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			Foreward

			Though I am sure I don’t have to tell you that this is a work of fiction, I would like to remind you of this once again.  I find that it is my duty to inform all who read this that hopping trains is not only against the law but very dangerous and you could die if you try it. Please do not try it. If you end up in jail or worse, then you won’t be able to finish the series and that would be a tragedy.  All kidding aside though, please do not try to train hop. Remember it is illegal and deadly and I do not encourage such activity.

			Sincerely,

			J L Mulvihill

			 

		

	
		
			DEDICATION

			To my sister Kristen,  I love you dearly. 

			Now and forever you will be in my heart.

			 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Panic overcomes me as I slowly wake; I don’t know where I am. I can feel the strange environment around me without even opening my eyes, and I know this is not home. Even when I sometimes fall asleep under the oak tree in the yard, I feel safe in my own surroundings, but here I don’t have that feeling. I keep my eyes closed and listen for a while. I can hear chickens in a yard not far from me, but they are not my chickens. Funny how I would know my own chickens; my chickens have their own distinct sounds linked to their personalities. Thinking about my chickens triggers my memory and I recall the events in my life the last few months, remembering that home is gone, forever, and so are the chickens; even my favorite chicken Myrtle who flew into the apple tree to sleep every night. Myrtle is probably someone’s dinner by now. 

			I sniff the air but I can’t smell the sweet pungent odor of decaying oak leaves that fall every year and blend in the soil, or the cool, wet algae smell of the pond. What I smell here is old wood, dry dirt, and burnt air like a smoldering fire. Around me are faint sounds of breathing and I remember the workinhouse and being cramped up in that stuffy room hearing everyone breathing all night and smelling their breath and body odor. However, where I am now is not like that, I’m outside far from the workinhouse. I feel a chill going across my skin and down into my bones so deep that I hug myself for warmth.

			“Are you ok Abby? Are you cold?” asks a sweet loving voice. It’s not Granny’s and it’s not Papa’s voice but a girl’s, and I recognize Freckles’ gentle tone.

			“I’m ok,” I say, as I open my eyes and see the greying sky above me. 

			“Shh, it’s not time to wake up yet. I’m still sleeping,” I hear Charlotte say.

			A soft purring breaks the momentary silence and we all break out in soft giggles as Boots comes crawling out from under the covers and does his long cat body stretch.

			Freckles, Charlotte, Boots, and I are lying by the fire in the back yard of Momma Sampson’s house. It all comes back to me now, the horrors of the night before and the weeks and months before. The nightmare that I have found myself in now, with nothing to call my own except for what I hold in my satchel, Papa’s spyglass, his map, the clothes I wear, and my friends. I wouldn’t have been able to make the trip this far without my friends, but as I sit up and shake the cobwebs from my mind, I realize that I may have to continue my journey alone. 

			While Freckles and Charlotte are still with me, Charlotte is not prepared to do the kind of traveling I must do which will require a lot of walking and probably hopping on trains. Her ankle is getting better but she’s not strong enough. I have a feeling that Freckles will want to accompany Tom on his journey north, to get the children we rescued from the mine home to their families.. Charlotte won’t want to be left behind, and if she can ride in the wagon then there is no reason why she can’t go with them.

			We haven’t heard from Lyza and Julian yet, and I doubt that anyone will for a while. There is no telling how far the river would have taken Raine, or her body, when she fell off the train into the water. I really don’t have time to wait for Lyza and Julian to get back; at least I don’t want to take the time. I have no idea which direction to search for Papa so I must try every location on the map until I can get some kind of answer about where he was going and what he was up to, or who took him. Searching for Papa will take time, and I’m not sure how much time I have.

			As for Jim, well I have Boots, his cat, but I don’t know what has become of Jim since the Hobo Jungle. I hope the Crushers didn’t catch him. If they did, I’m sure he’ll manage without my help. After all, the guy is pretty old and has done for himself all these years before he met me. Of course, I do owe him some form of debt because of Papa, but I can’t help him if I don’t know where he is. 

