couldn’t decipher.  He understood the basic idea, however, as Jonas and Myra both moved to disembark.
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   Having only stopped to pick up food for their dinner and drop off their passengers, the crew of the cotton ship left Suez within the hour, speeding elegantly up the long canal.
 
   “So, why didn't we just stay with them?” Twist asked as he, Jonas, and Myra wondered the wharfs at the edge of the small city.  All around them, Egyptian workers loaded cargo to and fro along the bare, dry wood.
 
   “Because they're taking the canal,” Jonas answered. “Every ship that takes it has to log their cargo and passenger manifests in Port Said at the other end.  The mags watch the canal because there are so many archeological digs around here.”
 
   “I'm very glad you know that,” Twist said with total honesty.  “Then, how do we get to Paris from here?”
 
   “Actually, I wasn't kidding about Cairo.  There's a world-class airship dock there, and one of the seven wonders of the world, and some great street food...” he continued, now counting on his fingers and looking more excited as he spoke, “I know this really good gambling den just off the Nile.  Oh, and there's mummies in all the museums.”
 
   “Real mummies?” Myra asked, looking frightened.
 
   Jonas looked at her critically. “Are you afraid of dead people?”  She only stared at him for a moment before she caught his meaning.
 
   “I'm not dead,” Myra snapped crossly. “I just got a new body.”
 
   “Right, that's not scary at all,” Jonas said, smiling tightly.  Twist let his annoyance out with a sigh while Myra pouted pointedly at Jonas.
 
   “So, how do we get to Cairo, then?” he asked tightly.
 
   “The train would work well,” Jonas said, ignoring Myra's pout completely.  He glanced at the wooden sign that stood near the end of the wharf, and then led the group into the city.  For all the world, Twist could see nothing but curly lines on the sign, with not a word among them.
 
   The city began to look like a somewhat more interesting place to Twist as he and his companions began to walk through it.  While the buildings were of a simple, blocky construction with little in the way of ornament at all, and both the streets and the walls of every structure were of the same sandy color, the crowds that hurried down the dusty streets and filled the wide squares were amazingly international to his eye.  He saw people who looked European, Asian, Indian, Middle Eastern, and even British.  Upon turning a corner, Twist stopped in sudden shock.
 
   “What's wrong?” Jonas asked, surprised by the sharpness of Twist's motion.
 
   “That's the Union Jack,” Twist declared, pointing to a small house in the corner of the square, and at the English flag that wafted in the breeze before it.
 
   “Oh, it looks very colorful,” Myra observed hopefully, keeping her eyes on Twist.
 
   “That's probably the consulate,” Jonas offered.
 
   “Can we go inside?” Twist asked him.
 
   “Why would we?”
 
   “Because it's England in there.”
 
   “Really?” Myra asked, obviously wondering at how a whole country could fit into a two-story house, before dismissing the idea with a shake of her head.
 
   “Whatever,” Jonas said, smiling now. “You know, there was a consulate in Bombay too.”
 
   “I didn't think of it then,” Twist said quickly as he hurried to the house.
 
   The door opened instantly under his hand to reveal a small office with a wooden floor, flowered wallpaper, sun-beaten velvet curtains around the windows, and a portrait of Queen Victoria on the far wall.  There were also a few desks covered with papers and books, with chairs on both sides of them.  The center desk was the only one currently in use, occupied by a small man in a gray tweed suit who was pouring himself a cup of tea from a round, ceramic pot.  He looked up over his bushy red mustache at Twist.
 
   “Oh hello,” he said brightly. “How can I help you?”
 
   Twist stared at the tea pot on the desk, and at the butter biscuits on the little plate beside it.  He inhaled deeply the wafting scent of paper, ink, and proper tea, and focused on the fact that the ground beneath his feet was technically English soil.  A single tear burned into the corner of his eye, and his heart filled to the brim with a gravity that could have dragged him down through the Earth and all the way back to his home.
 
   He gave himself one moment, and then took in a deep breath, whipped away the tear, and tipped his top hat to the man behind the desk before he turned to leave.  He shut the door behind him and found Myra and Jonas on the curb outside, back in Egypt under the setting sun.
 
   “Did you get what you needed?” Jonas asked.
 
   “Yes, I think I did,” Twist said, pulling himself into a taller posture.  He held his walking stick with a bit more dignity, and offered his arm to Myra. “Shall we continue?”
 
   Myra took his arm with a smile and Jonas turned away to hide his own smile from Twist.  Together, they continued on towards the train station, and to Cairo beyond.
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   “Well, we might be able to find a couple of camels,” Jonas said with a heavy sigh as they left the Suez train station in the gathering dusk.
 
   “I'm going to pretend you were kidding about that,” Twist answered. “How many hours is it until nine in the morning, anyway?” he asked, glancing at his pocket watch.  He stared at the hands for a moment before he realized that he had no idea which time zone it was set to.  Somewhere, it was a quarter to three.
 
   “Oh, we're about twelve hours from nine, at the moment,” Jonas answered, looking at the clock fixed into the face of the station building, which read nine twenty-seven.
 
   He glanced down the now emptying city streets with uncovered eyes, showing little fear.  The station was on the edge of town, and there was nothing but an endless sea of sand just behind it.  To his left, behind Twist, the dessert crept right up to the city through a small, sandy plaza with a simple marble fountain and a few wooden benches around it.  Myra sat on one of the benches and stared into the horizon with wonder in her glinting jewel eyes.  To his right, a few shops, and a café with seating on the street, were glowing with candlelight.
 
   “Well,” Jonas asked, “if we're going to wait till the next train, should we get a room for the night or just drink a lot of coffee and sleep on the train tomorrow?”
 
   “Coffee sounds marvelous,” Twist muttered, rubbing at a new dull pain in the side of his head.  It seemed to grow concurrently with the number of complications before him. “I'll get Myra,” he said, turning to call to her in the plaza, a few steps away.
 
   For a moment, he didn't actually realize that anything was wrong.  He thought he just couldn't see her in the darkening gloom.  Then he was sure she wasn't on the bench.  She wasn't in the plaza.  She wasn't out in the shifting sand just beyond.  As he turned slowly, searching a wider and wider circle for her glinting copper skin, Jonas came to his side with fear in his flashing green eyes.
 
   “Where is she?” Twist asked.  His voice sounded strange to him, hollow and thin.
 
   “She was right there,” Jonas said, looking through the shadows with his powerful vision.
 
   “Myra?” Twist called to the air in his small voice.
 
   “I don't see her anywhere,” Jonas said darkly.  “She couldn't have gone by us.”
 
   “Myra!” Twist called again as a chill of cold dread burned down into his stomach.
 
   He started to move, though he didn't know where he was heading.  The streets that led into the city were all empty.  The street he was on was empty but for him and Jonas.  The shops and cafes were full of people, but none of them were made of clockwork.  He heard Jonas's voice calling for her too, but he never heard a response.  His heart was pounding and he couldn't find enough breath.  It took far too long for him to realize that he was panicking.
 
   “Can I help you?” a voice asked as Twist hurried past a form that was in his way.
 
   Twist spun on the spot to find a woman standing in the street, looking at him with concern.  She was tall, pale, and proud, in a long green sateen gown that billowed gently from her hips to her feet, with a black jacket that made her waist appear even more slender, and a scarf of white fur even though they were in Egypt.  Her hair was mirror black and tied up in a soft bun, with perfectly disordered strands falling out around her dark eyes and ruby red lips.  Her startling beauty stalled Twist's tumbling thoughts for an instant.
 
   “Have you lost someone?” she asked Twist gently with a distinct but soft Russian.
 
   “Yes,” Twist said, finally recognizing the signs of panic in himself now.  He forced his racing breath to deepen and slow. “A girl.  She's this tall,” he said, indicating, “blue eyes, red hair.  And she's made of clockwork.”
 
   The woman's fine black eye brows rose upward sharply at the last detail.
 
   “Oh Lord that sounds bizarre,” he muttered quickly. “She has copper skin and she was wearing purple,” he continued, stepping closer. “Have you seen her?  She was just there, but now she's gone.”
 
   “Did you say copper?” the woman asked. “Is she made of copper metal, or is she only painted to look so?”
 
   “No, she—“  Twist's scattered mind took a moment to process everything she'd said. “Wait, what?  I just told you my friend was made of clockwork, and this is your question?”
 
   “You're obviously in a hurry,” she said, looking wholly sincere. “You're also obviously quite serious and seem to be sane.  We can talk about why your friend is made of clockwork once she's been found safe.  Suez isn't the safest place for a fairytale.  Now, you said she's made of copper?”
 
   Twist stared back at the woman in amazement. “She's predominantly made of copper,” Twist said, unsure what else to say.
 
   The woman turned towards the cafe beside them. “Niko,” she beckoned, waving someone closer.
 
   Jonas ran up to Twist and stopped, gasping to catch his breath. “I've looked down every street,” he said quickly. “She's nowhere around here.  Even if she were hiding I'd be able to find her.  I don't understand where she could have gone.”
 
   While he spoke, a young man—just old enough for university—came to join the woman.  He was very thin and taller than Twist by a full head and shoulders.  He glanced at Twist with eyes of such a brilliant blue that they almost gave off their own light, in a young face made entirely of sharp angles.  He was dressed fully in black and had short black hair, giving his pale skin a truly ghostly appearance.  Niko said something to the woman in what sounded like German to Twist's ear, but his tone was clearly impatient.  The woman responded gently in the same language, though her eyes sharpened slightly.  The young man gave a sigh and pulled a device unlike anything Twist had ever seen, out of his coat pocket.
 
   The woman nodded and said something else.  Niko shot her a glare and gave another sigh, looking to the device.  Jonas took interest now too as he and Twist peered at the thing Niko was holding.  It looked like a sphere of thin metal bars in a semi-open globe, with odd little knots of wire at all of the many intersecting points.  Niko placed his long pale fingers on three of the knotted points on each side and pulled.  The sphere grew in his hands and tiny shocks of blue lightning flashed off the metal under his fingers to join together in the center of sphere with a crackling light.
 
   Twist and Jonas both jerked away a step, but neither Niko nor the woman seemed even slightly alarmed.  They both watched carefully as the tiny blue ball of lightning flickered and grew stronger, and then began to move weightlessly inside the sphere.  Niko gave a tone that suggested surprise.
 
   “Which way is that?” the woman asked him in English.
 
   Niko nodded his head back towards the city. “It's at a depth of minus three meters,” he added with a voice that sounded deep for his age, and was colored heavily with a German sounding accent.
 
   “I don't know how,” Jonas said softly to Twist as he stared at the sphere with uncovered eyes, “but that thing he's holding is reflecting off all the copper metal in the area and generating that image inside like a map.  It can see Myra's body through everything else.”
 
   “They've gone underground?” the woman asked Niko.
 
   Niko nodded again. “Moving slow, though,” he said. “And still under the city.”
 
   “Lead the way,” she said, eliciting another sharp look from Niko. “Come with us,” the woman said to Twist, as she and Niko began to move. “There's no time to explain, but we may be able to catch your friend before they make it to the open desert.”
 
   It took less than a second for Twist to hurry after them down the street.  He could understand everything later.  At the moment, he didn't have a better lead.  Jonas followed him with a nervous sounding groan, but he followed nevertheless.  Niko took the lead, running down the dusty streets as he stared into the sparking metal globe.  He suddenly came to a stop just before a bare, blank wall that stretched out for ten feet on either side of the point at which he stood.
 
   “What's wrong?” the woman asked.
 
   “I don't know,” he said, turning his fingers slightly on the sphere.  Inside, the blue mote of lightning jumped up back towards him, then forward again as if jumping off an invisible ledge, back and forth a few times. “This is where the copper descended from.”  He looked at the wall spitefully.
 
   “There must be a hidden door,” the woman said, running her fingers over the surface of the empty wall.
 
   “Who are these two?” Jonas asked Twist.
 
   “His name seems to be Niko,” Twist offered. “Beyond that, I haven't the foggiest.”
 
   “I wish I could look at her face,” Jonas muttered. “She's familiar for some reason...”
 
   “You know her?” Twist asked, astonished.  Jonas shook his head, looking uncertain.
 
   “There!” the woman said, accompanied by the sound of an echoing click.
 
   Twist looked up to see her hand come back out of a small hole that had appeared in the side of the wall, while a whole slab of the wall itself jolted inward and then slid away with a mechanical sound, to reveal darkness within.
 
   “That was neat,” Jonas said.
 
   Niko shoved the right sleeve of his black jacket up to his elbow to reveal an extremely complicated cage of copper wires and bands that wrapped tightly around his bare arm.  He turned a dial just below his wrist and a lick of intensely bright white light flashed to life up one of the exposed coils and remained at a sustained glow.  He put his fingers back on the sphere and then hurried into the darkness.
 
   “And that was neater,” Jonas declared as he and Twist hurried to follow him.  The woman flashed Jonas a smile as she ducked inside just in front of him.
 
   A set of rough stone steps led to a black, square tunnel at the bottom that continued on under the city.  Twist turned on the light in the hilt of his walking stick and then slipped it into the holster on his back to let the light flow out over his shoulder.  When Niko saw the blue light mixed in with his own white light, he glanced back and spared a somewhat interested look at Twist's cane.  Almost right away, the tunnel branched off into two different directions.  Niko never lost a step as he hurried down the way to the right.  After a few more steps, the tunnel diverged again, and again Niko led the way.
 
   “We're getting closer,” he said, picking up his pace.  Only a few moments later he slowed and spat a sharp-sounding word at the globe.  At the end of the hall, they all saw why he wasn't running anymore.
 
   The tunnel opened up into a huge empty cavern that led out into multiple, circular tunnels, each over ten feet across.  Niko stopped at the mouth of one of them and stared spitefully into the darkness within.  Now that they had stopped running, Twist could hear the distant rumble of some kind of engine and grinding machinery echo back from the tunnels, and the loose sand at his feet seemed to vibrate ever so subtly.
 
   “What's happened?” Twist asked.
 
   “They got away,” Niko grumbled, slamming his globe shut sharply.  The blue light inside sparked its last and went out.
 
   “They?  Who's they?” Jonas asked.
 
   “If she went that way, why can't we just keep following her?” Twist asked, gesturing to the large tunnel that seemed to have provoked Niko's scorn.
 
   “Those tunnels were built,” the woman said, gesturing in the direction they'd come. “They are made of brick and solid stone.  These are dug in sand,” she said, looking to the larger tunnels. “The men who took your clockwork friend have a machine that lets them burrow under the desert sand like worms through earth.  But the tunnels they dig are weak and they collapse easily once the machine is gone.  It's too dangerous to follow them that way.”
 
   “Are you saying that sand worms took her?” Jonas asked in disbelief.  Niko gave Jonas a look that could have wounded a more sensitive man.
 
   “I've never even heard of anything like that,” Twist said, shaking his head.
 
   “Your girlfriend's made of metal,” Jonas said. “Don't judge.”  Twist opened his mouth to retort, but Jonas spoke first to the woman. “Who do you think took her?”
 
   “Cyphers,” Niko said from the darkness.
 
   “Cyphers?” Jonas said with a mocking tone. “You're kidding, right?”
 
   “My girlfriend's made of metal,” Twist said. “Don't judge.”  Jonas turned on him with a glare, but this time Twist cut him off. “What is a Cypher?” he asked the woman. “Besides something one uses to work out a code, I mean.”
 
   “Damn, I was gonna say that...” Jonas muttered.
 
   “They are a group of people who believe that all the world's religious and mythological texts have been mis-read,” the woman answered.  Twist noticed that she was smiling now, albeit lightly. “They started by finding mathematical formulas in the Torah,” she continued. “No one believed them at the time, so they went off on their own.  They might have been right, because those 'sand worms,' as you called them, were clearly written about in some obscure ancient myths.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jonas toned with a derisive smile, “they built fantastic technology after reading about it in a book,” he said in a spooky sounding voice.
 
   “Maybe the plans were hidden in the text,” the woman said mysteriously. “Maybe there is something totally different going on,” she added in a normal tone. “The point is that they would be quite interested in a fairytale clockwork princess.  How ever did you two come across her?”
 
   “How do you know who Myra is?” Twist asked, unable to cope with the mystery any longer. “You believed me instantly.  How do I know you aren't one of these Cyphers?”
 
   “Because I'm here in Suez tonight, planning to break into their stronghold to steal from them first thing tomorrow morning.”  Twist and Jonas stared at the beautiful lady in the sateen gown silently, both obviously unable to respond to this information.  The woman gave a sigh and tried again. “They have something I need.  And I've done my research.  We don't have to follow them now because I know exactly where they're going.  And you two are welcome to join me to try to help your friend.”
 
   She finished with a pleased tone, and seemed to wait patiently for their response, but Niko said something in the German sounding language again.  She responded without looking to him.  He made a scoffing sound and crossed his arms.
 
   “Don't you speak German?” Twist asked Jonas.
 
   “Yes...” Jonas said, frowning. “They're speaking Serbian, by the way.  I don't speak that.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   The woman seemed to be struggling to contain a laugh as she watched them.
 
   “All right, new question,” Jonas said to her.  “Who in the bloody hell are you?”  Twist saw his eyes shift to deepest purple, though he was obviously keeping his gaze off her eyes as he stared very pointedly at the black pearl earring that hung from her right ear. “You're familiar to me.  Have we met?” Jonas asked feigning lightness.
 
   “Most people know me as Tasha,” she said, smiling.
 
   Jonas's face flashed with amazement. “As in Na-tasha?  As in Natasha Samara the world famous magician?”
 
   “The what?” Twist balked.
 
   “One and the same,” she said to Jonas with a shallow courtesy.
 
   “Oh for heaven's sake...” Twist hissed as the strangeness started to boil over.
 
   “This is my assistant.  Just call him Niko,” the woman said with a gesture to the twin bright blue beacons that stared out of the shadows at them. “And who might you two gentlemen be?  Why are you chasing after a girl made of copper, in Egypt?”
 
   “Jonas Davis,” Jonas offered, “and Twist...” he paused, looking at Twist for a moment.  He looked back to Tasha. “Myra is our missing clockwork friend.”
 
   “Clockwork,” Niko muttered. “How quaint.”  Twist felt instantly offended though he wasn't sure exactly why.
 
   “Really, where ever did you find her?” Tasha asked. “She's been missing for ages.”
 
   “Won her in a carnival game,” Jonas answered as if it were true as could be.
 
   Tasha laughed quietly behind a black-gloved hand. “Very well,” she said, taking control of herself again. “Well, then why don't we agree to keep our own secrets without contest?  That way we can work together and each get what we want.”
 
   Niko muttered something in Serbian.
 
   “You are quite magnificent, my dear,” she said to him clearly in English, “but two more capable fellows would only improve our odds of success.”  She looked back to Jonas and Twist. “Providence has smiled on us tonight.  These two are much more than they appear to be.”
 
   “Am not,” Jonas muttered.
 
   “You haven't once looked into my eyes,” Tasha said. “Yet this one trusts your eyes better than his own,” she added, gesturing to Twist. “If I had to guess, I'd say you had a powerful Sight that you're being careful to control.”  At this, Twist's face showed obvious amazement.  She smiled at him, quite satisfied.
 
   Jonas looked at Twist, and jabbed an elbow at him angrily. “I'm trying to outsmart a world class celebrity here.  Stop giving away my hand!”  Twist stared back at him in innocent and wounded bewilderment.
 
   “Are we going to stop toying with each other soon, and come to an arrangement?” Tasha asked pleasantly. “If you let me help you, we can get Myra back by noon tomorrow.”
 
   While Jonas made a show of thinking it over, Twist could only think of Myra.  He was already half way to Paris to keep someone from taking her away, but now someone else entirely had done it.  He felt like the ground had suddenly gone out from under him.  He didn't know if she was safe, hurt, frightened, or even still alive.
 
   “Stop playing games,” Twist began darkly, looking to Tasha. “Look me in the eye and tell me.  Can you lead me to Myra or not?” Jonas looked at him, his eyes gone pale green again.
 
   Tasha looked back at Twist, as if searching for something in his eyes.  Then, she simply nodded and gave him a gentle smile. “I promise you I can.”
 
   “Then what are we still doing here?” Twist grumbled, turning back the way they'd come.
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   Twist watched silently as Tasha shuffled the black playing cards in her bare, pale hands.  She'd assured him that they couldn't leave to follow after Myra until sunrise.  He loathed the idea of waiting, but had no other leads.  Her long fingernails flashed blood red in the dim firelight, but the black cards in her hands had no color at all of their own: each suit was demarcated with the traditional shapes, but all four suits were painted in silver.
 
   “So,” Jonas asked, from the other side of the simple wooden table that was set on the sand near the warm camp fire, “what's a famous Russian celebrity doing here in the desert outside Suez with a Serbian, on the hunt for mythical Cyphers?”
 
   Tasha smiled, looking to the cards in her hands. “No secrets after all, then?”
 
   “I'm just making conversation,” Jonas said, sipping at his glass of deep, red wine.  The cloth canopy over the table billowed gently in the dull, dry wind.  “We've got time to kill, don't we?”  Niko rolled his eyes and glanced away at the softly crackling fire behind Tasha's chair, taking a drink of his own glass of wine.
 
   A pair of Egyptian men glanced at the table from where they sat, on crates beside the few tents set up at the edge of the small camp.  The silver smoke from their long pipes wafted around their dark whiskered faces as they spoke softly together.  Their clothes were the color of the sand around them, and their eyes were as dark as the star-studded sky over head.  Twist snapped his eyes away before they caught him staring.
 
   “We don't we play a game?” Tasha said, placing the deck of cards on the table before her, face down. “I'll read your fortune,” she said to Jonas, smiling up to his eyes.  He turned them to the wine glass in his hand before she could catch them. “Everything I get right will earn you an honest answer from me.  Every mistake earns you a lie.”
 
   “How would we know if you're lying or not?” Jonas asked.
 
   “That's why it's a game.”  Tasha's patient smile began to look a bit thin.
 
   “Don't you need different cards for fortune telling?” Twist asked, nodding at the deck on the table.
 
   “These are fine,” she answered easily. “Shall we begin?”
 
   “Knock yourself out,” Jonas answered flatly.
 
   Twist focused on the constant electrical sensation that flowed through the base of his neck whenever Jonas was near, and sensed the slightest spark of curious interest hidden in the soft murmur, but no fear or worry at all.
 
   Tasha nodded and closed her eyes, sitting perfectly straight.  She laid her hands open on her sateen-covered knees and took a deep, full breath.  Then she opened her eyes slowly and stared hard at Jonas.  His jaw tightened slightly and he pulled the black goggles down to cover his eyes, appearing to stare back at her now.  Tasha looked only slightly annoyed as she reached for the card on the top of the deck.
 
   She turned it over and placed it face up on the table in front of her, and then peered at it thoughtfully.  Twist stared in disbelief at the card.  He had been certain—watching the cards shuffle smoothly in her hands—that they were all normal, albeit monochromatic playing cards of the traditional design.  But the card now lying face up on the table was painted elegantly in deep purple and shining gold, and bore a stylized design of a man holding a bundle of golden swords under a purple moon.
 
   “The seven of swords,” Tasha said with a smile. “You feel under attack, or are afraid that someone will try to steal something from you.  It might be an item, or it might be information.”
 
   “Really?” Jonas asked, his voice betraying nothing but pure sarcasm. “How ever could you know something like that?”
 
   “Your turn,” Tasha said pleasantly. “If I just spoke the truth about you, then I will speak the truth again now.”
 
   “Why are you hunting Cyphers when they don't exist?” Jonas asked.
 
   “They do exist,” she began. “Whether or not they find information the way they say they do, they have made some very interesting discoveries.  I found out recently that they have a way of processing gold to give it the properties of lead.  I want to know how they do it.”
 
   “Haven't people been trying to turn lead into gold since the middle ages?” Twist asked, frowning. “Why would anyone want to do the opposite?”
 
   “She's a magician,” Jonas answered before she could speak again. “She probably wants it for a trick.”
 
   “Shall I draw the next card?” she asked Jonas.  He gave a shrug and feigned disinterest.
 
   Once again, Tasha drew a card from the deck, and once again the face of it was painted in purple and gold, and was nothing at all like the design of a normal playing card.  This one had the image of a knight in gleaming golden armor, with a purple star on his shield.  Tasha made a thoughtful tone.
 
   “This one is yours,” she said to Twist. “The Knight of Pentacles indicates a personality type that is individual, fiercely intelligent, and yet unwilling to stand out or draw attention to himself.   Tell me, Mr. Twist, have you a skill with complex and intricate machines?”
 
   Twist's mind instantly raced to find a logical reason why she could make such a guess about him.  Whatever trick she was using to change the cards into what she wanted them to be, the real problem was that she was getting close to truths with her so-called divinations.  He decided to stop watching the cards, and to watch her words instead.  He nodded slowly, giving nothing else in response.
 
   “Wonderful,” she said, smiling with secrets flashing in her dark eyes. “Your turn.”
 
   Jonas leaned forward and placed his wineglass on the table, staring at her through the opaque lenses over his eyes. “What's your Sight, Tasha?”  While Tasha's face didn't change at all, Niko's clearly showed shock as he stared at Jonas.
 
   “Of course!” Twist breathed, already working to figure out what it might be.  That could be the simplest answer for her alarming amount of knowledge.
 
   “I recognize reality,” she answered after a thoughtful pause.
 
   “Not enough,” Jonas said, shaking his head. “Which sense does your Sight enhance?”
 
   “That's two questions,” Tasha said smoothly.
 
   “You didn't answer the first one properly,” Jonas said just as smoothly.
 
   “Why can you look him in the eye, and no one else?” Tasha asked.  Though her gaze never moved from Jonas's sightless goggles, and she made no gestures or indications, Twist understood her meaning perfectly.  She must have noticed that Jonas would look in his eyes, but not in hers or Niko's.
 
   “He's my half-brother,” Jonas said with every apparent sign of truth. “My Sight doesn't work on my family.”  Twist tried not to give any reaction at all to this glaring lie.
 
   Tasha smiled. “My Sight affects my hearing,” she said sounding just as honest as before. “I can understand the language of badgers.”  At this, Twist frowned in confusion.
 
   “Damn, you're good,” Jonas said, sitting back again. “I thought I sold that lie pretty well.”
 
   “Sorry, handsome,” Tasha said, smiling at him darkly. “You're not good enough to fool me.  Would you like to try again?”  One of Jonas's eyebrows rose slightly, but he made no response.
 
   “Wait, but how did you know what Jonas just said was a lie?” Twist asked her.  He felt somehow caught on the outside of the conversation, while Jonas and Tasha danced expertly around each other.
 
   “You may both be from the same country, but you don't look nearly enough alike to be family,” Tasha answered. “What is your Sight, Twist?”  Twist moved back instantly, staring at her wide-eyed.  He was certain that he hadn't used it in her presence.  Only an instant later, Jonas snapped his fingers and pointed directly at Tasha's nose despite his current blindness.
 
   “Details,” he said victoriously.
 
   The moment the word left his mouth, the same thought filled Twist's mind.  She had seen him in the street, just after losing Myra, and realized that she could help him.  She had found the hidden door in the wall.  All along, she had referred to Myra as a person, as a friend, and never once as a thing, even though she knew Myra was made of metal.  She also instantly recognized her as the princess from the fairytale.
 
   Every single thing that Tasha had done, said, or implied confirmed that she understood the truth of everything before her, as if she could see each detail and every tiny scrap of information at first glance.  She must have had a Sight that let her do just that.  There was no telling how much she could understand simply by looking at a person once.
 
   “How in the hell...?” Niko gaped at Jonas.  Tasha appeared honestly astonished for a flashing instant, before her cool mask returned.
 
   “What do I win?” Jonas asked, smiling.
 
   “My respect,” Tasha said softly. “And my trust.  If you're this clever, then I could truly use your help with the Cyphers.  I was going to use you as unwitting decoys, but now I see that would be a waste.”
 
   “Well, aren't you a charmer?” Jonas toned, obviously smarting and not trying to hide it.  “And if we trust you, what exactly should we expect to get for it?  Not to be used as bait, or a shield, either?”
 
   “How about whatever help I can honestly give you to rescue your friend?” she asked in answer. “I know where she has to be, and I have the fastest possible way to get there,” she said, glancing to three large wooden crates sitting in the sand, which had not gone unnoticed by Twist. “As I said before, we can leave at dawn.  I'll do everything I can to be sure that your friend returns with all of us.”
 
   “All right,” Jonas nodded, pausing thoughtfully. “Call me paranoid if you like, but I wouldn't mind a down payment of a little more information before we make any promises.”
 
   “She knows where Myra is!” Twist snapped at him angrily. “We don't have—“
 
   “Trust me,” Jonas said, reaching out to lay a hand on Twist's.  The flash of white fog that rushed into Twist's mind was followed closely by a strong feeling of caution.  Even though he didn't know the reason for it, the emotion alone was enough to quiet Twist. “More than just telling me that you can fix all my problems,” Jonas said to Tasha, “how about a little proof that you actually can.  I'm sorry, but you are a professional liar.”
 
   “It's pronounced 'conjurer,' you know,” Tasha said, picking up her wine glass.  The  red-stoned ring on her finger made a high, thin sound against the glass.
 
   “You know, it really is fun to talk with you,” Jonas said, smiling again. “You always know the cleverest thing to say.”
 
   “You and I should try an actual dance someday,” she said back sweetly, before taking a sip of her wine.  “But if you'd please remove those goggles, you have to see this to understand.”
 
   Jonas pulled his goggles up to his brow as Tasha turned her full attention to the deep-red wine that half-filled her glass.  She held it out in front of her and gave it a gentle swirl.  At first, Twist thought that the soft, amber glow in the dark liquid was coming from the firelight.  Then, as the wine continued to swirl slowly, steadily, around inside the glass even after she had stopped moving it, the light within in grew clearer and clearer until it became the unmistakable image of sand dunes gliding by as if seen from a bird's point of view.
 
   The red of the wine became the open sky, and the land flew by, far below, within the glass.  Twist stared, mesmerized by the impossible illusion, until dark rocks, desert trees, and even a few running animals appeared in the sand.  Then the image stopped flying and turned in place, circling a large clump of dark rocks in the open desert.
 
   “Just so you know,” Jonas said to Twist, not taking his eyes off the glass, “the way that trick works is really far more impressive than it looks.”  Niko smirked slightly.
 
   “Please don't ever come to one of my shows,” Tasha said with a sigh. “Or if you do, don't speak.  Now,” she said before Jonas could voice his retort, “this rock is the only surface entrance into this Cypher den.  Naturally, they have many such dens.  I have been told by my sources that this is the place where I can get what I need.  But as you can see this place looks nothing like an entrance to anything.”
 
   “Well, except for that cleft right there,” Jonas said, pointing at a shadow in the rock that looked like nothing of the sort to Twist, as the image continued to slowly spin in the glass. “And that other one too.”
 
   “Now you're just showing off,” Niko muttered, crossing his arms.
 
   “No more than you, Sparky” Jonas replied. “I assume you have something to do with making that ring.  It looks like the same style of flashy and ridiculous technology you use.”
 
   “The ring is making the image?” Twist asked, seeing now that it was firmly held against the bottom of the glass in her hand.
 
   “Yeah.  See, it's refracting the light,” Jonas began, pointing.
 
   “Yes, the clefts,” Tasha said just a little more loudly than him. “There are three of them, and they each lead into a different part of the underground complex.  I had planned to slip in undetected and meet my contact inside, while my two allies here came in through the other two openings.”  Twist glanced at the two Egyptians sitting to the side.  They stared back at him.  Twist looked back to Tasha's glass, quickly. “The Cyphers are confident that no one could find the entrance on their own, so there should be no guards when we get there.  We will split into groups, cause a distraction, take what we each need, and leave before we are noticed.  My contact inside will facilitate and ensure that nothing goes wrong.”
 
   “Sounds reasonable,” Jonas said, nodding. “You trust this contact?  Or these two?”  He nodded to the men by the tents.
 
   “In case you haven't noticed, I'm not easy to lie to,” she said. “Besides, I'm paying them all handsomely.  There shouldn't be a problem.”
 
   “How do we get there?” Jonas asked.
 
   “Swallows,” Niko said, glancing at the large crates in the sand.
 
   “Seriously?” Jonas asked, suddenly excited. “Why didn't you say that right away?”
 
   “So, you can fly them?” Tasha asked, looking surprised.
 
   “I can see air currents as clear as day,” he said with a grin. “I used to compete when I was younger and won enough races that a handful of trainers paid me to drop out of the circuit.”
 
   “My word, but you're a convenient fellow,” Tasha said with a pleased smile.
 
   “What's a swallow?” Twist asked.  Jonas looked to him with the same excitement at first but then paused and grimaced slightly.
 
   “They will get us to Myra faster than anything else,” he said finally. “Don't worry, I'll handle it.”  Twist gave a sigh and tried in vain to ignore the uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
   The last few details were worked out in the same fashion, until there was nothing left to do but wait for the dawn.  Tasha and Niko retired to one of the tents, and gave Twist and Jonas a few blankets.  The two Egyptians slipped into the other tent without a word, leaving Jonas and Twist to lay out under the stars, beside the fire, to rest and wait for the dawn.
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   Twist lay awake, stretched out on his blanket on the sand, watching the bright embers dance up off the fire, into the starry sky.  Jonas lay still and silent beside him, while Tasha, Niko, and the others were also perfectly silent inside their tents.  The desert wind had died completely, and the sand lay still and cooling all around him.  Twist had been assured that none of the desert animals would approach the fire, but all the same, he couldn't shake the feeling of unseen eyes out in the darkness.
 
   All Jonas had explained was that they would be using flying devices that used warm air to rise without a balloon.  These devices were currently packed away in the large crates at the edge of the camp.  As unhappy as he was about the prospect of flying, and especially of doing so at a great speed, Twist was somewhat relieved to know that his new allies were so well prepared.  They had planned their attack well, and saving Myra was an easy addition to it.  He knew he should at least try to sleep, as they were leaving at dawn, but there was a darkness about him that had nothing to do with the location of the sun.
 
   Twist had little experience with failure.  Whatever challenges he'd faced before, had been overcome with enough time and diligence.  But losing Myra was a new kind of challenge.  He would only have this one chance to save her, or he could lose her again forever.  The thought itself was cold, black, and bottomless.  Twist felt himself tumble helpless into it in the silence of the late hour.
 
   “Twist,” Jonas said softly, drawing his thoughts back.
 
   “Humm?” Twist replied, somehow not terribly surprised that Jonas was awake.
 
   “Is that your first name or your last name?” 
 
   “I'm sorry?” Twist could just barely see Jonas turn to look at him in the dimness, his eyes glittering pale lilac in the shadows, through Twist's Sight.
 
   “I don't even know if 'Twist' is your first name or your last name,” Jonas continued, speaking softly in the quiet. “What are your other names?”
 
   Twist gave something of a laugh. “I don't have any other names.”
 
   “What?  How could you not have any other names?”
 
   “No one ever named me,” Twist offered with a shrug.  When Jonas didn't respond but to continue to stare at him with a dusty pale blue gaze, Twist reluctantly offered a little more. “I was found outside the orphanage as a baby in a basket, just like in all the novels.  Only, my basket was left on a rainy night and the note got wet before anyone read it.  All anyone could pick out of the running ink were a few pieces of words, and the most distinct seemed to read as 'twist.'  If I'd been adopted, then my new parents would have given me a better name.  But I never was.”
 
   It was a few more silent moments before Jonas spoke again, and when he did, his voice was flat and hollow. “Wow.”
 
   “It's all right,” Twist muttered, shifting uncomfortably on the sand. “It doesn't bother me.”
 
   “You were left without even a name and that doesn't bother you?” Jonas asked, sounding perfectly astonished.
 
   “The name I have is quite sufficient for my needs.  People usually only use one on a daily basis, you know.”
 
   “But you don't even know if that was your intended name,” Jonas said. “It could have been part of another word, or a piece of a poem or something, and you can't … ever know...” Jonas's voice drifted off before the words were fully formed.
 
   “Really, I don't care,” Twist said, rubbing at his brow. “I don't want to know who my real parents were, or anything like that.  Whoever they were, they didn't want me then and they won't now either.  Besides, they left me where I could be cared for, they tried to leave a note, and the watch got me started in my trade and helped me to make sense of my Sight when I was still very young.  I can't really complain.”
 
   “The watch?”
 
   “My pocket watch was also in the basket,” Twist said, absently touching it through the fabric of his pocket.
 
   “Do you think they knew you'd have a Sight?”
 
   “I don't think of them at all,” Twist said with a sigh. “Are you going to sleep or not?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jonas answered softly, turning back to stare up at the stars too. “I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to pry.  I was just curious.  When I tried to introduce you...”
 
   “You realized you only knew one name,” Twist said, nodding in the dark. “I'm not often introduced by anyone, but whenever I am this comes up.  I understand.”
 
   “No, you don't,” Jonas said. “And that's kind.”
 
   It wasn't the words as much as the tone of his voice—low, simple, and naked of all intent—that caught in Twist's mind.  People had told him all his life that he didn't see the world the same way that they did, and he'd never seen the problem in that.  But there was a subtle, unconscious compassion in Jonas's voice that rebounded off his own hardened realities like an ocean wave against the shore.
 
   It was a long while of more stillness and silence before Twist heard Jonas's breathing change, growing deeper and smoother in sleep.  Twist closed his eyes and imagined the sound was of the sea, gently lapping at a calm beach he'd once seen in Indonesia.  He focused hard on the image, pushing all his fears and confusion away.  He focused on the moment when he'd opened his eyes to see Myra tending to him on that beach: brilliant, flawless, gleaming in the sunlight, happy and safe.  Sometime after that, Twist too found his way into his own shifting, meaningless dreams, which were filled with curling sea-green waves.
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   The sky was a rusty red, still dotted with stars even as the gold crept up from the horizon, when the swallows were unpacked and set up in the sand outside the camp.  Three identical bird-shaped contraptions made of blond light wood and thin steel—each one just over ten feet long from the conical glass front to the ends of the long split tail—sat nestled in the crook of a long band of very taut rubber.  The other end of the rubber bands looped around a steel pole planted into the sand so that the band was held at an elevated angle.  The birds' curved but stationary wings hung out from the hollow bodies with a twenty-five-foot wingspan as if already in flight.  Twist felt his stomach churn uncomfortably as he watched Niko, Jonas, and the two Egyptians complete their preflight checks.
 
   “Here,” Tasha said, handing him a small black metal box that had a thin spike of copper sticking out of one side, a small button on another, and a circle of silver grating on its face. “You are going with Jonas, I'll go with Ali, and Niko with Mohammed.  We're going to attack them from three directions, so we'll need to be able to talk to each other to coordinate.”  While she spoke, Twist stared at the item in his hand and watched in wonder as his Sight explained it to him in perfect detail.
 
   “Everything looks good,” Jonas said, walking closer to them as he put his goggles back over his eyes.
 
   “This thing is magical,” Twist said, wide-eyed as he held the device up for Jonas to see. “It changes the sound waves of your voice into a light wave that is so slow you can't see it, and then throws it into the air to be picked up and translated back into sound by another one.  It's truly amazing!”
 
   “How do you know that?” Niko asked, looking slightly alarmed as he came to join them.  He looked to Tasha, only to see her give him a shake of her head and a bewildered look. “I invented that,” Niko declared sharply. “No one else knows how it works.”
 
   “Magic powers, remember?” Jonas said dismissively.
 
   “Speaking of which,” Tasha said, “I assume you won't be wearing those goggles while flying.  These birds are expensive.”
 
   “I'm not that good,” Jonas said, shaking his head with a smile. “What about you, Sparky?” he asked Niko. “Any magic in your senses?”
 
   “Don't call me that,” Niko muttered darkly. “And no.  I'm normal.”  Tasha laughed and put a hand on his arm to say something to him in Serbian.  He smiled lightly as she spoke, but then seemed to decide to ignore her.
 
   “You made this without the help of any kind of Sight?” Twist asked, gesturing to the radio transmitter in his hand.  Niko shrugged, though he might have looked somewhat pleased.
 
   “Once we get there, you will follow my lead,” Tasha said to Jonas and Twist. “I know these men better than you do.”
 
   “Granted,” Jonas said with a nod. “I'm good with that.”  Twist nodded as well.
 
   “And here are your charges,” she said, handing Jonas a bag.  He took it and pulled his goggles up to look inside. “Remember not to place them until I give you the signal.”
 
   “Twist, you've got to touch one of these,” Jonas said excitedly, holding out the bag to him. “Niko's got all the best toys.”  Twist looked inside to see a load of small, apple-sized silver balls, covered with tiny copper points, each with a single silver key protruding from one side.  Twist would have reached out to take one, but Niko drew his attention.
 
   “So, the sun is already rising...” he said, nodding to the glowing horizon.
 
   “Yes, let's get going,” Tasha said, pulling a tight leather cap onto her head.
 
   Her sateen gown had been switched for tight brown trousers and a loose white blouse with long sleeves that gathered at the cuffs.  Niko nodded at her suggestion and took off his suit coat.  Beneath it he wore a black shirt without a waistcoat. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows to reveal two very complex arrays of copper wire, thin tubing and bands, tiny glass nodes and silver switches placed near his wrists, all wrapped tightly to his pale skin.
 
   Twist was awash with curiosity as he wondered at the workings of the strange hardware on Niko's arms.  Jonas tossed the bag's strap over his shoulder and pushed his goggles up onto his brow as he gave a small sigh, looking at Twist.  He then took a step closer and looked him squarely in the eye, though there was a new softness in his gaze now.  When he spoke, Twist heard all the usual sharpness vanish completely from his voice.
 
   “Twist, I have to tell you something,” he said carefully.  Behind him, Tasha glanced back. “These birds are going to be shot into the sky at an incredible velocity, and then cruse through the air with nothing but momentum and physics to keep them aloft.  When we start to lose speed, we'll go into dives to get it back.  Then, we'll catch up-drafts of warm air and rise, just to dive again.”  As Jonas spoke, Twist felt his own breath speed up, his heart thunder loudly in his ears, and his hands start to shake.
 
   “That's horrific!” Twist said with a shudder.
 
   Jonas gave him a tight smile. “Do you want to hold my hand?” he asked, offering it. “I love flying swallows.  I think they're brilliant.  And I know I'm good at it.”
 
   Twist tried to get his breathing to settle, but he couldn't.  He stared at Jonas's offered hand and considered sending him off to save Myra alone.  Twist could wait in Suez and hope for the best.  Even before the thought was fully formed, he rejected it utterly.  It was only a moment before he reached out and took the other man's hand.
 
   The instant their skin touched, a sun bright wave of blindingly white calm filled his mind and pushed all his anxiety away to the farthest corners of his attention.  When the fog cleared, Twist found only thrilling excitement and heady joy where all his fear had been.  He let out his tension in a long breath, suddenly wondering where it had all come from.
 
   “Ready?” Jonas asked, smiling at him now, his eyes glimmering a soft blue.
 
   “Absolutely,” Twist answered, his voice steady, and edged with anticipation. “Let's go save our princess.”
 
   “Couldn't have said it better myself,” Jonas said, turning to hurry to their swallow and holding onto Twist's hand as they moved together.  Twist saw a strange look on Tasha's face as she watched them, and he couldn't imagine the cause for it.
 
   Jonas took the front seat inside the hollow body of the wooden bird, his hands already buried in the controls that filled the front of the ship and his head positioned for the best possible view through the glass front.  Twist sat in the second seat behind him and slid the glass canopy closed over them both.  He was instantly grateful to be sharing this narrow and cramped space with the only living person he could touch without fear.
 
   As he sat in his little wooden seat, surrounded on all sides by very thin wood and even thinner steel supports, leaning forward under the low glass canopy, Twist slowly came to realize what he was doing.  His heart began to beat quickly again and his stomach transformed itself into a solid block of ice.  His knuckles turned white as he clung to the tiny handles set into either side of the cockpit, and he realized that his fingers were starting to ache with the strain of trying not to let them shake.
 
   “Okay,” Jonas said, flipping switches and levers up in the front, “we're just about ready.  Use that voice-throwing-thingy to tell Tasha.”
 
   “I can't.”
 
   Jonas tried to look back at Twist, but the cabin was too narrow. “Why not?”
 
   “Can't m-move.”  His breaths were racing so quickly that it took three of them to speak the words. “I can't … everything … spinning...”
 
   “Ready to launch,” Niko's voice said from Twist's pocket, sounding a little tinny and muffled, but clear nonetheless.
 
   “Hold on to me,” Jonas said gently.
 
   It took all the focus Twist had to pry his fingers off one of the handles and place them—shaking violently now—on the warm fabric over Jonas's back.  The warmth seemed to creep up Twist's arms with a dull slowness, while his vision blurred over and brightened.  He took back control of his breath, and his hands stilled to lay steady, after a pair of deep breaths.  In a moment, Twist had all but forgotten his crippling fear entirely and found himself wondering why his pocket was talking.
 
