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Will the tracks that unite a nation unite two friends?


When Malachy travels west to lay tracks for the transcontinental railroad, he’s ready for an adventure. He expects the work to be hard, but he doesn’t anticipate how dangerous—and lonely—it will be. From avalanches in the mountains to explosions in the desert, deadly accidents are just waiting to happen. Malachy gets by with his love for his new dog, Brina, and Blind Thomas, the most loyal railroad horse around.


Then Malachy is sent to join a crew of Chinese workers. He’s not the only one who is suspicious of them, with their strange clothes, exotic foods, and odd habits, like bathing every day. Still, Malachy begins a tentative friendship with one bold Chinese boy. But when real danger threatens his new friend, will Malachy have the courage to step up and do what’s right?
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Prologue



The little thumbnail moon gave no light at all. A friend to the thief.


In every direction the midnight darkness stretched its arms wide, promising cover. But could it be trusted? I swallowed my breathing and listened for footsteps. Only a yawning silence.


The slight breeze, like a sigh at the end of a great effort, sent a crumpled telegram skidding past my feet. I didn’t bother to pick it up. Its news was no longer new. The entire nation, in fact, knew what that telegram spelled out: Supreme achievement completed. Greatest enterprise in the world. Country advanced one hundred years.


Where did that leave the two of us?


As vast as the land, the night sky pitched a black canopy above, its canvas punctured by brilliant, twinkling stars. To the east was a pair of especially bright ones: Weaver Girl and Cowboy, Ducks called them, two wandering souls separated every day of the year but one. (Ducks’s given name was Chun Kwok Keung, but that sounded so much like quacking that I’d taken to calling him Ducks soon after we’d met.)


Dropping my gaze to the valley floor, I peered eastward. That’s the way Ducks had gone, so that’s the way we were heading. The twin black lines of the rails, crosshatched by ties, formed a ladder so long, it could probably stretch to the stars and unite those two ancient wanderers of his.


Far back in town, a horse nickered his worry through the darkness: Are you there? The horse standing patiently beside me, the one who had been spirited away from his companions, lifted his head and returned the call: I’m here.


Shh! I scolded, cupping my hand over his muzzle. I tugged on his halter and brought his head down to the crook of my shoulder, absently stroking his face. His skin felt cool beneath my fingers, the hairs well oiled and fine.


I kept stroking his face, building up the courage to carry on with what I’d already rashly begun. Somewhere inside, I knew my hand was trying to soothe me as much as Thomas, but in vain.


A horse—a normal horse, anyway—will shy when you lift a hand directly to his face. Not this one, not Thomas. It wasn’t because of the darkness, since horses can see better at night than most men; it was because he couldn’t see at all. Blind, he was, and so named: Blind Thomas.


I was stealing Blind Thomas.


Like the thousand other horses who’d been measuring the rails year after year with their steadily clopping hooves—back and forth, back and forth—Thomas had been purchased and shipped in by the Central Pacific Railroad Company for their nothing-like-it-in-the-world project: a railroad that spanned a continent. I, too, had been shipped in. Ducks had been shipped in.


But the great effort—our great effort—was over. The rails from the east and those from the west had been spiked together earlier in the day back at Promontory Summit. The country, all thirty-some states and more territories, was joined end to end. The labor of our backs had delivered their dream, and we had celebrated. For a day. Now men and horses were being shoved out, discarded like excess ties along the tracks.


I shifted my weight and noted the cold seeping through the soles of my boots. Having worked side by side all this time, marking the seasons, the comings and goings—the deaths—we’d stitched ourselves into a sort of family. Even Ducks had called me di-di, “younger brother” in his language. When, on the face of it, we couldn’t be more different. When, up until three days ago, I hadn’t really even liked him.


Now, more than anything in this great, big, united land, I had to find him.





One



It was two and a half years ago, near the tail end of 1866, that I’d thrown my weight into the grand enterprise. I was still only thirteen then but big for my age, as was constantly remarked, and feisty as any Irish cockerel. I was also a know-nothing, with fists that spoke before my tongue, and for that I’m apologizing.


I was rightly my father’s boy, as everyone was quick to explain; he’d made me in his own image. And when he didn’t come back from the war, I’d had to become him: I laced on his boots, shouldered his harness, and went to work to support Ma and the others. The best work at the time—with some of the highest wages, anyway—was building the Pacific Railroad, and those big tycoons were so shy of workers, they were paying the whole passage on a two-month journey west: a long sail from New York down the East Coast, a tramp across Panama, and then another sail up the opposite coast, along Mexico and California. I had my own reasons for wanting to leave the city, so I inked my name, Malachy Gormley, and climbed the gangplank.