			Sleep is out of my reach now so I get up, stretch, and make my way to the house to use the water closet, as Momma Sampson calls it. Tom is still asleep with the older boys in the wagon; they had it rough and really should spend a few days here to rest. However, all these people staying here at Momma Sampson’s house could get her into trouble. If any of the Crushers came by here and saw all these kids they would know something was up and take us all back to the workinhouse. Momma Sampson would be charged with being a System breaker and get thrown either in the clinker or a workinhouse. It will be best for all of us to leave and give her some peace and quiet.

			After I wash up, I go to the kitchen and find Momma Sampson already at the stove cooking. She turns her head and nods toward a coffee pot sitting on the table. There are scattered tin cups around it, and I pick one and pour hot steaming black coffee into the cup. I glance around the table until I find the sugar bowl but I don’t see any milk for the coffee. I turn to ask Momma Sampson if she has any milk and she is holding up a bucket to me.

			“If you want some milk you’re gonna have to milk the cow first,” she says, smiling slyly. 

			“Sure,” I say. I’m no stranger to chores and I know how to milk a cow, it’s just been a while. 

			I take the bucket and as I go out the door I hear her say, “Mind you treat o’le Bessie nice now or she won’t do for you.”

			“I got it, I’ve milked a cow before, Bessie will be fine,” I say.

			“Bessie ain’t the name of the cow, Bessie is what I call the milk’n machine,” she says, laughing.

			“Oh. Well then, what’s the cow’s name?” I ask.

			“Cow don’t gotta name she just gonna be steak on my table when she stops given milk so I don’t see no point in naming her,” she says.

			“Good point,” I say shutting the door behind me. 

			The day is growing brighter and I’m feeling almost like my old self, doing something I used to do back home. I’m wondering what Bessie is and if I will know what to do with it. I guess I’ll just figure it out when I get in there. I see Freckles and Charlotte getting up and I nod to them as I walk by.

			“Where you going?” asks Freckles.

			“I’m getting some milk. Momma Sampson is making breakfast so she might need help in the kitchen,” I say.

			“Ok, we’re going,” says Freckles. Charlotte just nods her head sleepily and I see the boys in the wagon starting to move around. 

			I get a hot stone out of the fire using a couple of sticks and put it in the bucket. Then I stop by the water pump on the way to the barn and fill the bucket halfway. The cool water from the well hisses and bubbles when it first hits the hot rock. I take the rock out and toss it aside and finish filling the bucket up more.

			In the barn, I close my eyes a moment and it’s as if I’m home. The smell of sweet straw, old wood, manure, and animal sweat dominates my nostrils. I guess most barns must smell like this, what else should it smell like? Except this barn is missing one key ingredient, the smell of chemicals, hot metal, and burnt air that permeated from Papa’s workshop. 

			Momma Sampson’s barn is average size and could hold several animals and wagons but it’s filled with all kinds of junk instead; broken chairs, wagon wheels, fence posts, chicken wire, crates, tubs, old doors, and an assortment of odd metal objects here and there, which appear to be pieces of buildings or signs or something. As a whole, the building looks like an indoor junkyard, a complete kid’s playground, and I find myself fascinated with every artifact I come across. 

			She doesn’t have many animals, only a cow and a mule in their stalls next to each other. I know the cow doesn’t have a name but I wonder if the mule does, after all, she’s not planning to eat the mule, is she? The animal seems quite friendly as I approach the stall and it comes up to nuzzle my hand. I look around until I find some feed and pour it into its trough, and then I check the water. It’s low but it will keep until I’m done milking the cow. 

			The cow is not as curious as the mule and acts very indifferent to me as I come into her stall to milk her. Our cow back home, Sophie, used to require me to pet her and even brush her like I did the ponies before she would even allow me to think about milking her. I guess she was a bit spoiled. This cow appears to lack all prospects of a personality.

			I find some towels obviously set aside for washing and drying and start the whole procedure. I feel a little frustrated because couldn’t I have at least had the cup of coffee before I milked the cow? I’m thankful at least that Momma Sampson has a milk’n machine even if it’s an old one, a cranker at that.

			I attach the suckers to the cow’s teats making sure they are secure and flip the vacuum switch. She starts a moment then realizes what is going on and relaxes into it. Maybe this won’t take as long as I thought. I start cranking the handle, and it’s not long before milk is flowing through the tubes and into the bucket. I’m halfway through the milking when I hear my name being called.