   “Push the button on the side and talk,” his pocket said slowly, sounding rather annoyed.
 
   “Only use one hand,” Jonas said. “Don't let go of me.”
 
   Twist did as he was told, by both orders, and spoke into the device in one hand, while keeping the other hand on Jonas's back. “We're ready too,” Twist said to the little box, and then lifted his finger off the button on the side.
 
   “Launch on my count,” the box said with Niko's voice, and began to count down.  Twist put it back into his pocket.
 
   He felt a sudden thrill bubble up out of nowhere, as the count got to three, two, and then one.  There was a loud clunking sound and then Twist felt himself thrown so violently forward that it was all he could do to keep his head from snapping back on his neck.  He clutched tightly to a metal handle with one hand, and struggled to keep the other one on Jonas's back.
 
   The primal thrill that filled his mind flew out of Jonas's throat in a delighted call that ended in a heady laugh.  Twist looked up over his friend's shoulders to see nothing but pale blue sky before them.  It felt like such a pure, endless freedom that it tingled on his skin and made him want to laugh too.  The wood around them shook against the rushing air but then stilled into an eerie quiet, empty of all sound but the wind itself.  As the momentum caught him too, and movement became easy again, Twist stretched his neck to see farther past Jonas.  His eyes found the desert so far below that it seemed to move slowly under them, but he could feel the speed of their flight in his blood.
 
   The speed ebbed ever so slightly.  Jonas angled the straining wings into the wind, and Twist saw the glowing horizon slip ever so slightly up against the center line of the bird's flight.  Then the wings stilled completely and slipped through the air as smooth as silk.  Twist felt their speed increase again while the ground drew slowly closer and appeared to move faster and faster below them.
 
   “There,” Jonas said softly. “Now I've got you.”
 
   “Who's that?” Twist asked.
 
   “Have I ever told you that I get on very well with the wind?  We've been dear friends for a long time.”
 
   As he spoke, Jonas turned the bird into a sweeping arc that gave Twist a sudden and drastic sense of gravity.  The horizon spun before them and then dropped completely from view as the bird shot upwards into the sky, the wings complaining against the new strain.  Almost instantly, they leveled off again and flew towards the point just below the horizon, and again the wings relaxed into the gentle increase of speed as they edged closer to the ground from a new, much greater height.
 
   “You're supposed to follow us,” the radio transmitter said curtly. “Slow down.”
 
   “Why don't you speed up?” Jonas grumbled to himself.  He turned the craft sharply upward and their speed dropped quickly.  When he dipped forward again, Twist could see one of the other birds to their left now, flying a hundred feet ahead of them.
 
   “Better?” Twist asked the box sourly.  Jonas laughed to himself.
 
   Once the initial shock and the strange sensations of free flight had dimmed into the background of his thoughts, Twist came to thoroughly enjoy the pull of the turns, the playful currents of the open sky that threw them higher and higher, and the bone-deep thrill of the speed itself.  He knew, hidden somewhere deep inside his own thoughts, that he should be petrified with abject fear to be in such a reckless and precarious position, but he tried not to think about it.  For the moment, he was actually having fun.  As dangerous as the ground might be, they were far from it now, perfectly safe in the gentle grasp of the wind.
 
   By the time the sun touched off the horizon and began its own flight through the sky, Niko started to point out features in the desert below.  A clump of trees by a shallow oasis, a formation of dark rock that broke the billowing dunes—they were getting close.  Niko told Jonas to loop around the far side of a small mountain of dry, broken rock—Twist recognized it from the wine glass the night before—and instructed him to set down nearby.
 
   Twist felt the disappointment that Jonas didn't voice as he followed the direction, gliding slowly closer to the ground.  With a soft hop against the sand and then a jerking halt, the bird touched back down to earth quietly and easily.  Jonas gave a sigh as he let go of the controls and opened the canopy to let them out.
 
   Twist followed him out onto the thin, pale sand, and didn't realize that he'd let go of Jonas in the process.  For a moment, there was silence.  Then, all the screaming terror he'd buried and ignored came at him in one gigantic, angry wave that stole the light from his eyes.  He didn't even realize that he'd fallen until Jonas was kneeling by his side, shouting his name.
 
   “No!  Don't...” Twist muttered, batting his friend's hands away. “Just...”
 
   He meant to say so much more, to explain, but nothing else would leave him.  The world spun around him.  His mind burned with chaos and brilliant terror.  His senses told him nothing but impossible things.  His thoughts refused to do anything but run around screaming in his mind.  He closed his eyes tightly and covered his ears, forcing himself still.
 
   It took a moment for him to find the now almost overly familiar electrical buzzing sensation in the base of his neck that he always felt in Jonas's presence.  It had been there for so long that he hardly noticed it at all anymore.  Once he did find it, he clung to it with everything he had, like a light in a black storm
 
   His breath came back to him slowly, and his heart slowed down once again.  The buzz grew to take up all of his attention until there was nothing else in his world.  Once everything else fell totally quiet, he carefully let go of the sensation, letting it slip away, until he could move his hands down from his ears and open his eyes again.  The first thing he saw in the morning sunlight was Jonas, kneeling beside him with eyes closed and both hands clasped on the back of his own neck.
 
   “Jonas...” Twist said, surprised by the weakness of his voice.  Jonas's deep purple eyes opened instantly, staring at him fearfully.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   Twist nodded and tried to push himself up on his side, leaning on one elbow in the sand.  Jonas reached out to help him, but his hand froze an inch away.
 
   “It's over,” Twist said, smiling tightly. “You can touch me.”
 
   Jonas's hands moved to help him, bringing a colder white fog than his touch usually did. Twist got back to his feet with help and found his legs already steady once again.  Even so, Jonas held his shoulders firmly as if he needed the support, and peered at his eyes intently.
 
   “I pushed you too far,” he said, and Twist felt the echo of fear in his touch.
 
   “You got me here,” Twist said, letting him stare into his eyes. “I'm fine.”
 
   “Now don't start that again,” Jonas said bitterly, though Twist felt his fear ease. “You always say you're fine when you're not.  You'd run yourself into the ground if I didn't stop you.”
 
   Something hidden in his voice made Twist smile. “Good thing you're here.”  Jonas shook his head, but he smiled too.  “So, we're here to save Myra, right?” Twist asked brightly.
 
   “Yeah,” Jonas said, stooping to pick up the radio and the bag of silver things from the sand. “We're down.  What's the next move?” he asked the box.
 
   “The hidden cleft on that side leads into a cave,” the radio said in Tasha's voice. “Find it and head as far down as you can.  Stay quiet.  They don't know we're here yet.  You should come to a large cavern.  When you do, hide and wait.  Ali is doing the same.”
 
   “You heard the talking box,” Jonas said to Twist as he slipped it into his pocket and turned to look over the rock face nearby.
 
   Twist felt numb and cold out of Jonas's attention, but he also felt like himself once again.  He was holding his pocket watch before he realized that he'd reached for it.  The slow, simple, monotonous tick and tock of the tiny clockwork that he knew so well, helped to steady him.  He turned his focus forcibly onto the task at hand.  He could worry about himself once Myra was safe.
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   Jonas crept quietly into the dry rock, following the natural formations deep into darkness.  Twist followed as the rock drew tighter around them.  After only a few steps it grew so dark that it was nearly impossible for him to see.  Twist reached back over his shoulder to turn on the light in his walking stick, already sitting in its holster on his back, but Jonas caught his hand in the dark.
 
   “No, wait,” he whispered. “Someone could see the light.”
 
   “I can't see without it,” Twist hissed back.
 
   “Here,” Jonas said with a sigh, lacing his fingers through Twist's. “Just follow me,” he whispered, moving farther down into the rock.
 
   Twist's Sight recoiled slightly from the touch—still a little sore from the flight, Twist supposed—but Jonas's emotions were level and calm.  Once the whiteness receded to the edges of his mind, Twist felt little more than Jonas's steady heartbeat through his skin.  Jonas, meanwhile, seemed to have no trouble at all navigating in the now total darkness.  In a few moments the passage opened around them and Jonas sped up his pace.  After a few more turns Twist's eyes began to detect the hint of light up ahead.  He also began to hear soft sounds whisper from farther ahead.
 
   The passage finally opened onto a high ledge at the edge of a large cavern.  Torches lined the cavern walls below them, almost blinding Twist's vision after the time in the dark.  He shielded his eyes with his free hand and followed Jonas as he crept into the deepest shadow at the corner of the ledge.  Twist blinked to clear his eyes.  Down on the flat floor of the cavern, he heard voices speaking in a language he didn't understand.
 
   Once his vision adjusted, Twist carefully peered farther over the edge to see a large group of men in sand-colored cloaks standing around a raised platform in the center.  They spoke to each other in quiet but excited sounding voices.  Every head was covered with a thick hood that hung low over the face, and the cloaks were so loose that Twist couldn't even be sure if those below were all men.  Twist caught a glimpse of movement on the opposite ledge.  Staring for a moment longer, he managed to make out the shape of Ali's hunched figure in the shadows.  He looked back to the crowd below.
 
   “What are they saying?” Twist asked Jonas, whispering as softly as he could.
 
   “What?” Jonas hissed back.
 
   Twist repeated himself a little more loudly.
 
   “Oh,” Jonas said back quietly. “No idea.  It doesn't sound like any kind of Arabic.”
 
   “We're in Egypt, not Arabia,” Twist muttered back with a frown.
 
   Jonas shook his head with a sigh. “Someday, I'm going to sit down with a map and explain the world to you.  They should be speaking some version of Arabic if they're Egyptian.”
 
   “Where are you?” Tasha's voice hissed gently from Jonas's pocket.  He pulled the radio out and whispered back what he knew. “Good,” Tasha said softly. “Any sign of your friend?”
 
   “No,” Jonas responded. “But there are about a hundred people just below us.  I can see Ali across the way, hiding.”
 
   “Stay where you are,” Tasha said softly. “Stay out of sight and wait for a moment.”
 
   “Come on,” Jonas said to Twist, slipping away from the edge to sit back against the wall, totally out of sight.
 
   Twist followed and sat beside him.  They both listened silently to the people below as the excited murmuring continued.  It was a few moments more before a single voice called out loudly above the others, in a strange language but a very happy sounding tone.  Jonas frowned, listening to the words.
 
   “I've never heard any language that sounds like that,” he whispered as he and Twist crept to the edge again.
 
   One man stood on the raised platform, wearing one of the same sand-colored cloaks, with his arms out as he spoke.  The others fell silent to listen, and then all broke into a roaring cheer at the end of a very emphatic-sounding phrase.  Many of them clapped while others shook triumphant fists in the air.  It was then that Twist noticed that the figures' now-exposed hands were of a wide variety of skin tones from pale and pinkish like his own, to dark mahoganies and ambers.
 
   “I don't think these people are Egyptian,” Twist whispered.
 
   “Then why are they all here?” Jonas whispered back. “We're nowhere near a city or a port.”
 
   Before Twist had a chance to make a guess, a new figure was brought into the cavern through an archway at one side.  It was smaller than most of them and covered entirely in a pure white cloth.  The figure was guided to the platform by two people in the sandy cloaks, and then taken up onto the center of it.  The others cheered and clapped again until the one who had been speaking held out a hand to calm them.  They all fell into total silence before the man grabbed a handful of the white cloth and pulled it off and away with a flourish.  The others stared in silence and wonder as Myra's clockwork form was revealed from beneath the cloth.
 
   Twist gasped, seeing her look around fearfully, clothed now in a white silk robe over her purple sari.  After the initial stunned silence, the crowd erupted into cheers once again, this time louder and more excited than before while some voices seemed to repeat the same phrase over and over again.  Myra's form shrunk into itself and she shook her head, yelling out to the crowd in the same language that they used.
 
   When the cheers died into confusion the apparent leader on the platform laughed.  He yelled something to the others which made many laugh and made Myra shake her head angrily.  She yelled the same thing again, but the leader put a hand on her shoulder, stilling her.
 
   “What's going on?” Twist hissed. “What do they want with her?”
 
   “Tasha said that these guys like myths,” Jonas said. “She is a myth: a living and breathing one.”
 
   “We have to get her out of there,” Twist said, feeling unreasonably angry to see the leader's hand still on her shoulder as he spoke to the crowd.
 
   “What would happen if she was struck by an electrical current?” Jonas asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Like lightning,” Jonas clarified quickly. “What would happen to her body if she was hit by a bolt of lightning?”
 
   Twist frowned as he thought quickly. “It might blacken the copper.”
 
   “Would it damage her?”
 
   “I don't think so,” Twist said, shaking his head. “I can't imagine why it would.”
 
   “Good,” Jonas said with a nod as he moved back from the ledge and pulled out the radio again. “Tasha, they have Myra.  She's surrounded.  We're going to use Niko's thingamajigs.”
 
   “Wait,” Tasha's voice responded instantly. “Just another moment.  We've almost got it.”
 
   “I don't know how much time we have,” Jonas replied.
 
   Twist kept his eyes on Myra as he listened to Jonas.  Tasha didn't respond and Jonas repeated the message.  He waited again, while Twist saw Myra protest once again, yelling over the man beside her.  Some of the others in the crowd yelled back, not sounding pleased, and others chorused a similar sentiment.
 
   “Oh to hell with it,” Jonas said, returning to the edge and opening the bag.
 
   He handed one of the silver balls inside to Twist.  Once the ball was in his hand, Twist's Sight recognized the use and working of the tiny electrical bomb.  His jaw fell open as he stared at it.  Jonas grinned at him, taking one of the bombs for himself.
 
   “I told you,” he whispered, his hand on the key. “Niko has the most wonderful toys.”
 
   “All right,” Tasha's voice said through the radio.  Jonas paused with his fingers on the key. “We're just outside the main cavern.  Jonas, Ali, blanket the floor with the bombs and then get down here.  We can escape once we're all together.”
 
   “Don't need to tell me twice,” Jonas said, turning the key.
 
   He and Twist hurled their bombs into opposite sides of the crowd and immediately reached for more from the bag, while more of the bombs flew from Ali's hiding place.  A second after the first ones hit the ground the tiny copper points on each ball extended into spikes and sent out a wave of sun-bright lightning into everyone and everything within five feet of it.  Men screamed in fright and shock while those closest to the bombs fell instantly to the floor.  More of the bombs fell and went off in the crowd before anyone inside the sudden chaos realized where they were coming from.  By then, a quarter of the cloaked figures were lying still on the ground and everyone else had fled to the walls.  Only five of them remained in the center, surrounding Myra.
 
   “Twist, my darling!” Myra called in pure joy as she caught sight of him, up on the ledge.
 
   The man beside her howled in rage and suddenly the frightened masses snapped into motion, hurrying up the rough stone steps that led to the ledges above.  Jonas and Twist turned their rain of shocking bombs onto the stairs, but now the cloaked men knew to kick them away or to dodge, and the bombs' effectiveness dropped considerably.
 
   Down on the floor, Niko and Tasha appeared and hurried forward.  Niko held a long, thin, curved, copper pole in one hand, and wore a cage of metal and wires over his other hand.  A long, straight lick of white lightning shot from one end of the pole to the other like the string of a longbow, and he appeared to be grasping the lightning itself with his caged hand.  He pulled the electric string back quickly and then let it fly as a wide, jagged wave of electric light shot out at the men on the stairs.  Every man it touched fell instantly with a loud and reverberating crack.
 
   “I need one of those!” Jonas yelled with a wide grin on his face.
 
   “Myra!” Twist yelled as he saw the man beside her take her roughly by the neck roughly and drag her off the platform at a run.
 
   Myra screamed and struggled against him but was helpless to free herself.  Twist stepped to the edge with a bomb ready to throw just as the fastest of the men who were still moving made it to the top of the stairs.  Jonas ran behind Twist and took his walking stick from his back along the way, swinging it directly at the chest of the man in front.  Twist, hardly noticing, threw his bomb directly at Myra.  It exploded to the sound of her scream while the man holding her dropped to the floor with her.  She jumped instantly to her feet and then continued to jump and spin, shaking all over, and threw the white cloak to the floor in the process.
 
   The men at the top of the stairs were now attacking Jonas directly with bare fists.  Another wave of lightning washed over them, knocking all but one to the ground.  The last one paused as sudden quiet rushed in.  He looked back to see that every one of his companions were now lying silently on the ground.  Niko was bounding up the stairs behind him while Ali ran around the ledge to join them.  Jonas spun Twist's cane in his grip and buried its silver tip in the man's chest as he hit the switch near the hilt.  A blue spark of light flashed against his sandy cloak and the man fell crumpled to the ground with all the others.
 
   “Nice cane,” Niko said, slightly out of breath as he reached the top step.
 
   “Nice bow,” Jonas said, eyeing it greedily.
 
   “Myra, are you all right?” Twist called as he rushed down the stairs to her.
 
   At the sound of his voice she sprang towards him and they met at the bottom of the stairs.  Myra jumped into his arms and threw her own around his neck.  Twist's senses were instantly overrun with her heartbreaking relief.  He found tears in his own eyes as he held her trembling form tightly, and wasn't completely sure that the emotions were hers alone.
 
   “I'm so sorry,” were the first words he could manage to voice in the torrent of relief.
 
   “No, no, no,” she said pulling back just enough to look in his eyes. “I'm sorry.  You must have been so frightened and worried...”  Her voice drifted off as her fingers moved to his face, softly touching the wet lines that fell from his eyes.  She bit her metal lip and looked as if she would cry too if she were able, as she gently wiped his tears away.
 
   Twist shuddered at the tenderness of her touch and the guilt that he sensed following her words. “You're safe, and I have you back,” he said, focusing to keep his voice steady. “Nothing else in the world matters more than that.”
 
   “Well, actually,” Jonas said, stepping up beside them, “these guys are going to wake up very angry and in a lot of pain in just a few minutes.  I'm pretty sure that matters too.”
 
   “Oh!” Myra gasped upon seeing him.  She took one arm off of Twist and threw it around Jonas's neck, pulling him into a half-hug. “I'm so glad to see you too!”
 
   “Hey, I got a hug!” Jonas said, smiling at her as she released him, still clinging to Twist with her other hand.
 
   Twist laughed, feeling her tension break along with his own.  Tasha caught their attention long enough to get everyone moving again and led the way out through another passage in the rock.  They came quickly to another large cavern of softer sandstone, cut through on all sides by the same huge, circular holes that Twist had seen under Suez.  This time, however, the cavern was not empty.
 
   A giant round hulk of metal sat in the center of the cavern on iron wheels like those on a train.  One end of it had a spherical shape while the other was conical and made entirely of round steel plates, covered with sharp teeth and spikes.  There was an open hatch on the top, with a ladder built into the metal on one side that led up to it from the ground.  Mohammed stood beside the ladder.  Ali joined him with a few quick words.
 
   “That's the ugliest thing I've ever seen,” Jonas remarked as he, Twist, and Myra stood staring at it.
 
   “Oh yes, I think so too,” Myra said earnestly. “It's terribly noisy, as well.”
 
   Niko aimed his bow at Mohammed and Ali, who both stood ready and unmoving.  They gave him a nod and Niko pulled back the string of lightning.  They both fell to the ground with a loud, echoing crack in the wide cavern.  Twist jerked and stared at Niko in shock.
 
   “Are you coming or not?” Niko asked as he collapsed the long bow until it fit into the contraption on his wrist and followed Tasha to the ladder in the side of the strange machine.
 
   “We're leaving in that?” Twist asked. “What about the birds?  And what about them?” he asked, gesturing to Mohammed's and Ali's still forms on the ground.
 
   “Cover story,” Niko called down from the top of the ladder.  “They don't want the other Cyphers to know they just betrayed them.”  With that, he disappeared through the hatch.
 
   “And we can't launch the swallows without the right equipment,” Jonas added as he followed Niko.  “I guess they are going to leave them.”
 
   “It's a trade, actually,” Tasha called down to them just before she disappeared through the hatch.
 
   Twist followed close behind Myra as she too climbed up the ladder and then down through the hatch.  Inside the machine, they met someone new.  A man wearing a sand-colored cloak glanced back at them as Twist and Myra found a seat on one of two small benches that sat against the round walls on the inside.  Twist noticed instantly that it was very warm inside the cramped, windowless, metal space.  The man who sat near the front, before a wide array of complicated but crude looking controls, asked them a question.  To Twist's surprise, Jonas answered the man with a nod.
 
   “You see?” Jonas said to Twist as he sat beside him, across from Niko and Tasha. “Now that is Arabic.”
 
   “Oh yes, I recognized it instantly,” Twist said before looking away to shake his head.
 
   The hatch was closed right away and then a rumbling, shuddering, grinding mechanical sound grew loud enough inside the machine to make it almost impossible to speak or be heard.  Somehow, Twist sensed that the machine was beginning to move forward through the vibration that accompanied the sound.
 
   “Is this normal?” Twist yelled to Jonas at the top of his small voice.
 
   “What?” Jonas yelled back.
 
   Twist shook his head and gave up trying to speak entirely.  He instead looked to Myra, who was managing to keep a somewhat bemused smile on her face as she watched the machine shudder around her.  She still hadn't broken contact with him since they had been reunited and now held Twist's hand in both of hers.  Even in this distracting and noisy environment, Twist felt somehow quite at ease as he looked on her gleaming copper face and glittering blue jewel eyes.
 
   She caught him looking and smiled back, appearing to laugh although Twist couldn't hear her voice.  She reached up with one hand and wound her fingers through the soft curls at his temple.  His skin prickled at the subtle touch and in an instant the noise and vibration disappeared completely from his senses with an inaudible pop.
 
   “I don't want to be anyone's princess but yours,” she said, her voice clear in the sudden silence. “They were fools to think they could keep me.”
 
   It took Twist a moment to figure out that she was speaking to him directly through his Sight, the same way that she had before he'd replaced her soul into her clockwork body.  He remembered the way that her spirit had looked in her crumbling palace, when they had met for the first time: perfect, lovely, and child-like in the skin that she wore first.  He couldn't help but smile as he looked at her in clockwork and jewels, considering her timeless, gleaming, and metallic beauty infinitely more captivating now.
 
   “I can't blame them for trying,” he said easily in their private silence.
 
   Myra laughed—a bright, ringing sound—and leaned closer to him.  Twist froze in dazzled surprise as she pressed her metal lips to his cheek and then pulled back, looking as if she would very much like to blush.
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   Before the sun managed to climb to the top of the sky, Twist, Jonas, and Myra stepped onto the Cairo-bound train with their new friends, Tasha and Niko.  They left Suez at a lightning pace, taking the very first train available, after being brought back by Tasha's Cypher ally to the spot where they had first lost Myra.  She had given him a small sack filled with glittering clear gems, and thanked him for his help.  The Cypher had nodded with a somewhat bitter expression, and then turned his massive subterranean vessel back into the sandy tunnels and disappeared.
 
   “Were those pretty little crystals and the wooden birds really worth betraying their fellows?” Twist asked Jonas as they followed after Niko and Tasha through the crowded train.  The dry, dusty air inside the train felt even warmer than it had outside, and Twist absently pulled at his collar to lessen the feeling of the heat.
 
   Pairs of small benches sat facing each other, and back to back, in two rows along either side of the train, below lace curtained windows and a line of very simple looking tin gaslights.  People moved around in the tight aisle looking for open seats and places to stow luggage.  As if out of habit, Myra kept close to Twist's back and gently held his arms while Jonas stayed close in front of him.  The two acted as a wonderful shield to save Twist from unavoidable knocks and bumps from the crowd around them.  Jonas, meanwhile, kept his uncovered gaze solidly on his feet.
 
   “Last time I checked,” Jonas answered over his shoulder, “the price of a used swallow in good condition was well worth a great deal of risk.  Three of them, a handful of gems, and plausible deniability is simply too good of a deal for anyone to pass up.  What really bothers me is how Tasha could stand to lose them.”
 
   “Over here!” Tasha called from up ahead, waving a white handkerchief at Twist and the others with a smile.
 
   They managed to settle onto two benches—with just enough room for three to sit side by side on each—that faced each other on the less sunny side of the train.  A moment later, the train whistle called out its impatience to leave Suez.  The train moved with a jerk and then smoothly picked up speed along the tracks to Cairo.
 
   “Well, this is lucky, isn't it?” Tasha asked brightly, patting at her brow with her handkerchief as she leaned against the windowsill. “I was worried we'd have to split up,” she said, glancing over the crowded train.
 
   “Don't you like attention?” Niko asked, looking at her suspiciously.  As he was sitting near the aisle, Niko seemed to purposely take up both of the two spaces next to Tasha so that the few passengers still searching for seats had no choice but to pass him by looking slightly annoyed.
 
   “It's a long way to Cairo,” Tasha said with a sigh. “I don't mind fans, but I don't want to have to be charming for the entire trip.”
 
   “Fans?” Myra asked Twist, sitting on his right side, while Jonas filled the space to his left. “What does she mean?”
 
   “Tasha is a magician, apparently,” Twist answered.
 
   “Oh!” Myra toned, looking at her with wonder.
 
   “You've seriously have never heard of Natasha Samara?” Jonas asked him. “Do you even read newspapers?  She's world famous!”  Twist gave him a sour look.
 
   “I love magicians!” Myra said to Tasha, clapping her hands excitedly. “Do a trick.  Please!  Just one.”  Tasha and Niko both stared back at her, looking quite perplexed.
 
   “Can I just say,” Niko began calmly, “that I'm rather disturbed that this thing seems to have such a lifelike personality.”
 
   Myra's expression changed so quickly into chilly scorn that Twist heard the metal shriek softly as the plates of her face slid against each other into the new expression. “And just who, exactly, do you fancy you are calling a thing?” she asked as she crossed her arms and glared at him.  Niko's eyes widened.
 
   “Apologize,” Tasha hissed at him, reaching up to slap lightly at his shoulder.
 
   “My … mistake,” he muttered slowly, offering Myra a shallow bow of his head.
 
   Myra gave a huff and looked to Twist expectantly.
 
   “I just met him,” Twist said, suddenly frightened.
 
   “Please,” Niko tried again, drawing her attention back. “I didn't mean to offend you,” he said, watching her carefully. “I've never met a … a clockwork person before.”
 
   “I'm not a thing,” Myra said, her face somewhat softer now.
 
   “Clearly,” Niko concurred with a nod.
 
   “Especially not after how distraught these two were when they thought they'd lost you,” Tasha added with a nod to Twist and Jonas.  Myra looked to them and her expression softened again into a sweet smile. “Now, you wanted a trick,” Tasha said, scooting to the edge of her seat to get a little closer to Myra.
 
   “Oh, yes please!”  Myra clapped her hands excitedly once again.
 
   Tasha held her black-lace-gloved hand out to Myra—her fist closed with her fingers down.  She smiled to Myra and asked her to tap the back of her gloved hand.  Myra complied, reaching out one copper finger to tap the magician's hand.  Tasha turned her hand over in response and opened her fingers as a wide, full, and perfect pink rose unfolded on her palm.  Myra made a delighted tone and clapped again while Twist wondered not only where Tasha had gotten such a healthy-looking rose in the middle of a desert, but also why it wasn't crumpled from her grip on it.  Before he could ask, Tasha told Myra to blow on the petals.
 
   Though Myra had no lungs and no need of breath, she made the motion.  The moment she did, the petals of the rose rippled against the imagined current, and then sprang up off of Tasha's palm.  In a blink, the rose unfolded itself again into the shape of a small pink bird with wide, round wings made of layered rose petals,  with two feet and a little beak made of the dark green fibers that had been the stem.  The bird landed lightly on Tasha's hand, opened a dew-drop of an eye, and uttered a sweet, tiny chirp when Tasha held it up to admire, sitting calmly on her hand.  She spared a smile to Myra before she tossed her hand, sending the bird into the air.
 
   Its rose wings opened again and it flew in a tiny circle around Myra before it pulled in its wings, spun very quickly, and then exploded into a shower of petals over her head.  Myra squealed in pure delight as the petals fell around her too slowly, as if they were only made of thin tissue paper.
 
   She clapped her hands and smiled at Tasha, as bright as the sun.  Twist realized that he and Jonas both had leaned closer to watch, and that their mouths were hanging open in shock.  They both pulled themselves back into more dignified positions.  Twist picked up one of the fallen petals that had landed on Myra's knee, and both his normal senses and his Sight agreed entirely: it was a thin piece of pink tissue paper and nothing more.
 
   “Did you see how she did that?” Twist asked Jonas.
 
   “Not exactly,” Jonas said, shaking his head. “That might have been real magic.”  Niko laughed quietly to himself, looking at Jonas and Twist with a dark, knowing grin.
 
   “Do it again, do it again!” Myra pleaded, bouncing in her seat.
 
   Tasha laughed at her innocent glee and shook her head. “Maybe later,” she said gently. “You wouldn't want me to use up all of my tricks in the first few miles, when we have such a long journey ahead of us.”
 
   Myra appeared to give a sigh—despite her lack of breath—that seemed to cool her excess excitement more than it expressed disappointment.  She nodded, picking up a few of the fallen paper petals to toy with them. “You're really good,” she told Tasha. “I've seen a lot of magic, but that was something special.”
 
   “Thank you,” Tasha said, giving her a shallow bow. “Niko makes most of my tricks these days, you know,” she added.  Niko shrugged when everyone's eyes turned to him.
 
   “Do you really?” Myra asked him brightly, her past scorn totally forgotten.
 
   “I've made a few,” Niko said impassively, though Twist noticed the hint of a smile now hiding in his sharp features.
 
   After that, the conversation turned easily onto the topic of where Tasha and Niko had been preforming recently.  Myra wanted to know everything about all of the modern cities and countries that were new to her, and Tasha seemed to enjoy relating her experiences in places like Berlin, Marseille, Dublin, Athens, Rome, and Madrid.  Twist also listened with discreet interest as he silently added these details to his still rather empty view of the world.  Jonas joined in occasionally, asking if Tasha and Niko had visited a particular cafe, or what they thought of a specific famous place.
 
   It wasn't long before the other travelers on the train grew tired of hiding their interest in them.  Whether it was the conversation itself, the random and unannounced magical feats, or simply the fact that Myra was a living piece of clockwork, Twist and his companions drew a considerable amount of attention.  Anyone who got too close, however, received a chilling and entirely unfriendly glare from Niko and soon retreated back to the ranks of the listeners or left the train car completely.
 
   Once the sun began to set, and the hot desert air blowing through the open windows cooled into a true chill, the only people in the train car who were still speaking were Twist's companions.  Myra eventually wrapped her copper hands around Twist's arm and leaned her head on his shoulder as her form stilled into a quiet rest.  A hush of sleep and silence surrounded them in the tiny pool of gaslight by their window, as the conversation shifted to where each group was going from Cairo.  Jonas related that they were headed to Paris—without giving the reason—while Tasha said that she and Niko were planning to leave Egypt and make their way to Saint Petersburg by air.
 
   “Actually,” Tasha said thoughtfully, “that reminds me.  We are going to be taking my friend's airship right over Constantinople.  You could take that new train service from there, directly to Paris.  What was it called again?  The eastern express...”
 
   “The Orient Express,” Niko clarified.
 
   “That was it,” Tasha said, snapping her fingers.
 
   “Is that running now?” Jonas asked. “I thought it wasn't going to be finished for another few years.”
 
   “Well, you know as well as I do how quickly our globe is shrinking,” Tasha said wistfully. “Everyone is in a rush to speed up travel.  It wasn't but a few months ago that the London papers were saying that you could get around the whole world in just eighty days, without taking even a single airship.”
 
   “Yeah, if you didn't miss a connection anywhere,” Jonas scoffed. “No one would be daft enough to actually try a trip like that.”
 
   “Still,” Tasha continued, “I have it on good authority that the train to Paris is running now.  One of my publicists just took the journey last month and couldn't stop raving about it.  He said it was the height of luxury.”
 
   Jonas made a thoughtful tone, obviously considering the idea seriously. “And Constantinople is practically just across the Mediterranean from the mouth of the Nile.”
 
   “Niko, do you think Hector would mind a short stop on the banks of the Black Sea?” Tasha asked him pleasantly.
 
   “I don't think Hector would mind doing anything you asked him to,” Niko responded. “He's already asked you to marry him twice this year, and still has to beg to even spend a day with you.”
 
   “Not all men are as lucky as you, my pet,” she said sweetly to him.  Niko looked away and rolled his eyes. “So, can we give you a ride?” she asked Jonas.
 
   “What, just like that?” Jonas asked, smiling from behind his goggles.
 
   “Why not?” Tasha asked. “You appeared just when I needed you, helped immensely, and I got away from the Cyphers with exactly what I wanted, in hand.  I'm feeling rather grateful.  Helping you on your way is really the least I can do.”
 
   Jonas turned to Twist and pulled his goggles up to look in Twist's eyes. “Well?”
 
   “I don't know if Constantinople is a city or country,” Twist said flatly. “I'm just glad that I knew that the Nile was a river in Egypt when you mentioned it.”
 
   A laugh escaped Jonas before he could stop it.  He slipped his goggles back on over his eyes before he looked back to Tasha.  He then extended his hand as if he could see her clearly.
 
   “Then, as the only one of us who knows what we're talking about,” he said brightly, “I accept your generous offer.”  Tasha took his handshake with a smile.
 
   “Splendid.”
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   “Right!  Cairo!” Twist said as he stood on the raised landing platform set at the edge of the city, and stared at the three massive stone pyramids rising from the desert in the hazy morning light.  “I knew I'd heard of this city for a reason.  The pyramids are here.”
 
   “Why are you even here?” Niko asked, standing beside him.  The flying restaurant that they were waiting to board glided into place at the end of the platform.
 
   “Well, the Cyphers might have found us if we stayed in Suez...” Twist answered uncertainly.  Beyond Niko, Twist could see the huge, flat, single-level air-barge settle at the dock under its enormous cloud of balloons.  The restaurant was obviously not built for speed, but to simply glide at a constant height as the diners enjoyed the view of the desert and pyramids.
 
   “No, I mean, why are you out here in the world when you obviously have no idea where or what anything is?”
 
   “Oh,” Twist said stiffly, looking back to one of the great wonders of the world that sat just across the sand. “I'm just...  Well, this is my first time around the world.  I'm new at this.”
 
   Niko shook his head and turned away to follow after the others.  Twist turned back with him and found Jonas, Myra, and Tasha stepping aboard.  They all wound their way through the densely crowded restaurant towards a private balcony on the far side.  Groups of people clustered around every table, sitting on cushions or wide wicker chairs among the hanging lanterns of bright-colored glass.  A forest of potted ferns filled the cool air under the rotating fans that hung from the ceiling.  Even though the night had been chilly, the moment the sun rose the temperature of the dry desert air rose with it.  Twist was relieved by the pockets of cool air that he and his companions walked through inside.
 
   Twist pulled back the low-hanging curtain and followed the others out onto the private balcony.  He was met by a spectacular view of the rust colored city at the edge of the desert and the glittering gleam of the Nile snaking its way along, farther off.  Another rotating fan hung above the balcony, connected to the rest along the same pulley system that the others employed.  A tall man who was broad enough for two, rose from his seat at the table with a wide smile on his rosy face.  He was dressed in a spotless white jacket and trousers, with sturdy-looking brown boots, a white silk cravat at his throat, and a pith helmet on his head.
 
   “My dearest Ms. Samara!” he said in a round, delighted sounding voice that was deeply colored in an accent that Twist had not heard in a long time: a crisp and colorful English accent unaffected by any outside influence. “It's always a pleasure to see you,” he added, beaming as she took his offered hands.
 
   “Hector, how are you?” she replied, perfectly pleasant.
 
   He bent to kiss her hand.  As they spoke genteelly together, the horizon slipped downward.  The ship glided up into the sky more smoothly than Twist had ever felt an airship move.  The city wandered out of view as the ship began its route through and around the pyramids, hanging below the highest peaks to allow the ancient wonders to still appear massive and towering.
 
   “I've been wonderful!” Hector said to Tasha. “Simply wonderful.  I've just had a very exciting expedition.  I shall tell you all about it.  Please, sit,” he said, already moving to hold a chair out for her.  When she complied, he looked to Niko as well. “Ah, nice to see you too, lad,” he said with a smile.  Niko nodded with a placid expression and took a seat beside Tasha.
 
   “And who are these two fine young fellows?” Hector asked, looking to Twist and Jonas.
 
   “We met in Suez,” Tasha said. “They were good enough to accompany me here, as we are all headed in the same direction.”  She then introduced them both.  Jonas accepted the offered handshake and Twist gave a shallow bow instead.  “And this is their lovely friend, Myra,” Tasha finished with a gesture to Myra as she stood silently beside Twist.
 
   “How do you do?” Myra said to him with a curtsy.
 
   “My word, it talks!” Hector said, staring at her in shock.  Myra's face flashed with instant offense, though Hector didn't seem to recognize it as he peered at her curiously. “Is it some kind of wind-up doll, or a puppet?”
 
   “She isn't a thing at all,” Twist answered for her. “She's a person, and her name is Myra.”
 
   “Ah, this is one of your new tricks, surely,” Hector asked Tasha with a knowing grin.
 
   Tasha's smile grew thin. “Yes,” she answered, shooting Twist a meaningful glance. “Now, tell me about your expedition!” she added. “I want to hear all about it.”
 
   Myra pouted at Twist, but he could only pat her hand and give her a sorrowful look, as they and Jonas took their seats.  The moment the expedition was mentioned, Hector's attention was completely diverted to relating the tale.  Hector spoke excitedly about his journey into the African deserts in search of elephants, lions, and other game.  But as he related his tale—and Tasha listened with astonished gasps and deep concern at all the right places—Twist began to realize that this man had never actually left the comforts or conveniences that he was used to.
 
   He'd brought his own man servant, hired local guides, camped in a well-stocked city of tents, brought his own tea and food along with him, and hadn't had cause to speak to even one of the native inhabitants his expedition had met in their own language, thanks to his amazing number of translators.  He also casually mentioned that his army of assistants had managed to lure or capture each and every animal that he claimed to have killed himself, before he'd even aimed his gun.  Nevertheless, he seemed to be quite proud of his adaptability and survival skills.  Twist silently wondered what would happen to this man if he were thrown unexpectedly into a pirate controlled submersible in the Caspian Sea.
 
   “Oh, but enough about me and my adventures,” he said finally. “Let’s order something for breakfast, shall we?” he asked, already leaning back to look through the curtains and into the café.  He snapped his fingers and made a beckoning gesture.  When the waiter arrived, Hector ordered for everyone in English and then sent the man away with a wave.  “Now, tell me, my dear, what are you doing here in Egypt?” he asked Tasha. “I know I invited you to join me if you wanted to, but I hardly expected your telegram halfway through my expedition.”
 
   “Oh, we were just returning from a tour of shows in Hong Kong,” she answered with a glance to Niko.
 
   Twist smiled to see that in the meantime Niko had been employing himself with the delicate task of stacking the silver tableware that was set before himself and Tasha, so that the forks and knives stood upright on their ends in an elaborate display, apparently paying no attention to Hector whatsoever.  Niko glanced up at Hector and nodded before returning to his toy.
 
   “Ah, China,” Hector said thoughtfully. “A fascinating country, that one.  I went there once myself, hunting for a rather darling bear that they have there.  It has big black and white spots all over it, you see.  Curious looking creature, but not very fast.”
 
   “Yes, I'm sure,” Tasha said politely.
 
   Hector nodded thoughtfully before he began to speak again, this time about his expedition to China.  Twist's attention wandered somewhat, part way through.  He glanced to Myra sitting beside him.  She had managed to braid a few of the wire strands of her hair all the way to its end.  Beside her, Jonas was staring off into the warm air, watching the massive stone pyramids pass by, one by one.  His eyes shifted slowly between purples and blues as they seemed to follow something invisible in the air.
 
   Thankfully, breakfast arrived in the middle of Hector's second speech, in the form of fried eggs, crispy bacon, many platefuls of toast, roasted tomatoes and mushrooms, and a small bowl of baked beans for each person.  A few pots of tea arrived as well, with milk and sugar.  Twist could hardly believe the display, and wondered how difficult it must be for the cooks to find so many foods that Twist hadn't seen since he'd left London.  It seemed inconceivable to him that these things were normal here in Egypt.  Having received nothing herself, Myra instantly reached for a piece of toast and began to butter it, carefully copying Jonas's motions, before offering it to Twist with a smile.
 
   Twist took it gratefully and his tongue delighted in the familiar taste of the creamy butter and warm, nutty toast.  His first few tastes of the rest of the meal swallowed up all of his attention in a heady haze of unexpected comfort.  Though England was still a world away, this meal was like an oasis to his palate.
 
   “Well, but I'm sure you know a great deal about China too, now,” Hector said to Tasha, regaining Twist's attention for a moment.  Tasha gave a bashful smile as sunlight fell over her pale features, making her seem to sparkle against the gliding backdrop of sand and sky.
 
   “Well, only about Hong Kong,” she said. “I never left the city.”
 
   “And now you're headed back home?” Hector asked.
 
   “Yes,” she said with a nod. “I need to meet my publicists before I can plan my next tour.  Most of them are in Russia at the moment.”
 
   “Ah, so you plan to go out again, then?” Hector asked, sounding somewhat disappointed.
 
   “Of course,” Tasha said brightly, though Twist thought he heard something tight in her voice. “I can't very well be a good magician if I don't perform.”
 
   “You know that you don't have to work, if you don't want to,” Hector said gently. “A lady should never have to work.”
 
   “I love my work,” she said, her tone firm but kind. “I have no desire to stop doing it.”
 
   “Of course,” Hector said. “As you so often tell me.  But should you ever grow tired of it, I hope you will call on me.  I'm forever at your service.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” Tasha said, sounding earnest. “And thank you also for taking me home from here.  It's much more pleasant to travel with friends.”
 
   “Think nothing of it,” he said with a smile. “I'm delighted you asked.”
 
   “Actually,” Tasha said, as if the thought had just occurred to her, “my new friends here are on their way to Paris,” she said with a gesture to Twist, Jonas, and Myra. “They were planning to take that wonderful new train from Constantinople.”
 
   “Oh yes, I heard about that,” Hector said nodding.  He seemed ready to begin speaking about it, but Tasha spoke first.
 
   “Well, aren't you planning to fly right over Turkey?” she asked. “Do you think we might be able to give them a lift that far?  I mean, if it doesn't trouble you...”
 
   “Oh, that would be no trouble at all!” Hector said. “I'd be honored to welcome you aboard,” he said to Twist and Jonas, while obviously not even looking at Myra. “Any friend of my darling Natasha's is a friend of mine.”
 
   “That's very good of you,” Jonas said, looking squarely at the other man's chin with his uncovered eyes, and sounding more polite than Twist had ever heard him. “But we really don't mean to put you out...”
 
   “Nonsense,” Hector said, waving Jonas's fears away.  Twist caught a smile on Tasha's face as she looked to Jonas, but she hid it before Hector saw it. “I wouldn't hear of you going by any other means,” Hector declared.
 
   “If you insist,” Jonas said with a bow and a smile. “Thank you very much.”
 
   “Certainly,” Hector said, looking pleased.  “And tell me, what brings you two gentlemen here to Egypt?”
 
   “Just a holiday in the sun,” Jonas said as if it were the truest thing in the world. “We just graduated from university and thought we'd take advantage of our gap year before getting down to work.”  Niko glanced up at Jonas curiously.  Twist tried to keep his features clear of surprise at hearing this new lie so suddenly, or the ease with which Jonas said it.
 
   “Oh, you're fresh out of school, are you?” Hector asked, smiling. “Ah, I remember my old university days...” he said, beginning to muse.  This time, no one moved to stop him as he began to relate tales from his years at Oxford.  Apparently, an uncle of his had been a dean and had made sure that he progressed and graduated quickly.  Twist busied himself with breakfast while Hector's words washed over him.  He wondered aimlessly what sort of things he might have done if he'd ever attended college.  Clockwork and mechanics would certainly have been his focus of study, while literature might have been an entertaining minor...
 
   Myra made sure that all of Twist's toast was perfectly buttered, and that his tea cup was forever full.  Twist thanked her with smiles and nods, which she returned with her own bright smiles.  He silently began to wonder why she had decided to tend to him so consistently, when she had never been asked to.  But as she seemed to enjoy it, he let his questions go and tried to enjoy it as well.
 
   The largest of the great pyramids drifted by the balcony, drawing Twist's full attention for a moment.  The rising sun slid behind the towering top of the enormous stones, making the structure appear to glow at the edges.  For the briefest instant Twist's numbed mind paused to marvel.  He realized that he'd gotten accustomed to seeing foreign things everywhere he looked.  Some of the details and deeper meaning of what he saw was beginning to get lost in the chaos.  But for a moment, he remembered where he was.  He was in Egypt, watching an ancient and famous image pass by.
 
