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			Dedication

			I dedicated this book to my readers, who have patiently waited for the continuation of this story.  At the MidSouth Convention in Memphis, a young lady came to my table desperately seeking the next book of the Steel Roots series. When I told her that Rails West was the last book, she adamantly told me that it was not. She pointed out to me that I had used the words rebellion and revolution, and therefore, there must be more to the story. She was right, of course, there is more to the story. So, to that young lady, wherever you are, I also dedicate this book to you, and I thank you for pointing out to me that I needed to finish writing Abby’s story. I apologize to my readers for taking so long to get this book to you, and I hope that you enjoy the adventure that lies within the following pages. 

			Yours truly,

			J L Mulvihill.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Up here in the mountain camp there are no sounds of train whistles, or the rhythmic reverberation of train wheels on the tracks. It’s winter now, and the one train that runs across the Rockies doesn’t run through the mountains this late in the season. Papa says it’s because the trains run the risk of avalanches this time of year. 

			I miss the sound of the train whistle. Sometimes at night when the wind blows through the canyon it makes a shrill echoing sound, reminiscent of a train. It’s sort of a lonely, empty sound, like someone crying and singing at the same time. The natives say it’s the voices of their ancestors calling out to them, warning them of imminent danger.

			Once I asked one of the natives what danger the voices warn them about, but he told me it is a danger too late to run from. He didn’t explain that to me, but I think he means the System. If the natives had listened to their ancestors, they would have known to run, instead of trying to fight the System by themselves. I guess there really is nowhere to run though. Not then, and not now. 

			I pull the blanket I have wrapped around me tight against the cold and turn my face away from the wind. I like to come out late at night and listen to the song of the canyon when the camp is quiet. Usually, the coyotes join in with their melancholy cries, filling the air with a symphony of sounds. Tonight, I don’t hear the coyotes for some reason; maybe it’s just too cold for them to be out. 

			The sky is clear, but no one is working this evening on account of Papa declaring a night of rest. When I first came here, Papa and his friend Mr. Nikola only worked at night when the smoke from the fires would be less obvious. Now everyone works night and day, we just don’t have any fires during the day. Papa says once the heavy snow sets in, it’s less likely anyone will come here to see what we are doing. 

			When I found Papa here in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado, he and a funny man named Mr. Nikola were working on building an army of clockwork men. The hope is that this army will be able to help us fight the System. Papa calls the clockwork men Automatons. The Automatons are pretty amazing; once you activate the clockwork men, they will stay on because they draw power from the sun and air around them. I understand the clockwork mechanism, but I don’t understand much of the rest. 

			Papa told me the Automatons will come to life once we have a big electrical storm. He says the lightning will hit a metal rod which goes down into the mine. He explained to me how Mr. Nikola has connected wires to all the clockwork men. When lightning strikes, the electricity will travel down the pole and through the wires, giving the clockwork men power to charge up. Once they are out of the mines, they will be able to keep charged from the electricity in the air and the sun. 

			Mr. Nikola invented the parts of the Automatons that power them. Papa calls Mr. Nikola a scientist, and not just an inventor, because he understands the mechanics of nature. Mr. Nikola is so smart he has invented things that no one ever thought of before, but most people just think he’s crazy. 

			Mr. Nikola’s part of the invention for the Automatons is extremely clever, but aside from that, I think he is a very strange person; he doesn’t talk to anyone except for Papa. Mr. Nikola mostly just keeps to himself and works a lot. He doesn’t say much to me either, but he is always looking at me like I’m some kind of freak he wants to dissect. Papa says that people like Mr. Nikola are so intellectual that they turn inside themselves and don’t know how to relate to other people who aren’t as smart as they are, which would be almost everyone. 

			I turn to the wood pile and collect as much wood as I can hold in my arms and begin the walk back to the small cabin that Papa and I share. Papa is at a meeting tonight, but the girls are over to keep me company. As I make my way back through the camp to the cabin, I remember there was another man here working on the clockwork men for a short time. 