			 “I’m over here,” I call out.

			“We brought your coffee,” says Charlotte.

			“Momma Sampson said you would be a while and no one can have breakfast until you’re done,” says Freckles.

			“Well, I’m milking, it takes time,” I say, thinking that I was in a good mood until now.

			“Don’t be mad,” says Charlotte

			“I’m not mad, I’m just frustrated, that’s all,” I say.

			“About what?” she asks.

			“I know,” says Freckles. “You’re mad cuz I was sweet on Thomas.”

			“No, it’s not that. He’s nice but I’ve more important things to worry about than boys. I have to get going, I have to get back on the trail and find my papa,” I say. They both get quiet as I finish the milking and pull the bucket out from under the cow and stand up. 

			“Here. I’ll take it,” says Freckles, taking the bucket from my hands.

			“Ok, thanks,” I say and unhook the milk’n´ machine from the cow and give her some hay and check her water before I’m ready to leave.

			As we walk out the door to the house, I get the feeling from the silence that Charlotte and Freckles have something they want to say to me but don’t know how to say it.

			“So what is it?” I ask finally before we get too close to the house.

			“What is what?” asks Charlotte.

			“Why are you two so quiet? What’s going on?” I ask, stopping and turning to them both since they had been trailing behind me.

			“Well,” Freckles hesitates, “we think it would be best if we went with Thomas to help him with the kids.”

			“Oh, is that all” I say with relief.

			“You’re not mad?” asks Charlotte.

			“Of course not, I was thinking that myself. You can’t be train hopping with your ankle like that. Riding in a wagon is way better for you, and I think Tom could use both your help,” I say, smiling slyly at Freckles.

			“Thomas. I like to call him Thomas. It’s more dignified than Tom, and after all, he is a hero,” says Freckles. 

			“Ok, anyway, like I was saying, it’s ok with me if you both go with Thomas,” I say.

			“That’s a relief,” says Freckles, “but what about Lyza and Julian?” 

			“And Raine,” says Charlotte.

			“Well yeah, Raine,” says Freckles.

			“I don’t know. I guess we can leave word with Momma Sampson to let them know where we are going. The problem is none of us really knows where we are going. I mean, I do because I have the map but I’m not sure which direction to go first or what I will find,” I say.

			“Let’s have breakfast and then we can look at the map and maybe plan something out,” suggests Charlotte.

			“That’s a good plan, I’m starving,” says Freckles.

			“Me too,” I say.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			We continue walking to the house and find Momma Sampson has some of the kids helping her with breakfast. Surprisingly, everything runs smoothly and I get the impression that Momma Sampson has dealt with lots of children before. After breakfast, Tom gives everyone a task of either cleaning up, or packing up for their trip. While the kids are all doing their delegated jobs, the three of us go out to the barn to talk and look over the map. I remember what old Jim said about not letting too many people see the map but I feel that Tom is part of our group now and can be trusted. Besides, the way Freckles is making goo-goo eyes at him, I get the feeling he will be around for a while.

			In the barn, we go up to the loft and open the loft door for light and fresh air. There is no furniture up here and very little hay since Momma Sampson only has two animals to feed. We settle on the floor with the map spread before us. As I look down at the map and Papa’s handwriting my emotions well up inside me, and I feel the tears threatening to fall. Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly and try to concentrate on the task at hand. There are so many choices and decisions with all these markers. Did Papa go to all these places, or had he intended on going? How do I know any of these places will lead me to him or answer any questions?

			The last place I went to it had been obvious Papa was there. Tom had even met him, but the only clue was the strange lightning machine Papa made, and it’s destroyed now. I don’t understand why he made it and what he intended to do with it or whether those creatures in the mine had something to do with it or not. I’m deep in thought when suddenly I realize how quiet it is and look up. I see everyone concentrating on me. Embarrassed, I look down at the map again and point to a spot in West Virginia where there are letters written. “I’m pretty sure that’s where Granny’s family is and that’s why it’s marked on the map,” I say. 