If I’d had eyes at all back then, I’d have recognized the signs of danger, beginning with the train ticket handed to me that blustery November morning in Sacramento.


That ticket, a thin white square, shivered in the breeze like it was having a fit; it fairly crackled with fear. Maybe it was because the two fingers clipping it were as smooth as sausages and burnished just as red. They were middle fingers only; the other three—thumb, pointer, and pinkie—were missing, blasted, or cut away somehow. I tried not to stare.


Behind the bars of the ticket window, the man owning the two fingers grumbled. “So they’s hauling up children now, is they? Heard they couldn’t keep enough men on the line.” He shook his head at that sad state of affairs. “Mind you keep your wits about you,” he advised, and then, sharply, which made me jump, “Well? Are you takin’ it?”


I snatched the ticket, careful not to touch that angry red claw of a hand. “When does the train leave?”


He jerked his whiskers toward the schedule posted behind him. “Forty-three minutes!” he barked, and waved me away.


I pinned the square of paper against my palm, which was now damp with sweat, and hurried along Front Street.


Though the sky hung gray and moody, and a fickle wind flapped papers and chased rubbish under wheels, the temperature, I thought, was mild for the time of year. Right away I could see that Sacramento was hardly at all like New York City. Sure, they both had their rivers, but here the streets seemed wider and not as crowded. People hurried but they didn’t shove. Not wanting to get lost, I strolled in a strict pattern of right turns, exploring the businesses and alleys of the immediate district, regularly returning to check on the waiting locomotive.


It was a wonderment to behold, oily black trimmed in gleaming brass, and every part on it oversize: the spoke wheels, the jutting smokestack, the round eyeball of a headlamp. Another monster, it was, like the ships I’d been on—monsters that swallowed up humans and sped them across the earth and sea. At least this would only be one day’s travel and not fifty-eight. I turned on my heel, fairly jigging with excitement, and continued exploring.


It was when I was meandering along one of Sacramento’s alleys, just kicking at a cork stopper and sending it flying above the puddles, that a throaty growl stopped me cold. In answer came an even more menacing one. Being the curious sort—the kind that got the cat kilt, Ma would scold—I had to have a snoop. So I sidled to the red-bricked corner and peeked around.


Three dogs ringed the rubbish from a tipped bucket. The middling one, a bulldog sort with a patchy coat the color of beer, held a mangled fish head between her teeth. I could see those teeth well because her lips were drawn back in one wicked grin. Every part of her skinny frame was tensed and at the ready; she was a fighter, all right, and I admired her at once. Her mud-splashed white paws clawed the ground as her blocky head, sunk between jutting shoulders, dared either of them to advance. I saw her mark my presence with a calculated roll of her eyes, but she didn’t budge. Her chest just got big, and another challenging growl rumbled from her depths.


One of the other dogs, a muddy black one, was bigger and shaggier. The third dog’s bushy tail curled over his brown back. Together they had the advantage and strutted it. Hackles rose; ragged ears flattened. Growl was exchanged for growl, and then the black dog, an explosion of matted fur, feigned a little lunge for the fish. That prompted his ally to yap furiously while edging into a better position. The bulldog swung a quarter turn, growling with more menace and working furiously to eye them both. Back and forth went the coarse utterances, building in threat until, all at once, spurred by an unseen signal, the three tangled. Snarling and snapping and earsplitting yelps ricocheted along the alley. Fur spiraled into the air and hung there like dandelion fluff. The clamor brought a couple of other dogs running toward opportunity.


In less than a minute, the bulldog was toppled onto her back and the two dogs took to savaging her, spittle flying so far as to freckle my pant leg with foam. Before I knew it, I was clapping my hands and running toward the melee. “Hey! Git outta here! Git now!” The dogs took no notice. I rashly added a boot to the mix, sending one skittering sideways, and the other, realizing the shift in numbers, fell off directly. I stamped the ground like the dickens, and they and the newcomers scattered, though one of them left carrying the bulldog’s prize.


The bulldog righted herself. Panting heavily, she watched them leave, then turned an accusing eye on me. “Look what you’ve done,” her expression chided. And having deposited her judgment, she set off in the opposite direction, hampered by a noticeable limp.


She was hurt for certain, and yet it wasn’t the pain impairing her so much as the hunger. I could see that well enough and, having known hunger in my time, I was sympathetic. Now, one thing about having signed on to work for the Central Pacific Railroad Company was that I was receiving two squares a day, and since my stomach wasn’t accustomed to such bounty, I often stashed a bit of something in my pocket for the uncertainties life had a habit of delivering. This morning it had been half a cold sausage, and as I reached for it I whistled an invitation. But my whistle had the opposite effect: It sent her scampering like she’d been hit with a stick, all the while looking over her shoulder. Wouldn’t do any good to chase her, so I made myself small: set one knee to the wet ground and offered the sausage in my hand.


