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			DEDICATION

			Let ring the battle cry, this soldier stands prepared,

			let ring the battle cry, he’s trained and well aware.

			Let ring the battle cry, this soldier will stand tall,

			let ring the battle cry, this soldier will not fall.

			Stand down the battle cry, this soldier homeward bound,

			stand down the battle cry, then lost without a sound.

			And where the mind takes you once you have seen, the things that should not be.

			And he is lost in body and mind, yet in spirit he is free.

			RIP Jesse Harris

			 For James Powell and Logan Masterson, you both will be greatly missed.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Gazing out across the blue wilderness of sky, I feel small and insignificant. Looking down at the wide world below frightens me and makes me feel dizzy. I‘ve never been seasick, but I imagine it’s somewhat the same as being airsick. My stomach lurches again and I tip my head back over the bucket Dr. Clint gave me. It’s funny but I didn’t get sick when I rode in the balloon with the airship pirates. Dr. Clint told me that a dirigible is different than a balloon. He said a dirigible lurches and leans like a ship on the ocean but a balloon just floats on the air. I guess it’s like we are sailing the sky. I don’t see the difference, but I guess he would know.

			I wish I could feel well enough to talk to the captain, but every time I get up to walk, I get queasy again. Dr. Clint brought me on deck thinking that it might make me feel better to be in the fresh air. I think it’s just making me worse because I can see how far up we are.

			“All right there, lassie? It’ll pass soon enough,” says a voice behind me. 

			“Thank you. I’m sure you’re right,” I say, looking up. I see another little man I’ve not met before and wonder if it’s the captain. I’ve seen several of these little men on board since I`ve been on deck. Sky Riders is what Mr. Gunter said they call themselves. 

			They all look at me with curious eyes as they go about their business. I’ve been trying to just stay out of their way and ignore their looks. It appears that I’m the only girl on board, and I’m also three times their size, both of which make me feel a little uncomfortable.

			“Here, try this,” says the man, and offers me something wrapped in brown paper.

			“What is it?” I ask at the risk of sounding rude.

			“It’s a bit of a concoction of mine own. A bit of mint, a bit of ginger and some various roots all ground up and mixed with honey. It helps with the sickness,” he says. He has a strange accent I’m unfamiliar with. It doesn’t sound like the any of the other’s I’ve heard on board. 

			I unwrap the package and find something that looks like earwax. I figure what have I got to lose? I put it in my mouth and I’m pleasantly surprised. The taste is not bitter or anything, it kind of tastes like ginger candy with a hint of mint and honey like he said.

			“Chew it up slow now, and swallow the juice it makes with your saliva. That’s how it works best to soothe your stomach,” he says.

			“Thank you,” I say between chews.

			“Ai lassie, you’ll be right as rain soon,” he says as he bows his head to me and walks on.

			I keep chewing the candy stuff, and after a while I think I’m feeling better. I’m not sure how long I’ve been on deck, but I notice that the sky is growing darker now. I must have been pretty much puking all day. Well that just figures. I feel worn out like I’ve been dragged ten miles behind a wagon. 

			I stand up and look around because I’m not sure what to do next. I didn’t pay much attention to where we were going when Dr. Clint brought me up deck. I have no idea which way to go to get back to my cabin, not to mention what to do with a bucket of my sick. 

			“I’ll take that, Miss Abby, and if you follow me I’ll take you where you can freshen up a bit,” says a familiar voice. I turn and see Dr. Clint standing behind me grabbing at the bucket in my hand.

			“It’s okay. I can carry it,” I say. I’m a little embarrassed to have this little man carrying my bucket of puke.

			“Don’t be silly, Miss Abby; I know you’re feeling a bit weak right now. You’ll need to steady yourself with your hands as we walk. Besides, I’ve carried many a bucket of this, and yours is not the first. These fellas here are not as hard as they look. When we hit a good storm more than half of these men end up with their heads in a bucket. Some of them even sharing a bucket when we run out,” he says, laughing.

			He takes the bucket from my hands and I follow him with no more argument. He’s right. I do feel unsteady on my feet. I have to grab hold of whatever is available as we walk the deck and then down some stairs and into the ship. We go down a short hall and he directs me into a small room I take for a bathroom. At least it smells like one to the point that I almost feel sick again.