			Mr. Babbage, I think, was the man’s name. He didn’t stay more than a couple of weeks. Papa told me he came from another country; Papa never said how Mr. Babbage came into America, since the System does not allow anyone in or out. Being a gentleman slightly older than Papa, I don’t think Mr. Babbage could have climbed up over the wall. I suppose there must be a secret way of getting into America from other countries, but Papa’s not telling me any of that. Mr. Bo once told us that there were cargo ships on the ocean that sailed across to other countries. I have no idea how that works, or where one could find a ship like that. 

			Mr. Babbage came here to help work on the brain of the clockwork men with Mr. Nikola. The two seemed to argue a lot and I wonder if that is why Mr. Babbage left or if he had just finished his part of the project. No one told me where Mr. Babbage went, or if he would be back. They didn’t even tell me when he left; one day, he just wasn’t there. When I asked Papa about where Mr. Babbage went, he just said that he needed to return to his own country while he still could. 

			I plan to ask Papa more about Mr. Babbage later. I really would like to know what he did to the clockwork men. Papa said that the clockwork men are smarter now and more like real soldiers. Mr. Babbage must be a genius like Mr. Nikola if he is able to make the clockwork men as smart or almost as smart as a person. 

			I don’t know if I understand how all that works, but if Papa is sure about it working, then I believe in him. There are a lot of things I don’t understand, but as I get older, I think I will understand some of these things better. Maybe not all the science, but a lot of other things. At the moment, I’m simply happy I found Papa alive.

			I believe Papa must be a genius too, since he is just as smart as Mr. Nikola. But Papa knows how to talk to people and can get along with just about everyone. All the people here at the camp seem to get on well with each other, and no one is treated any differently than anyone else. I suppose it’s because we all work toward a common goal and against the same enemy, the System.

			As I walk back to the cabin, I can hear voices coming from Papa’s workshop. Papa’s workshop is a building built into the side of the mountain where there is an old mining shaft. The Automatons are kept down in the mine, hidden from view in case a System ship flies over. 

			I pass by the workshop where I can hear Papa speaking inside. I stop for a moment, listening by the window. Papa is speaking to a large group of people who recently arrived at the camp. 

			“Farmers grow food, miners mine minerals, and industry makes products like clothes and things for the people to use. Only the people who use these things are not us, but a small number compared to those who make them,” I hear Papa saying. “It is the Elite who benefit from our work. Yet how can such a small group use all the things that are made or eat all the food that is grown? Most of the people in America who work are under The System, and they are starving; even the hardest workers who run the trains and workinhouses are barely given enough food to survive. You know this, you have seen this. That is why you have come here.” 

			I watch the people inside nodding their heads in agreement, some even vocalizing their thoughts. Papa sure does know how to stir up a crowd. I turn away from the window and resume my walk, thinking about what Papa just said and how true it all is. 

			I regard the camp, taking in the scene tonight, and realize that it has been almost a year since I left our farm and ended up here. Papa disappeared, and the farm we were living on was appropriated by the System. They tried to put Granny in an Oldies Home, and the Crushers took me to a workinhouse, where The System expected me to stay. I had no intention of spending my life in a workinhouse, so I had no choice but to escape and look for Papa. 

			When Mr. Nikola designed the clockwork men, he and Papa worked together to figure out how to make them.  Papa explained to me that he had traveled all over America to different mines to find the right materials to make the clockwork men work properly. 

			When I escaped the workinhouse, I met an old Hobo named Jim who said he knew Papa. He gave me a map and a spyglass that belonged to Papa, which started me on my search. That map led me to all sorts of mines across America where Papa had been in his search for the right materials for the clockwork men.  

			As I traveled across America looking for Papa, I learned that my country and its people are slaves to the System. I have no idea what is going on in the rest of the world, because we are kept in the dark by our own government. I only know that if you’re poor, then you work for the System, and if you can’t work, then you are worthless to the System; and they do what they can to get rid of you. 

			I don’t know how the other half of America lives. I thought Papa and Granny and I were that America, but we were only a part of the System’s workings and not a part they wanted to keep. The System only wants the people to work for the government and the Elite, as Papa puts them. 