Right off she smelled it: You could tell by the way her nose was working. But instead of galloping back to me with her tongue flapping, she plopped down on her tail with the most indignant look I’d ever seen on an animal. You think I’m a fool? that look said. You think I’ll take handouts from any ol’ stranger? What’s this gonna cost me?


“Come along, lass,” I said, chatting her up right nice, and it was a good thing no one was watching. “Come along now.” I made a silly kissing sound and slathered on the flattery. “Aw, you’re a pretty one, aren’t you? And I’ll bet you’ve not had your breakfast yet this morning. How about a nice bit of sausage? It’s right good; I ate the other bit. There’s no tea to go with it, but you’re not bothered, are you?”


She let go of a sigh, all the while shifting her eyes between the sausage and me. She was calculating the odds and coming to a decision. I knew which way her insides were leaning, because a telltale ribbon of drool formed at her mouth.


While the minutes ticked by, I studied her. Even with all her awkward angles, she was handsome. Her white socks were soiled, as was her matching bib, but that gave her the air of tattered gentility, like she was a royal lady come on hard times. She was smart, too. Each time I got to the end of a sentence, she’d cock her head this way and that and wrinkle her brow, and sometimes heave another sigh, like she was giving serious consideration to my encouragements. It was like we were having a real conversation. And the whole time, her honey-colored eyes were drilling straight through me, demanding honesty.


I wanted her.


All of a sudden and just like that, I wanted her. Not once in my life had I owned a dog, but for some reason I had to have this one. Only problem was: Did she want me? Already I could tell she had a mind of her own, and she was using it now to size me up. Determined not to fall short, I stopped begging her and squatted there, rock solid, with my arm outstretched, as still as a graveyard statue and just as steadfast. More minutes passed and my arm began to tremble some, but I took that as a test and stayed put, staring unblinkingly into her eyes.


At last she rose and, in a string of thoughtful acts, looked to the right and to the left, took a cautious step forward, looked at me, hesitated, and—here her brow folded deeper—exhaled a nearly imperceptible whine, then took another step closer and then another and another. As daintily as any lady picking a candy from a dish, she took the sausage from my hand, looked up at me with a proper thank-you, and dropped to the ground to nibble. While she ate, she laid one paw across the other, a real white-gloved royal.


A train whistle unexpectedly shattered the moment. My train! How could time have passed so quickly? I jumped to my feet, started back up the alley, spun, and stood wavering like a sapling in a storm. I couldn’t leave her. I wouldn’t leave her! And without putting any thought into the hows and whys, I searched the rubbish for a broken piece of leather or rope, finally plucked out a fraying castoff, and knotted it around her neck.


“Come on, dog.” I gave an encouraging tug on the makeshift leash. “Come on, Brina.” Just like that I named her.


She looked up at me, a new awareness taking hold. I thought she was going to resist, maybe screw herself into the ground and throw a fit, but after cogitating on the change in her circumstances she rose again to her feet. Her ears hung a little flatter, and she walked with all the enthusiasm of a prisoner, which hurt. Still, she followed me—and my handouts—as I hurried for the train.





Two



The waiting cars were nearly filled with passengers. What if there wasn’t room? I leaped up the steps of the first one but didn’t get far: The rope leash went taut with Brina sucking to the ground in fear of the huge metal machine. Its insistent, shrieking whistle and ground-shaking rattle terrified her. I felt impatient eyes latch onto both of us.


“Come along, Brina,” I ordered, dragging her by the neck onto the train. She scrambled and whined, and tangled herself in my legs. I ducked into the first seat available, and she squeezed past me toward the window, bracing her shoulder against the car’s wall for comfort. Her whole body shook with her anxious panting.


I laid a hand on her head and rubbed the velvety flap of her ear with my thumb, shoving some reassurance into both of us. But I was already having second thoughts about yanking her along. Clearly, she wasn’t happy.


A few tardy passengers climbed aboard, and the voices in the car grew loud. Brina’s panting got stronger and stronger, and she tipped her head to hold her nose high, the way a fish in a stagnant pond does, seeking the surface and fresh air. When her anxious eyes rolled toward me, flashing their whites, I gave her my best smile: I’m going to take care of you.


That smile melted some as I gazed through the window, half seeing in the glass my hazy reflection—with its two eye-dots of wonder and worry—and half seeing the passing world.