   Hector had somehow gotten onto the subject of English politics.  Twist's mind snapped back quickly.  He gave a silent sigh and focused on his food again.  By the time everyone had finished their breakfast, Hector seemed to run out of things to say about politics.
 
   “Well, that was lovely,” Tasha said, patting at her lips with her napkin.
 
   “Yes, not too bad,” Hector said.  He then took a deep breath and glanced around at the view beyond the balcony, and then at his guests. “Well, if you're all finished, it looks like the restaurant is just about to touch down again.  Shall we be off?”
 
   “Yes, let's,” Tasha said, edging her chair out.
 
   Hector rose instantly and held her chair out of her way, and then offered her his arm.
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   “Come on, we've got a few minutes,” Jonas said as he dragged Twist quickly by the wrist along the compact sand. “You've got to try it.”
 
   “But Hector said they would be leaving soon,” Myra said, hurrying to keep up with them.
 
   “Yeah, and Niko said that meant at least an hour,” Jonas said back.
 
   “I don't understand,” Twist said, struggling to keep his footing as they continued to dash into the desert. “What exactly do you want me to touch?”
 
   “That!” Jonas said, pointing at the closest of the three enormous pyramids nestled in the golden desert sand in front of them.
 
   Other people strolled by them, all heading to the pyramids as well.  Jonas dragged Twist closer until they left the shade of the floating restaurant that had still been hanging above them.  The heat of late morning fell on Twist like a physical weight and the warm, dry wind now carried no comfort.  Undaunted, Jonas continued on into the sand.
 
   In moments, they were surrounded by nothing but gleaming gold and dusty blue.  Twist pulled his blue-tinted goggles up from around his neck to cover his eyes against the glare.  The city had shrunk behind the building dunes long before Jonas finally slowed his pace at the feet of the closest of the great pyramids.  Twist stopped and paused to catch his breath from their flight while Jonas stared up at the towering height of the stone before them with wonder in his eyes.
 
   “Come on, you've got to try touching it,” Jonas said to him. “How often do you get a chance to touch something this ancient?”
 
   “You dragged me all the way out here to touch a pile of stones?” Twist asked, frowning at him.  Myra turned to Twist in apparent shock.
 
   “A pile of stones?” Jonas echoed, aghast. “What's wrong with you?  This is the oldest thing in the world!” he said with a wave to the pyramid. “It's one of the wonders of the world.  People travel all the way around the globe just to see it.  Thousands of people died just to build it!”  Myra nodded along with all that he said, looking earnestly to Twist.
 
   “All right, all right,” Twist said, putting his hands up in surrender. “I'll touch the 'very old' pile of stones then, if it will make you stop.”
 
   “Damn straight,” Jonas muttered, crossing his arms and watching to make sure that Twist did as promised.  Myra did exactly the same, standing beside him.
 
   Twist shook his head and walked forward into the shadow of the pyramid, thankful for the shade, and reached out to lay one hand on the jagged, stepped surface of the ancient stone monument.  At first, his Sight didn't react at all.  His fingers only registered the rough, sand-torn stone and the gentle coolness of the shade, still left over from the night's chill.  Then he pushed a little harder, closing his eyes and stretching his Sight to pick up anything hidden beneath the surface.
 
   After a silent moment he started to feel cooler.  Within his Sight, an image of the pyramid before him filled his mind as the sun slowly fell backwards, down to the eastern horizon.  He saw the stars turn in the night, spinning faster and faster as the sun rose again from the opposite side of the sky.  It arced quickly over him to set again before the stars went spinning once more.  The stars blurred into streaks and circles across the sky while the sun flashed over him faster and faster until he felt the earth itself turn under his feet with the unbelievable and still-growing speed.
 
   Shadows of human forms wandered around, some climbing and others only moving by, until armies appeared around him, fought, and vanished at extreme speed as well.  Twist felt the city behind him shrink slowly away, and the sands moved in a constant whirl like the waves of the sea.  Stars flashed sometimes, filling the moments of night with bright light.  Comets streaked backwards across the sky.  Slowest of all, the pyramid itself grew more and more smooth and clean as time fell off of it under his fingers.  And then, suddenly, it was brand new.
 
   Everything stopped and Twist looked around inside his own vision to see a huge crowd of people all around him—each man wearing only rough cloth and sandals, with black hair and dark amber skin—all cheering uproariously in the sunlight.  A single man with a gold headdress and staff stood before them all on a stage surrounded by potted palms, near to where Twist was standing.  He shouted something to them in a language that Twist couldn't understand, though the meaning came through his Sight just fine.  Twist shivered with shock as he realized that he was looking upon the face of a king who had lived and died thousands of years before his own country had even existed.  The shock was enough to break the vision and Twist staggered back a few steps as he gasped in a breath of the present-day air.
 
   “Are you all right?” Jonas asked, appearing at his side with a grin.
 
   “That … it was … I saw...” Twist stammered, unable to hold a single thought long enough to voice it.
 
   “Just take a breath,” Jonas said. “Take your time.”
 
   “Time, yeah...” Twist muttered, rubbing at his eyes. “I saw time.  All of it.  It all went rushing backwards like a clock running the wrong way until … the very beginning.”
 
   “What do you mean, the beginning?” Jonas asked slowly.
 
   “I see damage,” Twist said, finally getting to the beginning of his own thoughts. “Whatever I touch, except for you, shows me damage, and what caused it.  But, this...” he said, looking at the pyramid, now worn, jagged, and wrecked by age, “time itself wore those stones down.”  A wide delighted grin spread slowly across Jonas's face while Myra took on a look of awe as the same thought slowly formed in each of their minds.
 
   “Did you see ancient Egyptians?” Myra asked excitedly.
 
   Twist nodded slowly.
 
   “Your Sight is completely awesome,” Jonas said smoothly to him. “I mean, I'd thought you might catch a glimpse of Napoleon or something, but you went all the way back!”
 
   “Right, there were a couple of wars or something too,” Twist said thoughtfully. “They went by really fast.  I didn't get a good look.”
 
   “Oh I'm sure,” Jonas said easily, still smiling broadly, “you had to get back a couple thousand years in a few seconds.  Who's got time for crazy little Frenchmen?”  Although Myra didn't seem to understand the reference, Twist laughed before he could stop himself.
 
   “You do realize,” he then said to Jonas, pushing back his own mirth to put on a more serious tone, “that like Myra, I'm a person.  I'm not a toy.  I'm a little disturbed that you might be confused about that fact.”
 
   “Actually, I'm pretty sure she's more of a person than you are,” Jonas answered instantly with a nod to Myra.  He looked to her confused expression with a smile. “You just watch.  Someday we'll find out that he's made of clockwork too.  The difference is, you actually remember being human and having fun.”
 
   “Clockwork has its own fun!” Twist said, feeling quite offended, though he wasn't entirely sure for which reason. “You just don't understand it.”
 
   “Sure...” Jonas said with as little conviction as humanly possible.  Myra giggled softly behind her hand.
 
   Twist gave a sigh and shook his head.  When he did, his gaze fell to the base of the pyramid again.  Now he only had to look at the cracks and chips in the surface to see the presence of time as clearly as he saw the rocks themselves: like a stain painted ages deep.
 
   “So, are you glad you touched the old pile of stones?” Jonas asked.
 
   “Actually, I am...” Twist said, finding a smile on his face.
 
   “Oh!  Do we have time to get to the Sphinx?” Jonas asked suddenly. “You could tell us who shot its nose off!”
 
   “Wasn't that Napoleon again?” Twist asked.  Myra frowned at the mention of the name.
 
   “Ah, but you see, I heard it was Alexander the Great,” Jonas said, shaking a finger as he stepped closer to Twist. “Do you feel like solving an age old mystery?”
 
   “Who are you two talking about?” Myra asked, moving closer too. “Who's a crazy Frenchman?  Who is this Alexander and what did he do to become so great?”  Jonas and Twist both turned to stare at her, but Jonas's face showed only admiration.
 
   “I feel like the most cultured of scholars around you two,” Jonas said softly. “You never know where we are,” he said to Twist, “and you've never heard of Alexander the Great,” he said to Myra. “I hope we can stay together forever.”
 
   Twist took what compliment he could from that and pulled out his pocket watch to check the time.  He once again realized that it was set horribly off whatever time zone they were in, but he ignored this when he voiced fears about meeting Hector and Tasha on time.  Although Jonas seemed disappointed about not unraveling the mysteries of the Sphinx that day, he was in high spirits once again by the time they got to the Cairo airship docks.
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   “Welcome aboard the Gray Lady,” Hector said proudly as he stepped onto the deck of his admittedly impressive, private flying yacht.
 
   A single, enormous, red and purple striped balloon towered over the body of the small but opulent airship: two floors in the shape of a square London townhouse, complete with a white shingled roof and spotless white trim ringing the emerald painted walls and the square, lead-lined windows.  A gold railing ran along the edge of the porch-like covered deck that ran around the bottom of the first floor, above a windowless half-basement of black wood that formed the base of the airship.  There were yellow roses in the window boxes and bright ivy climbed up the white columns at the four corners of the veranda.
 
   Sitting as it was, flat and steady on an open space of the airship docks, with pyramids, palms, and desert as a backdrop, Twist thought it was the most absurd thing he'd ever seen.  Stepping onto the porch and in through the front door, he was even more confused to find a parlor beyond the wooden coat racks in the entry way.
 
   It looked for all the world like the inside of a very comfortable London home, and not an airship at all.  There was the usual set of velvet padded furniture with gleaming and artfully carved hard wood; cream-colored, very soft carpeting; textured wall paper with what looked like oak trim; stuffed animal heads and other hunting trophies hanging on the walls; a white-and-peach marble table in the center of the nestled furniture; and an ornate fireplace at the back of the room.  There was also a clock in a gold-and-glass cage with nymphs playing around its base that Twist instantly recognized as an expensive Austrian design that was currently in fashion in London.
 
   “What a strange room,” Myra whispered to him softly as she looked around.
 
   “It certainly is,” he answered.
 
   “This is an airship, right?” Jonas whispered to Twist as he joined him too. “I mean, it's not just an English house with a balloon on it, is it?”
 
   “This is what an English house is like?” Myra asked, still whispering.  Twist and Jonas looked at her suspiciously. “Well, is it?  I've never seen one.”
 
   “Yes,” Jonas answered. “Just take the balloon off.”
 
   “Oh...” Myra said thoughtfully, looking around again as if seeing wallpaper and carpeting for the first time in her life. “It's nice.”
 
   “Oh, is that one new?” Tasha asked Hector, pointing to the stuffed and glass eyed face of a small deer with long, thin, twisting horns as she walked past to take a seat on one of the velvet chairs.
 
   “Oh yes!” he said, looking to it himself. “Good of you to notice.  I shot that little beauty last month.  Very fast little devil.  They bound about in grasslands like dolphins in the sea.”
 
   “How delightful,” Tasha said politely.
 
   “Sir, please forgive my intrusion,” said a new voice with a very crisp British accent.  Twist turned to see a tall man in gray trousers, a black tailed jacket, and a very stiff looking white collar.  He had thin gray hair and there were deep lines around his passive expression. “But if you are ready to take off, I shall make the arrangements,” he said, glancing at Twist, Jonas, and Myra out of the corner of his heavily lined eyes.
 
   “Thank you Gregory,” Hector said with a nod. “And have some tea brought in for our guests, if you would.”
 
   “Right away, sir,” Gregory said with a bow before turning sharply on his heel and disappearing into the hall.
 
   As he stared after the curious person, Twist caught a glimpse of Niko out in the hall as well.  Niko's face took on a smile and he nodded, following after Gregory without a moment's hesitation.  An instant later, a young English girl in a black dress with a long white apron entered the room with a curtsy.
 
   “May I take the guest's luggage?” she asked softly.
 
   “Thank you, Agnes,” Hector said, not looking at her as he took a seat across from Tasha.
 
   She came closer to Twist and Jonas but stopped in her tracks when she saw Myra.  She stared wide-eyed, looking over her clockwork body slowly.  Myra smiled stiffly and waved at her coyly.  Jonas took Twist's bag off his shoulder—much to Twist's momentary awkward confusion—as he moved behind him and met Agnes with a smile slightly obscured by his goggles.
 
   “Let me help you,” Jonas said pleasantly, taking a comfortable grip of Twist's bag in one hand, and his own in another.
 
   “Oh!” Agnes said, shocked out of her wonder over Myra. “You don't have to, sir,”
 
   “I want to,” Jonas said brightly. “Which way to our rooms?” he asked, already looking off toward the hallway.
 
   For a moment, Twist felt strange watching him leave.  Jonas made no indication of needing his aid and disappeared without a word to him.  So, Twist and Myra quietly took a seat together on a velvet couch and found that Hector was already talking again about British politics.  Twist was distracted from listening by a bump in the floorboards, followed instantly by the unmistakable sense of rising.
 
   Looking out the nearest window Twist saw the airships and docks around them sink from his view as the ship rose silently into the warm air.  In a few moments, there was nothing but open, dusty blue to be seen out of every window in the house.  A bird with a white body and wings, and with a long black head, neck, and feet, appeared at one of the windows.  It seemed to look at the airship with a curious expression as it slid slowly backwards at a slightly slower pace, and caught Twist's gaze as if asking an explanation for the strange sight of a brightly colored London townhouse in the skies over Cairo.  Twist could only laugh quietly to himself, finding that he had no response whatsoever for the bird's perfectly rational questions.  Jonas reappeared shortly after Gregory arrived with a silver tea tray.
 
   “We are cruising in a pleasantly moving, northerly breeze, sir,” Gregory said as he served Jonas tea as well, in a cup of white china painted with pink roses. “We shall be over the Mediterranean Sea in an hour, and will continue on towards Turkey from there.”
 
   “Oh yes,” Hector said. “We will be making a stop in Constantinople.  See to the details, would you Gregory?”
 
   “Of course, sir,” Gregory said with a nod. “When would you like to take lunch, sir?”
 
   “Oh, I'd say noon would be good,” Hector said, glancing at the clock over the fireplace.
 
   “Yes sir,” Gregory said with another nod.  Hector sent him away with a wave of his hand.
 
   “So, tell me,” Hector said, looking now to Twist and Jonas, “what do you think of my civilized mode of travel?”
 
   “Oh, it's quite comfortable,” Jonas said, stirring sugar into his tea.
 
   Seeing him do this, Myra looked to Twist's tea cup, then at the sugar bowl, and then back.  Twist caught her gaze and shook his head with a smile.  He picked up his cup and took a sip, just to be sure that she didn't add anything to it.  Myra looked slightly disappointed but didn't touch the sugar.
 
   “It is, isn't it?” Hector said to Jonas as he looked around his parlor admiringly. “I don't see the point of those other airships that follow the sailing design.  There's no reason to make a ship into a home when you can make a home into a ship, after all.”
 
   “No reason at all,” Jonas said certainly.  Twist felt the slightest tremor in the background hum at the base of his neck.  It took him a moment to realize Jonas was having some difficulty making that lie look convincing.
 
   Hector, however, didn't seem to notice anything amiss and began to talk about all the benefits of traveling in a flying house.  As he spoke, both Tasha and Jonas gave every indication of agreement.  It wasn't long, however, before Twist began to feel a tension rippling uncomfortably in the buzzing at his neck.  When Hector mentioned that he could use a walk around the deck outside, Jonas was the first one to his feet and out of the room.  Twist took his time leaving and held Myra back with a gentle pat on her arm, just to be sure that Hector and Tasha didn't follow him as he went looking for Jonas.
 
   Twist followed the buzzing in his neck to find Jonas around the back of the house, leaning heavily on the gold railing with his head bowed and uncovered eyes closed.  Myra ran to the railing and looked out over the golden dunes that glided by slowly, so far below.  Twist stayed back and looked at Jonas as he focused on the feeling in his neck: looking for the tension he'd felt before.  Jonas smiled and then turned, as if in response, opening his eyes on Twist.
 
   “Can I ask you for a favor?” he asked, sounding more hesitant that Twist was used to hearing him.
 
   “Aren't we past that sort of formality?” Twist asked.
 
   “That man is going to talk me into insanity,” Jonas said, stepping closer to Twist. “I just need to relax for a minute, before I lose it.  You can help with that.”
 
   Twist didn't quite follow him until Jonas reached out and laid both hands on Twist's shoulders, looking directly into his eyes.  The usual wave of chilly, calm white fog washed over Twist's Sight at the touch, and stilled him completely.  He stared back into Jonas's eyes—watching as they shifted into a deep, rich, glowing purple in his Sight—and began to wonder if Jonas's Sight gave him the same peaceful, clean, blinding white calm when he turned his eyes onto Twist's.  It was only a moment before Twist could follow the blood pulsing through Jonas's hands all of the way into the steady beat of his heart.  His own calm soon began to echo in the other man's, and it became difficult to distinguish whose emotions were truly whose.
 
   “Thanks,” Jonas said, dropping his gaze and his hands with a heavy sigh.  The connection broke like a soap bubble, leaving Twist feeling numb at the edges.
 
   “Do you see a fog?” Twist asked.
 
   “Fog?”  Jonas glancing back to him with clear, sea green eyes.
 
   “When you look at me like that,” Twist said. “Does your Sight blur over with a chilly white fog?”
 
   “I don't think of it as fog,” Jonas said. “It's more of a light.  And it’s not chilly, it’s warm.  But it sort of goes away after a second, hanging at the background.”
 
   “That's curious,” Twist muttered.
 
   “You two are both curious,” Myra said.  They turned to find her staring at them from her place at the railing, looking at them with an odd expression.
 
   “It's a Sight thing,” Jonas said to her with a dismissive wave of his hand.
 
   “And ours act strangely together,” Twist added.
 
   “You know,” Jonas said, turning back to him, “it would be good to figure out what that's all about.  I mean, that business about exploding when we first met was pretty unsettling.”
 
   “And now it's the opposite reaction,” Twist said, nodding. “Have you ever heard of anything like this?”
 
   “Never,” Jonas said, shaking his head.
 
   “Neither have I,” Twist said with a thoughtful pause.
 
   “I haven't either,” Myra added. “I'm trying to stay in the conversation,” she said when Jonas and Twist looked to her.
 
   Twist smiled and held out a hand to her, which she took instantly.  Jonas took her other hand once she was close, drawing her eyes to him and sending a ripple of her mild surprise through Twist's Sight.
 
   “Don't worry, Myra,” Jonas said to her. “Every other thought Twist has is about you.”
 
   Twist looked at him suspiciously.  Not even when he could feel Jonas's emotions as clearly as his own, could he actually see a single clear thought that belonged to the other man.
 
   “Really?” Myra asked Jonas excitedly.
 
   “It's actually kind of annoying,” Jonas said, nodding. 
 
   “Don't tell me you're jealous,” she cooed, a gleefully wicked grin on her copper face. Twist felt a sudden surge of delight from her.
 
   “Jealous?” Jonas asked back, incredulous. “It's boring, is all.”
 
   “Oh you!” she gasped, freeing her hand from his to bat at him angrily.  Jonas laughed as he guarded himself against her attack.  Although Myra continued to glare at him, Twist could see that the delight that she'd felt originally hadn't diminished at all.  He frowned in confusion.  Nothing he'd ever read in novels could help to explain this bizarre phenomenon to him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   After a long late lunch—a very traditional display of British cooking that Twist had no trouble identifying or enjoying—and a short rest, Tasha was persuaded to give a show of her talents in the gilding afternoon light that streamed in through the windows of the parlor.  The mouth of the Nile glided by beneath them as the ship began its journey across the brilliant blue Mediterranean Sea.  The air that whispered in through the open front door began to cool and feel considerably more moist, increasing everyone's comfort.
 
   Tasha took a place before her seated audience and clasped her black-lace-gloved hands before her, her eyes closed.  She had changed into a simple but elegant gown of sapphire sateen that clung to her middle but billowed about her legs like the bell of an hourglass.  Her pale shoulders were bare, down to the top of her elbow-length black lace gloves, and she wore a bright star sapphire in a black setting, on a black chain around her neck.  Her black hair hung—deceptively loose—in a tumble of curls down her back.  For a moment, Twist almost forgot about the magic act as he gazed at her silent but arresting beauty.
 
   Then, after a long pause in total silence, she opened her eyes and held out her empty hands.  With a snap of her fingers and a subtle smile she turned her wrists and the deck of black-and-silver playing cards appeared suddenly in one hand.  Without a moment of pause for the applause at the appearance of the cards, she flipped the loose cards in an arc into her other hand and then back in a flowing motion that challenged the laws of physics.  The cards continued to fly, one following another closely, in arc upon arc, from hand to hand, until she was juggling the thin cards in the air before her without losing control of even one of them.
 
   The applause broke out again as she dropped one hand while the display continued in the other.  Tasha smiled more broadly but again didn't turn her attention away from her cards.  In another moment, she began to catch and toss fewer and fewer of the cards as they all danced in the air above her fingers in wide, high arcs.  Eventually she stopped touching them at all and the cards turned in more and more complex circles, now totally unaided by her touch.  As the audience stared in silent amazement, Tasha finally looked to them and curtsied deeply while holding her open hand just below the flying cards.  Applause broke the tension of wonder in the room, more true and heartfelt than it had been before.
 
   “Thank you,” Tasha said sweetly.
 
   She snapped her fingers again and then held both hands open together as the cards fell into a neat pile in her hands.  Once the last one had fallen, and the applause had finally begun to die, she smiled wickedly and turned the deck over, fanning out the cards, to reveal that they had fallen into prefect order, from ace to King in each respective suit.  The applause roared up again with laughter as well.
 
   “How did she do that?” Twist asked Jonas, who had watched the trick with uncovered eyes and smiled broadly the whole time.
 
   “Say a word, and I'll turn you into a toad,” Tasha snapped, pointing at Jonas warningly.
 
   Jonas put up his hands in surrender. “It was magic,” Jonas said loudly. “I saw it, pure and elegant magic.  I swear it.”  Twist narrowed his eyes at Jonas.
 
   “Good man,” Tasha said, smiling.  She snapped the fanned cards against one hand and they disappeared from her fingers in a shower of shining black-and-silver specks of confetti, while a black-and-silver Spanish fan of exactly the same size appeared in her hand.  She fanned herself with it and eyed Jonas critically.  He smiled back, watching the fan, but said nothing.
 
   “Oh wonderful!” Hector said, clapping again.  “My dear, you are simply a marvel.”
 
   Twist glanced at him, but then his eye was drawn to Niko.  Unlike all the others, Niko didn't seem to be in awe.  He was frowning and writing quickly in a small notebook.  Myra, meanwhile, bounced with pure excitement on the couch beside Twist, with a huge smile.
 
   “I've never seen magic like yours before,” Myra said excitedly. “I've seen a lot, too.  My father used to collect magicians from all over the world because I liked them so much.”
 
   Tasha looked at her directly for a moment before giving another deep curtsy. “From you, my dear, that is quite a compliment.”
 
   “Seriously, tell me how she did it,” Twist said to Jonas softly. “I can't figure it out.  I can always figure things out.  I'll go mad if you don't tell me.”  Jonas listened to Twist, and then looked to Tasha.
 
   “I hope you like the taste of flies,” Tasha said smoothly to him.  Niko glanced up at Jonas.
 
   “Sorry, Twist,” Jonas said, shaking his head. “I like being human too much.”
 
   “Can you really turn him into a toad?” Twist asked Tasha with a disbelieving tone.
 
   She smiled slyly. “Can't I?”
 
   “Either way, I'm not pushing her,” Jonas said, crossing his arms. “I learned my lesson with wizards long ago.” He looked seriously at Twist. “Trust me.  Never taunt a warlock.”  Myra giggled while Twist tried desperately to find some sign of truth or lies in his eyes.
 
   “You do attract the most … interesting of people,” Hector said, watching Twist and Jonas.
 
   “I'm blessed that way,” Tasha said with a nod as she came to sit with them.
 
   “Can I see that?” Niko asked, holding out a hand.  Tasha gave him the fan before she sat down and he immediately closed and re-opened it slowly in his hands, staring critically at it before writing in his book again.
 
   Gregory, who had been standing at the back of the room throughout the magic show, left quietly and returned with a tray of coffee and butter cookies.  Hector, meanwhile, had begun to talk again, about all the shows he had seen Tasha perform in the past.  Although it was interesting to hear of her other tricks, something about Hector's way of speaking made it very hard for Twist to stay focused.
 
   Niko got to his feet and left the room without a word after a while, and Twist was somewhat surprised to find that Hector didn't ever seem to notice.  He considered his options, the possible pros and cons, and then finally decided to try it himself.  Without a word, he got to his feet and walked out of the room to find no notice take whatsoever by Hector.  Myra met him in the hallway a moment later, looking at him curiously.
 
   “It worked,” Twist said softly, smiling at her. “I wish I'd known I could do that earlier.”
 
   “Oh, you're escaping the blabbermouth,” Myra whispered back, relieved.
 
   “That was pure genius!” Jonas hissed as he too appeared in the hallway. “All three of us just left, and he didn't notice a thing.”
 
   “I saw Niko do it,” Twist said with a shrug.
 
   “What a relief,” Jonas said, moving down the hallway. “I mean, he's not a bad guy or anything, but the man could out-talk a politician.”  Twist nodded in understanding as they walked.
 
   The rest of the airship looked just as much like a house as Twist had expected.  There was a thin stairway leading up to the second floor with a railing of dark wood running along it, under a gaslight chandelier hanging in the center of the hallway.  He knew that the dining room was down the hall to the left, and that the door in the back led out to the porch, but had no idea where the other doors led to.
 
   Jonas ambled down the hallway with no apparent purpose, but he came to a stop outside a door behind the base of the stairs, near the back door.  When Twist and Myra joined him they heard Niko's voice wafting up along the short flight of stairs that led into the false basement of the airship.
 
   “That's why I just don't like mercury,” Niko was saying.
 
   “But imagine what you could do with a liquid that moves in response to heat,” Gregory responded as Jonas, Twist, and Myra all crept down into the shadows.
 
   Niko was sitting on one of the many barrels that were set against one wall while Gregory stood before a hissing, grinding, strange machine that filled up much of the center of the shallow room and reached up to the ceiling with clawing limbs of rough pipes.  He held a wrench as he gazed thoughtfully at the mechanical beast, while Niko still toyed with the Spanish fan.  Niko glanced up at Twist, Jonas, and Myra as their faces appeared in the dim electric light that glared out of lanterns that hung from the corners of the room.  He smiled.
 
   “You didn't know you could just get up and leave, did you?” Niko asked them.
 
   “It would've been nice if someone had told us,” Jonas grumbled.
 
   “Don't feel bad,” Gregory said, looking back to the machine. “Niko only figured it out after sitting through four days of solid speech.”
 
   “Don't remind me,” Niko said, rubbing at his brow. “I still have nightmares of that.”
 
   “Ah ha!” Gregory exclaimed suddenly.  Without a moment of warning or apparent cause, he hit his wrench hard against the machine, in the center of a junction in the many reaching pipes.  The machine gave a whining, gurgling sort of sound for a second and then fell noticeably quieter than it had been before. “That's better,” he said, putting down the wrench and turning to the others as he wiped his hands on a rag.  Twist, Jonas, and Myra had all jumped at the unexpected attack on the machine, but Niko hardly seemed to notice it at all.
 
   “What is that thing?” Twist asked hesitantly.
 
   “It’s rather temperamental in dry air,” Gregory said. “It always acts up when we've been to a desert,” he added, walking to a workbench at the side of the room that was strewn with papers and tools.
 
   “Greg is an inventor,” Niko offered to Twist's confused expression. “He's pretty good too.  It’s a shame he wastes his talent on steam.”
 
   “I told you to stop that,” Gregory muttered, glancing warningly at Niko over a shoulder. “Steam is the future.  Your pretty little lightning is no match for simple, hardworking, steam.”
 
   “Uh huh,” Niko muttered, looking back to his fan.  He turned a tiny wire at the hinge and a bright spark flashed up one of the ribs, making him jerk in surprise.
 
   “It's bloody unpredictable and dangerous as well,” Gregory added with some satisfaction.  Niko gave him a sour look.
 
   Twist had trouble keeping his attention off of the fan.  No matter how he tried to distract himself from it, his mind continually returned to Tasha's flying card trick.  He could feel the answer to his questions, to the core method of the trick, flashing before his eyes like a taunting nymph: ever present, well within his reach, but impossible to grasp.
 
   “Can I see that for a moment?” he asked Niko, pointing to the fan.
 
   “No,” Niko said, raising an eyebrow at him. “You could understand the whole trick if you touched this, couldn't you?”
 
   “I could understand how that fan works,” Twist answered shiftily. “But maybe not the whole trick...”
 
   “Why do you want to know so badly?” Niko asked. “You already know it's a trick.”
 
   “I hate puzzles,” Twist answered, rubbing at his eyes to get his gaze off the fan. “I can't stand knowing that I'm capable of understanding something, and still not getting it.  It’s like I can see the answer dancing in front of me, mocking me.”
 
   “You suddenly make more sense,” Jonas toned thoughtfully. “Hey, you're a girl, do something confusing to him,” he said to Myra with a grin.  Myra crossed her arms and looked at Jonas coldly.
 
   “How about if I just touch it for a second?” Twist asked Niko.
 
   “How about if I told you that the cards are magnetic?” Niko offered instead.
 
   Twist reconsidered the entire trick, factoring in the new information, and slowly began to nod to himself.  Then he frowned and shook his head.  “But she wasn't moving, wasn't doing anything to direct their movements.”
 
   “The movements were predetermined,” Niko said.
 
   “Then there would have to be some kind of device to send the commands,” Twist said. “And I couldn't imagine how you could make something like that, or how you would store the information...”  His voice drifted off as his thoughts sped too fast for his words.  Then, it all fell together, fitting perfectly into logic.  “It was the necklace,” Twist said, his eyes shooting up to meet Niko's suddenly startled gaze. “That's brilliant.”
 
   “Thank you...” Niko said, staring at him with slight alarm.
 
   “It only looked like they were flipping around over her hand, when they were suspended in the air in front of her the whole time,” Twist continued, smiling at his own understanding.
 
   “Are you an inventor too?” Gregory asked, moving closer.
 
   “Me?” Twist asked, looking to him. “No, I just mend clocks.”  Gregory looked surprised.
 
   “Boggles the mind, doesn't it?” Jonas asked, smiling to Gregory. “He'd never even left London until my sister met him about three weeks ago.”
 
   “Wait, what are we talking about?” Twist asked, looking to each of them in turn.
 
   “Gregory just found out that you're wonderful,” Myra said brightly.
 
   “So did I,” Niko said, looking at Twist.
 
   “I don't know about 'wonderful',” Gregory muttered. “Fascinating, I'll grant you.”
 
   “Wait, what?” Twist asked, starting to feel highly conspicuous.
 
   “Do you realize that you jumped over some very difficult aspects of the technology I developed for this trick,” Niko asked him, “and guessed correctly on every point, all in the matter of a few seconds?”
 
   “Oh, did I?”
 
   “And more than that,” Gregory said, “your questions prove that you do understand.  If you didn't, you would have asked something else.”
 
   “Yes, well...” Twist muttered, beginning to wish he'd never said anything at all. “But, where did the cards even come from?” he asked quickly, desperate to get himself out of scrutiny. “She wasn't holding them at first.”
 
   “Ah, well that wasn't my doing,” Niko said, shaking his head. “Things like that are all due to Tasha's skill.  Illusion is more about what isn't seen, than what is.  Tasha's a true master of misdirection.”
 
   “That she is,” Gregory agreed. “Even now, I'm certain that she appears to be fully engaged in whatever my master is speaking about.”
 
   “I don't have a tenth of her skill in that,” Niko said with a sigh.
 
   “So I'm not the only one having trouble,” Jonas said with relief.
 
   “Goodness no,” Gregory said. “I would never say anything against my master's character, or his honor, but I will easily admit that if he had one fault it would be that words tumble from his mouth more profusely than water over Niagara Falls.”
 
   “Ah, now if I could only harness the power of his continued breath,” Niko began wistfully, “then I'm sure I could power a whole town with electrical lighting throughout each and every night.”
 
   Gregory laughed and shook his head while Niko smiled at him, leaving Twist and his companions to wonder about this private joke between them.  Through one mode of conversation or another, the five of them ended up spending a very pleasant time together, chatting about electrical engineering, steam power, clockwork, and each-other's various  ambitions and skills.  Having little to say on the scientific points, Myra simply supported Twist's opinion on everything.
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   After a pleasant dinner, there was a promenade around the porch in the deep, star-pricked blue of the twilight sky.  With the engine that powered the balloon buried under the house, and no other audible machinery working to keep her in the air, the Gray Lady drifted as silently as a ghost above the shifting and untold depths of the Mediterranean Sea.  Twist stood for a long time in the failing light, letting the gentle wind play on his open hands, and over the exposed skin at his face and neck.  With nothing living or mechanical to feel in the wind, the effect was deliciously soothing to his senses.
 
   As true night crept in from the horizon to swallow them up, Twist rejoined his companions in the parlor.  Everyone was seated together before the fire, sipping at small glasses of brandy.  Jonas looked to be the most interested in what Hector was speaking of, but with his goggles over his eyes it was hard to know for sure.
 
   Not a few moments after Twist had arrived—and been served a glass of brandy as well, by Gregory—Hector rose with a deep breath and stated his need to retire for the evening.  He said goodnight to Tasha and his other guests, and invited them to stay in the parlor for as long as they desired.  They all responded with thanks and waited for him to leave.  Tasha was the first one to speak, once Hector was well out of earshot.
 
   “Niko, tell me honestly,” she said to him where he sat in the chair beside her own, and reached out to take his hand. “Am I nothing more than a pretty little dear who belongs on the arm of a rich man?  Is it selfish and vulgar of me to think that I could be more?”
 
   Niko gave her a gentle smile and held her hand in both of his. “Tasha, you know how highly I think of myself, and my inventions.  Would I be here, would I give all my best creations to you, if you didn't deserve it?” Tasha's face washed over with true mirth as he spoke and she nodded solemnly.
 
   “You're a good friend,” she said, almost laughing now. “You always help me keep perspective,” she added with a grin.
 
   “I know,” Niko said, almost seriously. “You're welcome.”
 
   “Oh, it is difficult to hold onto one's own reality when someone is speaking of a different one incessantly,” she said, letting out some of her built up tensions in a heavy breath.
 
   “Don't let him distract you,” Niko said. “Hector means well, we both know that, but he doesn't have a clue who you really are.  If he did, he wouldn't presume to even have the right to court you.  He thinks you're just a pretty magician, for heaven’s sake.”
 
   “Ah,” Jonas toned, sipping at his brandy. “So, you didn't tell him about storming into a Cypher's den and stealing age old secrets, then.”
 
   “Goodness no!” Tasha said, covering her laugh with a hand. “He'd have a fit.  He'd be terrified for my safety.”
 
   “But wasn't it your idea?” Twist asked. “Weren't you the one who led us?”
 
   “Oh no...” Tasha said, shaking her head with a wicked gleam in the corner of her reproachful smile. “Women’s minds are unfit for such complicated things.  They're too soft.”
 
   “Says who?” Myra snapped instantly.  Niko laughed quietly to himself.
 
   “People like Hector,” Jonas said. “You know, people who make up opinions without looking closely enough at reality first.  And, of course, people who have never met my sister.”
 
   “Or Aazzi,” Twist added. “Woman or man, she is the most capable and frightening person I've ever met.”
 
   “She's a vampire,” Jonas said. “That helps.”  Twist nodded in agreement.
 
   “You know a vampire?” Tasha asked curiously.
 
   “Yeah,” Jonas muttered unhappily.
 
   “They met a djinn once, too,” Myra added proudly.
 
   Jonas gave a shudder. “That guy was weird.”
 
   “He was nicer than that fox,” Twist muttered. “Or that American woman with her collection of huge guns.”
 
   “I'm beginning to wonder if your life is actually more interesting than mine,” Tasha said.
 
   “Yeah, 'interesting',” Jonas said with a sigh. “That's one word for it.”
 
   “Be careful that Rooks don't find you,” Tasha mentioned idly.
 
   Twist felt Jonas's heartbeat speed up with a striking, glowing tension that burned out of the buzz at the base of Twist's neck, but he didn't see any obvious change in Jonas's appearance as he seemed to look back at her through the opaque lenses of his goggles.  Myra fell silent beside him, staring at Tasha carefully.  Twist picked up his glass and swirled the amber brandy around idly to keep himself from looking nervous or suspicious.  It could have been nothing more than an innocent comment.  It didn't have to mean anything.  He silently prayed it didn't.
 
   “You mean those people who collect strange things?” Jonas asked lightly, as if there was nothing frightening about the question. “What would they want with us?”
 
   Tasha stared at him carefully for a moment before answering. “They are always looking for interesting things.  Why not interesting people?”  Her pause did more to concern Twist than Jonas's initial reaction had.
 
   “We're really not that interesting,” Jonas said, his voice low but smooth despite the tension Twist could feel.
 
   Again, Tasha paused before speaking. “Are you in some kind of trouble?” she asked gently, glancing now at Twist and Myra with the same carefulness.  Her gaze stuck on Myra, and Twist could almost see the thoughts running furiously behind her dark eyes.
 
   “We're on our way to see one now,” Twist said softly.  Jonas's blinded eyes turned to him quickly and Twist felt the other man's tension rise sharply.  Twist rubbed at the vibration at the back of his neck to soothe it.
 
   “I'm not one of them,” Tasha offered. “Neither is Niko.”  Myra appeared to let out a held breath in relief, even though she had no real breath to speak of. “But now that I think of it,” Tasha said, watching Myra, “I heard that they are looking for people made of metal.”
 
   “Where did you hear that?” Jonas asked, his voice smooth and his form still.
 
   “It’s one of the things they are always searching for,” Tasha said with a shrug. “That and obvious weapons, or anything that affects time.  Really, I'm not a Rook.  You can relax.”
 
   “How do you know so much about what they're looking for?” Jonas asked.
 
   “I'm a magician,” Tasha answered with an amiable smile. “They use people like me to ferry information, for surveillance, and occasionally for consultation.  They do the same thing with circuses.  Everyone knows that.  Well, everyone like us,” she added amiably. “Naturally, the general population has no idea.”
 
   “People like us?” Twist asked.
 
   “People who know vampires, invent things that look like magic, and travel across the world with people made of clockwork,” Tasha answered easily. “People with Sights and a connection to the world beyond the norm.  We always end up meeting each other.  It’s only natural to share rumors.”  Twist felt Jonas's tensions ease slightly.
 
   “So, you're not one of them, but you work for them,” Jonas said, still sounding smooth and emotionless.
 
   “Only on occasion,” Tasha said. “And only when it’s worth my while.  I have my own reasons to keep my distance from them.  Or have you forgotten that I went to Egypt to steal from Cyphers?  The Rooks would be rather cross with me if they knew everything I got up to.”
 
   “And just about everything he creates could be weaponized,” Jonas added with a nod towards Niko, who sat listening intently.
 
   “Why is that always the first thing anyone ever thinks of?” Niko snapped angrily.
 
   “Perspective,” Tasha said, patting his arm soothingly. “I thought of magic tricks first, didn't I?”  Niko grumbled to himself in a different language but said nothing else in English. “So you see?” Tasha said to Jonas and Twist. “You have no reason to be so frightened of me.”
 
   “Maybe not,” Jonas said, releasing some of his tension with a sigh. “They've been kind of chasing us for a while,” he said hesitantly. “I suppose we're a little on edge about it.”
 
   “Are they after Myra?” Tasha asked gently.  Myra reached for Twist's hand.  He took it and her wave of nervous fear, and patted her hand comfortingly.
 
   “They tried to steal her from us in Bombay,” Jonas answered. “We're on our way to Paris now to speak with an inventor who might be able to convince them that she couldn't possibly be a threat to anyone.  That way they'll have no excuse to take her from us.”
 
   “That sounds like an awfully long way to go on chance,” Tasha said softly.
 
   “Tell me about it,” Jonas said flatly.
 
   “It was the best choice we had,” Twist added. “I won't have Myra living on the run forever if I don't have to.  And I'll not part with her either.”  As he spoke, he felt a warm wave of relief and quiet joy wash over Myra's troubled mind.
 
   “Then I sincerely wish you good fortune,” Tasha said sweetly. “I've seen for myself just how far you two will go to protect her,” she said, looking to Myra. “If I can ever give you any help, please call on me.”
 
   “Thank you,” Myra said, smiling back to her.
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   Twist looked out the window.  In the growing light of the dawn he saw a tight, clustered, medieval-looking city.  It sat on a peninsula that reached out into the deep sapphire waters of a new sea.  The flying house had passed over a dry and rocky land through the night, and now gliding to the edge of water once again.  Twist peered far down into the city and found a number of stone domes—many of them surrounded by tall, thin, pointed towers—nestled among the crowded buildings.
 
   “So, Constantinople is a city after all?” Twist asked Jonas over his shoulder.
 
   “Yes, it's the capital of Turkey,” Jonas said as he rummaged in his luggage.  Having gotten up first, Twist was already dressed and as ready as he could be for his day.  He pushed the window up and stuck his head out to see better.
 
   “We just crossed the Mediterranean,” Twist continued, yelling back to Jonas, “and the Caspian Sea is green.  So, this one is the Black Sea, right?”
 
   “Right again,” Jonas said, slipping on his shirt.
 
   “So, that means that we're west of Baku,” Twist said, leaning back to kneel on the window seat as he thought. “But east of Venice, and north of Cairo.  Right?”
 
   “You know, I really think you're getting better at this,” Jonas said, now lacing up his boots.
 
   “It's about time,” Twist muttered, turning around to sit on the window seat. “I feel quite lost without a map.”
 
   “Then remind me to buy you a map someday,” Jonas said, digging in his luggage again.
 
   “No, no, I want to do it like you do,” Twist said, shaking his head. “Everyone else knows where things are without maps.  I can learn, too.”
 
   Jonas paused in his search and looked at Twist with a slight smile. “Good for you.”
 
   “Yes, well...” Twist muttered, unsure how else to respond to a direct compliment.
 
   “I imagine most people in your position would be complaining by now, demanding to go home,” Jonas said, returning to his search. “But you're actually trying to learn and adapt.  That's admirable.  Now where the hell are my goggles?”
 
   Twist grinned at him. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really,” Jonas said, frowning back at him. “I never lose them...”
 
   Twist glanced slightly above Jonas's eyes, then back down to them with the same grin.
 
   “Damn it,” Jonas moaned, reaching up to find them sitting at the edge of his hair.
 
   Twist laughed softly to himself.
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   Twist laughed a little harder until a knock at the door stole his attention.  He crossed the room and opened the door to find Myra on the other side of it, holding two cups of coffee.
 
   “Good morning!” she said.
 
   Twist greeted her in return and brought her into the small bedroom.  She offered him a cup, then paused and pulled it back.
 
   “No, you don't like sugar,” she said, offering the other one instead.  She then turned to Jonas with the first cup. “Coffee?”
 
   “You're an angel,” Jonas said, taking it with a smile.  Myra smiled at him happily.
 
   “How was your sleep?” Twist asked her, sipping at his coffee—which was sugarless, but had just a touch of cream to smooth the harsher notes.
 
   “Oh fine,” she said to Twist. “I dreamed about you.”
 
   Jonas glanced at her.
 
   “Did you?” Twist asked as lightly as he could.
 
   Myra nodded. “You were made of clockwork in my dream, all silver and black.  It was quite handsome on you.  Then you and I sailed to the moon in a boat.  The stars were all reflected on the water, so it was hard to tell where the sky ended and the sea began.”
 
   “What a lovely dream,” Twist said, silently trying to imagine himself made of silver clockwork.  Looking at Myra, it wasn't very difficult.
 
   “I wish it was that easy to get to the moon,” Jonas said wistfully. “I'd never come back.”
 
   Myra looked at him thoughtfully for a moment. “You must really like cheese.”
 
   Twist laughed. “Who doesn't like cheese?”  He saw no reason in the world to explain Jonas's antisocial tendencies in the face of such innocence.
 
   “The Japanese don't like cheese, actually,” Jonas added. “They don't seem to understand the concept.”
 
   “You know the oddest things,” Myra said.
 
   “Too much time in the world,” Jonas said, smiling through his words. “Shall we get ourselves back into it?”
 
   On that note, they left in search of breakfast.  By the end of another lengthy and delightful meal, the airship landed softly on the platform that floated on a huge raft out in the waters of the Black Sea.  When Twist asked why the airship docks were on the water and not in the city, Jonas explained that there were too many mosques in the city—with their tall, thin, pointed spires—to make air travel through the interior of it feasible.  Airships could only pass over Constantinople at a safe distance, far above.
 