			Those people in the workshop are not the only ones who realize the System is wrong. A lot of people started to figure this out a while back. People soon discovered that the workinhouses weren’t there to help the poor, but rather use the poor. Once you go into one of those places you never come back out. They keep people there as slaves. This is why the System is not working and why we are building an army.

			Some people started living outside the System. One group of those people call themselves Hobos and they travel across America, hopping trains and living by any means they can. There’s another group of people who steal from the System called Airship Pirates. They fly across the sky in big balloon airships, raiding the trains and System warehouses.

			Then there are people who are trying to fix things like Papa and me, and we’re called Rebels. The System would throw us in jail if they caught us, maybe even worse. That’s why we are hiding up in the mountains building an army. Papa sent my friends Julian, Tom, and even my betrothed, Joey, to talk to the Hobos and the Airship Pirates, and get them to fight with us. 

			Some of the Natives are hiding out with us too. They are the people who lived here in America long before anyone else. Their ancestors had many cities and villages all across America. When folks from Europe started settling here, they stole the lands from the Natives. They also killed a lot of the Natives and started a war. 

			Several Native tribes tried to stop the war and make peace because so many people were dying. So, the Natives made agreements with the System, or rather the government before the System. The agreements gave the Natives rights to certain lands. The System that is in place of the government now doesn’t respect those agreements, and they take Natives as slaves to work the mines. 

			My friend Raine is supposed to marry one of the Natives named Gray Hare. Gray Hare will be chief of his tribe one day. Some of the Natives are helping us build our army, but the others like Gray Hare have gone off in their flying vessels to other tribes, to get them to fight with us too. There are not many free folks left to fight. 

			Since Julian and Tom have gone to talk to the Hobos and Airship Pirates, Lyza and Freckles haven’t been very happy; they miss their beaus. I guess I haven’t been too happy either with Joey gone. I am a bit irritated too, because Joey asked Papa if he could marry me, and then he runs off to help Julian and Tom. I mean, I understand, and I know we aren’t gonna get married for a few years yet. I’m upset about it because we just found each other after being apart for so long, and now he’s gone again; and I just worry about him. 

			I try to stop thinking about Joey because I don’t want to cry. I’m glad the girls are over tonight, visiting with them will help keep my mind off Joey. I get so frustrated with myself sometimes, because if I’m not worried about Papa, I’m worried about Joey, or Granny, or someone else. Why am I always so worried about other people? 

			I stop for a moment to adjust the wood in my arms. I think I may have picked up too many pieces because my arms are starting to ache. The cabin is not far, and I can see the light shining from the window. Inside I know the girls are chattering about this and that, and I am missing all the fun. 

			Lyza, Freckles, and Charlotte live in another cabin built specifically for girls and women. There are some women here at the camp with small children who have lost their husbands. There is another cabin just for the men and teenage boys too. 

			Scattered all around our little camp are tents and makeshift huts for the families who have managed to find their way here. It’s hard to get supplies smuggled up here, especially in the dead of winter, so we make do with what we have. The people find scraps of material, and some of the tents and huts even have floors built up off the ground, and makeshift woodburning stoves inside to keep warm. Other people have dug caves into the side of the canyon and hung skins or furs to cover the front. Some even have built up around them with hay and mud like the Natives do, and have pipes sticking out to vent smoke from their fires. 

			I go inside the cabin and Freckles helps me unload the wood and throws some into the fireplace. We have one of the few cabins up here where a fireplace has been built into the wall. Charlotte, Lyza, and Freckles all sit at the table in our cozy little cabin drinking hot tea and gossiping. They have been preparing first aid kits and bandages in preparation of the upcoming battle Papa and the other men are planning. 

			Aside from helping the other women with the cooking, this is pretty much what the girls have been doing most days. There is not much else we can do while we wait for the weather to clear and our army to be ready. Nothing to do but wait, except for laundry, and Freckles said she wouldn’t touch another stitch that wasn’t her own. Charlotte and Lyza both agree on this matter, but I can’t, because I have to do Papa’s laundry.

			Laundry, cooking, and cleaning is not all I do around here, though. I also get to help Papa and the men with some of the clockwork mechanics since I understand the basics of how they work; I also have small hands, so I can reach into intricate places of the machinery to attach wires. 