			“Are you sure?” asks Tom.

			“How do you know?” asks Freckles.

			“I said I’m pretty sure. Just before I left for New Joplin, Granny told me that if anything happened I should go to Sugar Creek, which is a town or something in the heart of the mountains. She said that’s where her kin folk live and that I should go there and they would take care of me,” I say.

			“Well then, that’s where you should go,” says Freckles. “If you have family there then that’s where you should be.” 

			“Yea, Abby, you should be with your family,” says Charlotte.

			“They are only family because they are related to Granny. I don’t know those people, and I don’t know who they are or if they are, even still there so I’m not going there. At least not until I find Papa,” I say exasperated. Freckles’ peremptory tone along with Charlotte agreeing with her so readily puts me in a defensive mood.

			“Right,” says Tom, “so the closest place looks like here in North Carolina.”

			“Bryson City,” I say. I’m thankful Tom steered the conversation away from my possible family ties; I don’t want to be talked into going somewhere I might get stuck and delayed further from finding papa. 

			“There’s a place called Rome in Georgia marked too,” says Freckles.

			“I see that but it has an X over it. I wonder why?” I say.

			“What’s that word next to Bryson City?” asks Charlotte.

			I look closer, so close my eyes hurt, but there’s very small writing next to Bryson City, Just one word, Grugen. “Oh, my gosh,” I say.

			“What?” asks Charlotte.

			“That name again,” I say. “The name Grugen,” I point to the very small word. They all lean in close to the map to see the word better.

			“What does that mean?” asks Charlotte.

			“Grugen is the mining company that owns the mine we worked in,” says Tom.

			“It’s written on the map next to Marion,” I say, pointing to the town on the map. “I also remember seeing the sign,” I say. I reach into my pocket, take out a piece of crumpled newspaper, and lay it on the map. The word Grugen is written large and coarse across the print in black as if written with a piece of charred wood. 

			“Where did you get that?” asks Freckles.

			“Remember the German woman from the Hobo Jungle that came to me before we left? She gave me the scarf, and wrapped inside I found a pocket knife, a compass, and a chain bracelet, with this crumpled piece of newspaper,” I say.

			“Wow, a real clue,” breathes Charlotte.

			“Yea, but what does it mean?” asks Freckles.

			“I have no idea,” I say.

			“Well at least you know that Grugen is a person,” says Tom.

			“Yes,” I say, looking at him in thought. “You said Grugen owned the mine you worked in.”

			“What was it that you mined?” asked Charlotte.

			“Fluorspar,” says Tom.

			“What is fluorspar?” asks Charlotte.

			“Yes, I would like to know that too,” I say.

			“I can’t say for sure,” says Tom.

			“I wonder if it has anything to do with what Papa was working on.” I ask aloud in thought.

			“You know your papa was working on something?” asks Freckles.

			“That’s what Detective Walker asked me. He said, ‘I need to know what your father was working on in his workshop before he disappeared,’ and he asked me what I knew. I told him Papa just tinkered and didn’t do anything special,” I say.

			“So whatever your papa was working on, he needed fluorspar, or at least he experimented with it,” Tom speculates.

			“Maybe, I mean, you helped him, didn’t you?” I ask.

			“Yes, I told you that, but he told me not to ask questions and I didn’t. Nothing he did in front of me made any sense, and I don’t know anything about this stuff,” says Tom.

			“Well we do know it has something to do with lightning because of the lightning machine he had in the mine,” I say.

			“Yes there is that. I’m sorry, Abby. I wish I could be more help,” says Tom.

			“It’s ok, she knows you’re trying,” says Freckles, rubbing Tom on the back.

			“What about this Grugen guy?” asks Charlotte.

			“I’m not sure it’s a guy or just the name of the company,” I say.

			“I thought the System owned all the companies,” says Charlotte.

			“Not all,” says Tom. “The System owns a lot of the companies and a percentage of the rest. At least that is my understanding,” he says.

			“I thought they just owned everything,” says Freckles.

			“They might as well for all the good it does the people,” he says.

			“You don’t think the System has anything to do with my papa disappearing do you?” I ask in alarm.

