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Prologue
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THE TRAIN CUT THROUGH the foggy night like a knife on its way to San Francisco. At the control Elijah Brookhart leaned out to see what the way was like ahead. He knew it was waste of his time, but driving locomotives for ten years now, it had become a habit he found hard to shake. Finding nothing show in the dim glow of the trains light, it didn’t matter if he did. There were sixty tons of freight behind him that would push him far beyond that short distance. Keeping his hand on the handbrake, the best he could do was knock ten or twenty miles per hour off its speed. After that it was all in God’s hands. 

He pulled his head back into the cab and examined his pressure gauges. Everything was normal except for the trains water level that look low. It was wrong, they’d only refilled two hours ago at Skulldune and left with a full water tank. Taping the gauge again, he waited for the needle on the dial to correct itself. Nothing. It didn’t surprise him. Most of the locomotives he’d driven had quirks and personalities of their own. She was just being stubborn with him. Tapping the glass once more, Elijah watched the needle bobble inside and correct itself. Now going the wrong way, he looked over at Stanton his engineer. 

“There’s something wrong with this water gauge.”

“Yeah, what is it?” 

Standing back, he allowed the man to come look at it. “It says we’re almost out.”

“That’s ridiculous. I filled it myself. Must be just a dodgy gauge.” Stanton slapped it with his gloved hand. The needle fell further.

“That’s what I thought, but what if it’s not?” That was the last thing he needed. He already had a warning on his work record, the last thing he needed was something as big as this. He knew he could argue until the cows came home that it wasn’t his fault, but it would all come down to him ignoring his equipment. If the water gauge said it was low, he had to know for certain. He pulled on his work gloves. “I’m going up top to find out.”

“In this weather? Are you out of your mind?”

He knew he was right, standing on a moving locomotive wasn’t an easy job at the best of times, but in the dark and walking on damp metal, he knew it made the risk even greater. But he had to know for certain. Looking back to the ghostly shapes of the trucks behind him, Elijah pictured the load of steel they pulled and the deadline they had to meet. ‘Make sure you get to San Francisco by morning,’ his boss had said. ‘We lose this contract and we’ll all suffer for it. It left him no choice. It was either stop and lose time or go up top and hope he didn’t fall off. Moving away from his station, Elijah picked up the paraffin lamp that hung between them. 

“You’re in charge until I come back.”

“And if I hear a scream as you roll under the wheels?”

Elijah grinned and slapped him on the shoulder. “If that happens there’s not much you can do for me, just keep going.”  He held the lamp up and reached for the ladder that would take him up on the roof.

“I think you’re making a big mistake, Elijah. All this for a broken gauge.” Stanton waved a gloved finger. “You’ll see that I’m right.”

Ignoring him, he climbed onto the roof and began his crawl toward the handrail that would take him to the front of the engine. He held his lamp high to light the way. Stanton was right, if he fell there was no second chance. Coming morning the buzzards would be feasting on whatever was left of him. 
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“ARE WE THERE YET, MOTHER?”

Aileen Kelly looked down at the wide eyes that looked up from her lap. Brushing the child’s cheek, she shook her head. “Not yet. I thought you were asleep, Patrick?”

The boy nuzzled into her. “I can’t.”

Aileen nodded. “I know, but you must. Just look at your brother.” She looked over at her brother and her youngest son in the same position as she was. How Sean seemed to be able to sleep with a child laid over his lap boggled her mind. Every time Patrick tossed and turned, he pulled her back from the edge of sleep. “Don’t you think he’s excited about moving to San Francisco too?” 

“I suppose. But he doesn’t understand.”

“And what about your uncle?” He snored as if on cue. Aileen shook her head and looked down at Patrick who was stifling a giggle. “Well, forget about him.” She ran her hand through his hair. Waiting for him to control himself, she couldn’t help but remark on how much he was growing into his father. The same hairline, smile, sense of humor, he was a permanent reminder of what she’d lost. She noticed him squirm. “Do you need the toilet?” He nodded. “Well, why didn’t you tell me?”

He sat up and looked at her with a guilty look on his face. “I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“Don’t be silly. If you need to go, you need to go. You didn’t think you could hold it until we got to San Francisco, did you?”

“I guess not.”

She looked over at her brother and son and found neither one stir. She wished she was with them. Putting a finger to her lips, she nodded toward the aisle and lead the way to find the toilet.
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ELIJAH HELD THE LANTERN above his head and looked for the next hand hold. Over halfway to the water filler cap, there was no going back now. Looking back at the locomotive cab, he knew the comments he was going to get when returned. Stanton was right, he was out here on a fool’s errand. Reaching the hand rail, he rubbed his hand along it and unsettled the water droplets that had collected on it. The fog was as thick as ever and gave him nothing to see. Hopefully there wasn’t a tree branch or anything else up ahead waiting to catch him as he flew by it. He put that thought to the back of his mind and changed the paraffin lamp to his weaker hand. It wasn’t far now, all he had to do now was get was to the top of the boiler and straddle the water compartment. He put a gloved hand on the metal and felt the heat from below warm it. Only a few inches away, the fire was consuming coal almost as fast as they could feed it. He reached for the next step. He’s need to hurry himself. It wouldn’t be long before Stanton would need to leave his driving position and place more coal on it. Once that happened, they’d be hurtling through the dark with no one at the wheel. He gripped the next hand rail and pulled himself up. 