			I finish piling the wood by the fireplace before I settle myself by the fire to warm up from being outside. Boots, my cat, jumps up on my lap. Boots has been with me as long as Lyza, Freckles, and Charlotte have. He adopted me when the girls and I escaped the workinhouse. Boots and I have been through some pretty tough times together. I’ve had to carry him in my bag, and throw him in a train car on occasion, but Boots doesn’t seem to mind and stays with me. 

			I find myself in deep thought as I scratch Boots’ chin, it must be nice to be a cat. I wonder if cats worry much about things like people do. I have had a lot of things on my mind lately, but the thing that has been weighing the heaviest is my mother. 

			Not long ago, Papa got shot by a man named Bisquet, and Papa thought he might die, so he told me some things about my real parents he thought I should know. Papa told me that he didn’t just find me in a boxcar by accident. He said that my mother put me there on purpose so that Papa would find me before the System did. Papa said she didn’t want me to end up in a workinhouse or dead. How could she possibly know that things would turn out so wrong? 

			Papa also told me that my grandfather, Grugen, is the head of the System and helped create it. I could not believe it when Papa told me that. I felt truly angry and betrayed. I try not to find fault with my mother; after all, it’s not her fault that her father, my grandfather, is part of the System. Maybe that part bothers me the most; I can’t stand the thought of being the flesh and blood of a man who has created such misery in America. 

			When winter is over, I plan to find my mother, and maybe with her help we can stop my grandfather, Mr. Grugen, and the System. I’m not sure how because I’m only sixteen years old, well almost seventeen, but with Papa and the Automatons and the rest of our army of Hobos, Natives, and Airship Pirates, we will be able to stop the System. 

			I gaze into the fire, half-listening to Charlotte and Freckles argue over what size the bandages should be, and half in thought about my mother and the upcoming battle. Boots abruptly arches his back and hisses before jumping off my lap and scurrying away, startling me. At the same time, I feel a sudden chill, like the air has changed or something, and get a sick feeling in my stomach. Something bad is about to happen; I can just feel it all over. I get up and walk over to the window, looking out. 

			“What’s wrong?” asks Lyza.

			“I don’t know, I just feel like something . . .” I say, but never get to finish my sentence before there is a loud BOOM! 

			The ground shakes, and we can hear yells and screams outside. Something else I can hear under all the noise, but I can’t quite make out what it is. Then it comes to me: marching. I hear hundreds of feet marching. 

			“Someone is marching through the tunnel entrance,” I say.

			“Come on,” says Lyza.

			I watch, unable to move for a moment as Lyza yanks open the door and rushes out, with Freckles following after her. I feel the wintry night air push its way into the cabin, seeping the warmth from the room. Charlotte hesitates at the door then turns to me.

			“Are you coming Abby,” she asks.

			“Yes, of course,” I say. We both go out the door after Lyza and Freckles, toward the commotion. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			As we get close to the camp entrance, I see soldiers dressed in red and blue uniforms marching through with guns at the ready. Some of the people in the camp are running away, while others are trying to stop the soldiers. I’m not sure if they can, though, because there are so many of them. A group of men are pulling wagons into the path to block the soldiers from coming any further, but the soldiers start to shoot their guns at the men. I see some of them men fall to the ground and others try and hide behind the wagons, and return fire with their own guns. 

			We all realize at once that this is not a safe place to be. We stop short in shock of what we are seeing. There is a voice inside my head telling me to turn around and run away, but there is another voice saying to me that I need to find a gun and fight. This isn’t fair. How did the System find us?

			“AB’Gale!”

			I hear Papa yelling my name and I turn around to see him running toward me.

			“Girls, come with me, it’s not safe.”

			“I have to go get Boots,” I say.

			“No time Abby, he’s a cat, he’ll be fine. The soldiers aren’t after cats, now come on quick,” Papa yells over his shoulder. 

			We all follow Papa, away from the guns and soldiers. He leads us back down to his workshop and down to the cave where they have been keeping the clockwork men. It’s not really a room but the beginning of an old mine. Papa hands me a lantern and turns me around to face him.