   A ferry took them across the water and into the city.  Tasha walked with Hector through the stone city, along the larger boulevards which were lined on both sides by busy little shops that seemed to sell everything in the world.  Niko followed behind her like a chill shadow in the warm midday sunlight, while Twist, Jonas, and Myra trailed after him and feasted their eyes on the new sights.  It seemed like everyone they passed on the street was from a very different place—obvious Europeans in straight suites, Turks in robes and turbans, Arabs, Africans, and Asians.  To his mild surprise, Twist found he felt fairly comfortable in such a multicultural atmosphere.
 
   It wasn't long before they had strolled to the huge, long facade of the train station building: filled with archways along the street, topped with a mosque-like dome, and painted vividly in red, gold, and green.  The crowds grew thicker near the station and Twist began to hear French and English in the voices around him.  Hector stopped before the main entrance archway in the center of the building, looked to the open blue sky, gave the sun an unhappy glance, and offered to hire a coach to take himself, Tasha, and Niko farther along their visit of the city.
 
   Before Hector left to find a cab, Jonas offered to pay him for the trouble of carrying them from Cairo.  Hector, however, wouldn't hear of it and flatly refused to accept anything from them.  He then bid a pleasant farewell to Twist and Jonas.  Myra curtsied to him with a smile.  He gave her back a light smile and a wave before leaving to find a cab.
 
   “I was hoping he would step away for a moment,” Tasha said softly to them once he was gone.  She pulled a small black card from her purse and handed it to Twist. “We all travel a great deal, but if you should ever find that I'm performing where you are, please do make yourself known.”  Twist looked at the card and found 'an honored friend' written in silver across the front with a signature at the bottom.
 
   “Thank you,” Twist said to her with a smile. “I hope we do meet again,” he added, finding it delightful to actually mean it.
 
   “It was a pleasure,” Jonas said, offering his hand.  When Tasha took it, he bent to place a kiss on her gloved fingers. 
 
   “Just remember,” Tasha added quickly to him, “if you watch my show, don't utter a word of what you see.”
 
   “I promise,” Jonas said, laughing.
 
   “And you, my dear,” Tasha said to Myra with a warm smile. “Treat these two well, and they will be yours forever.”
 
   “I plan to,” Myra said, slipping her hands around Twist's arm.  He felt a pulse of bright happiness rush through her touch.
 
   Niko shifted stiffly and nodded to each of them. “Well, that was an interesting trip,” he offered reluctantly.
 
   “I still want that wonderful electric bow of yours,” Jonas said, pointing to his now innocently covered arm. “You ever get tired of it, let me know.”
 
   “That's not going to happen,” Niko said, putting both hands behind his back, though he began to smile slightly.  A thought then seemed to occur to him and he reached into his trouser pocket to retrieve a small copper ball. “Oh, Twist, here.  I wanted to give you this.”
 
   Niko held out the small copper ball and dropped it onto Twist's open palm.  The moment it touched his skin, Twist knew what it was.  He quickly took hold of it in both hands and turned one hemisphere against the other.  The sphere opened with the motion, growing in size until the tight surface of copper wire took on jagged shapes.  A whirring sound followed the motion, and in a moment a tiny mote of blue light burned to life on one point of the globe.  Looking at it now, it was obviously a copper map of the world, with all the detailed shapes of the continents and countries outlined in wire.  The mote of light sat steady at the lower left corner of the Black Sea.
 
   “Yes, that's how you turn it on,” Niko said, pointing to the mote of light. “Now, if you just—“ he began.
 
   Twist placed his thumbs against the sides of the tiny wires that outlined the Black Sea and pulled them gently apart.  As he did, the shape of the sea expanded on the surface of the globe without losing proportion, but gaining more and more detail as the layers of wires beneath moved into place automatically.  He could now easily see the shape of the peninsula that Constantinople filled, and the mote moved as the wires did until it sat in the center of the city, exactly where they were standing.
 
   “Exactly,” Niko said with a sigh. “I don't really have to explain anything, do I?”
 
   “This is wonderful!” Twist said as his Sight explained exactly how the intricate device worked and how the shapes had been fused into the metal itself with electricity and heat.  The mote of light was placed on the globe by magnetics, and acted like a very complicated compass.  Twist knew instantly that it would move as he did over the Earth, always pointing out exactly where he stood.  He looked up to Niko with a wide smile. “I'll never be lost again!”
 
   “I don't need it anymore,” Niko said with a shrug. “I've been around enough to have a good map of the world in my mind.  I'm going to make a more detailed one with city maps, so I don't need that one.  I thought you might be able to get some use out of it.  I call it 'Niko Maps'.”
 
   “That's really clever,” Jonas said, staring at it.
 
   “Thank you,” Twist said to Niko, feeling the words rather inadequate for such an unexpected and perfect gift.
 
   Niko shrugged again and glanced off as if looking for Hector.  Tasha only smiled broadly at him and then turned to curtsy to Twist, Jonas, and Myra one last time.  They all said goodbye and then Twist and his companions headed inside the station to buy their tickets.
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   Twist looked aimlessly about the interior of the open, stone-walled train station and began to wonder if there was just one designer who built every large train station in the world.  No matter which train stations he visited, there were always patterned floors—usually marble, or sometimes inlaid wood—high vaulting ceilings, long rows of ticket counters at the back, pleasant looking seating that seemed hardly used, plenty of light, a large clock near the door, and a huge, airy, central space that no one ever seemed to walk through the middle of.
 
   As he and Myra were currently standing in the empty open space under the doomed ceiling, they were completely out of the way of the busy and bustling travelers that moved over the marble floors in a constant hushed hum of excitement and impatience.  Twist had heard that same humming sound in every train station he'd ever been to, as well.
 
   “Okay, you're George Baker,” Jonas said, appearing out of the crowd and handing a ticket to Twist. “You're Celia Robinson,” he said, handing another to Myra. “And I'm Trevor Allen.”
 
   “Why is my fake name always George?” Twist asked, frowning at his ticket.
 
   “I guess you look like a George,” Jonas said with a shrug.
 
   “Why can't we use our real names?” Myra asked.
 
   “Because we've been missing from Bombay for four days,” Jonas said. “By now, if the mags are really, hunting for us, they will have sent out telegrams to every major form of transit to keep an eye out for our names.  If they want to find us, they only have our names and description to go by.”
 
   “Oh,” Myra said, reading the name on her ticket again.
 
   “We also have to make sure no one gets a good look at you before we get past Bulgaria,” Jonas said to Myra. “They're going to add a few more cars to the train there, and enter all of the passengers into the manifest, but after that there shouldn't be any trouble, all the way to Paris.”
 
   “You know, it's a little alarming how easy it can be to disappear into the world,” Twist said thoughtfully. “With just a few precautions, we've crossed the borders of three countries without anyone knowing who we are.”
 
   “You're traveling with a professional escape artist,” Jonas said proudly. “I've been dodging my family for years, and my sister can find anything.  I know how to hide.”
 
   “That you do,” Twist said with a sigh. “I'm very glad of it.”
 
   “Well, we've still got a few hours before the train leaves,” Jonas said. “I suggest we find something more disguising for Myra to wear.  You can buy almost anything in Constantinople.”
 
   “But I like this,” Myra said, looking over her purple sari.
 
   “Sweet Myra, you are made of metal,” Jonas said gently to her. “Too much of your skin is exposed in that dress.  Maybe we can get you a really big hat.”
 
   “Oh that won't stand out at all,” Twist muttered.
 
   “Well, what would you suggest?” Jonas asked.
 
   Twist looked over Myra in her shimmering purple sari, the gold edges glinting with her copper skin, the rich complement of the color of her maroon hair seen through the translucent purple, and shook his head. “It's a shame to hide any part of something so beautiful.”
 
   Myra giggled as if nervously, and simply wriggled with joy.  Jonas shook his head.  Eventually, they decided to get her a long chocolate-brown silk cloak—the fabric of which was embroidered in a swirling red pattern—with a large hood that could cover her face, and a pair of white silk gloves.  Although it was somewhat odd to see her figure so totally covered, Jonas insisted that a mysterious passenger was less attention grabbing than a clockwork one.
 
   By nine o'clock, they boarded the train and found their three private sleeping compartments placed one next to the other on the second of the five train cars.  While the passengers on the train could socialize in the dining and observation cars that would be added on along the way, at the moment there were only single occupancy sleeping compartments on the train.  Jonas was reasonably happy about getting them all so close together.
 
   As Twist closed the door behind him and looked around his tiny wooden room—just enough room for one small bed, a folding writing desk that hid the shaving basin and mirror, and a place to put a traveling trunk—he felt suddenly quite alone.  It was only then that he realized that he hadn't slept alone, in a room that was only his, for quite some time.  Not a moment later there was a knock at his door.  The buzz at the back of his neck told him who it was.  He opened it to find Jonas outside.
 
   “These have got to be the smallest rooms I've ever seen,” Jonas said, glancing past Twist to see the room behind him.
 
   “Considering we're on a train, I expected less,” Twist answered, moving back to let Jonas enter. “Have you seen the carvings all along the top?” he asked, pointing to the intricately carved wooden runner that ran along the ceiling, depicting leaves, vines, and occasional cherubs.  Below that, the walls were covered with lushly patterned wallpaper.  Velvet curtains hung around the bed, a small window was shaded in the same fabric, and the gas lamp in the room was made of frosted glass and shining brass in the shape of a nymph holding an enormous flower.
 
   “All right, so it's nice.  But it's still small,” Jonas said, finding barely more than enough room for the two of them to stand inside.
 
   Twist shrugged. “I slept on a bale of cotton not long ago.  I'll take small.”
 
   “Hey, is your lamp shaped like a lady too?” Myra's voice asked as she appeared in the doorway.  She stopped and pushed the hood up off her face to see Jonas and Twist standing inside the room. “Oh, I guess they all are,” she said upon seeing Twist's lamp.
 
   “I think it's a nymph,” Twist offered.
 
   “How lovely!” Myra said, smiling. “But why are there curtains on the bed?”
 
   As she spoke, a man with a large mustache and a gray suit walked past her in the hall, only glancing at her cloaked form for an instant as he dragged his heavy-looking bag down the narrow, wood-framed and lushly carpeted hallway.
 
   “That's to keep the monsters out,” Jonas said flatly, nodding at the curtains.
 
   “Monsters?” Myra asked.  Twist gave Jonas a sharp look.
 
   “Well, there's no room for them under the bed, with those drawers down there, so they'd have to wander around the room while you're asleep.”
 
   “Really?” Myra asked, her eyes growing wide as she clutched at the door frame.
 
   “No, he's being ridiculous,” Twist said to her. “There are no such things as monsters.”
 
   “Are too,” Jonas said instantly. “Saying that will only make them angry.  You'd better tie up your curtains good and tight tonight.”
 
   “Oh dear!” Myra gasped.
 
   “Will you stop it?” Twist snapped at Jonas.
 
   “What?  I'm not the one insulting them.”
 
   Twist took a measured breath and looked to Myra.  “There are no monsters.  Don't listen to Jonas.  He's only trying to scare you.”  Myra listened intently and then looked to Jonas, who only shook his head sadly.
 
   “That's twice you've said that,” he said to Twist with a waiver of fear in his voice. “Say it again and they'll—“
 
   “Continue to not exist!” Twist cut him off quickly.
 
   At that moment, the train gave a loud whistle and Myra shrieked in fright, bounding to Twist in the tight space.  Jonas burst into laughter while Twist caught her and felt the full force of her sudden anger ignite as she glared at Jonas.
 
   “You beast!” she bellowed at him, turning her fists on him in a pummeling rain.
 
   “Wait!  No!  I can't escape!” Jonas yelped as he braced against her attack with his arms and tried to wriggle out of her reach, which was totally impossible in the tight space.
 
   “Serves you right,” Twist muttered, doing nothing to help him.
 
   “Why would you want to scare me like that?” Myra snapped, pausing her pummeling.
 
   “Because you bought it,” Jonas said, grinning at her.
 
   “Oh!” Myra grumbled, turning her back on him, and ending up staring all her anger at Twist.  He flinched under her gaze, and heard Jonas snicker to himself, before Myra melted into a pout. “Why is he being so mean to me?” she demanded of Twist.
 
   “He's a sky pirate,” Twist said. “You can't expect chivalry, or good manners, or even common decency from someone like him.”  As he spoke, Myra's face warmed with a smile, while Jonas's face darkened over her shoulder.  Somewhere in the distance, Twist heard a voice, but paid it no attention.
 
   “Are you insulting sky pirates now?” Jonas snapped. “Because I guarantee you, we do exist, and we also carry weapons.”
 
   A wild flash of inspiration struck Twist.  He spun Myra around and held her in front of him. “You wouldn't hit a lady, would you?” he asked Jonas quickly.
 
   “Hey!” Myra said, suddenly realizing that she had become a shield.  Myra's surprise and annoyance hit Twist in a way he found confusingly quite pleasing.  Someone nearby made a coughing sound, but none of them noticed.
 
   “With no chivalry or common decency, what's to stop me?” Jonas retorted.
 
   “Um...  Tickets?” said a voice from the doorway.  They all turned to find a man in a blue uniform watching them carefully.  It was then that Twist realized that the steward had spoken once or twice before and been totally ignored.  Myra moved her hood down over her face so quickly that even Twist hardly noticed the motion.
 
   “Oh, hang on,” Jonas said, rushing past him into the hallway and turning for his cabin to the right.  The steward moved back and then looked to Myra's covered form with curiosity.
 
   “Here,” Twist said, handing the steward his own ticket.  Myra reached into the folds of her cloak to search for her own.  Twist leaned closer to the steward. “She's very sensitive to light, you see,” Twist whispered to him. “She doesn't like to talk about it.”  The steward nodded as if he understood and smiled weakly as he punched Twist's ticket and then handed it back to him.
 
   “Here's mine,” Myra said, handing a ticket to him as well. “My room is just there,” she added, pointing with her gloved hand to the left wall.  The steward nodded and punched her ticket too.
 
   “Found it,” Jonas announced, reappearing at the doorway with his own ticket. “There aren’t a lot of other guests, are there?” he asked casually.
 
   “Not yet,” the steward answered. “More will be joining us along the way.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” Jonas said, nodding thoughtfully.  The steward then noticed that Jonas's eyes were covered by black lenses and he snapped his own eyes down.
 
   “Good day,” he muttered, tipping his hat before he moved on down the hall.  Twist and his companions waited until the man was out of sight before they spoke again.
 
   “What a weird one,” Jonas said, hooking a thumb at the steward.  Twist laughed, catching the irony instantly.
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   It took quite a while for Twist to fall asleep, alone in his dark little cabin.  The train had pulled out of Constantinople precisely at ten o'clock and began to slowly pick up speed.  The rhythmic murmur of tracks, harmonizing pleasantly with the whispering wind at the small shaded window, became a soothing lullaby to Twist's fatigued senses.  As he lay in the soft, warm covers of his bed and listened to the train singing gently to him, Twist's mind began to relax in ways he didn't expect.  Counting back, he was astonished to find that he had left London only a little over three weeks ago.  His old life of quiet, predictable, simple clock repair felt like a distant memory now.
 
   As his mind went back over his time abroad he was further surprised by the sheer number of things that had happened to him.  Flashing memories of being thrown through open air, awakening in strange places surrounded by people he didn't know, sleepless nights and days filled with toil, attacks, frights, and moments of transcendent beauty and deepest peace filled his mind to bursting.  His limbs grew as heavy as his thoughts, dragging him down into the soft bedding and making him feel so much older than he was.
 
   He reached up and took his pocket watch from the tiny, round, watch rest mounted on the wall above his pillow.  Clutching the watch tightly in his hand, he opened his Sight to the little clockwork life.  In an instant, the peace of constancy, monotony, and timelessness soaked deep into his weary senses.  He heard the soft tick and tock of his watch above the sounds of the train.  He saw the intricate clockwork in all its shining precision behind his closed eyelids.  He felt nothing but the soothing pulse of order and repetition.  All his other thoughts fell from his mind like a dream, leaving his world cool, calm, and quiet.
 
   Twist only realized that he'd fallen asleep once he'd woken up again.  He'd left the curtains open around his bed and could now see a sharp lick of sunlight struggling to break through the curtain over his little window.  He couldn't hear the train, nor could he feel the motion of it rocking lightly on the rails.  He found his watch still in his hand and put it back on the watch rest, expecting his senses to return to normal.  But even after he'd sat up in bed and stopped touching his watch, the train was still perfectly quiet and oddly still.
 
   He pulled the curtains open and winced in the brilliant sunlight for a moment before he could look out through the window.  He was astonished to see the world outside—great green plains, distant mountains, and clumps of forests and meadows—flying by at incredible speed.  And still, the train made no sound.  There was still no sense of the train rocking on rails, but instead Twist felt as if he were gliding smoothly on ice with an incredible but quite comfortable momentum.
 
   Curiosity got him out of bed, dressed, and presentable in just a few minutes.  He almost didn't see the note that had been slipped under his door.  He picked it up and read it quickly.
 
   “We decided to let you sleep,” it read in sharp, flippant-looking penmanship. “When you wake up, come find us in the dining car.  They added it last night.  It's car number four.  You can't miss it.”
 
   The note was signed in Jonas's name.  Twist tossed the note onto his unmade bed and snatched his top hat off a nearby hook as he opened the door.  The hallway outside was narrow and ran the whole length of the train car, with windows looking out over the swiftly passing landscape on one side and a wall full of closed doors on the other.  Each door was numbered in brass and ornately framed with wooden molding.  Twist moved quickly over the lush maroon carpeting and came to the door at the end of the train car.
 
   Opening it, he found a small landing just outside the door in the bright sunlight, and another landing hanging in front of it with hand rails on either side.  Between the gap, however, he couldn't see any normal train tracks streaming by underneath.  Instead, he saw a single wide silver track running down the exact center of the train, which passed with a high whistling sound.  This single track was also elevated about ten feet off of the ground on a support that Twist couldn't see at this incredible speed.
 
   He forced himself to look up to the door on the other platform, which led into the third train car.  He refused utterly to let himself look down again as he mustered all of his will to step across the small gap and onto the other platform.  Once he'd done it, his tensions eased again.  Inside, the third car looked exactly like the second and he moved to the end of it quickly, only to have to struggle to pass another gap just like the first.  He managed it and opened the door into the fourth car.
 
   This car was open with large windows filling the walls on either side.  Tables and chairs were placed by each window, occupying all of the floor space save for a narrow central passage.  People in the costumes of Europe and the East alike filled most of the seats, all speaking together in a multitude of languages, while waiters in sharp black-and-white uniforms moved up and down the passageway with large trays full of food balanced elegantly in the air.
 
   The ceiling was rounded upward and painted in a lush and airy style with scenes from Greek mythology, and dotted down the center with crystal and silver chandeliers.  Everywhere Twist looked he saw decorative elements, from napkin rings that looked like pewter leaves to curtain ties of embroidered silk, and fine hand painted china.
 
   “Over here!” Jonas's voice called from halfway down the car.
 
   Twist caught sight of him and Myra waving happily from one of the tables.  When the waiters receded for a moment to the far end of the car, Twist darted forward and slipped into an empty seat at their table a moment before a waiter began to waft elegantly in his direction.
 
   “Nice timing,” Jonas said, smiling at him. “We haven't ordered anything but coffee yet.”
 
   Twist found a pair of china tea cups with saucers and silver spoons on the spotless white table cloth, beside a silver pot of steaming coffee.  Without a moment's hesitation, Myra poured Twist a cup of coffee, added just a touch of cream, and handed it to him with a wide smile.  He thanked her, but then paused, looking at her uncovered wire hair and copper face glinting in the morning light.  She was dressed only in her sari again, without her cloak or gloves.
 
   “Shouldn't you be wearing your hood, my dear?” he asked.  Myra looked to Jonas.
 
   “It should be okay now,” he said after taking a sip of his own coffee. “We passed the connection point without a hassle.  There won't be any more checks for those of us who are already on the train.  They're only going to make note of new people as they get on, now.”
 
   “Oh,” Twist muttered, sipping at his coffee.
 
   Jonas waved a waiter over to the table and ordered breakfast for himself and Twist.  Twist looked over the faces of those around them and realized that almost every other table was full.  Men in colorful turbans sat with men in tweed suits.  Ladies in saris spoke happily with ladies in Western dresses.  Twist and his companions were at one of the very few tables that still had an empty seat.  As a man entered the car alone, he was quickly seated at a table by a waiter.  He tipped his hat to the ladies already sitting there.
 
   “So, how long will it take to get to Paris?” Myra asked happily.
 
   “We should arrive late tomorrow,” Jonas said, adding a little more sugar to his coffee.
 
   “Wait, that's only two days,” Twist said, frowning. “How fast is this train moving?”
 
   “Oh, didn't you hear?” Jonas asked him. “This train is a new design.  It can get up to two hundred miles an hour on the flats.”
 
   “That's insane!” Twist said with a gasp. “I've never heard of a train moving that fast.”
 
   “Well yeah, that's why it's called a new design,” Jonas said, smiling now. “That's why it's so smooth and quiet, too.  You see, the tracks have been replaced by a single, magnetically charged rail that sits in the center.  Then, while the engines sit solidly on the rail, the rest of the cars float about an inch above on their own magnetically charged mechanism.  Without the friction of the other cars, the two engines on either end can move much faster.  Plus, they are also of the most advanced super-compressed steam design.  It's a working prototype, I think.”
 
   Twist stared at him while he explained the system, but none of it made sense in his head for very long.  Finally, Twist leaned over and pressed his hand down on the floor beside his seat.  His Sight struggled to focus on the train itself through the thick floor, but after a moment Twist began to understand.
 
   “This train is flying!” he said, sitting up again sharply.
 
   “I know,” Jonas said, nodding.
 
   “And it's moving at well over a hundred miles an hour!”
 
   “Didn't I just say that?”
 
   “But, it's flying!”
 
   “Isn't it wonderful?” Myra asked brightly.
 
   Twist sat back in his chair and shook his head. “What will they come up with next?”
 
   “I'm really happy we get to take this train, actually,” Jonas said. “I've been hearing about it for a while now.  They say it'll revolutionize ground transportation.”
 
   Breakfast arrived a moment later, in the form of a goat cheese and tarragon omelet, smoked ham, warm soft flat-bread with a sticky, sweet, and enticing tomato jelly, and apricots with cream and sugared almonds.
 
   “I'm going to miss the East, just for the food,” Jonas said wistfully after a few bites.
 
   Though he remained silent as he ate, Twist had to agree with him.  His palate was starting to get used to these new and strange flavors, little by little.  Returning to Europe seemed almost like a loss.  As he considered this, enjoying a bit of apricot, a waiter appeared and asked if they were expecting anyone else to join them.  When Jonas said that they weren't, a person who had just entered the car was ushered in to take the open space at their table.  Twist looked up at their guest and dropped his fork in his shock.
 
   “Oh my,” Myra said, covering her mouth with her copper fingers as she too stared at the newcomer.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Jonas said, frowning at their guest, “but aren't you technically incorporeal?  What are you doing on a train?”
 
   Idris the djinn smiled. “Are those candied almonds?” he asked, pointing to Twist's plate with a pure white finger, tipped with a shiny black fingernail. “Waiter, I'll have the same, please.”
 
   “Twist, that man's eyes are gold,” Myra said in a hushed tone. “And I don't mean yellow.  I mean, gold.”
 
   “Thank you,” Idris said, smiling to her with a mouth full of gold teeth.
 
   “And there's writing on his face,” she added.
 
   Idris laughed lightly. “So, I see the princess is still doing well,” he said to Twist with a gesture to her. “And how are you two?  What brings you to this magnificent new train?”
 
   Twist stared back at Idris for a moment and gave his stunned mind a moment to reconcile the shock of seeing the djinn at such an unexpected time and place, so early in the morning.
 
   “We're fine,” Twist said. “What are you doing on this train?”
 
   “It's not often that humanity does something unique,” he said, helping himself to a cup of coffee. “I had to see it for myself.”
 
   “They sold you a ticket?” Jonas asked, looking over Idris's pale linen, Western-style suit and otherwise entirely inhuman appearance.
 
   “Oh goodness no,” Idris said, shaking his head. “I am magical, after all.”
 
   “Magical?” Myra asked Twist.
 
   “He's that djinn I told you about,” he said to her.  She instantly responded with a wide grin to Idris. “But I thought you could only use your magic to grant wishes,” Twist added.
 
   “Loopholes are a wonderful thing,” Idris said deviously.
 
   “You grant wishes?” Myra asked him eagerly.
 
   “If they entertain me,” he said with a shrug.
 
   Myra picked up a spoon. “Can you turn this into a baboon?”
 
   Idris almost choked on his coffee before he broke into a laugh, while Twist and Jonas turned to her in shock. “Say that in an 'I wish' format,” he said to her with a wide smile.
 
   “Maybe later,” Twist said, holding up a hand to stop Myra as she opened her mouth again. “I don't think the other guests would be as entertained if a monkey appeared suddenly in the middle of breakfast.”
 
   “I can make it appear in a suit and with a monocle,” Idris offered. “They might not notice that as quickly.”
 
   “Wait, I'm sorry,” Jonas said, holding up his hands. “You just happen to be on the same train as we are, and get placed at our table, out of the blue?  What exactly are the odds of that?”
 
   Idris shrugged. “The word around the world is that you three disappeared from Bombay the moment a pair of magpies showed up.  I thought you might be up to something entertaining, so I went looking for you.  My life has been dull as dirt since Quay got locked away.  None of the other pirates were any fun either.  No imagination...”
 
   “How did you find us?” Twist asked.
 
   “He's magical,” Jonas said. “Don't ask.”
 
   “I asked your sister,” Idris said to Jonas. “She says hi.  And that you're a bloody no good, home-wrecking runaway.”
 
   “Yeah, well...” Jonas muttered.
 
   “When she used her Sight and told me you were leaving Constantinople on a train, it was easy to guess which train it was.”
 
   “You left Bombay last night?” Twist asked. “How did you get all the way here so fast?”
 
   “Smoke can travel pretty fast in high atmosphere,” Idris said as if it were a totally simple and natural sort of answer.
 
   “What about a small elephant?” Myra asked, still holding her spoon. “Not a big one, of course, she said to Twist's alarmed expression. “Just about like this,” she said, holding her other hand about six inches off the table.
 
   “I see why you like her,” Idris said to Twist. “Say it as a wish.”
 
   “Now, darling...” Twist tried, but this time Myra waved his words away.
 
   “I wish this spoon was a tiny elephant,” she said quickly.
 
   Without a moment's hesitation, the spoon burst into silver smoke that billowed and shimmered, collecting into a small ball on the surface of the table.  An instant later it coalesced into the shape of an elephant that shivered into solid form and looked around itself, raising its little trunk to let out a tiny shout of greeting to the world.
 
   Myra clapped her hands and shrieked with joy while Twist and Jonas could only stare at the odd little apparition.  Idris laughed lightly at Myra's reaction and watched the elephant wander closer to the sugar bowl on its flat little feet.  The waiter standing beside the table blinked a few times, and stared at the elephant with some concern.  He then placed Idris's breakfast down in front of him and left the table quickly.
 
   “So, what brings you lovely people to Paris?” Idris asked as he spread tomato jelly on his flat-bread.  The elephant took hold of a sugar cube with its trunk and dragged it out onto the table.
 
   “We're um...”  Twist shook his head and looked away from the little elephant. “We're going to try to convince a scientist there that Myra is not dangerous, so that the Rooks will leave her alone.”  Myra giggled, watching the elephant lick at the sugar cube with its tiny tongue.
 
   “Interesting,” Idris said thoughtfully. “Do you have a backup plan?”
 
   “You couldn't be a pal and make them all stop caring about her now, could you?” Jonas asked hopefully.
 
   “Sorry,” he responded, shaking his head. “I can't affect people's thoughts or feelings.  I can hide her from view, or turn her into something else, but I can't make anyone lose interest in something, let alone a group of people spread all over the world.”
 
   “But you could help us escape if our plan doesn't work,” Twist tried.
 
   “Maybe,” Idris said, carefully digging out a bit of his omelet with his fork.
 
   The elephant made another tiny burst of sound.  Myra giggled and scratched behind its ear with a finger.  The elephant wriggled into her touch happily.
 
   “So what are you saying?” Jonas asked. “You came all the way here to see us, but you might just let us get captured by mags if we fail?”
 
   “They're only after her, right?” Idris asked, pointing his fork at Myra. “They'd only bother with you if you get in the way.”
 
   “That's not the point,” Jonas said sharply.
 
   “Look, I don't take sides,” Idris said. “You know that.  I'm just here in your dull little world until my sentence is complete.  If you are going to be entertaining, then I'm happy to be around.  But if you're going to get yourselves into trouble and end up sitting around in a cell for a while, then I'll find something else to do.”
 
   Jonas grumbled something under his breath.  Myra giggled again as she managed to get the elephant to pick up her butter knife with its trunk.  The elephant seemed delighted to carry it to the other side of her place mat, its ears flapping happily and its tiny tail swinging behind it.  Twist was struck by the unchanging nature of her child-like sentiments and watched her thoughtfully.  His hopes of a pleasant future hung solely on the obviousness of her innocence.  He couldn't imagine anyone seeing any kind of threat in her.
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   Jonas was waiting at the door, a small bag on his shoulder, before the train even came within sight of Vienna.  Twist stared at him in utter confusion as his friend seemed to practically vibrate with pent up joy and excitement, peering eagerly down the track as the train began to slow from nearly two hundred miles an hour, approaching the stop at the still distant station.  
 
   Knowing that the train would only stop in Vienna for one hour, Twist looked at his watch for reference.  It read nearly seven o'clock, although the sun had risen quite a while ago.  He made a mental note to be back on the train before it read eight o'clock.
 
   “Is he all right?” Myra asked softly, leaning closer to Twist.
 
   “I don't know.  I've never seen him like this.”
 
   “What?” Jonas asked, as if waking suddenly from a trance.
 
   “You're … bouncing,” Twist informed him.
 
   Jonas stopped hopping on the balls of his feet. “I haven't been to Vienna in almost a year,” he said a little too quickly, his face obviously struggling to contain his smile. “They must have gotten so many new records by now.  I didn't even realize that the train would stop here until this morning.  Can you believe it?”
 
   “No, no I can't...” Twist offered sportively.
 
   Jonas looked again toward the station, now just beginning to appear in the distance as the train continued to slow down.  Myra gave Twist a worried look.  Twist replied with a shrug.  The very moment the doors opened—the stewards calling out to remind those at the doors that the train would only be stopping for one hour before continuing on—Jonas flew out onto the platform and hurried into the city.  Twist and Myra followed out of pure curiosity.
 
   Jonas moved through the cobblestone streets as if he knew his route by heart.  Vienna seemed strikingly familiar to Twist in its western appearance after all of his time in the East.  Twist noticed as he followed Jonas that although his goggles were firmly on over his eyes, there was no hesitation in his steps.  They came quickly to the door of a small shop halfway down a winding alley.  Jonas pulled off his goggles and stopped just inside the door, taking a deep, savoring breath.
 
   Twist and Myra entered after him, looking around at shelf after shelf of small square boxes with labels of varying colors.  The shelves covered the long walls from the old wooden floor to the ceiling high above.  What little space was left in the middle of the long, narrow shop was filled with tables, stacked high with towers of more boxes.  Though the source was not visible, Twist clearly heard the sound of a string quartette wafting through the air.  A tall man in a gray suit, with the beginnings of gray in his brown hair, stood up from behind a counter at the back and smiled broadly at Jonas.
 
   “Herr Davis!” he said with joy, hurrying around his counter to meet Jonas with a hearty handshake.  The next few things that were said between them made no sense at all to Twist, though it reminded him of the language Niko had spoken.  He guessed it must really be German this time.  He couldn't remember if Austria had its own language or not.  Jonas eventually turned to Twist and Myra with an introducing gesture.
 
   “These are my friends, Twist and Myra,” he said in English.
 
   “A pleasure to meet you,” the man said with a gentle accent, offering Twist a handshake. “Are you music lovers as well?”
 
   “I like music,” Myra offered, taking the handshake in Twist's stead.  The man stared at her in shock, having not apparently noticed that she was made of metal until she spoke to him.  He stared at the hand in his, releasing it carefully.
 
   “This is one of the few shops in the world that sell the wax records I listen to,” Jonas said, already looking around at the stock in rapture.
 
   “Yes...” the man said, still staring at Myra for a moment before he shook his head as if to clear it and looked back to Jonas. “Have you recorded any new, interesting items?”
 
   “Oh yes,” Jonas said smoothly, patting the small bag on his shoulder.
 
   In a matter of moments Jonas and the shop owner were deep in musical discussion, moving around the shop from composer to composer.  Twist glanced at his watch again and saw that it was still only seven fifteen by his own personal time zone.  Myra swayed gently on her feet in time to the music, staring around with all the interest of an infant in morning Mass.
 
   “Shall we go see some of the city, and leave him to it?” Twist asked her.
 
   “Oh!” Myra said, brightening instantly. “Can we?”
 
   Twist smiled and turned to call to Jonas in the depths of the Beethoven section.  Jonas responded vaguely, apparently not offended in the least.  Twist then turned to Myra and offered her his arm.  She took it with a smile as they both left the little shop and headed out into Vienna.
 
   Their aimless steps took them onto a wide boulevard, spotted with well-manicured trees along a sidewalk that was occasionally overhung with awnings.  Hansom cabs trotted by on the street.  Birds twittered in the trees and on the high rooftops of the tall, clustered buildings.  The air had a chill to it that felt more comforting to Twist than he ever could have expected.  As they walked by people in smart, Western-style suits, Twist's walking stick made a pleasant click on the cobblestones.  Under the bright blue sky that was scented with distant snow, Twist felt himself relax in a very deep part of his heart.
 
   A month ago, Austria would have seemed incredibly foreign and impossibly far away.  But now, after all of the places that he'd seen, marveled at, and not understood, Twist felt closer to home than he had in a long time.  Myra, holding lightly to his arm and staring around her with a smile, sent his Sight nothing but pleasant feelings of interest and curiosity.
 
   “Twist,” Myra toned thoughtfully, “this is the West, isn't it?”
 
   “Yes, we're in Europe now,” Twist said, proud that he didn't have to consult his copper globe to be sure.
 
   “Is this city like England?” she asked, looking up at the buildings.
 
   “It's more like London than Bombay was,” Twist offered. “But it's still different.”
 
   A group of ladies in tailored dresses walked past them speaking happily together in the language that Twist heard everywhere now.  Myra watched them with interest.
 
   “Do women in England dress like that?” she asked him in a hushed tone.
 
   Twist glanced back to check, then nodded. “Not unlike that.”
 
   “Oh,” Myra muttered, glancing down at her flowing purple and gold sari. “Would you rather I dressed more like that?”
 
   Twist looked to her in confusion and found an eagerness in her eyes that startled him.  He couldn't feel anything but curiosity in her touch, but her face told him otherwise.  “No, it doesn't matter,” he said, struggling for understanding.
 
   Myra looked away with a silent, subtle sigh.  Although his Sight seemed intent on showing him nothing but a vague, pleasant air in her emotions, he couldn't shake the certainty that he hadn't said quite the right thing.
 
   “I think you look lovely,” he tried hopefully.  Her gaze met his quickly, and she smiled.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Of course,” he said, smiling out of relief. “Don't I always tell you so?”
 
   “Well, yes, but...”  Myra shook her head and smiled to him warmly. “You're always so sweet to me.  All you ever tell me are nice things.”
 
   “What else could I say to someone as charming as you are?”
 
   Myra giggled behind a copper hand and Twist caught a wave of delight off of her touch.  Following a bend in the road, Twist heard music wafting to them from farther along.  As they came closer they found a small band of violinist standing together on a street corner before an enormous Gothic cathedral, all playing in perfect harmony.  People stopped as they walked by, listening for a moment before continuing on their way.  As Myra and Twist stood nearby, Myra began to sway lightly on her feet in time with the music.  Twist released her grasp and gestured invitingly to the band.
 
   Myra needed no other incentive.  She swept into a swirling, elegant little dance in the empty spaced beside the band.  The players caught sight of her and stared, though their music didn't seem to falter.  More people began to gather around them, watching Myra with expressions of wonder and delight as she moved so gently in the sunlight.  Soon the players began to smile and their song took on more of a distinct tempo.  Myra's dance changed to match, swaying and spinning with each gliding refrain and tapping her thin sandals on the cobblestones to the beat.  Twist watched with pride as the crowd around them continued to grow, and they all began to smile more and more.
 
   “All right, maybe you've got a point,” Jonas said, suddenly appearing out of the crowd beside Twist.  Distracted by Myra, Twist hadn't sensed him coming, and jumped in surprise. “Steady, there,” Jonas said, grinning at him.
 
   “What point have I got, then?” Twist asked, snapping into a dignified posture instantly.
 
   “It would be a shame to hide her from the world,” Jonas said, nodding to Myra.  Her face was glowing with joy as she watched the crowd around her. “She would be miserable as a fugitive.  I doubt her life would have much meaning if she couldn't show off.”
 
   “Shall we just say that the world would be deprived of a treasure?” Twist said, smarting somewhat from the slight against Myra.
 
   “That too,” Jonas nodded.  He watched the dance for a moment in silence, his uncovered eyes shifting gently from blue to green. “What time is it?” he asked suddenly, looking around the city for a clock.
 
   Twist reached for his watch. “We have twenty minutes left.”
 
   “Did you set that to local time?” Jonas asked.
 
   “No, but it said we left the train at seven, and its twenty till eight now.”
 
   “Are you ever going to set that thing to a real time zone?” Jonas asked, grinning again.
 
   “What's the point?” Twist asked with a shrug as he slipped it back into his pocket. “I'd only have to reset it again once we cross another bloody border.”
 
   Jonas laughed and nodded. “Yeah, but still.”
 
   A moment later, the violinists brought their song to a close and Myra slowed her motions to match, ending her dance in an elegant arc from fingertip to toe.  The crowd clapped enthusiastically while the violinists joined them.  Myra bowed and smiled to them, saying something in German.  They responded with happy notes in their voices and Myra giggled and shook her head.
 
   “What a flirt,” Jonas muttered under his breath, eyeing the musician who had spoken last. “We'd better get a hold of her before they start going again.”
 
   “Myra dear,” Twist called to her, stepping closer. “The train will leave soon.”
 
   “Is this yours?” one of the violinists asked him in English, gesturing to Myra. “It's wonderful.  How does it work?”  Myra's glowing smile dropped into a chilling glare in a flash.
 
   “Magic,” Twist said, taking Myra's hand. “Thank you for the song.”  He pulled her immediately away, cringing against the wave of anger that washed over his Sight.
 
   “Magic?” Myra snapped acidly as they began to walk away.
 
   “We must choose our battles, my dear,” he said softly. “I could tell him that you are a real young lady bound in clockwork, with a personality as delightful as your dancing.  I could tell him all the ways that you are most certainly not a thing, nor anyone's possession.  But we have to catch our train.”  Myra grumbled slightly but he felt her anger subside.
 
   “That was a wonderful dance, though,” Jonas offered brightly as they hurried along.
 
   “Yes, it was a nice song, too, I suppose,” Myra said, her dark expression lightening just a little bit.  Jonas shot Twist a meaningful look.
 
   “Yes, and the whole crowd enjoyed watching you,” Twist said quickly.
 
   “They did, didn't they?”  Myra asked, starting to smile now.
 
   “And remember what that one musician said to you?” Jonas toned.
 
   Myra giggled again, looking as if she would like to blush. “Stop it!” she said through a laugh as she batted at him. “Don't listen to him, my dear,” she said to Twist.
 
   “I never do,” Twist said, mocking a proud air.
 
   “Hey!” Jonas snapped.  Myra giggled again.
 
   By the time they had reached the train, Myra's mood was as light as her steps.  As the train began to move again, speeding deeper into Europe, Twist felt an unexpected jolt of excitement at the prospect of returning to more familiar ground.  He found himself suddenly remembering books like The Three Musketeers and The Hunchback of Norte Dame, and how, as he'd read them, he had idly entertained the thought of visiting Paris someday.
 
   For the first time since leaving London, Twist caught himself looking forward to a destination out of simple selfish, curiosity.  Even though they were headed to Paris for a very important reason, Twist now found that he actually wanted to see the city, all on its own.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
   It was with a heavy heart that Twist turned the final page of the book of poems that he'd brought with him from London.  He knew that it could be a very long time before he came to a country where he could buy another book in English to ease the quiet between destinations.  He could easily think of book after book that he would love to read.  He'd always liked novels and poems, and had never run short of titles that he wanted to read one day.  He gave a heavy sigh and put the book down on the small table beside his couch.
 
   The observation car was essentially a car of glass.  Wide windows filled both walls, while couches, small tables, and overstuffed chairs ran along the center of the car, sitting back-to-back and facing the windows.  Brass and frosted glass gaslights hung between the windows, nestled between heavy velvet curtains, and glowed gently in the twilight.  Outside, the landscape had turned cold and mountainous.  Huge, majestic bluffs reached into the darkening sky on all sides, while fingers of snow reached down to the train as it flew quickly through the valleys.  Wide, smooth, deep blue lakes would occasionally appear at the feet of the mountains only to disappear again into green meadows.
 
   The train had slowed down slightly when they began to enter the Alps, but now it felt to Twist as if it were running just as quickly as before.  Whenever trees or villages would pass close beside the train, he could again sense its true speed, but he tried not to.  He also tried not to think about the fact that the train hadn't touched the ground since the night before.  The whole thing was just too ridiculous for him.  He was slowly beginning to realize—to his continued amazement—that he preferred airships to every other mode of travel.
 
   “You don't like Shelley?” Idris asked, sitting down beside Twist on the couch with two glasses of wine.  He offered one of them to Twist.  Twist stared at him and the glass of wine.  He'd left Idris in deep discussion with Myra over the differing merits of changing a tea cup into a nightingale, as opposed to a ferret.
 
   “I'm sorry?” Twist asked, taking the glass after another offering gesture from Idris.  Twist gave him a nod in thanks and took a sip.  Though it was a deep, rich, red, it tasted almost as good to Twist as the golden wine he'd had in Venice at Carnival.
 
   “Well, you didn't seem very happy to finish that last page,” Idris said, nodding to the book on the table.
 
   “Oh, no,” Twist said. “I'm just sad to be done with it.  I don't think I will be able to buy another book for a while.  I like to read, but I never have enough books.”
 
   Idris grinned knowingly at his wine. “I thought I smelled a wish on you.  Come on, let's hear it.  And please, don't just wish for one more book.  That would be awfully dull.”
 
   Twist took another sip of his wine and bought himself a moment to consider.  He knew from experience that the djinn had incredible power.  If Twist could think of an entertaining or challenging wish, he might just be able to get it.  He thought of the source of his problem, and tried to imagine the most unique way to solve it.
 
   “It would be cumbersome to travel with a load of books,” he began, still working it out.  “But I hate to finish a book, only to be without anything else to read.  I know which ones I want to read, I just don't have access to them.  All right,” he said, turning to Idris now. “I wish I had a book that I could change into a different one, once I'm finished reading it.”
 
   Idris made a thoughtful tone and swirled the wine in his glass. “I haven't heard of anything like that before.  It's tricky,” he added, smiling at Twist. “Let me see that book,” he said, gesturing to Twist's book of poems.
 
   Twist handed it to him and waited hopefully.  Idris took a drink and then put his glass down on another table.  He turned the book over in his white hands—Twist had liked the size and weight of the book, along with the pleasant musty scent of the pages and the fine brown leather binding.  Idris flipped through the pages and then closed it again, looking at the cover with its title printed in gold on the bare, smooth patch of pale-blue leather.
 
   “Ah ha!” he said suddenly, snapping his fingers.  A brass ink pen appeared in his hand out of thin air.  Idris used it to scratch something onto the cover of the book.  As Twist watched from beside him, the dry tip of the pen seemed to smudge and move the gold lettering until a totally new title appeared in its place.  Idris handed him the book proudly.
 
   “How's that?”
 
   Twist read the new title, “A Thousand and One Nights,” and saw that the author was also noted as “Scheherazade.”  He opened the book to the first page and found that it had also changed to reflect the cover.  Flipping through the first few pages was enough to show him that the printing throughout had changed as well, into a completely new book.
 
   “This is fantastic!”
 
   “It's a good book too,” Idris said, toying with the brass pen in his hand, flipping it over his long white fingers in playful little arcs. “There are lots of tales in there of my people getting the better of yours.  Just skip the one about Aladdin.  I didn't like that one.”
 
   “And it's in English too,” Twist mentioned.
 