			“You can take care of what you need to in here. There’s a water pump and a basin to wash your face. I put a fresh towel for you. We don’t have a bathtub on the ship. We usually wait for landing before we bathe, but you can at least freshen up. Whatever you need to do in here, I’ll watch the door till you’re done. We have the one head aft and one head forward,” he adds. 

			“It’s okay,” I say. “This will be fine.”

			I walk in the room and find I have to stoop a bit since everyone on this ship is about three feet tall. I’m a little over five feet which makes it hard to maneuver. I hear the door close behind me and feel a sense of relief at being alone for the moment.

			A long bench lines the wall with several lidded holes I gather are toilets. I’m almost curious where all the stuff goes; I hope it doesn’t just drop out of the sky.

			On the other side is another bench a little taller with a pump and several large bowls. On the edge of the table are a couple of small towels stacked in a neat pile. I take care of the first part of business and try not to get sick while using the toilet. When I lift the lid the smell almost overpowers me. I hold my nose until I’m done and shut the lid quick. 

			I take one the cleanest looking bowls and fill it up with water from a pitcher. Finding a bar of soap with the towels, I wash my hands and face and arms and even wipe down my legs. It feels good to be clean; I can’t remember the last time I had a real bath.

			Afterward I feel much better; I think the stuff the guy on deck gave me to eat actually helped my stomach a lot. I try and fix my hair but since there is no mirror I’m not sure if I did a good enough job at it or not. I don’t have a brush so I just run my fingers through my hair. I braid it to the side, tying it off with a ribbon I have wrapped around my wrist. Feeling a little more myself I open the door to find Dr. Clint standing there dutifully waiting for me.

			“Well, now you do look like you feel better,” he says.

			“I do, thank you,” I say.

			“Then let’s go see if we can talk with the captain now while you’re still on your feet, shall we?” he asks as he marches back down the hall and up the stairs.

			I follow him with no reply. I do want to talk to the captain and find out what he knows about Papa, but I’m a little nervous too. I follow Dr. Clint up onto the deck and the front of the ship. There is a big house or building built at the front of the ship, and we go through a door into this. Inside the first thing I see are all these windows that look out to the horizon ahead. 

			A little man sits in a leather armchair centered in front of the windows. Next to the chair is a small table with a book and a teacup. To the left of the room is a table with an oil lamp mounted on the wall above it. Maps cover the table along with some strange metal instruments; I think one instrument is a sexton. I remember reading about sailors using tools like that to chart their location by the stars. I would imagine there are a whole lot of stars up here to follow. 

			To the right of the room is a bed set into the wall and covered in blankets and pillows of all colors and shapes. Next to the bed is another small table. The floor is wood decorated with various rugs with intricate designs. All around the rooms against the walls on every side are stacks and stacks of books. Some of the books are small and some are so large I can’t imagine that I could even pick one up. 

			“Captain, I present to you our passenger, Miss Abby,” says Dr. Clint. 

			“I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Abby. I am Captain Dux of the Sky Rider ship Moon Star,” he

			says.

			Captain Dux jumps down from the chair and walks over to me. He appears a little taller than his men, but perhaps it’s just his captain’s hat. Tuffs of gray and red hair line the side of his head, and some of the hair comes down the side of his face to a matching beard. He has a stern look about him but his eyes are bright blue and hold a mixture of wisdom and mischief. He wears tan trousers tucked into brown boots that go all the way to his knees. Over a white shirt he wears a dark brown vest with several small pockets. He pulls a pocket watch and flips it open.

			After checking the watch he shuts it. Then he swings the watch on the chain around once before it lands neatly back in his pocket. His eyes look deep into mine and then he smiles at me. He has a contagious smile that spreads across his entire face leaving me to feel more at ease.

			“So you are Bishop Steel’s daughter, my, my, my. You are every bit as pretty as he said you were,” he says to me.

			“So you do know my papa?” I ask. 

			“Yes, yes, I know him well. But please sit down. You look a little pale. Clint, clear the table and bring Miss Abby some refreshments,” says Captain Dux. 

			Dr. Clint quickly clears some maps off a table and sets some stools alongside for the captain and me to sit on. Two other men, whom I’ve just now noticed, rush out of the room.

			“So how do you know Papa?” I ask, eager to get to get some information.

			“We met your papa on an expedition some years back in the Appalachians. We’ve been doing some work there for a while and he came along looking for something. We helped him find that something and he helped us with our situation,” says Captain Dux.