			“No matter what happens, you just keep going now, you hear?” Papa says.

			“I hear,” I say. I’m not sure what he is driving at, but I got a sick feeling in my stomach that tells me I ain’t gonna like what he says next.

			“You promise me now, you won’t try looking for me,” he says.

			“What do you mean?” I ask, but I understand right away what he is saying to me.

			“I said promise me now, AB’Gale, you won’t come looking for me, no matter what happens,” he says.

			“I promise Papa, but you’re coming with us, aren’t you?” I ask. My heart is pounding in my throat.

			“Not this time, Little Sis,” he says. Papa calls me Little Sis because he says I remind him of his little sister who died at an early age. I have always taken this to be a compliment. It’s odd to know now that my papa is really my uncle, even though he raised me as if I were his own daughter. It’s taken so long to find him and now I think I’m about to lose him again.

			“Papa no, come with us,” I plead.

			“Go AB’Gale, now!” He turns to Lyza then and says, “Take her, and the rest of you git now!”

			“Don’t stop AB’Gale, you keep going and get yourself to Granny and her people,” I hear Papa yell behind me.

			There are voices echoing through the corridor, and though they are way off, I can tell people are coming. We can’t hesitate any longer, so I hand the lantern to Lyza and hug Papa one last time before I turn and run back through the mine, pulling Lyza with me. If I hesitate for one more moment, I won’t be able to go.

			Behind me I hear a loud crash and the ground starts shaking again and dust starts falling all around us. We turn around to see that the entrance has caved in, blocking the spot where Papa once stood. 

			“Papa, no!” I cry out, running back. 

			There is nowhere for me to go, all I can do is just stand there and stare at the pile of boulders blocking the entrance where Papa just stood. Someone grabs my hand and pulls me away, but I yank my hand back and start to try and pull the rocks away from the entrance.

			“Abby, no!” someone is saying to me, but I can’t make out who it is because all I can think about is that Papa is gone. 

			“He’s gone, Abby,” someone says through a cracking voice. I realize it’s Charlotte and she’s crying.

			“I’m sorry Abby, but they could break through at any minute, we have to go, or they will catch us too,” says Lyza.

			I feel someone grab my hand and lead me along the path. I can’t believe I’ve lost Papa again. If he is not already dead under those rocks, the soldiers will either kill him or take him to a prison, and I don’t think I will ever be able to find him again. It’s not fair, it’s just not fair. All I want is my family and my home back together like it used to be, but I can’t go back. There is no going back to what used to be; and that makes my heart hurt.

			The corridor is dark except for the dim light ahead that bobs slightly as it’s carried aloft. I follow along as the hand embracing my own pulls me. Now and then, voices barely above a whisper float back to me but I don’t understand the words. All I can think about is Papa and all the things I went through to find him, and now, it seems it’s all for nothing. 

			I think maybe I should have stayed at the workinhouse, but then I would be dead because of the explosion, so that would be no good. So maybe I should have stayed with Mr. Oliver T. Clark and helped him sell snake oils. But part of me feels like all this craziness would have caught up to me anyway. It just feels so hopeless now. Everything we had worked for is gone. There is no way we can have a revolution and stop the System. They’ve won. Without Papa, all is lost, I’m lost.

			I’ve been so wrapped up in my own thoughts that I hadn’t realized we’d stopped. I feel someone shaking me and speaking to me. I do my best to focus on who it is and what they are saying to me.

			“Abby, are you listening?” asks the voice.

			I focus my eyes and see Freckles standing in front of me. She’s shaking me. It’s dark, but not so much that I can’t recognize her, and I know it’s her voice.

			“What?” I finally ask.

			“Geeze Abby, you’ve got to snap out of it,” she says.

			“Give her a break Freckles,” says Charlotte.

			“I know, but we have to think about what to do,” says Freckles.

			“Let’s just sit down for a few minutes and collect ourselves,” says Charlotte.

			“Right,” says Freckles. She lets go of my arms and walks away. 