   “Well, I wrote the title in English,” Idris said, still considering the pen.
 
   “This is wonderful,” Twist said. “Thank you so much.  I'll really enjoy this new book.”
 
   “You'll enjoy more than just that one little book,” Idris said, as if somehow slightly offended. “Here,” he said, handing Twist the pen as well. “Use that to write another title and author on the cover, the way I just did, and it will change again.  You can read as many books on those pages as you like, as long as you write a title and author that exist.  It will translate them all into whatever language you write the title in as well, even if they've never been translated by anyone before.”
 
   “You mean, even if you're not around?” Twist asked softly, staring at the pen.  His Sight made it shimmer slightly in his fingers, as if he couldn't get his inner eye to focus, but he could not recognize it as anything more than an ordinary pen.
 
   “Of course,” Idris said.
 
   Twist looked to him with true wonder in his eyes now. “Someone gave me a metal globe the other day that has a map of the world on it, and can point out wherever it is in the world.  Quay gave me a walking stick that uses electricity as a weapon, and it has lit my way in the dark.  But this,” he said, looking to the book and pen, “this is the best thing I've ever been given.”
 
   A wide grin appeared on Idris's face. “Good.”
 
   “I'll never be bored again!” Twist said, smiling as well. “How can I thank you?”
 
   “You just did,” Idris said, taking a sip of his wine.
 
   Twist understood his meaning easily and nodded. “Well, thank you,” he said, opening the new story to the first page. “This is simply brilliant.  All I need now is a cozy little nook to sit in, and an endless list of titles to kindle my imagination.”
 
   “I gave you the book,” Idris said. “You've got to find those other things on your own.”
 
   As he spoke, Twist heard the pride in his voice.  As impassive and aloof as Idris could be, it was easy enough to get his help.  A challenge, something entertaining, and a bit of flattery were all it took.  Twist silently hoped that he could still get some kind of help from Idris, should things go badly in Paris.
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   Twist and Myra sat beside each other on the edge of the bed in Jonas's compartment, while he sat on the floor, surrounded by small, black, wax cylinders.  His music player was beside him, emitting a sound unlike anything Twist had ever heard before from the small grating on the front of the metal box.  A deep, dark, haunting sound throbbed rhythmically, below a strange pattern of mechanical-sounding tones that suggested a kind of melody that had nothing whatsoever to do with any musical instrument Twist had ever heard of.
 
   “Are you sure it's not broken?” Twist asked after a moment.
 
   “Yes, I'm sure,” Jonas said with a sigh. “It's supposed to sound like that.  It's a new Italian style called 'futurism.'  They replicate prerecorded sounds instead of playing traditional instruments, to create music.  They also push the boundaries of the established concepts of melody, harmony, and rhythm.”
 
   “I think I kind of understand it...” Myra said, staring hard at the empty air as she listened.
 
   The door to Jonas's compartment opened, and Idris stared into the tiny space with mild disdain.  He looked at Twist and Myra huddled on the small bed, and at Jonas sitting in the tiny space beside the bed, on the floor.  He shook his head.
 
   “This is no good,” he declared. “One of you, wish for this room to be bigger.”
 
   “That's not a very clever wish,” Jonas mentioned.
 
   “I'll make an exception,” Idris said.
 
   “I wish this room was bigger,” Twist toned uncertainly.
 
   “Thank you,” Idris said, snapping his fingers.
 
   In the space of a single blink, Twist suddenly found himself sitting on one end of a very long and very comfortable, padded couch, in a large, high-ceilinged room with elegantly carved relief in the top of the smooth, dark, wood-paneled walls.  A deep, soft, red carpet—as large as a small town's plaza—covered only half of the waxed wooden floor.  There was a huge marble fireplace on the wall behind him, complete with a lively, crackling fire.  Myra now sat on the other end of the couch with him, well out of his reach, while Jonas was sitting on a large cream-colored cushion on the floor, still surrounded by his music collection.
 
   The single, small window in the wall to Twist's right had not changed and looked tiny, surrounded by the tapestries and paintings of djinn and women in colorful saris that covered the walls.  Idris entered through the same door that had been there before, and flopped down lazily on another couch that sat at a right angle to Twist and Myra's.  There was a potted palm tree that sat in the corner of the two couches, that didn't reach very near the ceiling at all despite being ten feet tall.
 
   “That's better,” Idris said with a deep breath.  Sitting on the floor beside the couch there was a tall blue glass vase that had a number of long cloth-covered pipes looping in and out of it from various places.  Idris took the end of one of the pipes and placed the narrow ivory tip of it into his mouth, taking in a long breath.  Removing the tip of the pipe, his breath came out again in curling blue smoke that smelled of roses. “What is that noise?” he asked, frowning at Jonas's music player.
 
   “Futurism,” Jonas said proudly.
 
   Idris gave a thoughtful tone and took another puff from his pipe.  Twist got up and took a few steps to cross the room and look out the tiny window, seeing southern Germany still streaming by it at a rapid pace.  As he did this, Myra also got up and opened the door to reveal the exact same bit of the train hallway still outside.
 
   “Can you stay with us forever?” Myra asked Idris with a wide smile as she came back around his couch.
 
   “What's that?” Idris asked lazily in another stream of blue smoke.
 
   “Look at this place!” she said happily, gesturing around. “We haven't left the train, but now we're in a palace!  You're fantastic!”
 
   “Why, thank you,” he replied with a warm smile.
 
   “Uh oh,” Jonas said, looking to Twist earnestly. “You'd better be careful.  Myra seems quite enamored of our gold-eyed friend.”  Idris gave Twist a wickedly delighted grin.
 
   Myra turned on Jonas in a flash of indignation. “And just what are you implying?” she snapped at Jonas angrily.
 
   Jonas grinned at her with all the innocence of a fox caught in a chicken coop.
 
   “Don't pay him any mind, my dear,” Twist said with a sigh as he took his seat again on the couch.  Idris laughed to himself and shook his head—blue smoke swirling around his face.
 
   “You're right,” Myra said, moving to join Twist. “He's just silly.”  A startled laugh fought to escape from Jonas, while Idris clapped his approval.
 
   “Exactly,” Twist said, struggling to contain his own smile.
 
   Myra sat nearer to Twist than she had been before, and reached over to slip her fingers around the back of his neck.  The touch came so unexpectedly that he froze, his skin prickling with the crisp, bright, connection to his Sight, as she pulled him closer.  Before he fully understood what was happening, Twist found himself lying down on the couch with his head on Myra's lap, staring up at her, totally bewildered.  She smiled gently and petted idly at the soft black curls at his brow, brushing them to the side with her cool, smooth, fingertips.
 
   The sensation of this gentle, utterly foreign, and deeply comforting touch washed over Twist in a wave of warm shivers, and his eyes closed softly.  He felt his body ease in ways he hadn't realized it was tense.  His heartbeat slowed smoothly, and his breath deepened.  It was a long moment before his Sight managed to catch his attention again, but when it did it only showed him warmth, care, and pride.  He stayed perfectly still, focusing on the feeling of her fingers on his skin, fearful that she might stop if he moved.
 
   Idris and Jonas were talking, but Twist didn't listen to them.  Myra spoke now and then too, but her hands never left him.  The music changed from the rhythmic pulsing, into a pleasant, lilting dance of cellos and violins.  Myra's emotions shifted from mild interest, to warm silence, and into sparkling moments of joy, wafting over Twist's Sight like the arms of a willow in a breeze.  It felt like a long time, and yet not nearly long enough, when Twist heard her say his name.  He opened his eyes to find her smiling down at him softly, her hair falling like a glimmering shower of rich color around her face, shielding his eyes from the world outside.
 
   “I didn't know you were so tired,” she said. “Shall we all go to bed?” she asked, glancing up at the others.
 
   “Sure, I guess,” Jonas said, as the song came to an end and then left the room in silence, save for the soft crackling of the fire.
 
   Twist sat up easily, finding the muscles all along his spine to be loose, supple, and totally relaxed.  The moment Myra's hand slipped off of his shoulder, the whole world seemed to turn chill and dim.  His gaze hung on her for a moment longer before he looked to the others.  He caught Jonas watching him with a grin, though he said nothing.  Idris stood and stretched himself, looking about the room he'd made.
 
   “I suppose you'd like your room back to normal, then?” he asked Jonas. “Or would you rather sleep on one of these couches?”
 
   “Just for the sake of reality,” Jonas said, placing the last of his collection back into his bag, “I wish my room was back to normal.”
 
   Idris gave a shrug.  In a flashing instant, they were all crowded together, back in the small train compartment once again.  Twist and Myra were sitting on the bed again, while Idris and Jonas stood in the small space left between the bed, the wall, and the door.  Jonas jerked at the suddenness of the change and looked around to find everything exactly where it had been before.
 
   “It's just so easy for him,” Myra said to Twist with wonder flashing in her blue jewel eyes, and a gesture to Idris. “Just a word, and poof!”
 
   “Real magic is as easy as breathing,” Idris said as he opened the door. “Anyone who claims differently is just a magician.”
 
   “You know, we met a very nice magician, just the other day,” Jonas said as Idris stepped out into the hall.  Myra and Twist rose as well, shuffling out of the room one at a time.
 
   “Yes, and she did wonderful magic too,” Myra said brightly.
 
   Idris gave a mirthless bark of a laugh. “Human magic...” he muttered, shaking his head. “Well, pleasant dreams, mortals,” he said with a wave as he walked away.
 
   Myra wished him goodnight and watched him walk down the hallway as Twist left the room behind her.  Jonas leaned against the frame of the doorway.  Myra turned back to Twist and Jonas with an admiring smile to both of them.
 
   “You know the most interesting people.”
 
   “You included, poppet,” Jonas said.
 
   Myra giggled, and then reached out for Twist.  He froze once again at her touch, unsure what to expect.  She put her hand on his shoulder and leaned closer to him, leaving a cool, feather-light kiss on his cheek before moving on. “Good night, gentlemen,” she said, walking down the hallway to her own door a few steps away.
 
   “Sleep tight,” Jonas said, while Twist could only manage a wave.  His words had evaporated in that instant of affection, leaving him somewhat lost.
 
   “Twist?” Jonas said, the moment her door shut.
 
   Twist turned to look at him, and found Jonas's eyes a deep, rich, purple, staring into him from very near.  The buzz at the back of his neck rose sharply, grabbing his attention like solid ground in all of his dizzy thoughts.  Jonas stared into his eyes for a moment, and then smiled and blinked, his eyes lightening back to green.
 
   “Good,” Jonas said, his voice just low enough to not be heard through the other doors along the hallway.
 
   “What?” Twist asked, feeling the buzz in his neck subside but still hang at the corner of his mind: cool, familiar, and steady.
 
   “Just checking,” Jonas said, shaking his head. “Sometimes I forget that … well, you know,” he said, nodding vaguely in direction Myra had gone.  Twist blinked a few times and looked at him quizzically.  Jonas gave a sigh, looking away for a moment before looking back to Twist. “No one's ever touched you like that, have they?”
 
   Twist shook his head, his gaze falling.
 
   “Yeah.  I felt you tense up,” Jonas said.
 
   “Wait, what do you mean?”
 
   “Well, when she grabbed you,” Jonas said, his hand reaching for the back of his own neck absently. “Your emotions tensed up and didn't exactly relax, so much as go numb.”
 
   “You can feel my emotions when you're not looking in my eyes?” Twist clarified, sounding more surprised than he meant to.
 
   “Just like you can without touching me,” Jonas said with a shrug.  Twist's face betrayed his shock, making Jonas smile again. “Look, you might be pretty good at seeing through people's charades as a rule, but I've been fooling my own family for years.  Even so, you've known I was worried when no one else in the room knew.  It wasn't that hard to figure out what you were doing, when I can do it too.”
 
   “Oh,” Twist said distantly, his mind flying over every strange detail of the mysterious way that his Sight and Jonas's seemed to interact.  So far, everything they had each experienced had been mirrored exactly in the other.
 
   “Are you all right, then?” Jonas asked.  There was an honesty in his voice, a subtle sense of understanding that Twist only heard on rare occasions.  He felt an instant compulsion to respond in kind.
 
   “I think so,” he said, nodding. “But...”  He paused to look over his shoulder, towards Myra's silent door. “Has anyone ever touched you like that?” he asked, trying to make his voice level and emotionless.
 
   “It's called comforting,” he answered. “And yes, it's supposed to feel that nice.”
 
   Twist nodded. “Right.”
 
   “Get some sleep,” Jonas said, giving his shoulder a pat. “See you in the morning.”
 
   “Right,” Twist said again, hardly feeling the flash of cool, white calm that followed the pat.  He went into his own room, closed the door behind him, and found a deep, heavy breath ready to leave him the moment he was alone again.
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   The train flew along the tracks in a dizzying rush as it crossed over the last border of the trip, leaving Germany and entering France.  Twist stood at the window in the observation car, gazing over the emerald plains and distant hamlets in the midday sun, out towards the north.  The copper globe in his hands showed a map of northern Europe, the little blue mote of lightning skimming along the surface at a visible speed.  Out there just beyond the horizon, England was so close that Twist could feel it in his bones—calling to her son like a siren's song.
 
   His life had started in London, and he'd been happy to let it end there with no interruptions in between.  There was silence, peace, and solitude under that ever-gray sky.  His life there was as reliable, constant and cold as clockwork.  The only colors in his memories of home were gold, copper, brass, and silver.  The hush of rain and ticking clocks were the only sounds he could recall.  Nothing there was ever out of his control or expectations.
 
   There wasn't a single living person waiting for him back there in one of the most crowded and advanced cities in the world.  No one missed him.  No one knew—or cared—where he had gone.  No one would have noticed that he had ever left.  No one would welcome him back if he stepped across the threshold of his shop, walked up into his attic room, and stood once again among all of his clocks.  Twist knew just as certainly that this was all by his own design.  He thought back across the few people who had tried to get into his life before.  He had always been alone because he had wanted to be.
 
   “Excuse me sir,” a voice said from his left.  Twist turned, then looked down to find a blond baboon wearing a tweed suit with a red cravat, a small bowler hat, and a little gold monocle over one yellow eye, standing on hand-like feet just beside him. “But would you happen to have a banana, perchance?” it asked with a lofty air and a Cambridge accent.
 
   “Sorry, I'm fresh out,” Twist responded.
 
   “Ah,” the baboon said, looking away. “Sorry to trouble you, my good man.  Good day,” it added, tipping its hat before moving away on all four feet.
 
   Twist watched it wander off and then stop to ask a lady in a blue cotton dress the same question.  The lady gasped, staring at it in fright, before her expression changed into utter amazement as it continued to speak to her genteelly.  Twist gave a sigh and dared to wish that he'd been at least a little surprised to find himself speaking to a monkey.  Having seen Idris change a coffee pot into that same baboon at breakfast this morning—at Myra's repeated request—the shock had already warn off.  Twist's neck twinged slightly, alerting him that Jonas was close.
 
   “Do you think it'll ever change back?” Jonas asked, watching the baboon move from person to person in its vain search for a banana.
 
   “What is a banana, anyway?” Twist asked.
 
   “Oh, it's a tropical fruit.  Apparently, monkeys love them.”
 
   “I see,” Twist said, looking back to watch the mote of lightning skim deeper into France on his globe.  He moved the close-up map with a subtle sliding motion, centering France.  England's southern coast slipped down into the top of the map.
 
   “Are you all right?” Jonas asked, walking around Twist to lean on the glass just to his left, looking at his face. “You're cold.”  Twist looked up to find Jonas's eyes purple, but only a pale lilac shade.  Twist paused for a moment before he responded.
 
   “This is the first foreign country I ever saw,” Twist said, closing the globe and putting it back into his pocket. “Your uncle flew over Paris the night he took me from London.”
 
   Jonas searched his eyes carefully, as if listening to something other than his words. “We're close now.  To London, I mean.”
 
   Twist nodded, looking over Jonas's shoulder at the country side.
 
   Jonas shook his head. “You feel about that city the way I feel about open sky, don't you?”
 
   “I suppose,” Twist said. “Only now...”  Twist paused, and then turned his back on the glass, leaning against it beside Jonas.  The chill of it seeped in through his jacket, while the warmth off of Jonas whispered at his side.
 
   “Only now, what?” Jonas asked.
 
   “I fear I'm not who I was a month ago,” Twist said, giving Jonas a weak smile. “I'm not sure it would be the same, even if I did go back.  The rest of the clock hasn't changed, just this cog,” he added with a gesture to himself. “I'm not the same shape anymore.”
 
   Jonas smiled back to him and slipped an inch to the side, closing the gap between them.  The chill, calm, bright fog burned over Twist's Sight in an instant, washing away his darkened thoughts.  Twist breathed in the change, letting the buzzing at his neck flood down his spine.  The relief was subtle but delicious, and Twist let go of his burden without hesitation, letting it dissolve into the fog.
 
   “Don't mourn the past when the present's good,” Jonas said, still smiling. “Seriously, we've got our own djinn right now.  We're up to our ears in crazy talking animals and rooms that are the wrong sizes.”  Twist laughed and nodded, his lightened heart reveling in the chance to laugh. “Not to mention,” Jonas added, “we just crossed the last border.  In a few hours, we'll be in Paris and finally get to make a try for the life we want.  Believe me, life is uncertain.  Celebrate when you can.”
 
   Twist looked at him quizzically. “When did you grow wise?”
 
   “While you were moping about sooty old London.”
 
   “Smart ass,” Twist grumbled, turning away to hide his smile from Jonas. “And it's not...  Well, there is a lot of soot.  And I suppose it is rather old.  But still,” he said, forcing his face to frown when he looked back at Jonas. “Don't insult London.”
 
   “Whatever,” Jonas said, pushing off the glass.  The break in contact left Twist's mind less bright, less calm, and less clear, but the echo of the effect lasted even so. “At least you're not so cold anymore,” Jonas said. “Come on, let's go see if the ferret Idris made out of that tea cup is still climbing up skirts.”
 
   Exactly on cue, a woman's startled shriek arose from the far end of the train car.  Twist laughed under his breath.
 
   “They are never letting us on this train again,” Jonas said, leading the way.
 
   “It's a very good thing we used false names,” Twist said as he followed.
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   Shortly after dinner, as the last of the day's light spilled fire over the sky, the train glided into a palace of black iron and frosted white glass.  Steam curled like ghosts around the elegantly dressed travelers on the platforms, as the huge trains sat waiting on the tracks.  The moment Twist stepped off the train he felt a sudden, deep thrill.  The air—crisp, rain-scented and charged with untold energy—passed through his jacket to whisper at his skin.  He shivered and felt the chill dive deep into his being: sweet, cool, and inviting.  For no reason that Twist could quite manage to grasp, he couldn't shake the feeling that Paris was aware he had arrived.
 
   “I love this city,” Idris said, standing beside him on the platform, out of the steady flow of travelers. “You should see the sweet shops,” he said to Twist with a devilish grin. “Paris is the best in the world for pastry.”
 
   “You don't even actually need to eat,” Jonas said, shaking his head at Idris. “Why are you obsessed with food?”
 
   Idris looked back at him levelly. “There's not a lot in your world I find pleasant.  I'm trying to make the best of my situation.”
 
   “Someday, I'm going to get you to tell me what your crime was,” Jonas said, slipping his goggles up off his eyes to look into the airy canopy of glass above them.
 
   Idris made a disbelieving tone and smiled slightly, as untouchable as the copper evening sky.  A cloaked figure bumped into Twist from behind and apologized softly.
 
   “I can't see a thing,” Myra muttered to him from under her heavy brown hood.  Twist smiled at the hood and held out his hand, just visible under the edge of it.
 
   “Here, let me guide you,” he said gently.
 
   Myra took his hand in her gloved fingers and his Sight showed him the grateful smile that his eyes couldn't see.  He turned to ask Jonas where they were headed from here, but Jonas spoke first as he looked up at the simple black-and-white clock that hung from a pillar near the end of the platform.
 
   “Can I see your watch?” he asked Twist, holding out a hand.
 
   “My watch?” Twist asked back.
 
   “Yes, your pocket watch,” Jonas said, looking to him and still holding out his hand expectantly.  Twist felt his heart begin to pound.
 
   “You want my pocket watch?”
 
   Jonas frowned and stared at Twist for a moment. “I'll give it back.”
 
   Twist felt the others watching him.  His heart was beating very quickly now.  Though he knew logically that Jonas's request was a simple one easily granted, it took him a great deal of effort to pull the watch out of his pocket and hand out to Jonas.  The instant it slipped from his fingers, into another man's hand, Twist's soul was gripped with a desire to snatch it back.  He held his hand clenched at his side, but his eyes wouldn't leave the watch even for an instant.
 
   Slightly alarmed by his own reaction, Twist searched his scattered thoughts for the reason.  He realized that he had never, in his whole life, freely given his watch to anyone who had asked for it.  Others had taken it out of malice or ignorance, but to give it when asked, without knowing the reason for or duration of the loan, was totally new to Twist.  It felt like watching someone else hold his own still beating heart.
 
   Jonas wound the chain around his fingers and opened the watch's face.  He looked away from Twist to glance at the clock at the front of the station, and then set the watch to the local time.  He snapped the face closed again and then offered it back to Twist.  Twist's hand moved more quickly than he wanted it to as he took it back.  The brushed brass was warmer than it had been before and Twist had a lot of trouble not noticing.
 
   “We're probably going to be in this time zone for a while,” Jonas said, watching Twist carefully now. “You may as well start using that as a time keeping device.”
 
   “Ah,” Twist toned, slipping it back into his pocket and re-attaching the chain to the button hole of his waistcoat. “So, where do we go from here?”
 
   “Saint-Sulpice,” Jonas said, unfolding the small piece of paper that Aazzi had given them all the way back in Bombay. “It's a cathedral across the Seine from here, near Saint Germain.  The house we're looking for is near it, apparently.  We should get a cab.”
 
   “Good plan,” Idris said with a nod. “Unless one of you would like to wish for something more exciting.”
 
   “Like a royal caravan of camels?” Myra offered.  Idris smiled at her.
 
   “I hate camels,” Jonas said darkly. “We're getting a cab.”
 
   “Excuse me,” a man said, hurrying up to them from behind. “But I believe this is yours.”
 
   They turned to find one of the train stewards approaching with a large canvas bag slung over his shoulder.  He put it on the platform, but Twist saw the contents move on their own.
 
   “I say!” the bag said angrily. “Unhand me, you damn, dirty, cretin!”
 
   “The ferret got away, out one of the windows,” the steward said with obvious disdain.  “Didn't you have a small elephant, as well?”
 
   “Oh no, we turned that into a deck of cards so we could play whist,” Idris said.
 
   “You cheater,” Myra whispered at him. “Five aces in one deck...”
 
   “I hope you had a lovely journey,” the steward said with no hint of pleasantry. “Please don't call on us again.”  He tipped his cap and turned on his heel without another word.
 
   Jonas leaned down to open the canvas bag that was now emitting muffled struggling sounds as something inside tried to free itself.  The baboon climbed out, and then stood up tall on its hand-like feet as it straightened its tweed suit and fit its monocle back to its eye.
 
   “The service on that train...” it grumbled angrily. “Where the devil is my hat?”
 
   Jonas plucked the small bowler hat from the bag and handed it to the baboon.  Jonas's jaw was visibly clenched to keep himself from laughing. “Here you go.”
 
   “Thank you,” the baboon said, taking it and placing it back on its blond, furry head. “Now,” it said, looking up at them all. “Have any of you got a banana?”
 
   “Look, Mr. Monkey...” Jonas began.
 
   “Mr. Simian, if you please,” the baboon corrected him quickly. “Mr. Monkey is my father.”  Jonas seemed to struggle to contain a startled snigger.
 
   “Mr. Simian,” he amended patiently, “there are no bananas in this part of the world.  We're in Paris right now, in western Europe.”
 
   “Damn,” the baboon said gravely.  A few of the passing travelers slowed their steps as they stared at the talking monkey.
 
   “Should we take it with us?” Jonas asked Twist uncertainly. “I mean, it seems to have feelings.”
 
   The baboon looked up at him with a warning glare. “Seems to?”
 
   Twist glanced at Idris—who had added an ivory top hat, which now sat at a dashing angle, to his suit, as he stared back through pure gold eyes—and then at Myra in her dark cloak.  He looked back to Jonas who had already put his black goggles on over his eyes again, and shrugged.
 
   “Why not?” he asked with a sigh. “We're not exactly a normal bunch even without it.”
 
   “Would you like to come with us, Jeffrey?” Myra asked the baboon pleasantly.
 
   “Jeffrey?” Jonas asked her, while the baboon put on a thoughtful face.
 
   “He needed a name,” she whispered back. “He liked Jeffrey Simian.”
 
   “I suppose I shall,” Jeffrey said, slipping his thumbs into the edges of his tiny waistcoat to stand in a proud but casual posture. “I'm at your service.”
 
   “All right then,” Jonas said, turning for the main entrance to the station. “Let's go.”
 
   Walking even a short distance on his vastly shorter legs was somewhat inconvenient for Jeffrey, so Idris lifted him onto his shoulder, where he sat in a surprisingly stately manner for a monkey, one hand around Idris's neck for stability and his short snout held high.
 
   Outside the station, Twist found Paris to look exactly the way he had pictured it in all of the novels he had read.  White and pale stone-faced building—all with about seven stories, curling wrought-iron flower-boxes adorning each square window, and slate blue roofs with small rounded windows set into them—lined the wide cobblestone streets outside the station, in the amber glow of tall, elegantly styled streetlights.
 
   There was a large open plaza just outside the station, edged with hansom cabs that stood waiting for passengers, each one indistinguishable from the next: from the tall narrow hats of the caped drivers, to the gleaming black finish of the cabs, down to the well-groomed black horses, they were all identical.  People walked along the roads on all sides in a constant stream of impeccable fashion and lofty, careless grace under the rusty yellow sky.  The city hummed with activity, as dense and bustling as London on a Saturday afternoon, while the thin winter air hung chill and rich with the scent of recent rain.
 
   Everywhere Twist looked, he saw people with pale skin and clothes that matched the general style of his own.  He saw shops and cafes that sold things he knew and understood, even if the signs were all in French.  Though clustered and meandering, the streets were laid out in a way he could follow, and the subtle workings of the city were as familiar to him as clockwork.
 
   More so than in Vienna, and even with the foreign details—hearing only French spoken around him, the elaborate decorative detail sculpted into every streetlight, sign post, doorway, and corner, the gilding on the tips of the low iron fences around the occasional trees at the edge of the wide sidewalks, the scents of cheeses, breads, wine, and coffee thick in the air—Paris felt nearly as comfortable and familiar to Twist's senses as the chilly London drizzle.
 
   He was so enthralled with his own reverie that it took him a moment to notice the emotions that seeped in through his Sight from Myra's hand in his.  When he did notice, he found wonder and delight, but also the uncertainty of a wholly new experience.  She peered out from the shadows under her hood carefully, her eyes flitting quickly from detail to detail in a way Twist had not seen in her before.
 
   “Are you all right, my dear?” he asked her as Jonas went to select a cab.
 
   “Oh yes,” she said, flashing him a shadowed smile. “It's just so very different.  How big is this city?  Is it all so … pretty?  And wide?  And clean?”
 
   “This is a very modern, Western city,” Twist said softly. “It's one of the most famous in the world for its beauty.”
 
   “I can see why,” Myra said, smiling more widely.
 
   Jonas called them over to a waiting cab.  Twist and Myra sat inside together, while Jonas and Idris took the seat across from them in the black-and-violet brocade lined box.  Jeffrey sat himself down on the edge of the padded seat between Jonas and Idris with this back straight and his yellow gaze unfettered.  The moment they were all seated, the door closed and the cab began to move along the street.  Myra pushed her hood away from her eyes to see out the open side windows of the cab as the city passed by.
 
   As they went, Twist was surprised by the sameness of the city.  The buildings were all so similar that it seemed like the whole city had been built at once so that nothing could clash with the overall style.  And everywhere he looked, he saw something pleasing to the eye: beautiful statues, fountains, and small patches of well-kept green, glowing cafes full of fashionable Parisians and even more fashionable staff, colorful flowers wherever there was a place for them, and distant monuments that he knew well from history and famous paintings.  As they began to cross a bridge over a green river that glittered in the twilight, Myra gasped and grabbed Twist's arm, pointing quickly out the window.
 
   “Look at that!” she said, amazed.
 
   Twist followed her gesture to see the Notre Dame cathedral appear across the river, its colorful rose window glowing brightly in the twilight and its famous buttresses and twin bell-towers silhouetted against the golden sky.  He knew its shape and details as well as any famous place in London, though he had never before seen it with his own eyes.  In an instant, his mind filled to the brim with remembered paintings, wars, hunchbacks, and musketeers.  He stared at it in pure wonder to find that the ancient building looked exactly as he had always imagined it would.
 
   “You're such a romantic,” Jonas said, his voice thick with apathy.  Twist didn't look to him until the cathedral was fully hidden from view again on the other side of the bridge.  When he did, he found a smug smile on Jonas's face.
 
   “I've always wanted to see that,” Twist said stiffly, not able to keep the smile off his face, or any of the delight out of his eyes.  Jonas laughed to himself and shook his head.
 
   “But what was that pretty building?” Myra asked Twist, wide-eyed.
 
   Twist told her what he knew and remembered from history and fiction.  Myra listened intently, smiling all the while.  They passed another bridge and a few blocks before he ran out of things to say.
 
   “No wonder you liked that book I gave you,” Idris said thoughtfully as he quietly regarded Twist. “You read far too much.”  Jonas nodded, looking at Twist too.
 
   “What's wrong with reading?” Twist snapped.
 
   “I prefer living, to reading,” Jonas said easily.
 
   “You can only live one lifetime,” Twist pointed out. “But you can read several.”
 
   “Oh, touché,” Jeffrey said admiringly.  Jonas shot the monkey an ungrateful look, making Idris laugh.
 
   The rest of the ride in the cab was peppered with questions from Myra, some of which Twist managed to answer.  Jonas and Idris answered the rest, while Jeffrey remained quiet for the rest of the ride.  After a while, Twist began to wonder what sort of thoughts the gentlemanly monkey might be entertaining, but he couldn't bring himself to ask.
 
   By the time the last of the daylight had fallen into true night, the cab had passed another giant, but pale stone cathedral.  A huge fountain sat before it, filled with stone lions and nymphs not unlike some of the Italian fountains Twist had seen in Venice.  The cab trotted quickly around the cathedral and then down a narrow alleyway.
 
   The cab pulled to a stop before the flat face of a large, five story house.  A single wooden door, large enough for a carriage to drive through, stood at the center of the house.  The windows facing the street were all black on the first two floors, while lights shone softly out of the highest ones.  Jonas paid the cab and sent it away before he came to stand beside Twist, Myra, Idris, and Jeffrey who had all fallen into a line before the closed door as if readying themselves for a battle.
 
   “Charming,” Jonas muttered under his breath.
 
   “You're sure this is the place Aazzi meant to send us?” Twist asked him.
 
   Jonas nodded. “This is the address.”
 
   There was a silent pause before Twist spoke again.
 
   “Now what?”
 
   “We're still unaccounted for,” Jonas said softly, directly to Twist. “We can still just keep moving.  We don't have to do this.”  The softness of his tone drew Twist's eyes to his.  They stared at each other for a moment before Jonas gave a sigh and looked away. “I'm just saying it...”
 
   “Whatever happens,” Twist said to Myra, squeezing her hand gently, “know that I'm never going to leave you.”  The words came easily, steadying him as he said them.
 
   “I know,” Myra said, smiling at him softly, her gleaming jewel blue eyes warm in the dark.
 
   Idris glanced down at Jeffrey and paused for an instant. “I feel like we should have a moment too.”  Jonas shot Idris a glare.
 
   “I just wish I had a banana,” Jeffrey said mournfully.
 
   Idris gave him a pitying smile and picked him up, placing the monkey on his shoulder again.  Then, without a word, he caught a shaft of golden streetlight glow from the empty air.  The light solidified into a yellow curved object, which he offered to Jeffrey.  Jeffrey's eyes widened so far that the monocle fell from his face, though he didn't seem to care.  He took the offered item, clutching it in his little hands like a precious treasure, as a smile spread to cover his face.
 
   “Is that a banana?” Twist whispered to Jonas.  Jonas nodded, fighting hard to keep himself from laughing.
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   Jonas paused only for a single reluctant moment before he rang the bell.  Twist waited silently beside Myra, his spirit surprisingly calm while hers began to fret.  Idris waited patiently for the door to be answered.  Jeffrey sat on his shoulder, eating the banana with rapture.  It was little time at all before the door opened inward, swinging wide and silent on its hinges, and a shining silver face looked out.
 
   The creature across the threshold was the same size as a normal human maid, but its face was a single, rounded sheet of steel with two circular black holes where eyes should be, and a rectangular slit instead of a mouth.  It wore a long black dress, with a white apron and a lace-frill of a hat to match.  One of its crude, skeletal, three-fingered metal hands held the door, while the other gripped a feather duster.  It stared soullessly at them on the doorstep, appearing to look at each one of them in turn.
 
   A soft metal click sounded, and then from inside the stone-still empty face a muffled and metallic-sounding male voice said something in French.  Jonas responded in French instantly, his voice calm though his face clearly showed amazement.  His eyes were uncovered as he stared at the metal maid.
 
   The maid asked the same question again, after another soft clicking sound, in exactly the same tone.  Jonas began to respond, turning to gesture to Myra.  The maid gave another click, and then cut him off, now saying something different.  Jonas listened with a frown until the maid began to close the door.
 
   “Wait!” Jonas said, reaching out to stop it. “Just hold on a second!”
 
   The maid paused and then clicked again. “Do you have an appointment?” it asked in English now, but in the same male voice.  Twist was startled to suddenly understand it, and for a dizzy moment wondered if he had spontaneously learned French.
 
   “All right, that's getting old,” Jonas snapped at the maid.
 
   “I'm sorry, but the doctor will not be disturbed.  If this is an important matter, please make an appointment during office hours.”  Once again, it began to close the door.
 
   “You talk to it,” Jonas said bitterly to Myra as the door shut. “Maybe it will listen to one of its own.”
 
   “Let me try,” Twist said, stepping forward.
 
   He knocked on the door and waited.  In a moment, it opened again to reveal the same metal maid, which gave another click and then repeated the phrase that Twist now supposed must mean, “Do you have an appointment?” in French.  Twist didn't answer, but reached out to place a hand on its shoulder.  His Sight flared instantly, showing him a vastly simple version of Myra's clockwork form, with wax recordings and preset reactions where the living crystals should have been.  There was no soul bound to this metal form.  It was nothing but a mindless automaton.
 
   The maid gave another click after Twist laid his hand on it, and then struck him solidly across the face with the feather duster.  Twist reeled back with a shocked sound, his vision sparking after the solid blow, and was caught and steadied by Jonas.  The maid clicked again and said something calmly in French before it closed the door.
 
   “It said 'please don't touch the maid,' by the way,” Jonas supplied to Twist.
 
   “You people are no end of entertainment,” Idris said, smiling broadly as he and Jeffrey watched from the edge of the street.
 
   Twist stood on his own again and wiped at his tender nose.  His hand came away smeared with red.  Twist glared at the door.
 
   “That thing is nothing like Myra,” he said angrily, turning to the others. “It's not alive at all.  It's just a ... a thing!”  Myra's eyes flashed with horror to see the blood on Twist's face and she rushed to him.
 
   “Oh, my poor darling!” she gasped, reaching up to dab at his lip with the sleeve of her cloak. “That beast!” she spat, her face awash with rage.  Her anger bit at his Sight, making him wince more than the physical pain.
 
   “Might I have a go?” Jeffrey asked.  They all looked at him silently. “If you don't mind,” he added.
 
   Curiosity won out easily, and the others moved aside to let Jeffrey place himself squarely before the large wooden door.  Jonas pulled the cord to ring the bell for him and then moved back to watch.  After a pause, the door opened once again to reveal the metal maid.  The maid looked down at Jeffrey, and then clicked before it said the same question it had so far asked everyone else.
 
   “English, please, if you would,” Jeffrey said calmly.
 
   The maid paused and then clicked again. “Do you have an appointment?”
 
   “Yes I do,” Jeffrey said firmly.
 
   The maid paused again, and then gave a different sounding click. “Please state your name after the tone.”  An instant later, a bell-like tone emitted from its slit of a mouth.
 
   “Jeffrey Simian.”
 
   “Thank you,” the maid returned. “Please follow me.”  It then moved back into the house and opened the door wide for Jeffrey.  He glanced back over his small shoulders to smile smugly at the others.
 
   “You see?  All you had to do was ask.”
 
   “Well done!” Idris said, grinning ear-to-ear and clapping his hands.
 
   The others refrained from comment as they followed the monkey into the house.  The maid led them all past a tall staircase and into a large parlor that stood against an inner courtyard in the center of the house.  It turned the keys on the gaslights to reveal the space.  The pleasant furniture, baroque styled odds and ends, a shining black piano by one window, and an oil painting of a family over the cold fireplace were all in place.  By the thin chill in the air, and the precise and undisturbed placement of each and every perfectly dusted item in the room, Twist guessed that the parlor hadn't actually been used in quite a while.
 
   The maid told them to wait while it called for the doctor, and then it moved away.  It was only then that Twist realized that the maid had no legs or feet.  Instead, a large ball-like wheel rolled under the rest of the body—mostly hidden by the long skirt.  They all stood awkwardly in the parlor, staring around themselves in the dim gaslight, until Myra let out a sigh.
 
   “This is not at all what I'd expected,” she said, pushing her hood back.
 
   “Me either,” Jonas said, examining a gilded statuette of a running horse that was sitting on one of the small marble-topped tables at each end of the three visibly unused couches.
 
   “I certainly didn't expect to be violently struck with a feather duster when I woke up this morning,” Twist muttered, gingerly checking to see if he was still bleeding.  Jonas laughed under his breath while Myra immediately moved to check on Twist.
 
   “It's best not to have expectations,” Jeffrey said as he dropped the empty banana peel into a dustbin by the door. “They can be too easily unfulfilled.  Bananas, of course, being the exception,” he added, licking at his little fingers.
 
   “Is it just the accent,” Jonas asked the others, “or does the monkey seem to be smarter than the rest of us?”
 
   “I'm sorry to keep you waiting,” a voice with a light French accent called hurriedly, as it approached from the hallway.  Everyone turned to see a middle-aged man in black-stained coveralls, a long once-white apron, rubber boots, and a well-used black welding helmet hanging open over his brow, appear from the hallway as he removed his huge leather gloves. “But I don't remember making an appointment—“  He came to a full stop as he saw Idris, Myra, Twist, and Jonas standing in his parlor.
 
   “No matter,” Jeffrey said, drawing the man's gaze down as he spoke. “Jeffrey Simian, at your service,” he said, tipping his hat with a small but very respectable bow.
 
   The doctor looked back up to them, then down to Jeffrey, and back again for a moment, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly.
 
   “We're friends of Mr. and Mrs. Philippe Rodés,” Twist said, stepping forward. “We need to speak with you about my friend here,” he said, gesturing to Myra. “We need to convince the Rooks, who are looking for her, that she is no threat to anyone.”
 
   The doctor listened carefully, his mind obviously making a number of difficult connections at a rapid pace.  Then, he looked to Myra and his eyes widened in wonder.
 
   “My word...” he breathed, moving closer to her. “That is magnificent,” he said, peering at her face as she looked back to him. “It's so lifelike.  The way the eyes follow you...”  Myra frowned slightly and stopped watching the man sway back and forth in front of her, and looked to Twist.
 
   “Is he quite all right?” she asked softly.
 
   “And verbal animation synchronization too!” the doctor said with a gasp. “I've been working on that for years.  Who built this?” he asked Twist.
 
   “I don't know,” he answered. “According to the story, it was a puppet maker.”
 
   “Story...” the doctor said, as if coming sharply to a new understanding. “You've come from Bombay.  This is the one they lost,” he added, looking back to Myra. “This is the legendary clockwork princess!”  Twist felt a surge of apprehension, but did his best to push past it.
 
   “Her name is Myra.  The Rooks would have taken her from us,” he said, stepping into the edge of the doctor's vision as he stared at Myra. “But she's not an automaton like your maid.  She's a person, and she should be treated as such.  She's also as harmless as any other lovely young girl.”
 
   The doctor gave Twist a sudden glance. “Lovely young girls are anything but harmless, in my experience,” he said quickly before looking back to Myra, scrutinizing her copper features.
 
   “She's not something for the Rooks to worry about,” Twist amended. “Aazzi told us that you work for them on occasion.  That you are an expert on this sort of thing.  Can you help us?”
 
   The doctor took a thoughtful breath and then took the welding helmet off.  He looked at Twist levelly for a moment in silence before he spoke again.
 
   “You know,” he said evenly, “they would have brought it right to me, anyway.  They told me that they'd found it in Indonesia, and tracked it as far as Bombay.  And they have been searching for this piece for longer than either of us have been alive,” he added, looking back to Myra. “Aden was outraged to hear that they only sent a collection team to retrieve it.  But we expected to find it in pieces, not fully functional.”
 
   “I fixed her,” Twist said, leaning heavily on the final word. “The soul of the same princess is still in control of the clockwork puppet.”
 
   “Are you certain of that?” the doctor asked him, looking amazed again.
 
   “Yes,” Myra answered flatly.
 
   “Well,” the doctor said, looking over Myra's cloaked form and then back to her face. “Then I'll have to have a look at it.  I can give you the same answers that I would have given them.  If this … 'young lady' is truly as you claim, then I might be able to explain your situation to the Rooks.  I assume you don't wish to part with it,” he added, looking to Twist.
 
   “I promised to take care of her.  I intend to do so.”
 
   “And what about the talking monkey and the gentleman with the gold eyes?” he asked, looking back to the others.
 
   “Traveling companions,” Twist said with a dismissive wave of a hand.
 
   “Yes, of course,” the doctor muttered. “One family member marries a vampire, and suddenly your life is full of strange things.”  He looked to the djinn, the talking monkey, and the man with black goggles over his eyes. “Then you will all wait for my diagnosis?”
 
   “I'm intrigued,” Idris said with a smile.  Jeffrey nodded, while Jonas only stared through his opaque black lenses at the doctor.
 
   “Very well,” the doctor said, looking slightly uncomfortable with the idea. “Then you can all wait here in my parlor.  If you need anything, tell the maid by saying 'I want' and then the item's name.  Now, come along,” he said to Myra, reaching out to take her arm.
 
   “She will not leave my sight,” Twist said, his voice soft, but firm and unshakable.
 
   “If you insist,” the doctor said with a sigh.
 
   Myra took Twist's hand and held it tightly in hers.  He felt the instant shock of her nervous fear, though her blank, watchful expression didn't change.  He offered her a smile as he followed the doctor out of the parlor, petting her gloved hand gently.  Myra moved with him, but her nerves didn't calm easily.
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   Twist looked around at the huge, open basement under the doctor's house.  The bare stone floors and walls were covered with shelves, tables, and racks full of disordered collections of metal pieces, shining wires, tools, and half-formed humanoid limbs.  Electric lamps hung from the flat ceiling, spilling cold white light over the sharp shadows.  In the center of the space, an oil-stained table sat at a slightly vertical angle.  A full mechanical metal body lay on it in pieces, oil dripping slowly from the seams, surrounded by jagged-looking, black-stained tools.
 
   Myra shuddered.  Her smooth copper skin gave off a light, metallic note as the pieces slid against each other.  Twist wanted to say something to calm her, to make her feel safe.  But he could think of nothing to say, no matter how he struggled against his own anxious fear.  A sudden flashing memory came back to him of how Jonas had put his arm around Twist's shoulders.  Twist could easily remember how the gesture had felt to him once the shock of it had dissipated, and wondered if it might have the same effect on Myra.
 
   He freed his hand from hers and put his arm across her shoulders silently, watching her carefully.  She responded instantly, fitting her smaller form into his side and wrapping her arms around his waist.  Her worried face nestled itself into his chest, just under his jaw, and he felt her worries cool and ease.  Twist's skin prickled at the closeness that she had created when he had done so little, and his heart beat quickly as he held her.
 
   The doctor, meanwhile, busied himself with moving things about on iron rails that were set into the ground.  The central table with its grisly, broken metal body was pushed aside, and an empty table was moved into the center.  He then turned and paused, staring at Twist and Myra.
 
   “Is everything all right?” he asked.
 
   “This place is rather frightening, you know,” Twist said softly.
 
   “Oh,” the doctor said. “It's just my workshop.”
 
   Myra bit her copper lip in her silver teeth, but she reluctantly withdrew her hands from Twist.  He slowly took his hand away too, keeping a close watch on her troubled face.  She gave him a nod and pulled herself into a brave posture.
 