			“I don’t suppose you could be a little more specific can you? I mean I have been trying to find Papa for some time now and all I get is more of a mystery. Do have any idea what my papa is doing and why he is on a wanted list by the System?” I ask.

			“Your papa is a key member of the revolution,” says Captain Dux.

			“Revolution? What revolution?” I ask, confused.

			“Your country is about to be launched into a major battle. Your government is on the verge of being overthrown,” says Captain Dux.

			Just then, the two men return with plates of bread, cheese, and all sorts of nuts and fruits. They set up glasses and open a bottle of something and set it down on the table. Everything looks delicious but I suddenly feel like throwing up again. This time it has nothing to do with motion sickness.

			


		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			“Are you sure you have the right person?” I ask. “Papa is an engineer. He works on trains. How could he possibly be part of a revolution?”

			“Your papa is a genius and has been part of a team working on an incredible invention,” says Captain Dux.

			“Papa? I know he tinkers a bit, well more than a bit I guess, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. The biggest thing I’ve ever seen him make is our steamcarriage,” I say.

			“Yes, yes he told me about the car, but this is much bigger and it will help your country,” says Captain Dux.

			“No, you can’t be right, you must have the wrong man,” I say. 

			As I deny the idea over and over out loud, inside I start to feel that maybe he is right. I know Papa is good at inventing things and building things like the steamcarriage. He’s also made some contraptions around the farm. Papa made the cow milker and Granny’s butter churn which he built with old clock parts. All Granny has to do is wind it up and the churn pretty much does all the work.

			“I assure you I know Bishop Steel, and he is your papa and the inventor I am speaking of,” says Captain Dux.

			“Then you know where he is?” I ask.

			“I have an idea of where he is, but his actual location is top secret, even from us,” he says.

			“What do you mean? I thought you were working with him on all this?” I ask.

			“No, you misunderstand, child. We shared some information with your papa, but we aren’t working with him,” he says.

			“I don’t understand. You’re not part of this revolution?” I ask.

			“No, we don’t get involved with the System and the goings on with your people,” he says.

			“What do you mean my people? Aren’t you as much a part of our society as anyone else?” I ask.

			“Oh no, not really. We pretty much keep to ourselves. We mine a little gold and prosper where we see fit, but we have no ties here,” says Captain Dux.

			“But you live here, don’t you?” I ask.

			“We live in the mountains in the north and some of our clan lives overseas. But we bow no head to any king or president or government but our own,” he says.

			“But you come and take stuff off our land as you please, don’t you?” I ask. 

			He looks at me for a moment as if trying to make a decision and then clears his throat. “Please, Miss Steel. You need to eat something. It will make your stomach feel better,” he says, gesturing to the food on the table.

			“I’m sorry. I just can’t eat right now,” I say. 

			I think about all the times I’ve been hungry, and here is all this food in front of me and I just can’t eat a bite. 

			“So you what you’re saying, Captain Dux, is you don’t actually know where my papa is?”

			“Correct, just the general area. I can show you on a map where we last suggested he go in his search but that’s all the information we have,” he says.

			“His search?” I ask.

			“Yes, your papa is working on an invention, as I said, and needed certain components for it to work. Naturally he couldn’t just order the stuff from the System supply. He also couldn’t buy it, because, of course, the System would become suspicious. So he has been mining and gathering the components himself,” says Captain Dux.

			“That explains the map,” I say. I say this more to myself than the captain. I didn’t mean to say it out loud, but it slips out before I can stop myself.

			“The map?” questions the Captain.

			Now I’ve done it. Old Jim told me to keep the map a secret. Now I’ve gone and said something about the map in front of this man. I don’t know what to say, so I might as well ‘fess up. I don’t think I’ll tell him everything, though, or show him the map.

			“Yes,” I say. “Papa had a map and there are markings on it where I guess he has been or is going.”

			“It would be a bad thing for that map to fall into the wrong hands. It might just give away your papa’s whereabouts,” he says.

			“That would be bad if the System got ahold of it,” I say.

			“Or others. It isn’t just the System looking for your papa. There are other countries that would pay handsomely for your papa’s invention. Not to mention the people who would take your papa hostage to work for them on other inventions,” he says.

			“Then you’ll have to help me find him before anyone else does,” I say.

			“We can point you in the right direction, but that is all we can do for you,” says Captain Dux.

			“But I thought you said you are concerned about the fact that he is missing and that the System is after him?” I ask.