Straddling the water compartment, the engine below sent vibrations up his spine and into his clenched jaw. Three feet there, and three back, that’s all he had to do now. The damp metal ahead looked treacherous. One slip and he’d be history. Holding his arm in front of him, Elijah held up the lantern and pulled his hips across the damp metal. His bottom was getting wet. That was more ammunition for Stanton’s teasing. Better a wet behind than the strip his boss would take from it. He pulled himself closer to the filler cap. What if the tank had somehow sprung a leak? What would they do then? They were at least an hour away from the next refuelling spot. Unless they hadn’t passed Henley farm. He took out his pocket watch and held it to the lantern. Ten to eleven. The farm was a twenty-minute stop away. If they could carry on, they’d be able to stop and refill there. Unless the tank had ruptured and was leaking like sieve. He put his watch away and finished his journey at the filler cap. Now it was time to say a prayer that he’d made a fool of himself. 

Elijah held the lantern over the opening and tried to catch the reflection in the water below him. Nothing. That didn’t look good. He put his mouth to the hole and called into it. Was that an echo? He wasn’t sure, but the water level was way below what it should have been. He closed his eyes and tried to put the background noise out of his mind. He’d try one more time. His voice bounced around inside the empty large water chamber below him. Ten minutes had passed since he’d looked at his watch. It was only ten minutes to Henley farm. He looked back at the cab. Stanton would never hear him. If he didn’t get back in time they’d be coasting to a halt in the middle of nowhere. If that happened, he could kiss his job goodbye. 
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AILEEN LEANED AGAINST the toilet door and tapped gently on it. Stifling a yawn, she heard her son call out to her.

“I’m nearly finished.”

“Good and be sure to wash your hands.” She listened to the splash of water inside and took her weight off the door. Going to the opposite side of the narrow corridor, she leaned her tired body up against the carriage. Sleep would come easy when she got back, there was no doubt of that. For the little she’d get now that San Francisco was drawing closer. Once they got to their accommodation, she’d make Sean occupy the boys until she felt human again. That’s what she’d do. The toilet door opened.

“It’s Patrick you’re talking to.”

“What?” 

He pointed back to where he’d come from. “You told me to wash my hands. I always do, it’s Joseph that always forgets.”

“Huh?” Aileen rubbed her forehead. “I’m sorry son, I wasn’t thinking.” She draped an arm around his neck and pulled him to her. “Don’t mind me, I’m dead on my feet.” 

“Much longer mother?” 

“I’m not sure.” She moved Patrick ahead of her to allow an elderly man to walk by them. “Excuse me?”

He stopped. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Have we got far to go?”

“I’m not sure, this is my first time too.” He leaned down and looked out the window beside him. “I don’t see any lights ahead.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose we’ll get there when we get there. —Is this your son?”

“It is.” She tossed his hair. “This is Patrick, my eldest boy.”

He held out a hand. “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you Patrick.”

Patrick shook it. “And you sir.”

“Well, I better not keep you long. I’m sure you both want to get back to your seats and get a little sleep before we...” He grabbed onto a handrail as the trains brakes engaged. 

“Mother?”

Aileen looked at her son. The wheels below them screamed out in protest as they slid along the track. This didn’t sound good. 
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“OVER HERE!”

Aileen listened to the voice that sounded like it came from the end of a long tunnel. Opening her mouth to speak, she watched a man whip her with a large blanket and wrap it quickly around her. Lost for an explanation, she looked up as he smiled down on her. 

“You’ll be OK now.” He looked away. “Quick! We need to get her out of here.”

“What... what happened?”

He looked down and shook his head. “There’s been a crash.”

Was it daytime already? Aileen looked at the glow of light to the right of her. Holding her hand up, she marvelled at the light that flickered on the back of it. It was warm. Warmer than she expected. Looking over to see the sunrise, she looked at the mangled pile of metal that lay beside her on fire. Patrick? Where was Patrick? She tried to get up and felt her back scream out for her full attention. 

“There’s help on the way.” He looked away and screamed into the dark. “QUICKLY I NEED HELP.”

“Patrick.”

He looked at her. “Is that your husband?”

Her brother. She hadn’t thought of him until now. Sean where was he? And what about Joseph? She looked back at the mangled wreckage and screamed their names. The woodwork beside her crackled in the fire. “Patrick! Joseph! Sean!” She tried once more to sit up and faced another sudden influx of pain. “I’ve got to find them.”

“I’m sure they’re fine.” He put his hands to her shoulders and gently pushed her back down. “You should stay put, you’re in no condition to get up.” 

“I’m fine. I need to find my family.” She caught a look of pity on his face. “What is it?”

“We’ll get you help as quickly as we can.” He screamed into the dark once more. “CAN ANYONE HEAR ME?”

Hearing footfalls, Aileen looked and watched three men running in her direction. Carrying what looked like a large blanket, she watched them open it and place it on the ground beside her. Was this for her? “No I’m fine. I can get up myself.” She caught a look of pity on his face once more. “What’s wrong?”

He lifted the blanket that covered her left side. Blackened, what was left of her dress was stuck to her skin. She looked at the holes that were burned in it, the skin below it looked like it was molten. Red and angry, it screamed out to her as she tried to sit up.

He looked at her. “I’m afraid you’ve suffered some burns to your body.” 

“But...”

He directed the surrounding men. “Be very careful carrying her.”

Rolled on her right side, Aileen felt the blanket placed under her. 

“This is going to hurt a little.”

He lied. Rolled onto her burnt side, she fought the pain and began losing consciousness.

“Get her straight to Tom. I don’t know if she’s going to make it....”
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