   “Now, let's see this thing, shall we?” the doctor said, gesturing to Myra.
 
   She removed her cloak and gloves, handing them to Twist, to reveal her copper form draped in her soft purple sari.  The doctor looked her over thoughtfully and then stepped closer.  Without a word, he took hold of her hand and examined her fingers, bending some of them gently along the joints.  Myra allowed him to do this until he bent one finger the wrong direction just a little too far.  She gasped and jerked her hand away, shaking it quickly.
 
   “Ow, ow, ow...” she muttered, grimacing.
 
   “Be careful, will you?” Twist snapped, dropping her things to take her hand and examine her finger himself.  His Sight showed no damage, though the joint was now ever so slightly out of place.  He carefully nudged it back, and Myra let out a long, relieved breath.
 
   “I’m sorry,” the doctor said, staring at him curiously. “You sure know your way around this thing, don't you?”
 
   “She is not a thing!” Twist snapped, his small voice surprisingly strong in the silence of the stone room.  The doctor's expression showed clear alarm and confusion.  Twist took a breath and tried to calm himself. “I'm sorry,” he said as smoothly as he could. “Please, just try to keep in mind that this is a young girl, and not just a lifeless metal toy.  She has feelings, and right now she is very frightened.”
 
   “I have to be able to examine this…” The doctor paused as Twist tensed visibly, expecting to be insulted by his next word. “This young lady, before I can come to any sort of opinion.  Maybe this would be easier if you waited with the others,” the doctor said gently to Twist, as if Twist's sentiments were quite fragile.
 
   “No,” Twist said instantly.
 
   “Twist,” Myra said softly.  He looked to her, his chilling gaze warming quickly. “He's right.  Maybe we should both leave.  You can...” she paused, taking a deep breath as.  He felt her emotions force themselves steady through his Sight. “You can fix me again if he breaks something, can't you?”
 
   “What?” Twist asked. “How do you mean?  You can't—“  His words stopped as he suddenly understood.  Her spirit could move at will.  His Sight explained nothing of her magical workings to him, but every time her spirit had moved before, it had been of her choice.  “You and I can go wait with the others while leaving your puppet here,” he clarified.
 
   She nodded, though her hesitation was clear on her face.
 
   “I can fix you no matter what happens to you,” Twist said. “Always.”  Myra smiled to him gratefully and nodded.
 
   “What are we talking about, now?” the doctor asked.
 
   “Come here,” Twist said gently to Myra, leading her to the empty table in the center of the room.
 
   She let him help her up to sit on the edge of the table.  She swung her legs up and laid herself down, keeping her eyes always on Twist.  He felt her fright, even though this had been her idea.  He wished more than anything that he could take it all away.  She made the motion of taking a deep breath, and then closed her eyes.  Holding her clockwork hand, Twist felt her spirit vanish from the cold, hollow, metal.
 
   He shuddered and stepped back, staring at the lifeless puppet that used to be Myra.  An instant later, a small, cold hand came to rest on his shoulder.  He spun to find Myra standing behind him—her soft, pale skin almost blue in the electric light, her long black hair hanging loose around her child-like face, and her small form wrapped in swaths of pink silk just as it had been the first time he had seen her.  Her spirit looked back to him with dark, human eyes that were full of nervous tension.  She lifted her other hand to gently stroke the side of his face and Twist's skin tingled at the feeling of her cool skin against his.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked with her true voice.
 
   “What?  Yeah.  Why?”
 
   She smiled gently. “Last time I did this, it hurt you.”
 
   “Right,” Twist said, forcing himself to focus.  He looked to the doctor. “Do I look all right to you?”  The doctor's expression promised a negative answer.
 
   “You're talking to thin air,” the doctor said carefully.  Twist looked back to Myra's spirit, as solid and real to him as the doctor was.  Then he remembered that the form he saw in his Sight wasn't exactly real, in the strictest sense.
 
   “I need to ask Jonas,” he said with a sigh.  He gave the doctor a piercing stare. “Please be careful.  She's delicate.  And for goodness sake, don't even touch the crystals.”  The doctor nodded slowly, staring at Twist with an odd sort of fear.  Twist took a steadying breath. “I'm sorry.  Thank you very much for helping us.”
 
   “Of course,” the doctor said, nodding with a thin smile.
 
   Twist then took Myra's spirit and left the dungeon-like basement.  As they walked together, Twist tried to listen to his own body.  He felt perfectly fine.  He couldn't sense any pain, slowness, or problems of any kind.  Maybe his Sight had grown stronger since Nepal.  The moment he and Myra's ghost walked into the parlor, Jonas—who had been sitting on a couch reading a book of musical scores—jumped to his feet, staring at Myra.
 
   “What happened?” he asked urgently.
 
   “What?” Jeffrey asked, looking at Twist.  Idris gave Jonas a curious look.
 
   “She … left her puppet,” Twist said. “I think it’s all right.  It was her idea.”
 
   “Who's done what, now?” Idris asked.
 
   “Wait, you can do that?” Jonas asked Myra. “Just, come and go as you like?”
 
   “Well, kind of,” Myra answered. “I mean, it's not easy, exactly.”
 
   “What did she say?” Jonas asked Twist.
 
   “You can't hear her?” Twist asked.
 
   “What is going on?” Jeffrey asked, sounding cross.
 
   Jonas put his hands up to silence them all. “That's it.  Hands up if you can see Myra right now.”  He and Twist held up their hands, while Idris and Jeffrey simply stared at them. “Myra's spirit can, apparently, leave her clockwork body.  She's standing there next to Twist, right now.”
 
   “Oh,” Jeffrey remarked.  Idris pulled a pair of wire rimmed, pink-lensed glasses out of an inner coat pocket and placed them on his face.  He then smiled directly at Myra and waved.  She waved back.
 
   “But you can't hear her?” Twist asked again.  Jonas shook his head. “Well, that's awkward,” Twist said. “Oh, but how do I look?”
 
   “Fine. Why?” Jonas said with a shrug.
 
   “Well, last time...”
 
   “Right,” Jonas said, understanding taking hold quickly.  He walked up to Twist and stared directly into his eyes for a moment, his own turning a deep purple in Twist's Sight, and then blinked and lessened his stare. “You look all right for the moment.  But there's something funny going on at the edges.”
 
   “The edges of what?”
 
   “No idea,” Jonas said with a sigh. “It might not be a good idea to keep this up for too long, is all.  But I think you're fine for now.”
 
   “Oh good,” Myra said with a relieved sigh.
 
   She took Twist's hand and wound her chilly fingers through his.  Twist took her to sit on an empty couch, and tried to stop noticing that her hand now felt as real, solid, and human to him as Jonas's did.  He tried to get his mind to accept the idea that she was still a spirit no matter what his Sight told him, but his senses utterly refused to add any supporting evidence.
 
   The others settled down again too, falling into a quiet, slightly anxious sort of boredom.  Jonas returned to reading the book of music—glancing at Twist from time to time—while Jeffrey sipped at a cup of tea from the pot that was set out on the low, marble-topped table in the middle of the room.  Idris sat on the floor, building a castle out of the playing cards that had once been a tiny elephant, and a tea spoon before that.
 
   Twist's wandering thoughts snapped to the sensation of Myra's chill but solid grasp as she lifted his hand in hers and stared at it quietly.  She stroked the back of his hand slowly with a finger, tracing the bones underneath his skin.  He watched the motion with his whole attention, his heart beating quicker now.
 
   “You have such pretty hands,” Myra toned pleasantly.
 
   “Thank you...”  Twist felt sure that hadn't been nearly enough of a response, but he couldn't imagine another thing to say.
 
   Myra smiled up at him softly. “This is different, isn't it?” she asked, still stroking his skin. “You haven't been this nervous around me since the first time we met.”
 
   “Well...” he said, struggling to catch his thoughts as they ran around wildly. “You know me.  I'm still new at … people.  I'm still not used to being able to touch anyone, I guess.”
 
   “Should I stop?”
 
   “No,” Twist said, a little too quickly.  He took a breath before he looked to her with a smile. “It's just new.  Don't worry about me.”
 
   Myra laughed softly, grinning at him with a hint of mischief in her delight.  A mix of alarm, heady joy, and a sudden and violent craving he couldn't place, shot through Twist's general state of confusion like an arrow, striking so deep in his spirit that he felt it everywhere.  He barely managed to realize that the feeling had been entirely his own, and not Myra's at all.
 
   Somewhere out in the rest of the world, beyond Myra's touch, Twist heard the sound of soft, muffled chuckling.  He realized distantly that it was Jonas, but couldn't bring himself to care.
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   The sound of the doorbell startled them all, except for the maid which stopped dusting the bookcase to head for the door.  Twist and his companions sat waiting, straining to hear down the hall.  The maid asked the same question it always asked, and was replied to in French.
 
   “Someone actually has an appointment,” Jonas supplied, sitting on the edge of his seat but keeping his gaze on his book.  The others looked to the doorway expectantly.
 
   Aazzi's dark chocolate face appeared first, and her silver eyes found Twist and Jonas before her expression took on a smile.  Philippe appeared second, staring at them coolly from behind his wire-rimmed glasses.  Standing together, they matched perfectly in their opposition.  Philippe’s fair complexion, sharp blue-and-silver suit, and steady gray eyes contrasted nicely with Aazzi's midnight-black gown, long and thin silver braids, and the pale-blue silk shawl that lay across her shoulders.  They were both, however, impeccable to an intimidating degree.
 
   “You got here fast,” Aazzi said, smiling to Twist and Jonas.  Jonas put his goggles back on over his eyes.
 
   “We were in a hurry,” Twist said. “What brings you here?”
 
   “You, of course,” Philippe said in his soft French accent. “We came to tell my uncle that you were coming.”
 
   “Thanks,” Jonas said with a wide grin. “That'll help, I'm sure.”
 
   “Who are your friends?” Aazzi asked, looking over Jeffrey with his tea cup and Idris, who was now on the fourth floor of his house of cards.
 
   “Idris the djinn, and Jeffrey the talking monkey,” Jonas offered, gesturing to each of them despite his blindness. “These are Mr. and Mrs. Rodés,” he said to the others. “She sent us here in the first place.”
 
   “A pleasure,” Jeffrey said, standing up to give them a polite bow.  Philippe returned the bow stiffly, as if he wasn't quite sure if he should or not.
 
   “A djinn?” Aazzi said, staring at Idris.
 
   “A vampire,” he responded with a smile.  Aazzi's eyebrows.
 
   “My poor uncle...” Philippe said with a sigh. “Where is Myra?”
 
   “Right here,” Twist said, looking to her spirit, sitting beside him. “The doctor is examining the puppet in the basement, right now.”
 
   Philippe looked to his wife.  Aazzi stared for a moment at the empty air that Myra's spirit was sitting in, and then gave a shiver.
 
   “She's right there,” Aazzi said to Philippe. “But she's calm.  I would never have seen her if he hadn't said.”
 
   “That's an interesting trick,” her husband remarked.
 
   “So, if you're here,” Jonas asked, “where are Ara and the others?”
 
   “Parking the ship,” Aazzi said. “They will be here any minute.”
 
   “Damn it,” Jonas spat, dropping his blind gaze to the floor. “And the magpies?”
 
   “Even if the Rooks followed us, it doesn't matter now,” Aazzi said.
 
   “Yeah, well, at least you gave us a choice in that,” Jonas said darkly.
 
   “You're welcome,” Philippe added tartly. “I'm happy that my wife and I were able to assist you when no one else could.”
 
   To Twist's great relief, the doctor appeared in the hallway before Jonas could speak again.  He greeted Philippe with a smile and a hearty handshake, and gave a pleasant-sounding word to Aazzi.  The three of them spoke quickly in French with gestures and tones that Twist couldn't follow in the least.
 
   “And what have you found, then?” Philippe asked in English, as the three of them stepped into the parlor.  Twist's gaze snapped to the doctor.
 
   “Well,” the doctor began, taking a thoughtful breath, “it's a magnificent piece.  The clockwork is amazing.  I've been working with humanoid machines my whole life, but that puppet is completely new to me.  And it’s in such fine working order that, if I didn't know better, I'd be absolutely sure that it was made this year.”
 
   “Do you think it could ever be developed into a weapon?” Aazzi asked.
 
   “No, never,” he responded.  Twist let out the breath he had been holding. “It's far too delicate for any sort of physical fighting.  It's obviously made to dance, as the old story says, down to every inner working.  Besides, without something intelligent to power the crystals, it's nothing but a lifeless puppet.  I don't think the same design could work without a spirit to drive it, and a disembodied spirit simply isn't easy to come by in polite society.  No one could ever get a design like that combat ready, or make enough of them to cause any real trouble.”
 
   “Then, will you tell the Rooks what you've learned?” Philippe asked.
 
   “I already have.”
 
   “How?” Jonas asked, frowning. “You never left the basement.”
 
   “Rooks haven't used letters or telegrams for decades,” the doctor said proudly. “You should see the devices they do employ.  I already sent them my report.  They should send a reply very soon.  But I'm certain you boys will have nothing to worry about.” he added with a smile to Twist and Jonas. “Now, I'm sure you want to get your puppet up and about.”  He gestured for Twist to follow as he headed back to the basement.  Twist was on his feet instantly, following with Myra's spirit at his side.
 
   “Thank you for your help,” Twist said as they walked together. “Please forgive our rudeness for appearing so suddenly and disturbing your work.”
 
   “Not at all, not at all,” the doctor said. “I've learned more about robotics in the last few minutes than I have in the last three years.  It's truly a fantastic design,” he said as they descended the stairs down into the cold electric light. “So elegant and simple.  I've heard about the clockwork princess in whispers, but to actually get to see it...”
 
   He shook his head with a wide smile, gazing at Myra's puppet on the table as they came closer.  It looked exactly as it had before, lying peacefully on the cold metal table.  Twist could see nothing out of place or changed.  Myra smiled and moved closer.
 
   “Wait,” Twist said to her, holding out a hand. “Let me just have a look first.”
 
   Myra gave him a shrug and waited.  Twist placed his hand on the puppet's brow.  His Sight flew easily over the familiar inner clockwork, touching every detail.  He opened his eyes and put on a frown.  The neck was just slightly out of alignment, along with her left wrist and three of the delicate levers that surrounded her crystal heart.  He silently readjusted the affected pieces until his Sight showed no flaw anywhere inside.
 
   “You've got a Sight, haven't you?” the doctor asked, watching as Twist's hands moved quickly over the puppet.
 
   “I can see damage,” Twist answered, trying not to sound bitter as he fixed the other man's mistakes. “A few things were just a little bit off,” he added, stepping back. “It should be all right now,” he said to Myra's spirit.
 
   “No wonder it’s in such good condition,” the doctor said.
 
   Myra's spirit smiled gratefully to Twist and then stepped closer to the puppet.  As Twist watched, her spirit blurred and then vanished into nothing.  An instant later, Myra's puppet opened its eyes.  He took her hand and helped her to sit up, feeling her spirit now deep inside the clockwork once again.  She stretched her neck, tested her hands, and then shivered.
 
   “Is everything all right?” Twist asked.
 
   “Yes, thank you,” she answered, smiling to him. “It's just...”  She shook her head and appeared to take a deep breath. “I can feel where he touched me,” she said very softly. “It's fine if it's you, but...”
 
   “I'm sorry, my dear.” He brushed a few stray strands of her wire hair away from her face.
 
   “If I could just ask you both a question,” the doctor said, stepping closer hesitantly.  They looked to him silently. “Have either of you ever seen another clockwork puppet like this one?”
 
   Twist's mind returned to something that he had almost forgotten, making him wonder how he could ever have let it slip so far into the shadows: the city of clockwork people in the crystal caves under Indonesia.  He had promised to never breathe a word of his experience there to a living soul, not even to Myra, in exchange for her new crystal heart.  There must have been hundreds of them there, all hiding from the world.
 
   “Not exactly,” Myra said, her jewel eyes looking off to her memories. “The man who built this puppet for me had toys that were kind of similar, but no other people.  He made me birds mostly, and they only worked when you wound them up.  They were wonderful, though,” she added wistfully. ”You would have loved them,” she added to Twist.
 
   “I see,” the doctor said, looking to Twist. “And you?  Have you ever seen anything?”
 
   “Only a cat,” Twist said, grateful for the memory. “I saw a clockwork cat in Indonesia once, but it disappeared into the forests and I never saw it again.”
 
   “Indonesia?” the doctor asked. “Where in Indonesia?”
 
   “I don't know,” Twist said. “We went there looking for crystals.  I'm sorry, but I'm not very good with geography.  I didn't know whether Constantinople was a city or a country until I went there the other day,” he added with a smile, hoping to lead the conversation as far away from Indonesia as he could.
 
   “But you've never seen another humanoid metal being like this one?” the doctor asked, staring at Twist's eyes.
 
   Twist felt a jolt of fear, wondering if the other man could sense his diversions, and forced all the resolve he had into his next lie. “No, never.  She's one of a kind.”
 
   The doctor stared at him for a moment longer before he nodded, looking away. “Well, thank you.  If you ever do see one, be sure to let me know,” he said, giving back a smile now. “I'd love to see it, you know.”
 
   “Of course,” Twist said, smiling back tightly.
 
   “Well, I should clean myself up a bit, now that I'm having guests,” the doctor said, looking down to his rough, oil-stained clothes. “Why don't you go on ahead and tell the others I'll be up in a moment?”
 
   “Sure,” Twist said, happy to leave the frightening basement. “Thank you again.”
 
   “Think nothing of it,” the doctor said, standing in place and watching them both walk back up the stairs and out of sight.
 
   As Twist and Myra headed back to the parlor, Twist couldn't shake a subtle sense that something in the last conversation had gone badly.  Had the doctor seen through his lie?  Even if he had, what could come of it?  Walking on, Twist didn't notice at first that the buzzing at his neck grew stronger, hotter, and sharper as he got closer to Jonas.  He was as startled as Myra when he heard Jonas's angry voice from the parlor, just as they reached the doorway.
 
   “I didn't ask you to come here!” Jonas yelled at Arabel, who was now standing before him in the parlor while her uncle, Howell Davis, and the green-haired engineer, Zayle, watched from behind her.  Her long blond hair hung in a loose braid on her shoulder and she was dressed in trousers and tall boots under a short, green, lace-edged skirt and bodice, and her short brown leather jacket.  Jonas was standing too, his goggles on over his eyes.
 
   “You don't have to ask!  We're family,” she yelled back, just as angry.
 
   “God, how many times do I have to run before you stop chasing me?” Jonas growled.
 
   “You're my brother, Jonas.  My twin.  We are supposed to be together.  But no, you follow Twist across the world without a moment's hesitation and leave me without a word.  You only met him last month!  You've known me your whole life!”
 
   “What's Twist got to do with anything?” Jonas asked back, looking incredulous.
 
   “Exactly!  He's not your family.  I am!  Heavens above, Jon, you won't even look at me anymore.  All I ever see are those damned goggles!  I'm starting to forget what you even look like.”
 
   The buzz in Twist's neck sharpened into a painful heat so quickly that Twist's breath caught in his throat and his hand flew up to his neck.  Jonas's form had gone deathly still as he stared blindly at his sister.
 
   “You know I can't look at you,” Jonas said, his voice low but toxic.
 
   “You don't even try anymore,” Arabel snapped back at him. “Not at all.  Oh, but you'll look at him with no problem.  He's practically a stranger to us!”
 
   Twist felt the buzz in his neck shift from white hot to frigid, black, bitter cold.  Jonas's hands were both clenched into fists and his whole form seemed to shake ever so slightly.  He shook his head and turned away.  He was out of the room and halfway to the door before Arabel's voice rose to a yell, calling him back.  Howell took her shoulders to stop her from following after him.
 
   Once Jonas was farther away, the pain in Twist's neck subsided enough for him to notice that he was leaning heavily against the door frame, and might have fallen had Myra not taken hold of his arms to steady him.  She was staring at him, obviously alarmed.  Twist took a deep breath and pulled himself steady, giving her a nod.  She released him, but continued to stare at him carefully.  He looked up to find tears in Arabel's eyes as Howell stood nearby, apparently thrown off by her as she stood silently glaring after Jonas, with sea-green eyes that looked exactly like his.
 
   “What's wrong with you?” Twist asked on his still shaky breath.
 
   Arabel's eyes shot to him like daggers. “Stay out of this.”
 
   “No,” Twist shot back. “I can't just stand here and let you be so cruel.”
 
   “Oh, I'm the one being cruel, am I?” Her angry voice shook with her tears.
 
   “How could you ask him to look at you?” Twist asked, his own anger giving his small voice new strength.
 
   “Oh come on,” Arabel said, looking disgusted. “It's not that much to ask.”
 
   “Why in the hell would he want to watch his own sister die?”
 
   Arabel's face clouded over with confusion. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “What do you think happens when he looks into a person's eyes?” Twist asked.
 
   “It hurts...” she said slowly. “He gets a vivid vision of the future and sometimes it hurts.”
 
   “That's only what happens when he doesn't look at the eyes,” Twist said, shaking his head.
 
   “Well, what do you think happens then?” Arabel asked, her bitterness dim before her new, quiet fear.
 
   “He sees the future when he looks at someone.  But he sees the end of them, their moment of death, if he looks into their eyes for more than an instant.”
 
   Arabel's eyes widened, letting some of her pent-up tears finally fall. “Oh, God...”
 
   “Didn't he tell you?”
 
   “No, never,” Howell answered, looking just as shocked as Arabel.
 
   “Oh, Jon...” Arabel said, putting her fingers over her gasp as more tears fell from her eyes. “Why didn't he tell me?”
 
   “I’m sure that's why he runs from you,” Twist said, his voice losing some of its edge, but none of its certainty. “He cares about you too much to stand even the risk of seeing your end.”
 
   “But you?” she asked, looking to Twist. “He doesn't mind watching you die, does he?”
 
   “Our Sights don't work on each other,” Twist said with a sigh. “All we get is a calm white light.  He sees nothing when he looks at me.  A solid, tangible nothing.  It's actually kind of nice.”
 
   “But why?” she asked, her face turning bitter again. “Who the hell are you?”
 
   Twist could only look back at her silently, having no answer to give.
 
   “It's not fair,” she hissed, her voice barely loud enough to hear.
 
   Zayle and Howell managed to get her to let them comfort her now, leading her to sit, and both offering soft touches and soothing words.  Twist noticed Idris, Jeffrey, Aazzi, and Philippe all standing to the side, watching everything with alarmed expressions.  Myra put a hand on Twist's shoulder from behind, drawing his attention and sending a wave of warmth over his Sight.  She looked at him with concern.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked gently.
 
   “Yes, I'm fine,” Twist said, letting out a breath. “But I think I should go find Jonas.  I'm not sure he wants company right now, but I just don't think he should be alone.”
 
   “Of course,” Myra said, nodding. “Go.  I'll wait here.”
 
   He gave her a grateful smile and then headed for the door.  He stepped outside into the chilly night air and looked into the deep shadows.  He couldn't feel the subtle sensation of Jonas's presence in his neck.  He walked to the nearest corner of the street, where he stood still and quiet, closing his eyes, focusing on his Sight, reaching out for the familiar electric vibration.
 
   As he stood still, banishing the rest of his senses, he didn't notice as a figure walked up beside him.  A flash of white-hot fire bit at his shoulder, sharp as lightning, and then the whole world went black.
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   A sharp, acidic, startling scent attacked Twist's sleeping mind, jolting it into waking.  He blinked his vision clear to see a dim, cool light and countless thin shadows.  He was sitting in a high-backed velvet chair.  The air was chilly and damp.  Hanging around him in the huge, white-glassed cube of space, were enormous clockwork gears and cogs all moving together in a slow, rhythmic dance.  Thin bars of iron filled the air above his head, holding the machine well out of reach from the small wooden platform that his chair sat upon.  A single gangway stretched from the apparently floating platform to one side of the space, ending below one of the four huge clock faces that filled the opaque glass walls.
 
   A man in a black suit stood beside Twist's chair, closing a small canister.  He gave Twist a cordial smile and then sat down in another high-backed chair that was near Twist's.  There was also a small wooden table—topped with a china tea set on a silver tray—but nothing else on the bare island of wood.  Twist looked back to the man, who watched Twist calmly and settled into a comfortable posture.  The man in the suit reached into a pocket and drew out a small leather-bound notebook and a pencil.
 
   “It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. Twist,” the man said smoothly, in a clean London accent. “I've heard so much.”
 
   Twist stared back at the man, searching the smooth but gently aged features for any kind of identity.  His skin was a warm brown, but his eyes were a bright gray behind the small silver spectacles on his face.  His dark hair was short and well kept, and he wore a thin, very precise beard around his sharp chin.  Coupled with an accent that sounded invisible to Twist's ears, Twist found no useful information at all.  The man flipped his notebook open and glanced at a page.
 
   “Who are you?” Twist asked.
 
   “You can call me Aden,” the man said with a polite smile.
 
   “Isn't that a place on the Red Sea?”
 
   “Very good,” Aden replied. “You're learning quickly, aren't you?”  A shiver fought with Twist's resolve not to shudder.
 
   “Where are we?” Twist sat up a little straighter and washed all the emotion from his face.  It took him longer than he would have liked to collect his fear, and force what he could find of his cold fire to burn out through his eyes.
 
   “Don't you recognize it?” Aden asked, looking around at the oversized clockwork. “I'll give you a hint.  We're not in Paris anymore.”
 
   Twist spared a moment to glance around the giant glass cube, at the four identical clock faces in the white glass.  Something about the damp chill in the air was familiar—deeply familiar.  A dark, almost metallic scent wafted gently on the air like a forgotten dream.  As he listened carefully, above the rhythmic pulsing of the clock, he noticed the ever-so-subtle sound of a light and dreary drizzle against the glass.  His gaze shot back to Aden, full of alarm.
 
   “We're inside Big Ben?”
 
   “Very good,” Aden said. “They told me you were a quick one.”
 
   “We're in London?” Twist asked, shuddering before he could stop himself.
 
   “Welcome home,” Aden said pleasantly.
 
   “Who are you and why the hell have you brought me to London?” Twist asked quickly.
 
   “We need to talk, Twist,” Aden said gently.  He glanced at the page in his notebook again. “And I want you to understand who you are talking to,” he went on, looking back to Twist. “My men took you in an instant, with perfect efficiency, and with only a few moments notice.  Right now, you're in a place that is safe and comfortable, but inescapable unless you can fly.  You might have powerful friends, but even if they find you, they cannot get in here without meeting forces far more dangerous than they are.”
 
   The pit of Twist's stomach grew colder with every word that Aden spoke.  He felt true fear burn wildly in his heart, and struggled just to keep from shaking.  He tried desperately to keep the fear from his eyes, but knew he was failing.  He looked down to the wooden platform and focused on keeping his face as calm as he could.
 
   “But I don't want you to be too frightened, either,” Aden said, still speaking gently. “That's why I brought you to London.  I thought you might be more comfortable at home.  And in a clock, as well,” he added with a gesture to the gears above their heads. “You see, Twist, I want your help.  I'm prepared to offer you something in return for it, as well.”
 
   “You could have asked me to coffee in Paris,” Twist said, his voice as steady as it was going to get.
 
   “You would have refused.”
 
   Twist looked up to him sharply, riding on the glimmer of anger that he managed to find in himself.  Aden gave a thoughtful tone and seemed to scratch something off of the page in his notebook.
 
   “I fear my friends and I have been misrepresented to you,” Aden said, looking up again with some sorrow.
 
   “The Rooks, you mean?”
 
   “Right again,” Aden said. “You didn't need to run from us in Bombay.  Things have changed in the last few years.  I'm not like my predecessors.”
 
   “Would your agents have listened?” Twist asked, bitterness seeping through now. “Or would they have taken Myra away no matter what I said?”
 
   “They would have taken her to Paris without all that business with the Cyphers outside of Suez.  She would have been safe the entire time.”  The mention of the Cyphers surprised Twist, but he tried not to show it.  One thing at a time.
 
   “She would have been alone and terrified,” Twist said with certainty. “You obviously don't trust me, or we wouldn't be here now.  You never would have let me come along.”
 
   “On the contrary, I wouldn't have stopped you,” Aden said. “The point is, what you did was quite dangerous.  I'm worried for your safety, should you try something else.”
 
   “Is that a threat?” Twist asked, covering his fear with a smile.
 
   “It's not my intention to resort to threats,” Aden said flatly, scratching something else off in the notebook.  Twist lifted his head to try to see the page, but snapped back to normal when Aden looked at him. “Now,” Aden said, “would you like to hear the terms of the deal I want to offer you, or would you like some tea first?”
 
   “Do I want tea?” Twist asked acidly, forcing his anger to rise in the hopes of retaining some kind of barrier against his fear.
 
   “You've had a shock,” Aden said. “You've been whisked away in the middle of the night and brought home by people you don't know.  You can stop pretending if you like.  I know that you're terrified.  Have some tea and cake.”
 
   “To hell with tea and cake!” Twist spat, the words flung so quickly that they formed on his lips before appearing in his mind. “Where is Myra?”
 
   Aden gave another thoughtful tone, making a note in the book. “I have no idea,” he replied, his calm seeming to give way to impatience.
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “Meaning I have no idea.  She wasn't in the house when my men got there.  Neither was your comrade-in-arms, the young Mr. Davis.  We're looking for them both, but haven't found a sign of them yet.  No one else at the house had a clue where they were, either.”
 
   “Thank heaven for that,” Twist said, allowing himself a moment of relief.
 
   “Honestly, though,” Aden said, leaning forward in his seat, “I'm not all that worried about them just now.  Sure, Jonas Davis is quite capable, and unpredictable at best, truly a massive wild card.  But according to a report I just received from my robotics expert, Myra doesn't seem to be anything for me to worry about.”
 
   Twist gave a sigh.  The fact that the man facing him knew entirely too much about Twist, his friends, and everything he had done recently, was beginning to lose its frightening edge.  It was actually starting to annoy him more than anything.
 
   “Then … what do you want from me?” Twist asked.
 
   “No cake then, after all?”
 
   Twist shot him a chilling glare.
 
   “Very well,” Aden said, sitting back again.  He glanced at the notebook before looking back to Twist. “You have information that I need.”
 
   “I'm sure you have the wrong person,” Twist said, shaking his head. “I hardly know anything about anything.”
 
   Aden smiled subtly. “Then tell me, Twist.  Besides Myra, how many clockwork creatures like her have you seen?  Was it just one, or many of them?”
 
   Twist stared back at him for a moment before he spoke again. “None,” he said firmly.
 
   Aden's smile spread wider. “You can't lie to me, Twist.  I can hear it.  I have a Sight, you see,” he added. “I can hear every lie that is spoken to me, even if the speaker honestly believes it to be the truth.  If you speak anything but pure, solid truth to me, I will know.”  He leaned forward again, a knowing gleam in his eyes. “And that was a lie.”
 
   Twist's mind leaped into a wild, racing speed as he finally saw the size and shape of the challenge before him.  Somehow, the doctor had noticed his lie back in Paris, and he must have alerted the Rooks to it when Twist and Myra had left the room.  They hadn't been after Myra as an individual, but after her race instead.  Twist knew exactly where they were, he knew how many there were, and he knew they wanted their solitude.  And he had promised to protect it.
 
   He stared back at Aden's cool grin and felt very much like a cornered mouse.  His only chance to keep his word and still escape this man was to outsmart him.  Every battle of wits that he'd ever read of, in his novels, had been won by the person who didn't play fairly.  Calling Twist a liar only implied that Aden was speaking truth.  Twist found his gaze moving to the notebook in Aden's hand.  He'd have given anything to see what was written there.  Twist felt entirely outgunned for the battle before him, but took a breath and opened with the best move he had.
 
   “I don't believe you.  I've never heard of a Sight like that.  You're just trying to trick me, aren't you?
 
   “You really don't believe me...” Aden‘s eyes flickered with intrigue as he closed the notebook and placed it on his lap as if forgotten. “That's quite interesting.  All right, I'm not in a hurry,” he said, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “I'll prove it to you.  Tell me one lie, and one truth, and I'll tell you which is which.”
 
   “You're joking,” Twist said, silently shocked and grateful that Aden had fallen for the bait.
 
   “No, I'm not,” Aden said, shaking his head. “Family is usually the easiest topic.  Tell me a lie and a truth about your family.”
 
   Twist smiled, finally grasping at a slight advantage.  Aden hadn't done his homework quite well enough.  By asking about family, he'd shown that he knew nothing at all of Twist's past.
 
   “Fine, if you insist,” Twist said, buying himself a moment to construct his statements. “I've never laid eyes on my mother's face, and my father was a clockmaker.”  Twist fought to hide his sense of relief.  Anyone would instantly believe the first to be the lie, and the second to be the truth.  If Aden was only boasting about his Sight, he would fall for the trap.
 
   “The first one was the lie,” Aden said proudly.  Twist struggled to contain his flashing sense of victory. “Your father really was a clockmaker,” Aden went on, “but you saw your mother's face when you were only an infant.”  Aden paused, his smile falling away, while his voice grew gentle. “Wait, you saw her when you were only an infant...  Twist, did you try to trick me?  Did you really think that you'd never seen her?  Did you never see her again?  Have you forgotten your mother's face?”
 
   Twist's mind slammed to a sudden halt and teetered over uncertain ground.  Though he couldn't recall a single memory of either of his parents, Twist realized that if he ever had laid eyes on his mother, it would have been when he was just days old.  The thought that he actually had a long-buried and forgotten memory of his own mother's face—even a single image—would not leave the forefront of Twist's attention, no matter how he tried to push it back.
 
   “I can't remember...” he said, mostly to himself.
 
   “True,” Aden said softy. “Oh, I'm sorry,” he said, sounding sincere.  He looked down and picked up his notebook again, opening it to a page. “I didn't mean to call up such a delicate topic.”  He made a note with the pencil.
 
   Twist looked down to the floor silently.  True or not, Twist felt thrown totally off balance by what Aden had said.  He struggled to get his mind focused on his next move, and off of his own past.
 
   “If you simply tell me what I want to know,” Aden said after a pause, “this will all be over immediately.  I'm also prepared to offer you exactly what you want.”
 
   “Peace, quiet, and solid ground?” Twist asked, looking up to him.
 
   Aden put on a confused expression, looking to the page in his book. “How about a worldwide tour of theaters where your clockwork friend can dance for the masses, with a Rook escort to protect you from people like the Cyphers?  I'm not after a fortune, so I'd let you keep all but ten percent of the proceeds from ticket sales, as well.  Booking theaters and promotional activities aren't free, after all.”
 
   “What on Earth would make you do that for us?” Twist asked with unbound confusion.
 
   “Unlike what I'm sure you've been told, I'm not actually evil,” Aden said with a shrug. “At least, I don't like to think so.  Besides, I want to know all about your friend's fellow clockwork creatures.  Putting her on display will create quite a stir.  Any information that you don't have could still come to light just by making her known to the world.”
 
   Twist was on the verge of asking what he wanted with the other clockwork people, when he suddenly realized that that question would admit his knowledge of them.  He closed his mouth and thought again.  The conversation had led him into another corner.  As good as the deal may have sounded, Twist couldn't shake the feeling that it was far too good to be true.  There had to be more he didn't know.  A mistake now could lead to any number of miseries, and not only for himself.  Myra's future was as much at stake as his own.
 
   “Are you going to answer my question now?” Aden asked after a long silent moment of waiting.  Twist looked up to him, feeling much more steady now, but still cold and empty.
 
   “No, I'm not.”
 
   “Very well,” Aden said with a sigh, closing the notebook to put it away in a pocket. “Then I'll give you some time to consider your options,” he said, standing up. “I'll come back later and ask again.  If you don't answer me then, we will repeat the process until you do.  I don't mean to be unkind, and I don't know why you feel you need to cling so tightly to your secrets, but believe me Twist, you will not see the ground or any of your friends again until you tell me what I want to know.”
 
   Twist watched silently, while Aden walked to the gangway that led off the platform.  He stepped across it easily and then kicked a latch at the other end.  The wooden beam rose instantly on a hidden hinge, moving completely out of reach from Twist's platform.  Aden looked back at him over the ten-foot gap of empty space.
 
   “If you get hungry, help yourself to the tea and cake,” he called across to Twist before turning to walk away on the thin walkway along the white glass wall.
 
   Twist got to his feet and peered over the edge of the platform.  His vision swam as he stared down at least a hundred feet into the black shadows below.  He stepped back and held his head steady, trying to calm himself.  There was no way to know how far that drop really was, and no chance he would ever try to find out.  There was nothing—not a gear, not a beam, not a chain, not even another visible platform—within his reach that could lead to freedom.  There wasn't another human being on the thin catwalks that crawled through the clockwork like black iron branches.  He hadn't a prayer of escape on his own.
 
   Twist sat down on the boards and tried desperately to think in the rising tide of hopelessness that threatened to drown him.  Wouldn’t Arabel know where he was?  With her Sight, she could find him anywhere.  Of course, the last thing he’d said to her had been anything but kind.  If Jonas was still missing, she would look for him first anyway.  Twist couldn't count on her to come to his rescue.
 
   Idris might be able to help, but he would have to be asked to do so first.  Even then, he would only help if he felt like it.  Myra would naturally ask Idris for help, but then again, she was missing too.  She could be in trouble of her own and be in no position to help Twist at all.  His stomach began to ache for all the ice in it now.
 
   The only one left who could come to his aid was Jonas.  He had done so much for Twist already.  He'd said that he wanted to stay with Twist just because he could look at him without any fear of a vision.  He'd shown true loyalty time and again.  He was also tenacious and downright stubborn when he had a goal in mind.  He was resourceful and perfectly capable.  Even if he couldn't ask his sister for help, even if Idris wouldn't help, Jonas wasn't likely to give up on Twist if he had any idea that he was in trouble.
 
   Just thinking of this likelihood, Twist's battered nerves began to ease.  He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, hopping to ride that delicate faith into calm.  The deep, constant rhythm of the enormous clock around him sounded just like his attic room.  The London rain striking the windows was as familiar as his own breath.  The air had the same damp, sooty chill that it always had.  The light was dim and soft, so unlike the brilliance of the sky above the clouds.  Every single thing around him now was home.
 
   But the more he listened, the colder the air began to feel.  The silence in between the rhythmic sounds of the clockwork felt more and more empty with each tick and tock.  The thought that surfaced in his mind was so new to him that it took Twist quite a while to identify it.  There was something missing in London now.  This time he knew he was alone.
 
   He could hope for help from Jonas, but he couldn't be sure of it.  There was no way to know if he was on his way, or if he even knew where to look.  Twist could be alone for a very long time if he waited for rescue.  After solid weeks with people all around him—pulling at his attention, pushing against his norms, stretching his boundaries, and at times acting so strangely he couldn't understand them at all—he was suddenly, violently, alone.  Nothing in his life had ever prepared him to combat the feelings that assaulted him now.
 
   Myra wasn't here to confuse and delight him.  Idris wasn't here to be aloof and bizarre.  Tasha and Niko were gone, along with all of their magic.  Not even Jonas's family was here to cause unneeded friction and complication.  Twist had never missed anyone in his life.  He'd read of it in poems and novels, heard of it in the bittersweet melancholy of music, but he'd never felt it and never quite understood it before now.  When his mind moved on to Jonas, a sourceless pain burned deep into his chest and stole his breath away.  In that moment, he would have given anything for a single calm, white, numb, and soothing touch.
 
   His hands reached for his pocket watch before he realized that he'd even moved.  He pulled it out and held it tightly in his hands, grateful for even a clockwork friend.  The tiny watch ticked away, unfazed, with no sympathy for Twist's brand-new pain.  He opened the cover of it and looked down onto its face, hoping to find at least one tiny glimmer of a friendly memory that he might have locked away inside.  As he looked at it, the hands moved onto the hour, and at the same moment the space around him filled with a deep, rolling tone.
 
   Startled, Twist looked up to the clock faces in the walls around him and found the same hour on each of them.  As the clock around him toned off eight o'clock, his pocket watch ticked silently to the same exact time.  Twist was puzzled at this coincidence until he remembered that Paris and London were in the same time zone.  Jonas had set his watch.  The empty, aching pit inside of him turned somehow sweeter, and less bitter.
 
   As his senses relaxed, letting his Sight have more control, he began to hear music.  Looking back to his watch, Twist's vision fogged over to show him the last moment he had saved inside the clockwork.  A wide, violet sky stretched out above him, and the warm winds of the Arabian Sea pushed away the London chill.  The faint sound of the Greek sailors' song wandered through his memory, as firelight spilled out on the wide, open deck under those huge white sails.  Twist saw Jonas and Myra once again, dancing in the starlight, happily distracted by each other.
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   Four hours passed quietly inside of Big Ben before Aden reappeared.  Twist stood at one corner of the wooden platform, gazing silently at the clockwork over his head until the other man stepped across the gangway and stopped on the platform.  Twist turned to see Aden holding a covered silver tray.
 
   “I thought you might like some lunch,” he said pleasantly, placing the tray down on the table. “I hope you like roast beef.”
 
   Twist stared back at him silently.
 
   “Well, it's there if you want it,” Aden said. “So, have you had time to think about my question?” he asked hopefully.
 
   Twist looked back to the clockwork over his head.
 
   “Twist, please,” Aden said, stepping closer but still staying out of reach. “It doesn't have to be like this.  I really don't want it to be.  Let me give you what you want.”
 
   “You don't have any idea what I want.”
 
   Aden paused.  “Can you at least tell me why you can't answer my question more easily?  Maybe I can help.  Please, let me help.”
 
   Twist didn't respond in any perceivable way.  The back of his neck began to tingle ever so slightly.  He frowned, focusing on the feeling as it grew steadily stronger.
 
   “Well, if you insist on making me wait,” Aden began on a heavy breath.
 
   Twist looked to his left just in time to see a small, dim shadow fall over the clock face, before the glass between seven and six o'clock burst inward in a shower of white shards.  Aden turned in shock to see a figure fly directly onto the platform at great speed, land in a tumble, and then rise to its feet with wide, canvas and wood-framed wings strapped to its back.  Jonas grinned at Twist with a roguish gleam in his bright sky-blue eyes.
 
   “Miss me?” he asked in a bold, slightly breathless voice. “I should have known I'd find you inside a clock.  Come on,” he said, offering a hand to Twist. “You're not going to like this.”
 
   Twist was so overcome with joy and surprise that he couldn't manage a single word of response.  He took Jonas's hand quickly—the white fog filling his Sight with bliss in an instant—as Aden drew a hidden pistol from inside his suit coat.  Jonas saw the weapon and turned, wrapping an arm around Twist's waist as he leaped up off the platform into the shadows beneath.  A small explosive rocket burst from the bottom of the wings, throwing them both high into the air.
 
   Jonas guided them through the same hole in the clock face and out into the gray London sky as bullets whizzed past them.  Twist felt gravity grip at him awkwardly, and saw the incredible drop below as London lay wide over the distant ground, but he found Jonas's joy and excitement where he expected to find his own fear.  Jonas clung to him tightly as they began to fall, gliding downward on the shuddering canvas wings.  Twist only had an instant to see men run out of the base of Big Ben, all looking up at them.
 
   Jonas turned against the wind, sending them into an arc while the chilly air snatched at them from all sides.  They dropped slowly, flying over the golden Parliament building and down towards the Thames.  In the reckless chaos of their flight, Twist hardly noticed as large gray birds flew off of the gothic structure below him.  Then he realized that they weren't birds at all.  A flock of stone gargoyles—the bodies of lions with waves of stone fur, and the heads of dragons or eagles with broad wings and huge claws—were flying up to meet them.
 
   “What the hell!?” he bellowed, clinging to Jonas tightly.
 
   “What?” Jonas asked, glancing behind them. “What the hell!?”
 
   They turned violently to the side, streaking for the water.  The gargoyles followed them easily, gaining as they continued their chase.  They came upon Jonas and Twist much more quickly than Twist would have thought possible.  In an instant, cold stone claws grabbed onto Twist's jacket while others reached for Jonas from behind.  Twist struggled to hold onto Jonas, but he was ripped away as two gargoyles got hold of Twist's arms, their claws cutting into his skin beneath his clothes, and another three snatched at Jonas's legs.
 
   The gargoyles holding Jonas screamed in strange, stony voices and tore at his canvas wings with their sharp beaks and claws.  As Twist watched helplessly, they suddenly let Jonas go.  He fell, tumbling through the air.  Twist saw his body hit the ground, and felt his heart stop.
 
   “Can you at least tell me why—” Aden was asking with a heavy sigh.
 
   Twist jerked and looked around him.  He stood on the wooden platform inside Big Ben.  There were no gargoyles to be seen, and all four glass clock faces were unbroken.
 
   “—you can't answer my question more easily?” Aden went on, not apparently noticing Twist's confusion. “Maybe I can help.  Please, let me help.”
 