			“Oh, we are, I assure you, but we can’t get involved,” he says. He takes a drink of his tea and crams some nuts in his mouth nervously.

			“Why is he missing, Captain Dux?” I ask, suspicious that he is not telling me everything.

			“My dear, I would have no idea why he is missing except for what I just told you. Perhaps he is not missing but very good at hiding,” he says.

			“Why would he hide from his own family? Why would he let the System take everything away from us? Why would he allow the System to put Granny into an oldies home and me into a workinhouse? Why would he just disappear like that without a word?” I ask. 

			My voice is starting to get loud, I guess because I’m angry now. I’m mad at Captain Dux and his sky people for taking what they want with no forethought of the consequences. I’m also angry at him for keeping a secret about my papa from me. I’m angry at Papa for letting all this happen.

			“Look, I know you’re upset, but you must keep your head about this or you will get nowhere. We will help you as much as we can to get you headed in the right direction to your papa. Considering the mess of things, that is the best we can do at the moment,” he says.

			“What do you mean mess of things? What is this revolution, anyway?” I ask. 

			He takes a deep breath and a drink of his tea before he begins to speak. “The System is about to fall. They are losing control of the people. Some people are rebelling by living outside their grasps like the hobos. Some people are openly rebelling by confiscating what they think belongs to the people. For instance, the Sky Pirates raiding the trains. There are others who are being more secretive about it, like your papa and the people he is working with,” he says.

			“Who are they?” I ask.

			“They call themselves the Tinkerers,” says Captain Dux.

			“I haven’t heard of them,” I say.

			“No, and you probably wouldn’t have. They are a small and secret group,” he says.

			“I don’t understand the problem,” I say.

			“The problem is, all these different groups are rebelling and balking against the System. Yet none of them have coordinated so it’s just one big mess. There is no leader or any organization. It’s going to end in a bloody battle that the System will end up winning anyway,” he says.

			“But it can’t, it just can’t. I’ve seen how the System treats people and it has to stop. It’s not right,” I say.

			“I know, and your papa knows, and everybody knows. Someone has to put the puzzle together to break the System so the country can have a better government. That’s why we stay out of it,” says Captain Dux.

			“But you’re a person too; don’t you want to belong somewhere?” I ask.

			“We do belong, up here in the sky, watching all the messes unfold below,” he says, laughing.

			“If there is war they fight in the sky too, you know,” I say.

			“True, but we keep our distance just the same,” he says.

			What I don’t understand is why they don’t want to get involved. All this is confusing to me just the same and is giving me a headache. I don’t want to think about war or revolutions. I want my family back, and I want my home back. None of that is going to happen I guess until this stupid mess is cleaned up. War and revolutions are something children should not have to think about, ever.

			Children shouldn’t have to go to a workinhouse either, or be made to go to brothels. Everything is upside down and I can’t think on how anyone can make it better. I can’t even imagine any kind of invention Papa could make that can change any of this. I hope Papa knows what he is doing. I just have to find him no matter what now.

			“Okay so you’re going to help me get to Papa, or at least in the right direction, right?” I ask. 

			“Yes, we’ll help you as much as we can. I can tell you your papa had his mind set to go west toward the Rockies. I’m not exactly sure where though,” says Captain Dux.

			“Okay, but first I have to stop in Chattanooga where I promised to meet someone,” I say.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, but we are well past Chattanooga,” he says.

			“What? Can’t we turn around? I promised Oliver T. Clark I would meet him there, I gave him my word,” I stammer.

			“I’m sorry, we can’t go back,” he says.

			I’m near to tears now because I promised. What do I do now? Mr. Clark will worry about me, I’m sure. He might even go back and look for me once he’s through with his business in town. That’s the sort of man he is and I hate to think of him looking for me in a place I’m not. I put my head in my hands wondering what I’m gonna do now.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Mr. Gunter comes in to escort me to my quarters. I thank Captain Dux for talking with me and follow Mr. Gunter through the corridors and decks of the ship. I find out that the dirigible has two upper decks and two lower decks. The first lower deck is where the sleeping quarters and the kitchen are. Mr. Gunter tells me they call the kitchen the galley just like they do on sailing ships. I’ve never been on a sailing ship; I’ve never even seen an ocean except on maps.