			“I don’t know Abby, but if it does, you may never find him,” says Tom.

			“Abby, I’ve heard stories of people who have questioned the System or done stuff they don’t like and then they disappear forever,” says Freckles.

			“Don’t say that, Freckles. You’re scaring her,” says Charlotte, putting an arm around me.

			“Don’t be so green, Charlotte. What do you think happened to your dad?” asks Freckles.

			“Freckles!” I interject.

			“Well, that’s how it is,” says Freckles. “Nobody just loses everything overnight like that unless the System has something to do with it.”

			“Ok, let’s all just calm down. We all have to stick together, and none of this is helping Abby,” says Tom.

			“You’re right, I’m sorry,” says Freckles.

			We have a few moments of uncomfortable silence as we all stare down at the map contemplating the words that we know to ring true. Something Papa always told me is that the System is a very bad thing for our country and way of life and somehow, someway America has to break free from this, but it would take the revolt of the citizens to do it.

			I take a deep breath. “Ok, so I’m going to Bryson City. It’s the closest and maybe Papa will be there, or maybe I will find out more about Grugen,” I say.

			“Why don’t you just head for the spot marked over here,” says Charlotte, pointing to a mark in Colorado. “It seems to me these are all the places he has already been and this is the last place.”

			“No, because he has already been there and back maybe. He gave the map to Jim in New Joplin so there is nothing to say he is there,” I say.

			“There is nothing to say that he is in any of these places,” says Freckles, pointing out the obvious.

			“I know, but I have to do something and this is the only hope I have,” I say. 

			“How are we all going to meet up again?” asks Freckles.

			“Hot Springs,” says Charlotte.

			“What?” asks Freckles.

			“Hot Springs?” I ask 

			“Yes,” says Charlotte. “It’s right there on the map: Hot Springs in Arkansas has a mark by it,” she points her finger to the Papa’s mark by Hot Springs.

			“Yes you’re right, but why there?” I ask.

			“My parents used to take me there. Of course I never really had any fun because they were always at the spa or the horse races but I had to stay at the hotel with the nanny,” her voice trails off for a moment. “Anyway, the town is there and if none of us can meet there we can at least send a wire or letter to the post office, right?” she asks.

			“That’s a great idea, Charlotte. I can remember the name and if there is a post office there then we can always send word. Even if I find Papa and don’t have to go there, I can send word,” I say.

			“Well that’s just stupid, what if none of us go there and we all send word so there is just a bunch of letters sitting there at the post office and no one to get them?” asks Freckles.

			“Ok, so we will just have to meet up there no matter what then,” I say.

			“Right,” says Thomas.

			“Oh, you’re in this too?” I ask, looking at Tom slyly.

			“Of course I am,” he says. “When I’m not killing trolls, and rescuing children and delivering them back to their families, I am helping young ladies find their papas,” he says smiling.

			“Ok, we meet in Hot Springs, but when?” I ask.

			“By the first of October,” says Charlotte.

			“Why then?” asks Freckles.

			“It’s my birthday,” says Charlotte smiling.

			“I couldn’t think of a better reason,” I say.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			We all head back to the house to find that Calliope has the wagon all loaded up and ready to go. Momma Sampson gave them what food she could spare for the trip and any whatnots she could find that they could use for trade. I find that she has also packed a few things for me in anticipation of my continuing journey in search of Papa. 

			“I found this old messenger bag, and thought it would be better than the pillowcase you been usin’,” says Momma Sampson.

			“Wow, thank you,” I say, admiring the old canvas bag that has obviously seen better days but still holds strong.

			“It belonged to my late husband. I’ll never use it so you might as well. I put some supplies in there but there’s room for you to put the rest of your belongings and then you tie your bedroll under the bottom there, see?” she says, showing me the tie straps under the bottom. “Then you can either sling it over your shoulder with the one long strap or over your back with these smaller straps,” she demonstrates.

			“That’s way jiggy. Thank you,” I say, taking the bag and experimenting with the straps and adjusting them to fit me.