   The back of Twist's neck began to tingle ever so slightly.  His heart thundered in his chest as he turned to see a dim shadow fall over the clock face.
 
   “Are you feeling—“ Aden began, peering at Twist with concern, before the glass between seven and six o'clock burst inward in a shower of white shards.  Aden turned in shock once again, to see Jonas fly directly onto the platform on his canvas wings, tumble, and then rise to his feet.  Jonas grinned at Twist with the same roguish gleam in his eyes.
 
   “Miss me?” he asked again. “I should have known I'd find—”
 
   “No!” Twist screamed, diving for the buckles on the leather harness that stretched across Jonas's chest.
 
   “Wha—?  Twist stop!” Jonas yelled, trying to fight him off.
 
   “You can't fly me out of here!” Twist yelled, ripping at the straps to get Jonas free of the wings. “You'll be killed!”
 
   Jonas caught Twist's eyes with an expression of total bewilderment.  There was the slightest pause, and then Jonas reeled away from Twist with a hiss of pain, both hands over his eyes.  Twist stopped, staring at him as the wings finally fell to the floor.
 
   “Holy shit...” Jonas hissed, lowering his hands and breathing hard.  His face showed a cold, stunned horror. “Gargoyles?  Seriously, gargoyles?”
 
   “You saw it?” Twist asked.
 
   Jonas looked up to Twist, albeit hesitantly at first, and nodded. “Since when do you see the future?”
 
   “Wait, you see the future?” Aden asked Twist, still standing near them, now holding his previously hidden pistol aimed at Jonas. “I heard that Jonas did...”
 
   Twist couldn't look to Aden, couldn't even think of him.  His heart had been pounding for so long that he was starting to feel a bit dizzy.  He needed to sit down before he fell, but he couldn't move.  He couldn't stop staring back into Jonas's eyes.  His thoughts were shattered, lying in broken disarray.  All he could do was answer the question Jonas had asked.
 
   “I don't know.  Since Hong Kong, I guess.”  Jonas somehow managed to look even more surprised and confused. “But I've never seen something like...”
 
   The image of Jonas falling to the ground flashed before his eyes.  Words failed him as his breath caught in his throat.  Everything else fell away with them.  Twist realized that he was shaking, but could still do nothing but stare at his friend.  Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew he didn't want to lose sight of him for fear he might cease to exist.  Jonas stepped closer.  He took Twist's hand and pressed it over his own heart.  Twist's Sight filled to the brim with numb, white calm, and he instantly felt the other man's heartbeat—steady, strong, and fully alive—pulse through his senses on the crest of the wave.
 
   “See?  I'm fine,” Jonas said gently, staring into Twist's eyes, watching him carefully. “Calm down before you pass out.”
 
   Deep, blissful, overpowering relief stole everything else away.  The white fog didn't hang at the edges of his mind like it always did, but continued to build, thicker and fuller, until his vision washed over with it, the world went silent, and he lost all sense of gravity.
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   Twist felt warmth hanging around him like a cloud, holding the chilly air at bay.  He was lying down on his back, on the flat floor, with something soft under the back of his head.  He heard the clockwork pulsing around him, but there was another rhythm now.  It was quiet, constant, and familiar.  Twist slowly blinked his eyes open to find a shadow shielding him from the dim, cool light.
 
   Jonas looked down at him with a long-suffering sigh, leaning on one arm as he sat on the wooden floor just beside Twist's head.  His brown jacket was missing now. “I told you to calm down.”
 
   “What happened?” Twist asked, his voice softer than usual.
 
   “You fainted.” Jonas's face took on a taunting gleam. “I mean, I know I'm rather dashing and all.  I can understand.  But really, this damsel-in-distress routine of yours is getting old.”
 
   “Shut up,” Twist grumbled, trying to sit up.  His limbs felt stiff and shaky, but he didn't let it show.  Jonas helped him anyway, leaving a hand on his shoulder once Twist got himself into a sitting position on the floor.  That subtle, quiet rhythm that had hung in the air poured down his spine like warm water, and he recognized it finally as a heartbeat.  Jonas's jacket was bundled up where Twist's head had been lying.
 
   “Feeling better, then?” Aden asked.  He sat in one of the chairs, watching the both of them calmly.  The gun was in his hand, resting on his knee.  Twist looked back to Jonas, then to the jagged hole in the glass wall where two stone gargoyles stood on the shattered glass, staring at them, and then looked back to Aden.
 
   “What did I miss?”
 
   “Well, after you totally botched my escape plan,” Jonas said, taking his hand back, along with the white fog, and shaking out his jacket to put it back on, “we had a little chat while you were indisposed.”
 
   Twist shot him a glare. “I saved your life, you know.”
 
   “Whatever,” Jonas muttered, looking elsewhere.
 
   “Well, I am very happy you saved him,” Aden said, drawing Twist's attention back. “I would never want to send gargoyles after someone with future sight.  They have a bad habit of killing anything they are sent after.”  Twist looked back to the two at the window. “They won't do anything unless I tell them to,” Aden said dismissively.
 
   “I feel safe,” Jonas said darkly, staring at them.
 
   “Now, Twist,” Aden said, leaning forward in his seat. “Can we start again?”
 
   Twist gave a sigh and hung his head. “I'm never going to get out of here.  I'm going to die inside a giant clock.”
 
   “That would be rather poetic,” Jonas said.
 
   “If you don't have something nice to say, don't say anything at all,” Twist muttered.  Jonas looked back to him with a smile.  Twist caught the glimpse of a deep warmth in his eyes, buried behind his defenses.
 
   “Twist, I dearly want your help,” Aden said, sounding tired.  Twist looked back to him.  Aden looked at the gun in his own hand and put it away, back inside his jacket. “What do I have to do?  I tried to scare you.  I tried to tempt you.  Now I'm trying to be understanding.  I let your friend stay with you after all of that.  What do I have to do to get you to even consider helping me?”
 
   Twist stared back at him, intrigued by this new tactic, but said nothing.
 
   “If you're being nice, how about you give our friends back?” Jonas asked.  Twist looked to him quickly.  Jonas's eyes lost their sharp, confident edge. “I didn't get there in time to stop them.”
 
   Twist's world went cold once again. “You told me you couldn't find Myra,” he said to Aden darkly.
 
   Aden gave a sigh, staring at Jonas bitterly. “I didn't want to worry you.  She's unharmed.”
 
   “After everything we went through, they took her anyway?” Twist asked, the words sounding inconceivable even as he spoke them.  Jonas's jaw tightened visibly and his gaze remained on the floor.
 
   “We'll get her back,” Jonas said.
 
   “Well, that's reassuring,” Aden said brightly. “It wasn't a lie,” he added to Twist.
 
   Twist shot him a glare that banished the smile from his face.
 
   “Myra is worth more to me than either of you are,” Aden said, his voice hard now. “So you need to think very carefully, Twist.  I won't harm her, but she isn't your only weak point.  Are you sure you really want me to stoop to threats?”
 
   Twist's exhausted nerves found a whole new reason to shock him still.  He felt the subtle buzz at his neck grow louder as Jonas came to the same thought, though neither of them moved or responded at all.
 
   “Future sight is unbelievably rare,” Aden said with a sigh. “In the last hundred years, there have only been three proven cases of it.  Please, don't push me to risk one of them.” Aden glanced at Jonas.
 
   “Don't tell him anything,” Jonas said to Twist, his voice dark and smooth. “I don't care what he wants to know.”
 
   “Twist?” Aden asked, looking at him coldly now.
 
   A wave of bold confidence washed over Twist without warning.  In the back of his mind, he knew it wasn't his own.  He stared back at Aden and smiled. “Go to hell.”
 
   A flicker of something dark flashed across Aden's eyes before he said a single, strange word softly, under his breath.  Jonas was on his feet first, turning just in time to see the gargoyles leap into the air, streaking straight for him like a gunshot.  He jumped out of the way, slipping out of the stone claws by a hair’s breath, as Twist scrambled to his feet.  Jonas landed just beside the small table on the platform and grabbed it, throwing it, tea set and all, at the closest gargoyle.  Aden leaped to his feet and yelled a single word at the gargoyle.  The stone creature screamed in its grinding voice and stumbled back a step, while the second flew at Jonas from behind.
 
   Jonas tried to duck out of the way, but the creature clipped him with a stone wing, throwing him off to the side.  He slid and tumbled to the edge of the platform, where Twist rushed to join him.  Aden's voice rose, still calling the same word, though it was starting to sound frightened now.  Jonas got to his hands and knees, but an instant before Twist's outstretched hand could reach him, one of the gargoyles barreled at him and threw him far out over the edge.  Twist heard Jonas scream as he fell, both gargoyles racing over the edge to follow him down.  Aden stopped yelling and only stared in horror after Jonas.
 
   “Don't tell him anything,” Jonas said to Twist, sitting beside him calmly on the platform, while the gargoyles prowled at the window. “I don't care what he wants to know.”  Twist stared at him in total shock: breathing, alive, totally unharmed, and brazenly cocky.
 
   “Twist?” Aden asked, looking at him coldly again, drawing his eyes off of Jonas.
 
   Twist felt the same wave of bold confidence wash over him again, and shuddered as he fought against it, his heart thundering in terror.  Jonas looked to him quickly as Twist's fear burned white-hot.
 
   “No, no, no, no, no,” Twist breathed, his arm wrapping around Jonas's neck to hold him close while his shaking hands clutched tightly to Jonas's clothes. “Stop.  Please.  Stop killing him.” he gasped on jagged breaths.  Jonas froze, stunned and helpless in Twist's awkward grasp.
 
   “Wow, I didn't even have to do anything,” Aden said, looking at them both curiously.
 
   “You did,” Twist spat at him sharply. “You sent your monsters after him, and then lost control.  They killed him so fast you couldn't stop them.  They didn't listen to you when you told them to stop!”  Aden's face paled slightly and he glanced at the gargoyles, which watched them all hungrily.
 
   “Twist,” Jonas said, pulling at his grip gently. “This is awkward as hell.”
 
   Twist pushed him back into a sitting position, holding tightly to his arms as he stared at Jonas fearfully.  Jonas looked back at him, not looking too deeply back into his eyes.  Twist's fear burned so brightly, searing off every other sense, that the white fog that always came from touching Jonas was as dim as the London sunlight, and offered no relief.  Twist stared at the man before him in complete, helpless panic.  He knew he couldn't bear to watch him die again.  One more vision would destroy him.
 
   “I promised,” Twist said softly. “I gave them my word I wouldn't tell anyone about them.  Not even Myra.”  Aden's attention snapped to Twist instantly, while Jonas now appeared highly confused.  Twist took a heavy breath and looked to Aden, his hands unable to pull themselves away from his friend. “They don't want to be found.”
 
   Aden listened intently to each and every word. “How many were there?”
 
   “I don't know,” Twist answered.
 
   “More than two?”
 
   Twist nodded.
 
   “More than a hundred?”
 
   Twist stared back at him silently.
 
   “Where?” Aden asked, a strange hunger in his voice.
 
   “I can't tell you,” Twist said weakly.
 
   Aden blinked, as if startled by this answer. “That wasn't a lie.”
 
   “It wasn't?” Twist asked.
 
   “No,” Aden said, staring at him in disbelief. “You really can't tell me.  You know the answer, but you can't tell me what it is.”  He glanced at Jonas. “Not even now.”  He looked back at Twist. “What are you, the most honorable man in the world?”
 
   Jonas gave a breath of a laugh. “Well, he did learn everything he knows about human society from novels.”
 
   “That's not a lie either!” Aden said. “Who the hell are you?”
 
   “I'm nobody,” Twist said desperately. “I just fix clocks.”
 
   Aden sucked in a sharp breath, snapping his eyes close against a sudden pain. “Wow,” he gasped, putting a hand to his brow. “That was a big lie.”
 
   “No it wasn't!” Twist said quickly. 
 
   Aden grunted painfully and gritted his teeth for an instant.
 
   “Do it again!” Jonas said happily.  Twist looked to him, alarmed now. “Wait, no,” Jonas said, grinning. “I'm terrified of heights.”
 
   “Stop it,” Aden barked, wincing as he glared at Jonas.
 
   “Not a chance.  You stole my friends and tried to kill me.  This is payback.  I'm a monkey's uncle.  The world is flat.  Everyone loves the French!”
 
   “Knock it off,” Twist snapped at him. “I've watched you die twice today.  Stop annoying the man who killed you!”
 
   “He deserves it,” Jonas replied.  Aden let out a sigh as the lies seemed to stop.
 
   Twist just shook his head, staring at Jonas at a total loss.
 
   “That's enough,” Aden said, taking a deep breath.  They both looked up at him. “Look, I'll let you go.  I'll put the gargoyles back to sleep on Parliament.  And I'm taking a break from the both of you.  Just tell me that you won't leave London for a day.”
 
   Jonas opened his mouth, but Twist spoke first. “I can't tell you what you want to know.  What do you still want with me?”
 
   “You have the information that I want, that I and my predecessors have been searching for, for decades.  I've never found anyone who's actually seen them, and I'm not going to give you up that easily.  These clockwork creatures...” he shook his head. “They are the answer to everything.”
 
   “Clockwork creatures?” Jonas asked. “I think I lied at him a little too hard,” he muttered to Twist.
 
   “I'm offering to give you back your freedom,” Aden said sharply. “All I want is to find you again tomorrow without having to chase you over any more continents.  You've told me some things I didn't expect and I need to check my sources.  Once I have, I want to make you an offer.  And I promise you, it will be well worth your time.”
 
   “You'll let us walk out of here?” Twist asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you'll stop trying to kill my friend?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Will you give Myra back to me?”
 
   “We can talk about the terms of the deal tomorrow,” Aden said tightly.
 
   “And all you want in exchange is for us to stay in London and listen to you tomorrow?” Twist asked, careful not to let the word 'listen' catch too much attention.
 
   Aden looked at him with a fatigued dullness to his gaze. “Yes.”
 
   “Fine,” Twist said. “You'll find me in London tomorrow.”
 
   Jonas didn't look totally convinced.  Aden listened to Twist's words carefully, then nodded, letting out a heavy sigh, seeming to take Twist’s words for truth.
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   Twist stood at the edge of the Thames, leaning against the iron railing on the other side of the small park beside Parliament, and watched the airship traffic drift in and out of the gray clouds over the city.  Jonas stood beside him silently; his eyes were on the now-lifeless gargoyles that sat on the edges of the building once again.
 
   “What the bloody hell happened in Paris?” Twist asked finally.  He instantly felt a flicker of something dark in the buzz at his neck.  He glanced back to find Jonas staring dismally at the ground.
 
   “They put Idris in a bottle,” he began, his words heavy. “Now he's bound and has to grant any wished asked by his owner, whether he wants to or not.  They even took Jeffrey.”
 
   “And Myra?”
 
   Jonas looked up to him and his eyes were an empty, colorless gray. “They were all there,” he said, his voice taking on a hint of anger now. “My whole family,” he added as if the word tasted bitter on his tongue. “They let it happen.  They let those magpies walk out with all four of you and didn't lift a finger to stop them.  If I'd been there—“  He stopped, looking away.
 
   Watching Jonas carefully, Twist finally managed to make sense of the nagging feeling that dug at his neck. “Why are you blaming yourself?”
 
   “Why shouldn't I?” Jonas scoffed.
 
   “Because it’s not your fault,” Twist said.  Jonas looked back at him hesitantly. “They took us completely by surprise.  But look how you reacted.  You came here to rescue me,” Twist added with a gesture to Big Ben. “And you got here fast, so I know you didn't lose a second.  You risked your life.  Hell, you were killed in the attempt.  Twice.”
 
   “That wasn't real,” Jonas said, shaking his head.
 
   “It was.  I saw it happen.  I felt your heart stop.”
 
   Jonas looked back at him quietly. “That is a feeling I can relate to.”
 
   Twist gave a sigh and shook his head to clear it. “So, what do we do now?” he asked, looking back. “I won't give up on her.”
 
   “I know,” Jonas said, nodding. “But they are hiding her somehow.  Ara can't find her.  She can't find any of them.  You were the only one she could see.”
 
   “You actually asked Arabel for help?”
 
   Jonas smiled. “I was pretty desperate.  But she wouldn't even tell me anything until I promised to go back to the Vimana after I got you back.”
 
   “Oh,” Twist said, feeling incredibly flattered.
 
   “I'm not going to,” Jonas added.
 
   “But you promised,” Twist said with a frown.
 
   “My word isn't worth anything,” Jonas said, as if it should be common knowledge. “Never has been.  A pirate's sense of honor isn't anything like yours.”
 
   “My mistake,” Twist muttered, unable to get this new information to fit in his head. “Then, what can we do?  How can we find Myra when even Arabel can't?”
 
   “I don't have a clue,” Jonas said with a sigh. “They've got to know it, too.  Aden never would have let us go like that if he thought we had a chance to try another rescue.”
 
   “Why did he let us go?” Twist asked. “It seems like a strange thing to do.”
 
   “He's probably trying to get us to relax,” Jonas said. “Besides, we would have tried to get out on our own if he hadn't let us go.  Now we're stuck in London until tomorrow.  Thanks for that,” he added sourly.
 
   “I couldn't watch you die again.”
 
   Jonas fell quiet and looked away.  With no plan and no obvious course of action before them, they returned to the Vimana on the slightest possible chance that Myra's whereabouts might have become visible to Arabel again.  The large, wind-stripped gray airship hung from the London docks once again, listing gently in the damp air that wandered over the city rooftops.  Climbing the skeletal black iron structure for the second time in his life, Twist couldn't have felt farther from home.
 
   As he looked around at the city that he had once missed so dearly, it hardly seemed real at all.  None of the familiar comforts that he had always found in the soft rain, the dim light, and the chill of winter were there for him now.  The city looked only dark, cold, and empty.  He followed Jonas aboard the Vimana, stepping once again onto the open main deck.  Arabel stood talking to Zayle near the bow and turned to them with a smile.
 
   “I'm so glad you're safe!” she said to Jonas as she and Zayle walked closer. “But you were at the clock for longer than I expected.  How did it go?”
 
   “Badly,” Jonas answered. “We still don't have a lead on Myra.”
 
   “Well, at least you got Twist,” Zayle said brightly. “And you're both not dead.”
 
   “Yeah...” Jonas toned distractedly. “Ara, have you found anything yet?”
 
   She shook her head. “Nothing.  It's as if she no longer exists.”  She looked to Twist with an uncomfortable tension in her face. “I'm sorry I can't help you.”
 
   “Thank you,” Twist offered, silently puzzled by her.
 
   “Damn it,” Jonas hissed, turning to Twist. “I'm out of ideas,” he said, a touch of true sadness in his voice. “I'm sorry.”  Twist felt a wave of regret follow his words, pulsing slowly at the buzz in his neck.
 
   “Wow,” Arabel said, drawing their attention. “I've never heard you apologize to anyone before.  For anything.”  Twist looked at her in confusion, wondering why she seemed so angry.
 
   “His world has a hole in it, and I should be able to help,” Jonas explained with a nod to Twist. “I shouldn't have let any of this happen.”  Before Twist could speak up to correct him, Aazzi's rich voice cut through the air like a knife.
 
   “No, Jonas,” she said, standing beside them now, though none of them had seen or heard her approach.  Twist was shocked to see a white bandage wrapped around her left arm, from her wrist up to her elbow, and a patch of white gauze fixed to the side of her stoic, ebony face.  “You couldn't have stopped them.  They came prepared.  You might have been killed.”
 
   “Why is my mortality suddenly such a hot topic of conversation?” Jonas snapped.
 
   “Aazzi, what happened to you?” Twist asked her gently. “I thought vampires were … well, practically indestructible.”
 
   “There isn't much that can hurt us,” she said, her posture tall and strong. “As I said, they came prepared.”
 
   “She put herself between them and Myra,” Arabel said, her voice sharp. “Thank goodness she isn't easily hurt.”  Twist stared at Aazzi in shock.  Her cool silver eyes stared back at him unblinking.
 
   “Thank you for even trying,” Twist said softly to her.  Somehow, her face warmed without quite smiling.  She gave him a shallow bow of her head.
 
   “Well,” Jonas said after a pause. “We still don't have a plan.  We can only hope that Aden will offer Myra as part of that deal he spoke of.  Of course, if he does, he's sure to use her against us and ask for something we don't want to give up.”
 
   “I'm afraid you might be right,” Twist said darkly.
 
   “There is something else we could try,” Aazzi said.  They all looked to her. “We could try to ask Myra where she is.”
 
   “And how would we do something like that?” Jonas asked back.
 
   “She's essentially a ghost, isn't she?” Aazzi asked. “We could hold a séance.”
 
   “I'm sorry?” Twist asked.
 
   “We can try to call her spirit to us.  She left her body at will in Paris, and she was able to speak to you, Twist.  If she can come to us, then she can tell us where her clockwork body is.”
 
   “That's brilliant,” Jonas declared in quiet wonder.
 
   “Would it hurt her?” Twist asked, trying to remember what he had read about ghosts in novels.  All he could really remember was a lot of wailing and heavy chains.
 
   “I don't think so,” Aazzi said. “I've done it before.  I have almost everything I need already.”
 
   “What's missing?” Jonas asked.
 
   “I need something of hers,” Aazzi answered. “Something that she has owned, or that has a strong emotional attachment for her.  Something that her spirit can be drawn to.”
 
   “I don't have anything like that,” Twist said, feeling his hopes die in their infancy.
 
   “Could you use Twist?” Jonas asked Aazzi.
 
   “Me?”
 
   “She's awfully attached to you.” Jonas shrugged.
 
   “I've never used a person before,” Aazzi said, frowning in thought. “But maybe.”
 
   “Great, let's get to it,” Jonas said. “We've only got today.”
 
   Aazzi nodded and turned away.  Twist mastered his courage and dared to hope once again.
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   Aazzi and Philippe's cabin was much better furnished than any of the other personal cabins on the ship.  It was a large, rectangular room on the second deck of the Vimana, filled comfortably with the most fashionable, modern furniture: a large wardrobe of dark wood, a wide bed with red velvet curtains, and a dressing table with a marble top and ornately gilded legs.
 
   Philippe and Aazzi hurriedly cleared off a circular table that stood to one side of the room, surrounded by chairs.  The table's mahogany surface was inlaid with rosewood, in a complex design of a five-pointed star inside a ring, with strange symbols all around it.  A white candle was placed on each point of the star, and a silver bowl and dagger put in the center.
 
   Twist, Jonas, Aazzi, Arabel, and Zayle sat in the five chairs around the table, while Philippe and Howell stood to one side, watching.  Aazzi lit the candles one by one as she uttered soft sounds under her breath.  Then she picked up the silver dagger and looked to Twist.
 
   “If I'm going to use you to call Myra, I'll need a part of you,” she said smoothly.  Twist felt his heart begin to pound.
 
   “Which part?” Jonas asked, staring at the dagger.
 
   “Blood should work nicely,” Aazzi said. “I should only need a few drops.”
 
   “Can someone please tell the vampire to put the knife down and stop looking at my friend's blood like that?” Jonas asked the room.
 
   “Now isn't the time to be racist,” Philippe said darkly.
 
   “Don't be afraid, Twist,” Aazzi said, not even glancing at Jonas. “Give me your hand.”
 
   “I can't,” Twist said instantly.
 
   Aazzi gave a quiet sigh.
 
   “No, really, I can't.  I can't touch you.”
 
   Jonas's face took on a resigned expression. “This is the only way to help Myra, right?” he asked, not looking at Aazzi.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I need a few drops of his blood in the bowl.”
 
   “Give me the knife,” Jonas said, holding out his hand.
 
   Aazzi shrugged and gave it to him.  Twist looked to Jonas and tried very hard to calm his sudden fright.  Jonas gave him a tight smile and held out a hand to him.  Twist found it difficult to swallow as his mouth and throat went suddenly dry, but he gingerly placed his hand in Jonas's waiting fingers.  The wave of white calm blurred away his nervous tension as Jonas held the hand over the silver bowl in the center of the table.  Aazzi began to mutter to herself softly again, watching carefully.
 
   “Happy thoughts, Twist,” Jonas said, gently laying the blade of the knife against the tip of his finger.  The knife moved suddenly, opening his skin ever so slightly.
 
   Twist hissed more in surprise than at the tiny pain but held still, focusing on the cool fog in his mind as his finger began to burn.  Five drops of deepest red fell into the silver bowl—onto a tiny pile of ground powders inside—before Aazzi nodded her head and stopped speaking her strange words.  As the last drop fell, a faint crackling sound emanated from the bowl along with a tiny spark of purple light.  Jonas released Twist instantly and gave the knife back to Aazzi.  Twist shivered as the white fog evaporated from his thoughts, leaving him to stare at his still-bleeding finger.  Philippe handed him a small cotton cloth and Twist wrapped it tightly around his wound, tying it off.
 
   “Now, we must all hold hands,” Aazzi said, taking Arabel's hand on her right, and Zayle's on her left.  Zayle looked at Twist, sitting beside him.
 
   “You didn't really think this through beforehand, did you?” Jonas asked Aazzi.
 
   “Here, will this work?” Twist asked, unhooking his pocket watch's chain from his waistcoat and holding it up.
 
   “Actually, it might,” Aazzi said thoughtfully. “That watch is precious to you, isn't it?”  Twist nodded somewhat awkwardly.  “Give Zayle the chain to hold,” she said.
 
   Twist did as he was told—holding the watch himself so that the gap between he and Zayle was minimal—and then took Jonas's hand.  Jonas and Arabel took each-other's hands and closed the circle.  Aazzi then shut her silver eyes and began to chant in a dark, curling, mysterious language Twist couldn't follow in the least.  As her voice filled the silence over the table, the candles began to burn brighter.  In a moment, the flames had risen to four times their normal height.  Aazzi's voice rose in volume and her words spilled more quickly from her lips.  The silver bowl on the table began to spin on its own.
 
   “Think of Myra,” Aazzi said, her voice breathless now. “Think only of her.”
 
   She resumed her chant as the silver bowl spun faster and faster until it began to rise off of the table.  Twist couldn't believe anything that he was seeing—even if it was all happening right in front of him—but he forced his thoughts to focus on Myra, nonetheless.  He thought of her shining copper face, of her bell-like laugh, of her smile.  He thought of her playing with her tiny elephant and of her gently petting his hair as he lay with his head in her lap.  He thought of her surrounded by tropical sunlight, and of the first time her spirit had reached out to touch him in his dreams.
 
   Aazzi's voice came to a stop so suddenly that the room rang with the silence.  The bowl fell to the table at the same moment and the candles burst into a tower of sparks before blowing out in a gust of wind that seemed to come from the center of the circle.  Aazzi's head lay bowed forward and her form was deathly still.  For a moment, Twist began to think it hadn't worked.
 
   A soft, chilly hand fell on to his shoulder from behind.  Twist turned with a shiver to see Myra's spirit standing behind him, wearing a frightened expression.  A wide smile spread quickly over his face while Jonas jerked in surprise, staring at her too.  Aazzi's head rose slowly and she blinked her eyes open to smile at Myra.
 
   “It's done,” Aazzi said, releasing her grip on Zayle and Arabel.
 
   “Did it work?” Zayle asked, looking around the room.  Twist let go of Jonas, took his watch chain back from Zayle, and stood quickly.
 
   “Are you all right, my dear?” he asked Myra, taking her cold little hand in his.
 
   She smiled at him now. “I think so.  What happened?  Where am I?”
 
   “Aazzi called your spirit to us so that we could talk to you,” Twist answered.  People were talking behind him, but he hardly noticed as he stared at Myra's beautiful dark eyes.
 
   “That was very clever,” Myra said, her smile growing warmer. “Oh, I'm so glad to see you, darling!” she gasped, wrapping both arms around his neck and pulling him closer.
 
   Pure, unhindered bliss broke over Twist like sunlight after a storm.  He held her tightly and breathed in the soft, subtle scent of clean mountain air and flowers that rose off of her pale skin.  Her slight body felt so real, so solid in his arms, that for a moment he forgot it was only her spirit.  She pulled back to smile at him brightly, and lifted one cool hand to brush a few stray curls from the side of his face.
 
   “Twist?” Jonas asked gently.  He gave an apologetic look when Twist looked to him. “We need to ask her a few things...”
 
   “Right!” Twist said, his mind snapping suddenly back on track.  He pulled away from her a little more, but couldn't get himself to release completely, holding both of her hands gently in his. “Myra, where did they take you?”
 
   “Oh,” Myra toned, her face washing over with alarm. “It's not a very nice place at all.  They told me that I would be there until I told them about other clockwork people.  But that's ridiculous!  There's no one else like me in the world, is there?”  Guilt stung at Twist so sharply that he winced against it.
 
   “But where, my dear?  Where exactly is your puppet?”
 
   “In the clouds,” she said.
 
   “The clouds?”
 
   “It's like an airship, only … bigger,” she said, frowning. “A lot bigger.  And it’s all made of metal.  And it smells funny.  And there's lightning flashing all over it all the time.”
 
   Twist looked to Jonas for possible clarification.
 
   “You know that you're the only one who can hear her, right?” Jonas asked.
 
   Twist quickly related what she had said, in as many of her own words as he could.
 
   “That's a fortress,” Howell said. “I've only seen one, once.  The mags use lightning and electromagnets to keep the thing aloft, so they're usually in the middle of thunderstorms.  As if that's not bad enough, they're almost always covered in weapons just to pick off anything that could survive the storm itself.  There's no way in unless they let you in.  And it could be anywhere in the world where there's a storm.”
 
   “No, it's near this place,” Myra said.
 
   “Are you sure?” Twist asked.
 
   “Yes, it's that way,” she said, pointing vaguely to one side. “I saw everything on my way here.”
 
   “What, it's that way?” Jonas asked, pointing in the same direction Myra had.
 
   “She said it's close,” Twist answered with a nod.
 
   “So, it's over London?” Jonas toned, a smile appearing on his face. “Wait, is it always here?  That could explain the weather.”  He shook his head as if to clear it. “But that's a good thing.  If it's here then we can find it, break in, and bust her out.”
 
   “Are you deaf?” Arabel asked, rising from her chair to walk up to Jonas as he stood with Twist and Myra. “Did you not hear what uncle Howell just said?”
 
   “So it's not easy to get into,” Jonas said back. “I didn't expect this to be easy.  We'll figure something out.”  Twist couldn't help but smile to hear him say it so confidently.
 
   “Saying that storming a mag fortress isn't easy, is like saying that swallowing a bucket of acid isn't the healthiest thing to do,” Howell said, stepping closer now too. “There's no way, Jonas.”
 
   “Pessimist,” Jonas said disdainfully.
 
   “You're not going to do this,” Arabel declared.
 
   Jonas gave her a mirthless breath of a laugh. “We haven't even come up with a plan yet.”
 
   “You're going to get yourself killed!” she shrieked. “And for what?  For him?”  She threw a savage gesture in Twist's direction.
 
   “Calm down, will you?” Jonas sighed, his voice significantly lower than hers.
 
   “Calm down?” she growled, glaring daggers at him though he kept his eyes away from her.
 
   “You're making a fool of yourself,” Jonas said smoothly.
 
   “Arabe—” Twist began gently.
 
   “Shut the hell up,” she snapped before he could utter another sound. “He's not your blood.  And he doesn't have to die to make you happy!  If you want to kill yourself for a wind-up toy, then be my guest.  But you are not taking my brother away again, you weird little freak!”
 
   Twist stared at her in total shock, while Myra's spirit suddenly threw his hands away and stepped forward.  The air in the room seemed to chill instantly and Twist saw his breath turn white.  Arabel's rage paused as her eyes focused on Myra's spirit.
 
   “What the...?” she began softly, taking a step back from Myra.
 
   “Don't you dare,” Myra said, her voice dark and dangerous.  The silver bowl on the table began to tremble with a sourceless vibration. “Don't you ever say anything like that to my Twist.”  Across the room, the mirror over the dressing table gave a high, moaning sound and then snapped in two.  Arabel jumped at the sound and stared at Myra in alarm. “And leave poor Jonas alone, you demanding, selfish, whiny little child!”
 
   On her last words, the silver bowl and dagger both flew sharply at the wall with a startlingly loud crack.  The dagger stuck deep into the wood.  Arabel continued to back away, but Myra continued to advance.
 
   “Myra, I—“ Arabel began, clearly able to hear her now.
 
   “The way you treat him, there's no wonder he runs away from you,” Myra cut her off.  Arabel ran out of room to back away as she came up against the edge of the table.  Myra leaned in the last few inches until her pale nose was a breath away from Arabel's. “You don't deserve either one of my 'freaks'.”  The last word came out so viciously that Arabel winced against it like a slap.
 
   “Apologize,” Aazzi said softly from the other side of the table, staring at Myra. “Now.”
 
   Twist and Jonas, their mouths hanging slightly open in shock, could only watch Myra’s outburst.  The rest of the people in the room were already standing behind them, ready to bolt out of the door.  Only Aazzi still appeared calm.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Arabel said softly, her breath coming so quickly it seemed hard to speak.
 
   Myra's child-like face stared back at her with cold suspicion.
 
   “Jonas, I'm sorry,” Arabel said, looking to him. “And Twist, I didn't mean it.  I'm just as much of a freak myself,” she added hopefully.  Myra stood back and stared at Arabel.
 
   “No hard feelings,” Jonas said to Arabel with a smile. “You're just trying to protect us, right?”  Twist nodded quickly with a hopeful smile of his own.
 
   “Exactly!” Arabel said instantly.
 
   “Humph,” Myra toned before turning her back on Arabel and looking back to Twist.  The moment she did, everyone but Jonas, Aazzi, and Twist looked quickly around the room.
 
   “Where did she go?” Arabel asked in a whisper.
 
   “Nowhere,” Aazzi responded. “She's just calmed down.”
 
   Myra glanced at the dagger still sticking in the wall and her expression shifted. “Did I do that?” she asked Twist with a point to the dagger. “I'm sorry...”
 
   The smile ran out of room on Twist's face as he stepped up to her and took her hands again. “It's all right,” he said gently.  He couldn't remember anyone else in his life standing up on his behalf before.  His heart felt too big to still fit in his chest.
 
   “For the record, Myra,” Jonas said, “I don't think you're annoying at all anymore.”
 
   “Anymore?” she asked, a frown appearing on her face.
 
   “You're actually quite awesome,” he added, smiling at her almost proudly.
 
   She rolled her eyes and looked back to Twist.  Behind her, Arabel just watched silently as Twist and Jonas showered the seemingly empty patch of air with gentle words and warm smiles.
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   Once things on the Vimana had calmed down, and Twist had thanked Aazzi for her help until he ran out of words, Jonas and Twist managed to get away from the others to talk privately with Myra's spirit.  Jonas closed the door on the cabin that used to be his, and sat cross-legged on a large blue cushion that was embroidered with white.  A low table sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by similar cushions of varying colors, while a thin mattress lay folded in three, in a corner.  Paper candle lanterns—like those Twist had seen in Hong Kong—hung from the ceiling, and there was a yellowing bamboo tree in a black pot in one corner.  Twist shifted on his own red cushion.
 
   “Interesting decor,” he toned.
 
   “Being on the floor is grounding,” Jonas said with a shrug. “So, Myra,” he said, looking to her spirit, which sat on a golden cushion across the table from him. “How much can you tell us about where they took you?”
 
   “I already told you what I can,” she said with a sigh. “They put me in an empty room with a little window that looks out into the storm, and metal bars instead of one wall.”
 
   “She's in a cell,” Twist said to Jonas, his voice rich with disgust.
 
   “Nice people,” Jonas muttered. “When they brought you in, did you see if they were guarding the landing platform?  Did you see any people with weapons?  Actually, how many people did you see?”
 
   As he questioned her, Myra frowned slightly and bit at her lip.  She seemed to think for a moment before she looked to Twist and reached out to take his hand on the table top.  Jonas fell silent, watching her.
 
   “Don't misunderstand me,” she said carefully. “I want my puppet.  I don't like being a ghost again.  But I don't want...”  Her words drifted away as her expression grew concerned. “I'm frightened for you,” she said softly. “They can't hurt me.  Not really.  They can't even keep me there, now that I'm here with you.”  She looked to Jonas too, as she spoke.
 
   “Is she asking you not to go because she's worried?” Jonas asked Twist.  Myra nodded in response before Twist had to explain.
 
   “Then are we just going to give up?” Jonas asked them both. “Myra, you won't be able to talk to anyone but Twist for the rest of time.  Not unless you get angry.”
 
   Myra looked to Twist with a heavy weight in her eyes. “I would rather be with you than without you.  I just don't want to be alone again.”  She sucked in a sharp breath and he felt her grip tighten on his hand as she looked away.
 
   Twist felt an immediate violent need to help.  He had to do something, quickly.  He had to chase away her fears, to make her feel safe and loved.  He couldn't imagine a single thing to do.  Helplessly, he looked to Jonas.
 
   “What are you looking at me for?” Jonas asked him. “Hug the girl.”
 
   Myra glanced up at Jonas's voice, but Twist was already moving to sit closer to her.  He put an arm around her shoulders, leaving his other hand on the table.  Myra's chilly form melted into him in response, curling up against his chest with her head nestled just under his chin as she let out a barely audible and deeply emotional tone.  Twist froze as nervous shivers broke over his skin.  Jonas cleared his throat.  When Twist looked to him, Jonas pointed to Twist's hand on the table, and then to Myra's head quickly.  Twist reached up to pet at the soft black hair at the edge of her face and felt her form relax just a little deeper.  Jonas looked at Twist in disbelief and then rolled his eyes.
 
   “Don't worry, my sweet,” Twist said very softly to her. “I'm not going to leave you.”
 
   Myra took a deep breath against his collar, blowing a chill whisper through the thin cloth. “I have this horrible feeling,” she said, pulling back just enough to look up at his face. “I just know that you won't make it this time.”  Jonas watched her speak, but then looked away again.
 
   Twist stared at her silently, still gently stroking the edge of her face with a thumb. “I wish we could free Idris,” he said. “He could get you out without the slightest risk.”
 
   “The only thing that can free Idris now is a wish for his freedom,” Jonas said. “You see, whoever is holding the vessel he is bound to, is the person who owns him.  His owner has to wish for his freedom.  It's never going to happen.”
 
   Twist's face took on a thoughtful shade. “All someone has to do is hold the thing he's in, to own him?”
 
   “Yeah.  Cruel, isn't it?”
 
   “You said yourself that they can't harm you,” Twist said to Myra. “But with strong enough emotions you can affect the physical world, even without your puppet.”
 
   Myra's eyes widened and she sat up straighter. “You're right.”
 
   “You can get to Idris,” Jonas said with a point to Myra, his eyes alight with inspiration. “Get him out, and then he can get you out.  Hell, he could get Jeffrey too.  And anything valuable they've got lying around...”
 
   “Maybe,” she said, her eyes drifting over her rapid thoughts. “But, I never really got the hang of touching things,” she said, biting her lip again. “I tried, when I was trapped in my palace.  I never managed to do very much.”
 
   “What?” Jonas asked Twist.
 
   “She's not good at touching things,” Twist said quickly.
 
   “All you have to do is hold the bottle long enough to make the wish,” Jonas said, drawing her rapt attention. “It is a bottle right?  I mean, can you find it?”
 
   “Yes, I know exactly where it is,” Myra said, nodding. “They put it into a sort of cage, really close to where they put Jeffrey and I.  Jeffrey is in the room next to mine.”  Twist quickly related her words to Jonas, who started to smile.
 
   “This could work,” Jonas said. “You don't have much to lose in trying.”  Myra looked to Twist with a smile.
 
   “You can do it,” he said certainly. “No problem.”
 
   “You think so?” she asked brightly.  “Should I try it now?”
 
   “Do you think you can find your way back here, if you need to?” Twist asked.
 
   “If you stay right here, I can find you again,” she said.
 
   He reached up to lay his hands on her slight shoulders. “Then give it a go,” he said as casually as he could.
 
   “Good luck,” Jonas offered, smiling to her.
 
   She smiled back at both of them, and then her form wafted away like smoke.  It lingered for a moment where her spirit had been, and then disappeared into dust motes in the sunlight that fell into the room from the porthole windows.  Twist let out a sigh and looked to Jonas, surprised to find a somewhat worried expression on his face that mirrored his own anxiety.
 
   “That was the right thing to do, right?” Twist asked, trying to make it sound like a casual question.
 
   “Well, they can't kill her,” Jonas said.
 
   Twist leaned his elbows on the table and wished that time would move on a bit faster.  If something horrible were going to happen, he'd rather not wait for it.  He thought through possibilities, over and over, looking for any way that she could be trapped or hurt, but all he discovered were unfounded fears.  He looked up to find Jonas deep in his own thoughts, staring at nothing in particular.
 
   “You know,” Jonas said suddenly, still looking at nothing. “I didn't really think that much of her at first.  I mean sure, clockwork girl.  She's different, and kind of cute in a metallic kind of way.  Lovely singing voice.  I knew she was important to you.  But I just wasn't … invested.”
 
   “But now?”  Twist did his best to imagine how anyone in the world could not fall instantly in love with Myra, but he couldn't seem to do it.
 
   “Now she kind of reminds me of Ara, back before she went psychotic.  Back when we were young, and I used to tease her.  Sure, she got mad at me back then,” he added, smiling now, “but it was in a playful way.  I never made her upset enough, or angry enough, to say the kind of things she said to you today.  It was all in fun, when we were just grubby little pick-pockets.”  Though Twist's mind caught on the idea of Jonas as a child criminal, Jonas gave a soft, nostalgic sigh.
 
   “Is that why you started teasing Myra?” Twist asked.
 
   “Probably,” Jonas said. “I wasn't really thinking about it.  But she is fun to tease,” he added, smiling fondly at the thought.
 
   They sat together in reflective silence for a few moments longer, before there was a deep, resounding, concussive sound from the sky above them.  They shared a worried glance for an instant before they were both on their feet and hurrying up and out onto the open deck.  The others had heard it too, and came to join them quickly, all staring up at the gray clouds.
 
   The clouds parted quickly as if rent back by an unseen hand, and warm, clear sunlight spilled down on the London streets for the first time in countless years.  People everywhere in the city looked up and saw a clean blue sky as the dark clouds rolled back.  Then, something black, square, and enormous began to fall over Piccadilly.  It sank below the receding clouds slowly.  Hundreds of huge round balloons inflated quickly above it, trying to slow its descent.  The effort didn't seem to be working too well.  The people in its shadow ran screaming in all directions.
 
   Twist stared in silent bewilderment.  The hulking mass looked for all the world like a medieval castle made of black metal.  Turrets and towers rose from the high walls, surrounding what could have been a good-sized town inside, all set together on a flat plate.  Blue lightning arced around the walls and parapets savagely, while the balloons continued to appear above.  As the dark castle fell slowly, it seemed a vain attempt to save the city below.
 
   There was suddenly a loud cracking sound from behind Twist, where he and Jonas stood at the edge of the deck.  He turned to see Idris, Jeffrey, and Myra in her clockwork form all standing in the center of the Vimana's open deck.  Each one of them wore an enormous smile, and appeared totally unharmed.
 
   Myra gave a squeak of pure joy and leaped forward into Twist's waiting arms.  He caught her and held her tight, feeling her joy shine over him like tropical sunlight as she tucked her glowing smile into the crook of his neck.
 
   “I did it!” she said, pulling back to smile at him. “I actually did it!”
 
   “I'm so proud of you!” Twist said, beaming at her.
 
   Myra laughed brightly and let go of him, turning to Jonas.  She wrapped her arms around his neck too, and he took her waist, spinning her around in the sunlight.
 
   “Well look at that!” he said, letting her go. “The princess saved herself.”
 
   “I did, didn't I?” she giggled back.
 
   Idris stepped up behind her and put a hand on her shoulder, looking at Twist sternly. “Now, I want you to listen to me very carefully.  You had better take care of this wonderful little girl.  And I mean better than you have been.  No more losing her, no more fear, no more tears.  Either you will make her happy every day of her life, or I will.”  On the last of his words, his face took on a warm smile.
 
   “Oh, you silly...” Myra said to Idris dismissively. “I'm perfectly happy with Twist.”
 
   “You set me free,” Idris said to her. “You didn't even hesitate.  You could have wished yourself free and kept me as your own prisoner.  But you wished for my freedom first.  For that, you have become my favorite person on this dull little planet.  As long as I'm stuck on it, your wish will forever be my command.”  Myra only smiled at him fondly, but Jonas stared at him in shock.
 
   “My God,” he toned softly. “You'll do anything she asks you to?”
 
   “Anything she asks, yes,” Idris said loftily.
 
   “That's as good as having him in a bottle,” Jonas shot to Twist.
 