			So far I’m not particularly impressed. There are dirty dishes piled in several buckets on the floor. Four long tables centered in the room are also cluttered with more dishes and papers. I look around for the chairs and find them hanging in a row on the wall. I guess that’s pretty ingenious, it keeps them out of the way and from falling over in a windstorm. Then I notice the large and complicated iron stove. Now that’s impressive. I walk over to get a better look and almost trip over a man kneeling at the bottom of the stove.

			“Oh! I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there,” I say.

			“No worries. You must be the girl they brought on board,” says the little man in a whiny voice.

			“I guess so, I haven’t seen any other girls on board,” I say. “My name’s Abby,” I say. I extend my hand out.

			“Vitals,” he says, taking my hand and standing up.

			“Vitals?” I ask.

			“Yes, Vitals. That’s my name,” he says.

			Vitals is the same height as Gunter. He wears the same kind of clothes too; he has on brown pants with a beige shirt and matching brown vest. The difference is the stained white apron he wears over it all. Unlike Gunter, Vitals is bald. But what he lacks on his head he makes up for in his beard. His beard is long and white and hangs in many braids with little bells tied in that tinkle when he moves his head. 

			“I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Vitals,” I say.

			“No Mr., just Vitals,” he says, nodding and smiling as his little bells jingle.

			“Okay, Vitals,” I say.

			“You hungry?” he asks.

			“No, I just wanted to get a closer look at your stove, I’ve never seen one like it,” I say, gesturing to the big stove.

			“Oh, well most all ships have them. See the holes on the top is where you place the pots. Got to put them in the holes so they don’t slide off, see,” he says, pointing to the three giant holes in the top of the stove.

			“Yes, I see,” I say.

			“On the side here are the racks to bake the bread and sometimes if I’m in the mood maybe pie,” he says.

			“Are you in the mood today?” asks Mr. Gunter, who is still standing in the doorway rocking on his heels.

			“Maybe I am, and maybe I’m not, we’ll see,” says Vitals.

			“Where does the wood go to heat the stove Mr. . . . I mean Vitals,” I ask.

			“Underneath, and it ain’t wood, we use coal, burns hotter,” he says.

			“Well, thank you Vitals for showing me the stove, it’s way jiggy. I think my granny would’ve loved to have a big one like this for canning season,” I say.

			“Canning? Yeah, it’d be good for that maybe, but I got lots of mouths to feed on the ship, no time for canning,” says Vitals.

			“Come miss, I need to get you settled so I can get back to my post,” says Gunter.

			I smile apologetically to Vitals and follow Mr. Gunter out the door. I think Vitals may be a strange man but I like him. I wonder if he knows Papa. 

			Thinking about Papa brings me right back to my strange conversation with the captain. I can’t believe Papa is part of a revolution. It’s just so hard to believe. Papa never even liked to go hunting; I can hardly imagine him in a war.

			Mr. Gunter leads me downstairs to the lower level. We pass a couple of doors and at the third door on the left, he opens it. Inside there are several boxes and bags arranged neat and tidy against the walls. A little round window gives a small view of the sky. Below the window is a makeshift bed on top of some large bags of flour.

			“We had to move you down here. The quarters you were in upstairs are for the crew. So you see it wouldn’t be fitting for you to sleep there. The captain had us make you a place of your own for now,” says Mr. Gunter.

			“It’s fine, thank you,” I say.

			“It’s temporary until the captain can set down somewhere to let you off,” says Mr. Gunter.

			“I know. Do you have any idea where that might be?” I ask.

			“Not for certain, he’ll be lookin’ at the maps to see where is best,” says Mr. Gunter.

			“Thank you, I appreciate any help I can get,” I say.

			“Yep, well we moved your stuff down here too, your bag and spyglass is on the bed there, see?” asks Mr. Gunter.

			I walk over to the bed and see my bag and Papa’s spyglass. I pick it up, wondering if the map is still inside or if these little men have gone through my things and found it. I chastise myself for thinking so ill of them. Of course they wouldn’t do that. Why would they? They have been nothing but kind to me, and I should feel more grateful to them. Suddenly the thought of the map makes me remember Hot Springs. I turn to Mr. Gunter.

			“Mr. Gunter, do you know where we are now?” I ask.

			“Not rightly sure at the moment, but I can find out for you,” says Mr. Gunter.

			“The reason I ask is that I’m supposed to meet my friends in Hot Springs, Arkansas. If you could let me off somewhere near there I would be grateful,” I say.

			“Thought you wanted to get to your papa?” asks Mr. Gunter.