			I take the bag into the other room and put the rest of my stuff in it. The knife the German woman had given me is gone now because I had used that to make a spear to kill the troll in the mine. I still have the compass, though, and the knife Tom gave me to replace the one I used, so I put those in a front pocket where I can to them easily. Papa’s spyglass is too long to put in the bag, so I will just have to sling that over my shoulder as usual. I take my blanket and roll the pillow up in it, and then tie it to the bottom of the satchel. I tie my scarf around my waist like a belt and I’m ready to go. The kids are all loaded up in the wagon and ready to go as well. All that is left is to say goodbye. 

			I see that Tom, Charlotte, Freckles, Calliope, and the kids are all saying their farewells and thanking Momma Sampson. I walk up and give her a big hug as well. 

			“Thank you so much for everything,” I say.

			“There is no need, just doing my part,” she says, waving off our gestures of gratitude.

			“I do have to ask one more thing of you. If our friends Lyza and Julian come through looking for us, please tell them to meet us in Hot Springs Arkansas by October first,” I say.

			“Sure why not. I’ve been the inn, the cook, now the messenger,” she says, throwing up her hands. But we all know she is kidding, and I give her a big hug because she is a wonderful person and has helped us a lot. I can’t tell her how much it means to me just have someplace to stop, even for a short while, and rest a bit. I think she knows this but she is a stubborn woman and for some reason wants to pretend, she doesn’t care.

			We all hug and say goodbye for now, and they all get up in the wagon, which Tom has fitted with a top over the back to shelter and hide the children. My heart sinks a little as I see them leave. I turn and start walking because I don’t want to watch them go. I know it will be easier for me to leave them. I hear the wagon pulling away north and my heart feels the ache of loneliness already. I can do this, though. I started out alone and I can go this alone again. After all, I can’t go north with them. Papa isn’t north, and I have to find Papa. Once I find him then we can all get back together again. Maybe we can even all live together somewhere on a farm and be a family. I bet Papa won’t mind having a few more daughters. 

			I have a four-hour walk ahead of me to Paducah from Smithland and my feet already feel heavy against the ground but they are suddenly falling in sync with four soft patters that are barely detectible on the ground. I look over to see Boots walking alongside of me and my heart is lifted and my step lighter. Even a cat is better company than the solitude of one’s own somber thoughts.

			I wished that Momma Sampson could have given me a ride or something, but I didn’t want to ask her. The less she is tangled up in our mess, the better. If Papa is involved with something against or for the System then I don’t want anyone else getting hurt. I’ve already involved too many people but then Lyza, Freckles, Charlotte, and Raine were all mixed up in this mess anyway so there is no helping that. Jim, Julian and Tom too, I guess, are just as much in this, if not more. After all, it was Jim who was entrusted with Papa’s spyglass that holds the map, and Julian travels with Jim. As for Tom, I justify him being involved because he would probably be dead otherwise. I kind of hope he finds his family and maybe Freckles and Charlotte will stay up there with him and be safe. It seems to me that being out on the road is a dangerous thing for anyone, especially kids.

			Calling me, a kid after all I have been through seems somewhat funny. I don’t feel like a kid. I feel old really; I feel old and tired and I just want a safe place to live without all this mess going on around me. I hate having to sneak around and hide from the Crushers. I hate wondering why everything is such a secret about my papa.

			After a while, I judge by the sun that it must be noon so we stop and take a break. I look in my satchel to see what Momma Sampson has given me for food and find two cans of peaches, two cans of beans, a can of fish, some hard biscuits, some wrapped cheese, some dried meat wrapped in wax paper and a couple of apples. I break off a piece of dried meat and offer it to Boots who takes it happily and I settle on an apple for myself. Not knowing when or where my next meal may come from, I feel I should ration my food. 

			After I eat the apple, I relax for a while and enjoy the day. A breeze blows down from the north, cutting the sweltering afternoon and making the heat more bearable. I watch as Boots rolls in the grass, enjoying himself as cats do. I should not linger long though, I know, so I stand and gather my things, throwing my satchel back over my back. “Let’s get going, Boots. We should get to town before it gets dark,” I say to the cat as if he really understands. Maybe he does, because immediately he is at my side and we continue on.