			Someone brings the lantern closer; I think it’s Lyza, and we all sit down in a circle. I notice we have made it to the room where Papa keeps the clockwork men. I look about and see them standing like silent sentries in the dark, the light from the lantern casting shadows on the walls making them seem like giants. They are almost giants anyway since they are taller than most men, but here with the lantern, their shadows make them appear twice their size. 

			“They look spooky, don’t they?” asks Charlotte.

			“I only wish they worked,” says Freckles.

			“They do work, they’re just not powered up,” says Lyza.

			“What’s the point?” I say.

			“What do you mean, ‘what’s the point?’” asks Freckles. “So, we can set them loose on those soldiers out there.”

			“It’s probably over by now and they’ve left the camp,” says Lyza.

			“Do you think we can turn them on, really?” asks Charlotte.

			“Don’t be silly Charlotte, why do you think Papa Steel made them?” scolds Lyza.

			Lyza is right, Papa did make the clockwork men to fight the soldiers, so why didn’t Papa just come in here and set them loose against the soldiers? Why did he send us down in here and then cause the entry to collapse behind us? I’m trying to understand the logic in this. Maybe they aren’t ready for battle, but I thought they were. I just don’t understand, which adds to my misery even more. Then I realize what Lyza said is right; they need to be powered up, and in order to do that, there needs to be an electrical storm.

			“Well, if they were built to fight for us, then why don’t we use them?” asks Charlotte.

			“Geeze Charlotte, that’s the problem, we don’t know how to turn them on,” says Freckles.

			“Papa didn’t tell me what to do,” I say. 

			I’m not really in the conversation, or at least I don’t really feel like I am. I feel numb and distant, like this is just a dream and I’m watching it all happen. 

			“Abby, he told you to go to your Granny’s,” says Charlotte.

			I stand up and walk over to the closest clockwork man, ignoring Charlotte’s comment. I put my palm where a person’s heart would be. 

			“Wake up,” I say softly, but nothing happens. I really didn’t expect anything, anyway. 

			I move my hand over the smooth metal, only marked by the rivets where each sheet is put together. If I could get these metal men to wake up and move, then I would go back out there and fight those soldiers and get Papa back. Stubbornly, I kick the metal soldier, but nothing happens. I hit its chest with my fist, but nothing, not even a dent. I’m so frustrated I could scream, but I hold it in. I start to hit the metal man with my fist, over and over again, until my hand hands hurt. And I slump down to my knees and cry. At first, it’s just a little, but suddenly I am crying uncontrollably, and I can’t stop.

			All at once there is a familiar feeling I get as several arms are wrapped around me, holding me tight. Then another pair of arms and another, and I let myself fall into these arms and weep until there are no more tears inside me. When I’m done crying, I pry myself from Lyza, Charlotte, and Freckles, and wipe my face on my sleeves.

			“At least I have you gals with me. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I say.

			“We will always be here for you, Abby,” says Charlotte. 

			“Of course, we’re here for you,” says Freckles.

			“You’re AB’Gale Steel, you can do anything you set your mind to,” says Lyza.

			Suddenly, an odd clicking sound comes from inside the clockwork man. We all scoot back quickly and look up. A light starts to glow out of the eyes, and a lot of ticking and clicking sounds begin up and down inside the metal soldier. 

			Scrambling back farther, we stand up and watch the clockwork soldier come to life. Or at least it seems like it is coming to life, with all the noise it’s making. Just as quickly as it starts, it becomes quiet. 

			We are all just standing here waiting and nothing happens. I walk over to the clockwork man and stand face to face with it, or at least try. I’m really looking up at its face since it’s so tall. Still, nothing happens. I hit it again, hoping that will do the trick, but nothing still. I turn and look down at the rows and rows of useless soldiers.

			“Wake up,” I say to the metal man, but he remains silent.

			“AB’Gale Steel,” says Lyza.

			I look at her, wondering why she is saying my name, when I hear a small whirring noise inside the machine again. I put my ear to its chest and can hear the faintest sound inside, like it’s trying to start itself up or something.

			“I thought it might be your name that triggers it,” says Lyza, coming to my side.