			“I do, but if the captain can tell me where I need to go then I can meet up with my friends and then we can all go to my papa,” I say.

			“Okay, I’ll talk to the captain about it,” says Mr. Gunter, and he leaves closing the door behind him.

			I climb up on the bed and sit there a moment, thinking. If I can meet up with Charlotte and Freckles and maybe even Lyza and Julian then I won’t have to travel alone. I don’t like traveling alone, I’ve decided. Too many scary things can happen and I miss my friends. I wipe back the tears as I check the spyglass to make sure the map is still inside. To my relief it is. I secure Papa’s spyglass over my shoulder again and slump back.

			A noise coming from behind some of the boxes in the far right corner startles me. I sit up in alarm and look around for a weapon. I don’t see anything in this room I could use as a weapon to defend myself, and then I notice a broom. The handle of the broom would work if I have to hit something or someone. I hope there aren’t any rats in here. I start to crawl across the bed to get to the broom when quick as a flash something jumps on the bed.

			I jump off the bed and grab the broom, spinning around to confront my foe, to find myself face to face with a feline.

			“Oh Boots, you silly cat, you scared me!” I say, setting the broom down. I climb back up on the bed. Boots climbs up on my lap, purring and loving on me, and I’m content to pet him and love him back. I guess I realize now that I haven’t been alone all this time because Boots has been with me.

			I must have dozed off because the next thing I know there’s a knock at my door. I sit up and notice at once that the room is dark.

			“Whose there?” I ask.

			“I got yer supper, miss,” says a voice on the other side of the door.

			“Can you open the door? It’s dark in here and I can’t find the lantern,” I say.

			The door opens and I shade my eyes to the dim light projecting from the man’s lantern.

			“Captain says it’s best you eat in your room so the men don’t feel uncomfortable,” says the man. 

			“Thank you. I guess just put it on a crate,” I say, gesturing to one of the many in the room.

			“I’ll leave the lantern with you too, so you’ll have some light,” he says.

			“My name’s Abby,” I offer. I figure since he’s being so nice he ought to know my name.

			“Yeah, I know. Know your pa too. He’s a good man. My names Balic and you don’t have to put the Mr. on it, if you don’t mind,” he says, and winks at me.

			“Thank you, Balic,” I say.

			“I brought milk for the cat too,” he says as he set the tray down.

			“I’m sure Boots says thank you as well,” I say with a laugh.

			“Good, now eat and I’ll be back later for the tray,” he says and leaves, closing the door behind him.

			Boots and I are alone again. I set the bowl of milk down for Boots who places his attention on it most vigorously. I look to see what I have to eat and find some sort of broth and some hard biscuits. I’m a little disappointed in the meal at first. I realize then that maybe the meal is so bland because of my stomach. They give me broth and bread knowing I have not kept much else down. I eat the meal, finding the broth to be exceptional and the bread very tasty when I soak it in the broth. There is also some sort of drink that tastes sweet and bitter at the same time, with a ginger flavor. I think it’s quite good and I make a point to remember to ask what it’s called.

			After I eat and I see Boots has finished his milk, I put everything back on the tray and set it outside the door. I take out Papa’s map to have another look at it. I spread it over a crate as high above it as I can to get a good look. I see all the markings where Papa wrote things and put his mark. Some of the places I have already been to. There is one in Hot Springs, Arkansas where I’m supposed to meet everyone. There is also one in Colorado Springs, Colorado and Clifton, Arizona.

			Captain Dux said Papa has gone west and these are all the only marks on the map that are west. I see some small letters, so small I hadn’t noticed them before. The word is strange to me and I’ve no idea what it means. I look again to be sure I’m reading it right but it looks like Ormes. I wonder what that means? 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			All over the map are references to Grugen and I have since learned that Grugen is a man who owns a lot of the mines. Apparently he’s not a very nice man and doesn’t treat his workers with kindness. But then who in the System does? I wonder if this Ormes is a word meaning something or the name of a person. I will have to remember to as Captain Dux if he knows.

			An abrupt knock on the door startles me. I quickly shove the map under the blankets before I open the door. I know I told the Captain about the map but I didn’t tell him where it is or if I have it. The less I say, I think, the better. At the door I find Balic again holding the tray in his hand.

			“You need to come with me lassie, the captain would like to talk with you,” he says.