			We are not really on a road but following the river instead. I don’t want to draw too much attention to myself so I’ll just follow the river to the town. There is a bit of an animal trail along the river so travel is not too difficult as we go. I feel as if I have been walking forever and the cool breeze I felt earlier is gone. The trail starts to veer upwards back to the tree line and I realize it’s because the river is cutting into the land and there’s a high cliff ahead of me. I see no way to continue on along the river because of sheer cliff walls so I have no choice but to follow the trail back up away from the river.

			I find myself walking more into the tree line, farther away from the river. I wonder if this is a smart idea. I don’t want to get lost in the woods. It feels hotter here among the trees. It seems to me it should be cooler because of the shade, but the closeness of the trees and shrubbery hold the air in making it impossible for a breeze to flow through. Suddenly I see smoke rising, and it looks like it is coming up from the ground. 

			“This is very odd,” I say, turning to Boots. Boots bounds ahead of me looking very interested. We stop in front of a hole that is as big around as I am with a steady flow of black smoke that smells as if someone is burning and outhouse. I cover my nose with my scarf but the smell does not seem to bother Boots at all. Seeing Boots not afraid of this hole makes me believe that there are no trolls in the hole, at least. I remember when we came to the mine where the trolls lived and Boots acted very strange and wouldn’t go anywhere near the entrance. I had to go in there alone. Not that a cat could have helped me any, but it made me realize that I needed to be more in tune with Boots because he appears to be aware of danger before I am.

			Just as I’m thinking this, his ears go back and he turns right at the same time I hear the voices coming from the trees. The voices are alarmingly loud, and I look around for the source, trying to figure out where I might hide if someone were to walk out of the trees. I scoop Boots up into my arms and start to run away from the voices. I hope the shrubs and trees will hide me. I run up a small hill and stop short; I find myself at the edge of a camp, but unfortunately, for me I have not gone unnoticed.

			“Hey! How’d you git out?” yells a burly man with a scruffy beard.

			There are four other men standing near him around a campfire. There are about four or five tents making a semi-circle around a cave entrance where there are two more men standing with guns on either side. I see rail tracks coming out of the cave, which leads off behind the camp. The rails look too small to be for a train though so they must be for mining cars. The man with the scruffy beard keeps yelling at me and I turn my attention back to him.

			“I ast’ you a question. You better answer me you little pipsqueak. How’d you git outa the cave?” he asks me.

			I don’t know what he is talking about but I’m not staying to find out so I turn and run back down the hill. I hear the man yelling behind me. “Get her, dagnabit. Don’t just stand thar.”

			I hear scuffling behind me and men hollering in an indecipherable language. Boots has got his claws dug tight in me, and it’s very painful, but I can’t think about that. All I can do is just keep running. I can’t let these men catch me. There is no imagining what they are doing in that camp or cave, and I don’t want to know. I turn around to see how far behind me they are, and they’re getting closer. I will just have to try to run faster. I turn my head back around and in a split second WHAM! The world goes black.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			I open my eyes, and the world is still black, but I can hear things and I smell the same horrible smell that came up from out of the hole with the smoke. My eyes eventually adjust and I realize there is some dim light here, wherever it is I am. Slowly I sit up and my head starts pounding. Instinctively I reach up, touch my forehead, and feel a crusty lump just above my left eye. Oh why did they have to hit me in the head and so close to my eye? They could have blinded me. Maybe they have; I test my vision by putting a hand over one eye at a time, but despite the dim light, I can still see. Knowing this does not stop my head from hurting.

			Boots! Where’s Boots? I look around trying to see if Boots is anywhere near me, but I don’t see him. Oh, I hope he got away. I hope I didn’t hurt him when I fell. I hope they didn’t hurt him, or cook him and eat him like a squirrel. Oh Boots, I hope you’re ok. I feel tears welling up in my eyes and it stings my left eye even more. I wipe the tears away with my sleeve and reach for my pack to see if I have anything I can put on my wound, and realize my satchel is gone and so is Papa’s spyglass with the map.

			Oh no! I force myself to stand, clinging to the wall as I do. The wall is smooth, not like a mine would be. I put my head to the wall to cool my throbbing head. I have to think about what to do next, but my head hurts so bad that I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where I am or why I am even here. I try to concentrate on my surroundings and not my head. I hear the distant sound of wheels on a rail, and muffled voices that seem to be coming closer to me.