   “But, if you don't mind,” Idris said to Myra, “those people just tried to turn me into a slave.  I'd very much like to turn them all into slimy amphibians.  So, if you'll excuse me...”
 
   “Oh, of course,” Myra said. “Have fun!”
 
   “I will,” Idris responded with a golden grin. “Jeffrey, would you like to give me a hand, and make a few wishes?  I'll see that you get some bananas out of the deal.”
 
   “I would love to,” Jeffrey said, jumping up onto Idris's shoulder. “I'd like a little revenge of my own.  They treated me like an animal,” he added, straightening his little tweed suit.
 
   Idris looked back to Myra. “Just call my name if you should need anything.  Wherever I am, I will hear you.”
 
   With that, he and Jeffrey vanished into purple smoke that wafted away on the wind.  Myra looked back to Twist and Jonas with a wide, proud, smile and took Twist's hand again.  His Sight responded instantly, Twist reveling in her sparkling joy, while the warmth of Jonas's calm presence pulsed gently at his neck.  For an instant, his whole world was perfect.
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   Arabel was the first of the others to speak.  They had all stood at the side of the deck, watching the still-falling fortress and the conversation with Idris, intermittently.  Arabel took a few steps closer to Jonas, stopping just out of reach.
 
   “What did you do?” she asked hollowly.
 
   “Not much,” he answered, turning to her but keeping his eyes away as he smiled. “Myra did the hardest part.  She went back into the fortress and freed our friendly neighborhood djinn.”  He glanced at the fortress, which now hung only a few feet above the rooftops and had managed to slow its own descent with a huge cloud of white balloons. “You saw the rest.”
 
   “Do you have any idea how long they must have been hiding that thing above this city?” Howell asked. “Now their cover is completely blown.  And I mean that literally,” he added, squinting up at the naked sun. “They are not going to be happy with you.”
 
   “Do I look worried?” Jonas asked. “Come on.  Myra's got a pet djinn.  I was supposed to die twice today, and didn't.  I'm feeling lucky.”
 
   “What do you mean, you were supposed to die?” Arabel asked quickly.
 
   “It doesn't matter.  I'm fine.”  As he spoke, he slipped his goggles on over his eyes.
 
   Arabel paused and crossed her arms, staring at him. “All right.  So, your friends are all safe,” she said stiffly. “Shouldn't we go, now?  I mean, before the magpies figure out that you had any part in this.”
 
   “Twist has an appointment,” Jonas said.  His face unreadable, but Twist felt a tense, chilly vibration in his neck. “And the magpies don't know anything.  If we run right now, they'll figure that we're feeling guilty and chase after us.  If we wait and talk with them, we might actually be able to make a deal we can live with.  I mean, they don't have anything to use against us anymore,” he added with a gesture to Myra.
 
   “You want to talk when you can run away?” Arabel asked tartly. “Who are you, and what have you done with my brother?”
 
   “What?  I love a fight I can win.”
 
   “You don't have to fight this time,” Arabel said. “If they want to talk to Twist, then let them.  What does it have to do with you?”  Myra frowned at her, and Twist felt Jonas's calm happiness dissolve into bitter annoyance.  The atmosphere of the people around him was changing quickly, and Twist was ready to try anything to stop it.
 
   “So, we're in London,” Twist said to Jonas just as he began to speak again.
 
   “Yeah, I got that,” Jonas toned flatly, looking at him through his black lenses.
 
   “Would you like to visit my place?” he asked hopefully, keeping his eyes on Arabel as she frowned at him. “I've got enough room for three.  We could wait for Aden there.”  A spark of brightness flashed at the edge of Twist's mind, and Jonas's face took on the shadow of a smile.
 
   “I would lov—“ Jonas began.
 
   “That's a nice offer, Twist,” Arabel said, cutting him off and stepping closer, ending up slightly between him and Jonas. “But Jon's home now, too.  He needs to spend some time with his family.”
 
   “I'll just get my stuff,” Jonas said around her to Twist, already walking away.
 
   “Jonas!” Arabel spat, turning on him.
 
   Myra reached out to grab her wrist before Arabel could follow him.  She turned back to Myra with an acid glare, but held still.  As angry as she may have seemed, the memory of her earlier encounter with Myra was still reflected in her eyes.  Her voice came out cold when she spoke again.
 
   “Let go of me.”
 
   Myra gave Arabel a sorrowful expression, and shook her head slowly. “You'll only make him mad again.  You two have done nothing but fight since I met you.”
 
   “She's right, Ara,” Howell said, stepping up beside her.
 
   “Et tu, uncle?” she snapped at him angrily.
 
   “Maybe you two could use a little space,” Howell said with a sigh. “He just said he's not going to run away, after all.  He's staying in London.  You might be able to get through to him more easily if you both get some time to cool off.”
 
   Arabel gave a heavy sigh.  Myra gently swung Arabel’s hands in a playful way, drawing her attention back.  She gave Arabel a bright, copper smile.
 
   “You don't really like to be angry, do you?” Myra asked sweetly. “You're only doing all of this because you love him, right?  And don't you catch more flies with honey, and all that?”
 
   “I tried honey,” Arabel said. “He doesn't like it.”
 
   Myra put on a thoughtful face. “He likes tzatziki!” she said happily.
 
   Arabel jerked in surprise, but a disbelieving smile found its way onto her face.  Twist fought to contain his laughter at such a bizarre comment, and could only wonder if Myra had said it out of sage wisdom or pure child-like innocence.  Thankfully, Jonas reappeared then, with their bags in hand.  He gave his family a careless wave and stepped right past them to climb out onto the docks without a pause.
 
   Twist and Myra followed after him, calling back thanks and goodbyes.  The moment they were on the ground again and well out of sight of the Vimana, Jonas stopped and turned to Twist, taking his goggles off to look at him.
 
   “I'm only going to say this once, so enjoy it,” he said quickly to Twist, staring at him seriously. “You're the single most wonderful human being on the planet.  Sweet heavens, thank you for getting me out of that!”
 
   Twist's smile blossomed into a laugh and he nodded. “You're welcome.”
 
   Jonas took a deep breath and put his goggles back on. “All right.  So, which way is your place, then?”
 
   “This way,” Twist said, taking the lead.
 
   As he walked through the gray streets, under the still damp but now blue sky and cool sunlight, Twist could hardly believe what he saw.  Everything he passed was familiar: every street, every sign, every building, and every detail was exactly the way he had left it.  Only now, it felt completely different.
 
   The whole city was clearer, colder, and sharper, and he knew it was not only thanks to the sunlight.  Twist couldn't shake the feeling that everything he had done outside of London had been a strange and vivid dream he was only now waking from.  The paradox played on his thoughts with dissonant tones until he found himself standing before his own door.
 
   His shop looked empty, black, and cold, as if no one had ever lived there.  The sign with his name on it swung silently in the chilly air.  It looked exactly as it always had, but with none of the same meanings.  He fit his key in the lock and opened the door onto subtle sounds and scents that felt exactly like home.
 
   “Come in,” Twist said over his shoulder as he stepped inside.  He turned the key on the gaslight beside the front door, filling the shadowy room with amber light.
 
   The thick-paned windows lined with lead still flanked the heavy wooden door, spilling the new, bright sunlight on the bare wood floor.  The many framed mirrors of different sizes and shapes still hung on the walls, and the pair of red velvet couches that faced each other over the table—made from the gears of a tower clock—were right where he'd left them on the open floor.  The silver mirrors still multiplied the gaslight and sunlight to a strange brightness that Twist had never found unsettling, though most other people did.  But the air was empty and colder than he remembered it to be.
 
   “Nice place,” Jonas said, his voice a little higher than it should have been, as he looked around the room with Myra.
 
   “It's fine,” Twist said, turning the valve on the steam radiator that ran along the wall. “You can say that it's creepy if you like.  I made it that way on purpose.”
 
   “Why?” Myra asked, gazing at herself in one of the mirrors.
 
   “This is where I met clients,” Twist said. “If they were uncomfortable, then they didn't stay long, and took whatever price I asked for.”  Jonas gave him an odd look that made Twist slightly uncomfortable.
 
   “Come on, it's nicer upstairs,” he said, heading for the stairs at the back.
 
   The second floor was his bedroom, with a bulging bookcase that filled one wall, a small brass bed against the other, and a well-worn chair and small table under the windows at the front, which looked out on the street.  His wardrobe stood beside the stairs, and there were twelve different clocks hanging on the walls, no longer ticking together in perfect harmony.
 
   “Cozy,” Jonas offered.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Myra added, nodding.
 
   Twist turned the steam radiator on in this bedroom as well, before he showed them into the top attic floor.  Up in the last room, with forty-seven other clocks, Twist finally felt at home again.  The rain from earlier still clung to the window, reminding him of the sound his heart knew best.  The scent of soot, drizzle, and the old wood passed his awareness to touch his soul.  His desk sat empty, with the few tools he had left behind stowed away to the side.  But his memories hung in the air like ghosts.  Each one was so much like the last that they resembled the rhythmic ticking pulse of the clockwork that used to fill the air with a heartbeat of its own.
 
   “I've seen this before,” Jonas said, stepping forward into the space.
 
   Twist looked at him, puzzled. “You have?”
 
   “That's right...” Jonas said, snapping his fingers. “It was way back in Venice, the first time I ever saw you.  I didn't even know who you were, but I just couldn't help but look.”  As he spoke, Jonas stared at Twist with bright, sea-green eyes that were nearly their true color.  Twist instantly remembered the moment when he'd felt the vibration in his neck for the first time, and caught the slightest glimpse of those eyes in the carnival crowd. “I got a lot of images from that one instant,” Jonas said thoughtfully. “One of them was of you working at that desk.”
 
   Twist smiled as his memories drifted back to those first few moments of meeting Jonas: being grabbed and then thrown out over the Caspian Sea, seeing Jonas lying on the Vimana's deck as he watched the sky, and that awkward dance of words that led to Twist's first sense of friendship.  Twist could barely remember what his old, lonely, cold little life had really been like.
 
   “I like all of your clocks,” Myra said, her jewel eyes glancing over each one.
 
   “Thanks,” Twist said, sitting down on the comfortable old couch that he'd slept on more often than his bed, which sat against one wall. “I miss them sometimes.”
 
   Jonas took the wooden chair from the desk and placed it closer to the couch, sitting down on it backwards. “Well, welcome home, Twist.”
 
   “Yes, darling,” Myra said, sitting close beside him on the couch and taking his hand. “Welcome home.”
 
   Twist smiled at both of them, beginning to feel a little more at home.
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   They went out for dinner at a small pub around the corner.  Jonas sighed at the sight of the simple, homely British fare that was offered on the menu board, which hung over the bar, while Myra stared around at the rustic and unassuming décor as if she had been transported to a whole new planet.
 
   “Oh, hullo there,” said the mousy waitress who came to their table.  She wiped her hands on the discolored apron that hung over her green cotton dress. “I haven’t seen you about for weeks, Mr. Twist.  I nearly went to check on you, didn’t I Roger?” she said, calling toward the kitchen behind her.  A man’s voice offered a meaningless tone of response through the open doorway. “And you’ve brought someone along with you, too!  This is a day for surprises.”
 
   Jonas grinned at Twist while the waitress spoke.  Twist buried his attention in his own hands, clasped together on the wooden tabletop.  He prayed that both Jonas and the waitress might cease their tormenting soon.
 
   “Fish and chips, if you please,” Twist muttered, not looking up to the waitress.
 
   “Of course, sir,” the waitress said, appearing only slightly disappointed by his cold tone. “How about you, love?” she asked, looking to Jonas.
 
   “I’ll have the same, thanks,” he said, flashing her a smile without looking directly at her. “And a pint of bitter, as well.”
 
   The waitress nodded to him and looked to Myra, who politely said that she wasn’t hungry.  The waitress looked at Twist again. “Cup of tea, splash of milk no sugar, for you, sir?”
 
   Twist nodded but remained silent.  He glanced up only when the waitress had walked away, and let out a silent breath as he allowed himself to relax.
 
   “What was all that?” Jonas asked, leaning forward across the table to speak in a hushed voice.
 
   “What was what?” Twist asked back.  Myra was also watching Twist curiously, though he couldn’t imagine why.
 
   “I haven’t seen you treat someone that coldly since Quay threatened to take Myra from you, all the way back in Hong Kong.  What did that woman do to you?”
 
   Twist shrugged. “Well, she’s always ... friendly to me,” he said, not liking the flavor of his own words. “All I did was fix that clock once,” he said, gesturing to the grandfather clock in the corner, “and now she remembers my orders and keeps track of when I come in.  It’s very annoying.”
 
   Myra frowned at him, clearly confused. “You don’t want her to be friendly?”
 
   “No, I want to be left alone,” Twist answered flippantly.  Then he paused, looking at the cautious light he saw in his friends’ eyes. “Well, I mean...  I did.  Before.”
 
   “It’s all right, Twist,” Jonas said, smiling now. “I understand.  I should have guessed, really.  You’re just so much more open around us.  I sometimes forget you aren’t always.”
 
   Myra mirrored his lighter tone, smiling to Twist kindly.  Twist, however, remained silent and thoughtful.  Had he really become so different, so quickly?
 
   When the food arrived, they ate and chatted together on easier topics that lightened the mood.  By the time the last of his unwanted chips had gone cold, Twist found himself satisfied and warmed by more than just the familiar food.  They returned to find the house a bit warmer as well, now that the heating had been on for a little while.  Twist let Jonas take his bed.  Myra curled up in his reading chair, and Twist went up to the attic to sleep on his couch.  He lay down and stared at the ceiling, listening to his clocks—now wound up once again—for what felt like no time at all before he fell deep into sleep.
 
   His dreams followed the ticking, showing him a world of cool clockwork and steady, comfortable rhythms.  Suddenly, though, gargoyles began to appear in the shadows of his dreams, rushing at him from the corner of his eye.  They snapped and snarled at him as they passed, so close he thought each one would catch him no matter how he ran.  One particular creature rushed straight at him, shocking him into waking with a gasp.  Twist opened his eyes and stared at the dark ceiling in confusion until he remembered where he was.  His heart was beating quickly and his brow was slick with sweat.
 
   He sat up and held his head in one hand, trying to calm down.  Dawn was just beginning to break over the city, but his room remained black and still.  Twist's sleepy mind filled all of the shadows with gargoyles that vanished when he looked for them.  A ravenous craving filled his nervous heart: he needed to see Jonas again just for a moment, to prove to himself that he was still alive and safe.
 
   Twist found himself still dressed from the day before, and so got to his feet and crept quietly down the stairs.  He found Myra's copper form still curled up silently in the chair in his bedroom, but the bed was empty.  Twist shifted his attention to the back of his neck, looking for any sign of the usual buzz.  He found it, but it was faint.  He went down to the first floor and found the shop also empty, though the mirrors filled the room with a strange gray light in the predawn glow.  The buzz in his neck was stronger here, and a sound drew his attention to the tiny kitchen hidden at the back of the shop.
 
   A moment later, Jonas walked out into the shop and smiled at him, holding two of Twist's mugs. “Coffee?” he asked, his voice low in the silence as he offered a mug to Twist. “I hope you don't mind.  I woke up a little while ago.”
 
   “No, that's just what I need,” Twist said, taking the mug and sipping at the coffee.  Jonas had put a little cream and sugar in it, but Twist didn't mind the sweetness this time. “Do you always make two cups at once?”
 
   “I felt you coming,” Jonas said, walking around a couch to sit down.
 
   Twist followed him, heading for the couch across from him.  Then he paused and turned, sitting beside Jonas instead, who watched this with an inquisitive eye.
 
   “Nightmare?”
 
   “That obvious?” Twist asked with a weak smile.
 
   “Yep.  You are all kinds of nervous.”
 
   He put a hand on Twist's shoulder as he spoke.  Twist took a long, calming breath as his Sight washed over with white under the solid, warm, weight of his hand.  His bad dreams seemed to vanish completely in that cool, calm, stillness, leaving only a hint of his fears at the very edges of his mind.
 
   “There, that's better,” Jonas said, giving his shoulder a pat before taking his hand away again.  The room felt colder and darker instantly to Twist, but the calm held on.
 
   “Jonas, what is this?” Twist asked softly, reaching up to his neck. “Why do our Sights act so strangely with each other?  I never saw even the slightest glimpse of the future before I met you.”
 
   “Yeah, about that,” Jonas said, looking at him with eyes that gave off a soft green glow in the dim light. “In Big Ben, you said it'd happened before.  What else have you seen?”
 
   Twist thought back and frowned.  He'd seen his watch slip from his fingers and crash onto a floor in Hong Kong.  He'd seen himself attacked by monsters in the caves under Indonesia.  “I think I saw what I always see.  I saw damage happen, but then time reversed and I had a chance to stop it from happening at all.”
 
   “You saw time go backwards?” Jonas asked. “Like when you touched the pyramid?”
 
   “No, it's faster than that.  It's like flipping a page back in a book.  I'm just suddenly back before it happened, but I remember everything.”
 
   “But you can change the future that you see,” Jonas said, staring into his coffee. “Everything I've ever seen has happened exactly the way I saw it.”
 
   Twist caught the subtlest hint of unease in the buzz in his neck, though he heard none of it in Jonas's voice nor saw it on his face.  He noticed, at the same time, that Jonas had responded to every negative emotion Twist had felt recently, no matter if he tried to hide it or not.  He'd reached out every time, even if it was just a light touch.  Even though he wasn't sure if it would help Jonas in the same way, he felt somehow that he should try to do it in return.
 
   He hesitantly reached out, laying a hand on Jonas's shoulder.  His own Sight responded as if Jonas had been the one to touch him, but Twist was too distracted by watching for a reaction to really notice it too deeply.  Jonas glanced to Twist's hand, then at Twist with a strange look that turned quickly into a smile.  Twist took his hand back, looked away, and sipped at his coffee, feeling a bit like a child.
 
   Jonas laughed and reached up to ruffle Twist's hair as if he really were a child. “You're such a freak,” he said, somehow quite fondly.
 
   Twist froze in the strange new touch, his shoulders hunching up on their own, but then Jonas's hand fell carelessly to his neck.  His palm landed directly on the spot at the very base of Twist's neck where the buzzing was the strongest.  Twist's Sight burned bright and as hot as sunlight in high atmosphere, before all of the vibrations died completely into a prefect, steady, grounding calm that washed everything else in the world away.
 
   This was much more than the usual fog.  None of his darker feelings were left watching at the edges of his mind.  All the jagged thoughts, terror, and confusion that had ravaged his mind the day before glossed over into harmless, distant memory as he savored the rich heat that his Sight sent pouring in a torrent down his spine.
 
   “Sorry,” Jonas said, taking his hand away quickly. “That was different.  Are you all right?”
 
   Twist tried to speak, but all of his syllables came out in the wrong order.  He felt all the cold and darkness in the world rush back in on him the moment Jonas broke contact, and he took a moment to let his mind settle before he tried to speak again.  Jonas stared at him carefully, looking worried.
 
   “I'm fine,” Twist finally managed, stretching his neck. “What was that?”
 
   “You tell me.  I just felt you go completely still, like you'd turned to stone.”
 
   “Don't talk about stone,” Twist said, a gargoyle appearing suddenly in his mind.
 
   “There's no way this is normal,” Jonas said, looking at his own hand.
 
   Twist reached up to his neck, rubbing to soothe the buzz that had returned. “What is going on between us?” he asked, doubt and fear finding their way back into his mind. “I mean, at first it hurt.  Then we exploded when we got too close.  But now, it’s just getting...”
 
   “More and more calming every day,” Jonas finished for him.
 
   “I swear I'm getting stronger too,” Twist said. “My Sight has always gotten better at things over time, but it seems faster now.”
 
   “Somebody has to know something,” Jonas said. “Maybe we can ask around.  There're enough other people with Sights.  We can't be the only two with something like this.”  He paused before he looked to Twist again. “Do you think we should … I don't know, leave each other alone for a little while?  Just until we know what kind of effect this is really having on us, I mean.”
 
   “No,” Twist said, shaking his head.  He meant to give a reason, but found that he didn't have one.  He simply didn't want it to stop.
 
   “Yeah, me either.”
 
   Their words fell silent, but the air seemed warm enough without them, while Twist and Jonas both quietly watched the world lighten into a damp, gray, dim daylight.  The clouds had rolled back in overnight, leaving the hours of sunlight from the day before as nothing more than a memory.
 
   “There you two are,” Myra said as she descended the last steps.  She leaned over the back of the couch as they turned to her. “Sleep well?”
 
   “Not as well as you, apparently,” Jonas said. “Are you always going to be this happy in the morning?”
 
   “Yes,” she said certainly. “Get used to it.”  Twist laughed while Jonas looked surprised.
 
   “Good to know.  I'll do my best at that, then,” he said carefully.
 
   “Good man,” Myra said with a nod before smiling at Twist. “You know what?  I figured out why you like this city so much.”
 
   “Did you?” Twist asked.
 
   “It's so gray and dreary outside that anything with any color to it seems to shine even brighter.  I like it too.”  Twist could only smile back and marvel at her.  Jonas turned to him with a grave expression.
 
   “Twist, we're in trouble.  She's a true optimist,” he said as if it were a dreadful condition.  “Not even London can get her down.  I can see it now.  It's going to be nothing but sunshine and kittens from here on out!”
 
   “What's wrong with kittens?” Myra asked.
 
   Twist laughed again and opted out of the ridiculous battle that ensued, preferring instead to simply watch.
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   After a small breakfast of toast, jam, and tea at a local cafe, and a pleasant walk through the once-again dreary London streets, Twist, Jonas, and Myra found themselves being followed.  Jonas noticed it first, but said nothing.  Twist, meanwhile, noticed his quiet concern and started watching in reflections until he saw two large men in black following their every turn.  As they came to Baker Street, they found two other large men in black suits walking towards them from up the block.
 
   “Don't run yet,” Jonas breathed quietly, leading them across the street and into a small park of grass and flowerbeds.
 
   “From what?” Myra asked curiously.
 
   “If anything happens,” Twist whispered to her, “leave your puppet and call for Idris.”
 
   “What could happen?” Myra asked, her face growing worried now. “What's going on?”
 
   “We're not in trouble yet,” Jonas said as they came to the other side of the park.  To their left, another pair of men in black appeared.  Jonas led sharply to the right, down a narrow street.  “Just stay calm and be ready to run.”
 
   Twist nodded and took Myra's hand off his arm to hold it instead.  He also slipped his walking stick into the holster hidden on his back.  At the end of the narrow street, a set of stairs led down to the gray brick embankment of a thin canal.  Twist couldn't hear footsteps behind him, and there were no windows or reflections down beside the water that would show if the men were still following them.  The buzz in his neck still felt highly alert, however, so Twist assumed that Jonas must still believe that the men were there.
 
   The canal curved away under a low, arched bridge, and Twist began to see a few long, narrow boats appear along the quiet green river.  There were no other people walking by, and the houses up on the street seemed deserted.  There didn't even seem to be any life on the small boats.  It felt to Twist as if they were alone in the whole of the city.
 
   The moment they walked out from under the bridge, behind the edge of the long curve in the canal, Jonas grabbed Twist and Myra and dragged them both back against the side of the bridge.  They moved quickly and silently, Twist holding his breath to keep himself that much more quiet.  Jonas placed himself closest to the corner's edge and pulled the goggles off his eyes, waiting as footsteps began to sound under the bridge.  The footsteps then stopped, just out of sight.
 
   “How stupid do you think we are, exactly?” a gruff voice asked from around the bend. “Come forward and you won't be harmed.  Try to jump us, and you will.”
 
   Jonas cursed under his breath and looked to Twist.  Twist couldn't give him much more than a shrug and a resigned expression.  Jonas put the goggles back on over his eyes and stepped away from the wall slowly, with his hands held up.  Twist and Myra followed after him to find six large men in black suits all staring at them.
 
   “A thug with a brain,” Jonas said, putting his hands down. “Never saw that coming.”
 
   “I thought you were supposed to see the future,” the man in the front of the group said in the same gruff voice.
 
   “Very funny.  You're a riot,” Jonas said flatly.  He then seemed to look them all over, even though he obviously couldn't see through his goggles. “So, now what, chuckles?”
 
   “Turn around and keep walking,” the man said, nodding forward along the canal. “You've got an appointment to keep.”
 
   Jonas and Twist turned around and did as they were told, while Myra clung tightly to Twist's arm and continually looked back at the men in black.  The six of them followed behind, each one watching their wards carefully.
 
   “Twist, some of the people in that horrible castle looked very much like these men,” she whispered to him fearfully.
 
   “Don't worry, they can't take you away again,” Twist replied. “Remember what I told you.  Don't worry about Jonas or I.  We will be fine, too.”
 
   “I understand,” she said, nodding, but her grip on him didn't loosen.
 
   “For the record,” Jonas said to Twist. “You're going to follow my lead, right?”
 
   “Of course,” Twist answered. “I haven't got a clue what I'm doing.”
 
   Jonas smiled. “You're more capable than you think you are.”
 
   “Stop here,” one of the men said as they walked by another of the small, narrow, barge-like boats.
 
   Once again, they did as they were told, and one of the men in black leaned down to pull a small plank of wood off of the boat to sit on the stone embankment as a walkway.  He took the two steps down onto the boat’s narrow ring of decking and opened a low door in the raised body.  The faint sound of a violin wafted up to them with the scent of cinnamon and vanilla.
 
   Without needing to be asked or shoved, Jonas, Twist, and Myra stepped aboard and into the boat.  Inside, the sunken cabin was more spacious than they had expected, and furnished lavishly.  Plush benches padded with cream colored silk ran along the two long walls, while a small table was placed against the curved far wall.  An orange rose stood in a small crystal vase under the round window, behind a porcelain tea set and a plate of still-steaming, blond, caramel-drizzled cookies.
 
   The other windows that sat high on the walls were shaded with white lace, while the wall between was painted a rich red color.  The floor was cherry wood, inlaid in a complex pattern of maple leaves, in colors of only slightly varying richness.  Aden sat at the end of the bench on the right, with a violin propped under his chin.  The bow in his hand paused instantly as they entered.
 
   “Ah, gentlemen, welcome,” Aden said pleasantly to Jonas and Twist. “And greetings to you too, my dear,” he added to Myra.
 
   “I'm not your dear,” Myra snapped.
 
   “Be nice,” Jonas shot to her quickly.  Myra bristled, but remained silent.
 
   “My apologies,” Aden said, putting his violin aside, next to the table. “Please, have a seat if you like.  I hope I don't have to inform you that the men outside are armed and listening to us very carefully.”
 
   “Naturally,” Jonas said flatly. “Are those fresh cookies?”
 
   “Would you like one?” Aden asked.
 
   “Why not?” he said, stepping forward to take two. “If you insist on being all pompous and genteel, I may as well get something out of it.”  He dropped down on the far end of the other padded bench, near the door, and handed one of the cookies to Twist.
 
   Twist stayed standing by the open door—while the men in black took up stations around it outside—and took a bite of the cookie.  It was warm, soft, crispy with a thin layer of sugar on top, and tasted of butter, caramel, and cinnamon.  For a moment, he didn't much mind being taken prisoner.  Beside him, Myra also remained standing and watched Aden.
 
   “So, what do you want, then?” Twist asked Aden.
 
   “Well, I know for a fact that your clockwork friend here freed herself from my fortress.  So, I can hardly blame either of you for it,” he added sounding only slightly bitter.  “But that was quite ingenious, utilizing her ghostly abilities to free the djinn.  At the moment, we are still trying to turn half of the men who were in the fortress back into human beings.  I don't know whose idea it was to change so many of them into walruses, but the added weight almost flattened Piccadilly.”
 
   “I thought Idris said something about slimy amphibians,” Jonas said to Twist.
 
   “Oh, there were quite a number of toads and salamanders as well,” Aden said. “But those are easier forms to change back into human ones.  There's a precedent for it, you see.”
 
   “And I thought that my life was getting strange,” Twist toned.
 
   “And on that note,” Aden said. “I'd like to offer you a sort of truce.”
 
   “A truce?” Jonas asked with as little belief as humanly possible.
 
   “You people wrecked my castle,” Aden said bitterly. “The city of London had no idea it was there.  It's been invisible and untouchable for nearly three hundred years, and now I need a permit from the queen before her Air Force will let me put it back.  I stole your friends from Paris,” he said directly to Jonas, “put them in cages specifically designed to hold each one of them, and every one managed to get free again in a matter of hours.  I played on your weaknesses, and you evaded me.  I threatened you and you paused just long enough to strike at me again from a different angle.  The problem is that I have too many toys you can break, and you have too much damned determination.”
 
   “Are you saying we're at a standoff?” Twist asked, frowning.
 
   “I'm saying I'd rather be your friend than your enemy,” Aden said.  “All I really want from you is the information that you apparently can't give me.  If we keep fighting one another, someone will get hurt.  And if it's you,” he said to Twist, “then the secrets die with you and I lose.  You might know something after all,” he said to Myra, “but I now know that I have no power over you.  You've made that quite clear to me.”
 
   “Good,” Myra said, her smile in no way kind.
 
   “The best way for me to get what I want is with your willing help,” Aden continued. “Since I took over this operation from my predecessor, I've been doing all I can to bring us out of the barbaric and pandering darkness of our past, and into a more seemly and modern light.  I want to start everything over.  You three are a perfect opportunity to show my fellow Rook just how much we can get out of cooperation.  So, tell me.  What can I offer you?  What will make you start to see me as an asset instead of an adversary?  There must be something.  How can I make you believe that I truly want peace with you?”
 
   Jonas and Twist shared a silent look, only slightly impaired by Jonas's goggles, until he gave a sigh and pulled them off his eyes to hang around his neck.  He reached out to Twist with a reluctant hand.  Twist seemed to understand and took it, looking directly back at Jonas's now deep-purple eyes.  After an initial moment of white fog and chill, Twist focused his thoughts on Jonas's quiet emotions, dancing like a haze at the edges of his own thoughts.
 
   “Are we going to trust him?” Twist asked.
 
   “Hell no,” Jonas said.  “That's not the question.”  Twist listened intently to the subtle feelings and shifting thoughts that poured through his Sight.  Somehow, he gently came to realize that Jonas was considering using Aden, but never trusting him.
 
   “Oh, of course,” Twist said, nodding. “What about the deal he offered me before you burst in to save me?”
 
   “The one that sounds too good?” Jonas replied.  Repeating the process of searching for Jonas's emotions was much easier to Twist than the first time.  He quickly found that Jonas meant to say that there must be something wrong with the offer, but Twist couldn't guess what.
 
   “Yes, exactly,” Twist toned, wondering quietly how Aden might use it against them.
 
   “He said he'd send us out with a mag escort to all the shows Myra performed, right?” Jonas asked.  This time Twist instantly caught his meaning: the Rooks that would go with them as protection could easily become wardens and spies.
 
   “That's a 'Rook' escort,” Aden muttered darkly. “Calling us magpies isn't funny.”
 
   “Is too,” Jonas said quickly, only borrowing an instant of his attention from Twist.
 
   “Who's to say we'd be safe without them?” Twist asked.  He thought silently that anyone could spy on them at any time, and maybe without their knowing about it.  If they took the deal, then at least they would know who to watch out for.
 
   “Good point,” Jonas said with a slight smile, seeming to catch his meaning. “He just said he didn't want anything to happen to you.  I assume that means Myra too.”  It wasn't likely, Twist guessed, that the Rooks sent to protect them would turn on them openly.  As long as Twist and Jonas never let their guard down, and knew not to trust them, there wasn't much of a danger from the Rooks.
 
   Twist gave a sigh, wishing for the briefest instant that his life was simple.  Jonas smiled and his grip on Twist's hand tightened comfortingly.  Still looking at Jonas, Twist could feel a subtle warmth in the corners of his mind that made him feel like everything would be all right.  For a moment he thought it might be his own thought, but then realized that it was Jonas's.  Lying or not, believing it himself or not, Jonas was trying to calm him with the idea.  A thought of Twist's own then surfaced.  No matter how complicated his life got, he didn't have to fight alone.
 
   Twist released Jonas's hand and looked away, breaking the contact.  The world around him darkened instantly, turning hollow and cold, but his mind was significantly clearer now.  Checking carefully, he found that the emotions wafting around in his mind now were all his own again.  He looked up to find Aden and Myra both staring at him and Jonas curiously.
 
   “We'll take it,” Jonas said to Aden after he'd rubbed at his eyes and put his goggles back on.
 
   “What?” Aden asked.
 
   “The deal you offered me before,” Twist answered. “You will set up shows for Myra to perform all over the world and send your mag—“  Twist stopped himself quickly. “Your Rooks, I mean, along to protect us.  You'll take ten percent of the proceeds from ticket sales and leave the rest for us.”  Myra's copper face broke into a bright smile at the idea.
 
   “In return,” Jonas said, smiling at Aden blindly, “you'll get all the benefit of showing Myra to the world.  If anyone knows anything about any other clockwork people, they will surely show themselves once they get a look at her.  You'll get to keep an eye on us, and we can all just try to get along.”
 
   Aden frowned thoughtfully. “Did you two just manage to have a conversation without actually talking?”  Myra looked to Jonas and Twist in surprise.
 
   “What?” Jonas asked, putting on a confused look.
 
   “That sounds crazy” Twist answered, careful not to actually lie.
 
   “Who could do something like that?” Jonas asked as well.
 
   “Certainly not us,” Twist added.
 
   “Right,” Aden said with a sigh. “Well then, stop finishing each-other's thoughts.  It's rather disturbing.”
 
   “Whatever,” Twist and Jonas said in perfect unison.  Apparently as surprised as Aden, Jonas struggled to fight his own laughter.  Twist was better at it, but had to focus.  Myra began to grin as well, watching the both of them as if they might do another trick.
 
   “I'm going to want a contract signed by both of you,” Aden said, staring at them very suspiciously. “And I'll want your word that you will keep to it,” he added to Twist.
 
   “You don't want my word?” Jonas asked.
 
   “He's the trustworthy one,” Aden said to Jonas. “Not you.”
 
   “True enough,” Jonas said with a sigh.
 
   “It will also take at least a week to plan the first show,” Aden continued. “I assume you want to start out as soon as possible.”  Jonas and Twist both nodded. “Then stay here in London for the week, and give me an address where you can be found.  I'll contact you again once I have things worked out.”
 
   “What if we get jumped in a back alley before we get that bodyguard?” Jonas asked.  Without even having to touch him, Twist could now guess his true reason for asking.  He wanted to know if Aden would have them watched while in London.
 
   “All right, fine,” Aden said bitterly. “You don't have to give me the address.  I know where you're staying.  You're already under guard.”
 
   “Lovely,” Jonas said darkly.
 
   “A week,” Twist said to him, hoping Jonas could catch the subtext that it would only be a short time.  They wouldn't be under too much stress.
 
   “We've got to learn a dead language or something,” Jonas said. “I'm going to get headaches if we keep having to … you know.”
 
   “So you are talking without talking!” Myra said triumphantly.  Twist and Jonas both turned to her unhappily.
 
   Jonas uttered a word that made no sense to Twist.  Aden seemed just as confused by it, but Myra's face darkened.  She responded with a cutting line of syllables in a haughty air and crossed her arms.
 
   “See?  I can talk to her in random languages,” Jonas said to Twist, the hint of a mischievous smile playing on his lips. “What about Sanskrit?  Or Aramaic?”
 
   “Learning something like that will give me a headache,” Twist muttered.
 
   Aden shook his head, watching them silently.  When Twist glanced back at him, the annoyance and bitter disappointment in the three of them was clear on Aden's face.  After everything Aden had done, and tried to do, Twist felt rather satisfied to see it.
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   Twist stood just outside the theater doors and looked out onto Berlin.  The German capital had been chosen for Myra's first show mostly because Aden was certain that there was no one left in England whom he hadn't checked for any connections to clockwork people.  Huge, silver, distinctly German airships prowled over the city in the early afternoon light, peppered by only a few of foreign design.  The city around the theater was tall, sharp, and very clean considering the density of the population.  After having seen London once again, Twist's eyes now saw even this advanced, Western city as something new and different.
 
   He went back through the doors, into the dim silence of the empty lobby.  The theater staff wouldn't arrive for another hour, and the audience wouldn't begin to appear for another three.  For the moment Twist, Jonas, and Myra were the only people in the building.  The Rook escort—whom they still hadn't met yet—was supposed to arrive any moment now.  Twist walked through the shadowy lobby, barely able to even see the gilding or the lushly patterned carpet and wallpaper in the gloom, and passed into the main theater.
 
   Rows of seats waited in wide, concentric arcs on the gently sloping floor, while the first balcony hung low over the farthest seats.  Box seats clung to the high walls on either side of the wide stage that filled the front space.  The long red curtains were pulled back in the dim, characterless house lights, revealing mismatched scenery panels and props that would be arranged by the staff once they came.  Jonas sat at the edge of the stage, his legs hanging over the empty orchestra pit, while Myra crouched down beside him.  Jonas's wax record player was sitting nearby, emitting a light song of strings and flutes.  Thanks to the acoustics of the theater, Twist heard the music and his friends' quiet voices long before he reached them.
 
   “No, really,” Jonas was saying. “You just stand up on the board, and you can float along on the crest of the wave.  It's really fun.”
 
   “But wouldn't you fall when the wave does?” Myra asked.
 
   “Sure, but that's half the fun,” Jonas answered. “Honestly, I used to dive off the board on purpose when I first got started.  Waves might look scary from the beach, but they're soft when you move with them.”
 
   “What about sharks?” Myra asked, her voice growing worried now.
 
   “Yeah, well, there is that,” Jonas said with a sigh. “Really, the most dangerous thing about surfing is that you might be eaten.”
 
   “That's horrible!” Myra said.
 
   “No, it's exciting!” Jonas said. “Life's no fun if you're safe all the time.”
 
   “Sometimes,” Twist said, stepping up onto the stage beside them, “I wonder why we even get along.”  The song that had been playing came to a soft close, and another began.
 
   “Opposites attract,” Jonas said back to him with a mock-alluring smile.
 
   “That or I'm just as mad as you are,” Twist said flatly.
 
   “Hey, if you're the Mad Hatter,” Jonas said, eyeing Twist’s top hat, “does that make me the March Hair?”
 
   “Oh, undoubtedly.”
 
   “The what?” Myra asked.
 
   “What do you think?” Jonas asked Twist with a nod to Myra. “Dormouse?”
 
   “She's way too awake,” Twist said, shaking his head. “How about Alice?”
 
   “Alice isn't as much fun,” Jonas said seriously.
 
   “Are you two doing that secret talking thing again?” Myra asked suspiciously.
 
   “Cheshire Cat!” Twist and Jonas said together with identical inspired smiles.
 
   “She's always smiling,” Twist said.
 
   “And, with her ghostly powers, she can disappear.”
 
   “Oh, good point,” Twist said earnestly.
 
   “Let me know when you're done,” Myra said with a sigh as she idly examined her silver fingernails.  Her head moved slowly to follow the tune of the music that played in the still, dusty air.
 
   When Twist and Jonas both looked at her with fond smiles, a bright and colorful laugh echoed towards them from the shadowed depths beneath the balcony.  As they all watched, two figures stepped out into the dim lights: one tall and thin in a black suit, and the other wearing a sapphire gown that shimmered gently with every step.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Jonas asked, slipping his goggles on as he got to his feet.  Myra smiled broadly at the two in question and waved, while Twist only frowned in confusion.
 
   “Aden called me,” Tasha said as she and Niko walked closer. “He said that you were putting on a show and needed another act to draw in the crowds.  He also said you might need an escort for the next few weeks, should any unsavory elements attempt to steal your treasure,” she added with a returning wave to Myra.
 
   “You two are our mag thugs?” Jonas asked.
 
   “Do I look like a ruddy old magpie to you?” Tasha asked back as she climbed the stairs at the side of the stage, holding her shimmering skirts in her black-gloved hands.  Her long black hair was piled on her head in an elegant, loose construction that left a few twirling strands to hang by her long, pale neck and black-pearl earrings.
 
   “You told us you weren't a Rook,” Twist pointed out.
 
   “I'm not,” she said with a smile as she and Niko stopped to stand before them. “I'm a magician who happens to help Rooks out when they ask nicely.  When Aden mentioned you three, I simply couldn't resist.”
 
   “How about you, Sparky?” Jonas asked.
 
   “I told you not to call me that,” Niko responded darkly. “And no, I'm not a Rook either.  But I can protect her,” he said, turning his luminous blue eyes on Myra. “Being made mostly of copper, of all things, almost makes it too easy.  And is that music I hear really coming from that?” he asked, pointing to the player.
 
   “You're not the only one with toys,” Jonas said proudly.  As he spoke, the playful tune drifted quietly to a stop, and another new song began.  This one had a clearer rhythm to it, and a smoother, curling melody.  Niko gave it a somewhat impressed look.
 
   “Well, isn't this wonderful?” Myra said brightly to Twist and Jonas. “You were expecting more of those nasty men in the black suits, but they sent us our friends instead!”
 
   “Has anyone ever told you that you're a little too happy?” Jonas asked.  Myra stuck her silver tongue out at him, though Jonas's eyes were still covered.
 
   “Don't you take us for friends as well, Jonas?” Tasha asked, smiling and taking a step closer to him.  He looked to her, standing now only one step in front of him, though he couldn't see her.
 
   “You lie for a living,” he said with no emotion. “Your true loyalties are as mysterious and undefinable as the stars.”
 
   “Eloquence...” she toned sweetly. “I didn't expect that.”
 
   “Are you sure we're friends?” he asked. “How well do you think you really know us?”  Twist, Myra, and Niko all moved quietly to the side to watch as they each sensed that the verbal battle was beginning to get serious.
 
   “I know you better than you'd like me to,” Tasha said.
 
   “You know what I show you,” Jonas corrected her.
 
   “And, naturally, you can see right through me, can't you?”
 
   “Interesting choice of words,” Jonas responded coolly.
 
   “What do you think?” Niko asked quietly of Twist. “Will this end in blood or kissing?”  Myra looked to him in surprise.  Her hand paused where it had been tapping her hip to the rhythm of the song.
 
   “It's hard to tell,” Twist answered. “Blood would be more fun to watch.”  Jonas managed to clearly toss him a glare without uncovering his eyes.  Tasha stared at Jonas pensively for a moment while the music curled around them.
 
   “You know,” she said to him smoothly, “we've had many verbal dances so far, but we never did get to have that real one.  Shall we avoid bloodshed and have it now?”  She held out a black-lace-gloved hand to him while the song wound enticingly through her gentle voice.
 
   “Damn,” Twist sighed.
 
   Niko laughed quietly to himself.  Jonas seemed to ignore them both completely as he took Tasha's hand with no difficulty at all, despite his apparent blindness.  Tasha's elegant smile deepened immediately.  They both bowed to each other with a single fluid motion, before they moved together: her hand on his shoulder, his on her waist, and their other hands clasped.
 
   “I am armed, by the way,” Jonas said in the moment before they moved, waiting for the right beat.
 
   Tasha laughed as they glided easily into the song, their forms moving gracefully together.  Twist watched and shook his head, wondering if he would ever actually understand Jonas at all.  Myra didn't waste a second before she reached for him.  Before he realized what was happening, she was standing in front of him and had put his hand on her own waist while still holding his other hand.  She put her free hand on his shoulder and smiled at him.
 
   “I can't dance,” Twist said stiffly.
 
   “Shut up,” Myra responded, pulling him into motion.
 
   Twist's full attention was instantly swallowed up with not stepping on her little copper feet as she pulled him along through a simple waltz that drifted by Jonas and Tasha occasionally.  His Sight quickly began to aid him, warning him of how she would move next by following the motions of her inner clockwork.  After a few steps, he started to follow the rhythm more smoothly and Myra's smile grew wider and fuller, so close before him.
 
   As he began to relax—began to feel the effortless flow between their separate but similar movements—he found that he was enjoying this wholly new experience.  So many new things were forever clamoring in to confuse him these days; he often felt that it was too much to bear.  Even so, he always managed to survive.  And as he danced with his fairytale princess, and felt her growing delight reverberate in his mind, he began to wonder how many other new things could also turn out to be more enjoyable than he'd previously expected.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~ oOo ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Well done!
 
    
 
   You have just finished the second book in the Clockwork Twist series, you intrepid darling, you.  I hope you enjoyed this tour as much as the last, or maybe even just a little bit more.  Keep your bags packed, and your passport handy, because this journey is far from over.  After a pleasant time on tour, Twist, Jonas, and Myra will embark once again on another fabulous adventure!  Be sure to join them in San Francisco, for the next installment, Book Three: Dreamer, in late 2014…
 
    
 
   Follow all things Twist at 
 
   http://clockworktwist.com
 
    
 
   Join the Facebook page at
 
   https://www.facebook.com/CWTwist
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