			I follow Balic through the ship and back up on deck. On the top deck it’s so beautiful now. The stars are overwhelmingly bright. They look so close that I feel like I can almost touch them. It’s cold though, and I wrap my arms around myself against the cold wind blowing. I can see the sails of the ship are full and I can hear the whirling of the propellers as the ship maneuvers the sky. 

			I’m happy that Balic brings me back to the galley where the heat of the stove from the day’s cooking warms the room. Captain Dux sits at the table with Dr. Clint, Mr. Gunter and Vitals who are all talking quietly together. Balic brings a chair down from the wall for me and I sit down. I find myself sitting very low but still level with the table. I guess everything on the ship is made for the size of the men and not anyone else, which makes sense, I suppose.

			“Miss Abby, Balic informs me that you want to go to Hot Springs, Arkansas. Is this true?” he asks.

			“Yes sir. I’m supposed to meet my friends there.” I say.

			“Are these friends, trustworthy?” he asks.

			“Oh, yes sir. Lyza, Freckles and Charlotte escaped with me from the workinhouse. Well, and Raine too, but she’s gone now. Julian we met on the train with another hobo named Jim. They saved our lives,” I say.

			“So you are supposed to meet all these people then, and to what end?” he asks.

			“Well, we were all traveling together but then Charlotte got hurt. She couldn’t travel very well, and Freckles wanted to help Tom get the children back home. Tom is another friend of mine. Anyway so Freckles and Charlotte left with Tom to take the children back home. Tom and I rescued all the children from one of the mines,” I say. I falter here a moment. How do I describe the trolls to these men, or should I? I think I’ll leave that part out.

			“Well, go on,” says the captain.

			“Okay, so our other friend Raine fell off the train into the river. We didn’t know if she was dead or not so Lyza and Julian decided to go looking for her. I accidently found her later on the reservation but she didn’t want to leave. Anyway that’s how we all got separated and we need to get back together,” I say.

			“I see,” says Captain Dux.

			“Captain Dux, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but I don’t see how it’s any of your business anyway, sir. I appreciate your help, and any help you gave my papa, but you’re not my papa,” I say. 

			I say this as polite as I can. I don’t understand why he is questioning who the people are that I’m meeting. I mean, after all, I am my own person. I have been taking care of myself long before he ever came along. I guess he did save my life but that doesn’t make him the boss of me to tell me who I can and can’t meet with.

			“Don’t get upset now child, I’m only looking out for your welfare as a friend of your papa’s. I don’t want to see you get into any more trouble than you already have. Carrying around weapons such as these is asking for trouble,” he says. 

			He motions to the derringer and the snake venom gun that are lying on the table. I didn’t notice them until now. I suppose they have been discussing them all this time and wondering why a girl my age has such weapons. 

			“There is also the question of you being in the company of a man trying to kill you,” he says, stroking his beard.

			“Captain, I thank you for saving my life but the whole reason I have the weapons is to protect myself. I guess I wasn’t doing a very good job of it when you came to my rescue. You saved me, and again I thank you for that. I would like to point out that I never asked to go on this quest. If anyone has put me in danger it’s been Papa for leaving. I’ve had to do for myself all this time and I’m doing the best I know how,” I say.

			“You could have just stayed in the workinhouse until your papa came for you,” says Mr. Gunter.

			“You have obviously never worked in a workinhouse. Have you any idea what they do to you in there? How hard they work you? How little food and clothing you have? You have nothing of your own, you are nothing but a work animal,” I say. I am trying not to cry but I feel the tears welling up in my eyes.

			“I guess I never thought much about it,” says Mr. Gunter.

			“No, maybe not. None of you do because your sole concern is about your own self and your own people. You said so yourself,” I say. I realize I am speaking a bit boldly to these men who are my elders, but they need to hear this.

			“Yes we do keep to ourselves just for that purpose and more. Long ago we were shunned from the world because of our size, laughed at and humiliated. We need nothing more to do with Landers except for a very few like your papa,” says the captain.

			“You know, not everyone is like that, just like not all hobos and pirates are bad. There’s a lot of people out there who are lost and need saving. I’m just one girl but if my papa has something that is going help, then I’m going to find him and help him. One way or another we are going to stop the System, because it’s wrong,” I say taking a stance.

			“You sure are Bishop Steel’s daughter,” says Vitals, shaking his head and laughing.

			“Yes, that’s right, I am. So Captain Dux, do you have any idea where my papa is?” I ask.