			“Looks like the pipsqueak’s awake finely,” says a nasally voice.

			“Boss wants to know who ya are and what ya doin here?” asks another voice.

			I turn to see two men I can barely make out in the dim light. They could almost be twins for all I can see. Both are about the same height, both are lanky with no other decided features but their long scruffy hair and beards, and their dirty, tattered clothes. I wonder if I should say anything to these men or keep my silence. They probably work for the system. If I have learned anything in my travels, I have learned that except for the hobos, most adults can’t be trusted, Momma Sampson being the exception. 

			“Where’s my cat?” I ask.

			“Yer cat?” asks one man.

			“Didn’t bring no cat, them boys musta ate it,” the other man says, laughing.

			 “They wouldn’t eat no cat wit’ out us,” says Duffus, though I really don’t think that is his real name.

			“Naw, Numskull, they wouldn’t. Cats is fast. It probly got away,” says Finus. “I’s just funnin ya.”

			I breathe a sigh of relief. After all, Boots is a clever cat and wouldn’t let anyone catch him. He’s probably hiding out in the woods somewhere nearby waiting for me. At least that’s what I have to believe for now because I can’t let myself think anything bad has happened to him. I try to take a more firm stance facing these two pumquats, and move on to the next of my concerns. 

			“Where’s my stuff?” I ask.

			“Bossman gots yer stuff. It’s his now. You got no need of it down here,” says Finus.

			“Just where is here? And what gives him or you the right to bring me down here? I have important business to attend to,” I say, trying to sound important.

			“What kind of importin stuff does a little girl gotta do, huh?” ask Duffas 

			“Not much, I bet but I’m thinkin she ain’t such a little girl at that,” says Finus, reaching over and touching a strand of my hair. I pull away and step back but I can’t go any further since there is a wall behind me.

			“Yeah she look old ee-nuff to me Finus. What’d you say we find out?” asks Duffus, moving in closer to me.

			“Later Duffus, we got work to do now but we got all night to find out, don’t we?” he says, smiling at me.

			My heart is beating in my throat and somehow my head does not feel so bad at the moment. Wherever I am, I need to find a way out of here and quick. There is no way I’m letting these two disgusting men, or any other man, have their way with me. I will find a weapon somewhere and kill them if I have to.

			“Come on, you got to earn yer keep fer now. There’s work to be done,” says Finus.

			“Ah Finus does she have ta? She’ll smell like the rest of em’ if you make her work. Right now she smells so perty,” says Duffus.

			“Yeah, I know, but we short-handed anyways so it’s lucky we got er. Come on girly,” says Finus, grabbing me by the arm and shoving me in front of him. 

			He steers me forward with his hand on my shoulder as we walk through tunnels made by nature centuries ago. The dim light of lanterns placed in various spots only allows a small portion of this miraculous place to be seen. I’ve never been in a real cave before, but we read about them in school. I thought it would be an incredible thing to see. Of course I had always hoped to visit one, but not under these circumstances. In school, we learned about stalactites, stalagmites, and other formations that actually grow in caves and are formed by drops of water filled with minerals over millions of years. I don’t see any of those things here, but I do see large rock formations and strange colors in the walls. 

			What ruins the natural beauty of this place, other than these two thugs, is the rail track that has been laid down through the walkway. I can guess their mining something out of this cave, and running mining buckets out on the rails. The ground is solid rock. It must have been very hard laying these tracks down, and I have to wonder if these idiots here did it or did they put some poor folk to work on this like at the workinhouse. 

			“Stop,” Finus says, gruffly. Then he puts a piece of cloth over my eyes and starts to tie it around my head. I kick back and pull myself away from him, running ahead as fast as I can. Instead of coming after me as I expect them to, I hear them laughing behind me.

			“Yer not gonna get very far when ya hit the dark girly,” I hear Finus say.

			“Yeah it’s dark in there ya ain’t got no light,” says Duffas, laughing.

			“We wasn’t try’n to hurt ya, we just gotta put a mask on ya so’s you can
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