			“I think it does, but something is wrong, it can’t get started,” I say. “Listen,” and I motion to her to put her ear against its metal chest. She does and listens intently. 

			“I hear it,” she says.

			Charlotte and Freckles come over and they listen too. I walk around and feel the metal touching the wrists and joints, hoping I can find a button or something, but I can’t find anything.

			“It’s clockwork,” I say, thinking aloud. “There should be a way to wind it up.”

			“Papa Steel said once they have power you wind them up and they collect energy from the air somehow to stay running,” says Lyza.

			“That’s impossible,” says Freckles.

			“No, it’s not,” I say, turning on Freckles. “My papa built these things, and that means they work.”

			“Mr. Nikola helped, so maybe he did something to them,” suggests Charlotte.

			“What, like sabotage?” asks Lyza.

			“Maybe,” says Charlotte.

			“I don’t think so. He is a pretty weird guy, sure, but he’s no Pumquat. I think he knows what he is doing. We’re just missing something here,” I say.

			“Like a key?” asks Freckles. “You wind up clocks with a key.”

			“Yeah,” I say, “like a key, but Papa never said anything about a key.”

			We all sit down again, feeling defeated. 

			“Abby, we can’t stay here, we have to leave,” says Lyza. 

			“How can we just leave them here?” I ask. 

			“We can come back for them, the System doesn’t know they are here so they should be safe where they are,” says Lyza.

			“I know, you’re right, I just don’t like leaving them,” I say.

			“Lyza is right, we need to find a way out of this place. There’s no food or water here,” says Freckles.

			“Okay, just let me rest for a little while longer please,” I say.

			No one says anything, they just let me sit quietly. I know Lyza and Freckles are right, we can’t stay here in the mine. I have no idea how to get the clockwork men out of here right now, so we will have to leave them behind, for now. Maybe Papa got away and has a plan of his own to come back for the clockwork men. But what if he didn’t get away, what then? What do I do, and how do I get this army out of the mine? I’m just not sure what Papa wanted us to do.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			After we rest a brief time, Lyza becomes insistent that we continue moving, so I reluctantly get up and follow behind as we continue picking our way through the mining tunnels. At some point, I think the mines turn into an actual cave because the rock becomes smoother, not jagged like a mine shaft that has been drilled or blown open. I also don’t notice any support beams, but large boulders we have to squeeze around. 

			Lyza leads us, holding the lantern, giving us a dim light to see our way. If it weren’t for the lantern, I believe we would be surrounded by complete darkness. The air here is cool and not too cold, but there is an eerie silence all about us, except for the sounds we make and the occasional sound of water dripping. 

			I sometimes notice odd shapes on the walls and ceiling that make it look like the walls are frothing a white ooze. Once we passed one of these, and I got up close to inspect it. The formation was wet yet solid, and drips of water came down from the ceiling running along the smooth surface. I tasted the water, but it was bitter and not good to drink.

			Time seems to pass, and I feel like we have been walking in this dark world for hours. We stop every now and again to rest, but only for a short time before Lyza gets us back up to keep moving. I think maybe she is afraid of being lost here. I think maybe that could be a concern and I should be more worried about that myself. At the moment, though, something else more concerning has just come to me; and that is a very odd and horrible odor we have come upon. 

			“Egads! What’s that smell?” asks Freckles about the same time I notice the smell myself.

			“Ugh, you’re not kidding, what is it?” asks Lyza.

			I hear a noise, very tiny and almost inaudible over the sound of our footfalls. I stop and strain to hear it again. It’s almost as if someone’s shoe is squeaking, but not quite that sound. I just can’t place it while everyone is still moving, but it disturbs me for some reason, and I need to know what it is.

			“Wait! Stop moving or making a sound for just a minute,” I say. 

			Everyone stops and does their best to hold very still and not make a sound, but we are all breathing heavily from walking for so long. I can tell everyone is trying to breathe quieter, but each labored breath echoes in the cave. After a few moments, I hear the odd sound again. It is definitely a squeak, but it sounds more like an animal making the noise and it is getting louder and closer. 

			“Abby, I think there are animals in here,” says Charlotte, alarm in her voice.

			“I think so too,” I
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