			“Might be he’s in Colorado I think, but that’s all I know and all he said to me about where he intended to go. I guess he thought it best not to say too much for our sake,” says Captain Dux.

			“That’s fine. Thank you for that information. I would like it if you could please take me to Hot Springs or as close as you can. I am going to meet up with my friends and together we are going find Papa,” I say.

			“We will discuss it, and I will think about all this. It will require us to change course offsetting our plans, you know,” he says.

			“I understand,” I say.

			“I’ll have Balic take you back to your room for now while we discuss this,” says Captain Dux.

			“Thank you. I would also like to have my property back,” I say, pointing to the weapons. 

			“I’m not so sure about that. They both seem sort of dangerous for you to have them,” he says.

			“I assure you I have been taught to use them. Besides, the snake venom gun is not mine. I need to return it to its rightful owner or I’ll be a thief,” I say.

			“We will discuss this, best you go back to your room now,” he says.

			I follow Balic back to my room, both of us in silence. I’ve got nothing to say right now. For some reason I’m feeling like a hostage. Even though they saved me and I am grateful. I feel like I don’t have a choice about what happens to me next, and I hate that feeling. I can’t wait to be a full adult when no one can tell me what to do. I never asked for any of this. I have been doing everything I know how just to stay alive. Stay at the workinhouse he says. If I had done that, I would have been dead a long time ago; I should have told him that. I always forget important things to say and then think of them later.

			In my room I’m alone with Boots and my thoughts, and I try not to get angry. I must remember and understand that they have plans too. I have to be gracious in whatever they decide because at some point in time they will want me off their ship. They don’t like dealing with, what was that name he said? Landers. Well at least I can find comfort in the fact that he doesn’t want me here on his ship.

			And who does he think he is, keeping my property? At least the derringer is mine. I do have to return the gun because I took it from Oliver T. Clark without asking. I have always planned to give it back. I hope he isn’t mad at me. 

			While I’m waiting to hear the captain’s decision I roll up the map which is still under the covers where I had hidden it. No sooner have I got the map put away back in its hiding spot then there is a knock at the door again.

			I open the door and find Mr. Gunter standing there.

			“Good evening, miss. Is everything alright?” he asks.

			“Fine, thank you. Do you want to come in?” I ask, trying to be polite after my angry explosion earlier.

			“Oh no, no thank you. I just came to see if you needed anything and to let you know the captain has made a decision,” he says.

			“A decision?” I ask.

			“Yes, we’ve turned back southeast now and we will be heading to Hot Springs for you. We should be there by the wee morning hours. It takes a bit longer because of the cross winds. The captain suggests you get some sleep before we get there,” says Mr. Gunter.

			“Oh thank you so much! Please tell Captain Dux thank you,” I say elated.

			“I will. He also asked me to give you these and told me to tell you that he hopes you will use them wisely, if at all,” he says.

			He hands me a box. I open it up and find both the derringer and the venom gun inside. I close the lid of the box and look up and smile.

			“Thank you. I will be careful. I don’t like to use them either but it’s nice to know that I have them in case there is danger,” I say.

			“Understandable. Now you get some rest while you can,” he says, and leaves without another word.

			“Goodnight,” I call after him. But he is already up the stairs.

			I wonder if I will have time to talk to the captain again before they drop me off in Hot Springs. I hope he plans to give me more information about where Papa might be; I mean, do I go to Colorado or Arizona? The states are right next to each other but that’s an awful lot of traveling. How are we supposed to get there? Are there trains going out that way? I wonder how Papa got there.

			I have so many things to think about that I just don’t see how I will be able to get any sleep. I crawl up in the bed which I find to be quite comfortable, better than sleeping on the floor of a boxcar. Boots curls up next to me, purring. There is a bit of a gentle rock to the ship and instead of making me feel sick I find it kind of soothing now. I wonder how my friends are, and if they remember about meeting up or if they even can? I hope so. It’s nice to have Boots but it will be so nice to see Lyza, Freckles, and Charlotte. It’s still too bad about Raine.

			I’m glad she’s not dead, but I wish she had come with me, then we would all be together again like when we started out. I hope she is happy with her husband and that her life is good with the natives. Lyza will be a little sore at her, I’m sure, and Freckles will too. I think Charlotte will be sad though. I don’t think she ever gets mad at anyone. My mind is wandering all over the place when I realize I had forgotten to ask Captain Dux about Ormes.
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