Had I done right by Brina, or was this pure selfishness? Why, exactly, was I forcing her along on my venture?


After turning that one over in my mind for some time, I came to the conclusion that I wanted a wee taste of prosperity. Since I was setting out in the world all by myself, I wanted to make an entrance with more than just the clothes on my back. I wanted to call something mine, and a dog would do, especially a tough like Brina.


Or maybe I wanted a friend.


That took some more thinking. Probably some truth there, too. Maybe I was feeling a bit lonely. Maybe I was worrying about what this job building a railroad held for me, and could I do it.


Queer feelings went roiling around inside me. I knew enough to clamp down on them hard. I shifted on the seat, sort of itchy and uncomfortable, and felt my knee sag against Brina’s chest. Her warmth seeped into my skin, and that felt nice. We were going to be fine, just fine. But her rapid panting worked its vibrations through to my bones and kind of set them to shaking. Seems we were both afraid and trying to hide it.


To scatter such thoughts, I looked through the window. I watched people coming and going: porters toting luggage, a young man in a suit and a hurry, a group of railroad workers chatting. A ginger cat crept along a row of stacked crates, unaware that a smaller cat followed close on its tail. I saw a man scoop his son out of a pram and lift him high into the air. The infant’s mouth opened in unexpected glee. And the expression that passed between father and son put me at sea again, unbalanced. I pressed my forehead against the glass and forced myself to watch and marked my breathing. Nancy boy, I scolded.


A barrel-shaped man with arms sprung away from his sides because of the heavy coat he was wearing struggled onto the train and flopped beside Brina and me, sending a whoosh of hair tonic and cooking oil and mildew wafting under my nose. His thick brown hair swept backward in mirrored waves of greasy comb marks. Several times he lifted and sat, fussing to find just the right position, then finally gave a satisfied sigh. When his gaze landed on Brina, his bushy eyebrows rose in appreciation. “Good-looking dog you got there,” he said.


“Thank you,” I answered.


Brina rolled her eyes to him, then back at me. Friend? she seemed to be asking. Are you sure?


Grunting with the exertion, he dug for something in his pocket, finally managing to retrieve a small cylinder of wrapped candy. “Necco?” He extended the roll, already opened, toward me.


Brina instantly decided on friend and made a leap, smudging the wrapping with her wet nose before I could yank her back. “Sorry.”


To my surprise, he only chuckled and said, “You need to put a little fat on that dog. Winter’s coming, you know.” Well out of Brina’s reach, he offered the wafers a second time.


“Yes, sir.” I took the top wafer, though it was clove, and I would have much preferred the orange one that came next or, down farther, the lemon. Still, it was a rare treat to my tongue, which tingled beneath the spicy disc. “Thank you.”


Brina settled a pained look upon me. What kind of a friend was I?


One of the men who had just taken the seat ahead of us twisted around to ask, “You passing out Neccos? Haven’t had one of those in a coon’s age.” He rested his chin on his folded elbow and grinned like an expectant child. Again to my surprise, the bushy-browed man simply extended the roll. There went my orange wafer.


The man gulped the candy while giving Brina and me the once-over. “You heading up to work the rails?” He appeared skeptical.


I slid the clove disc off my tongue. “Yes, sir.”


“Where you from?”


“New York.”


“Uh-uh. You can’t fool me; I heard you talking. You one of them Irish?” His seatmate glanced over his shoulder to deliver his own silent examination.


I nodded, my tongue beginning to burn and my shoulders tightening in anticipation. “I was born in New York.”


“You like to fight?”


That set me back. Was he wanting to start one—here? Yet my fingers twitched. Might feel good to swing a punch. Might chase away that shadowy bit of fear that was pestering me.


“’Cause your kind always do.” He was almost wriggling in his seat, and I started sizing him up, the way my father taught me. He wasn’t that big, his arms shorter than mine. I could land a blow first. “Get a coupla beers in you and you’re runnin’ through the streets howlin’ at the moon like a pack of mongrels. That’s true enough, now, ain’t it?” He looked to his seatmate for agreement but didn’t receive any encouragement. “It ain’t civilized fightin’, the way you all do it—not a real boxing match—but I could whup ya.” He glanced at Brina and sneered. “I could whup ya both.”


The man’s friend took that opportunity to clap him on the shoulder. “Come on, George. Turn around. You had your share of brawling last night.”


“No, I don’t want to.” He slapped the hand away. “I’m tired of all these dang Micks coming over here with their squalling brats—and they always got a passel of ’em, don’t tell me they don’t—and pissing in our streets and taking our jobs. It ain’t right.” He shoved his leering face over the seat, so close that I could smell the whiskey on his breath. “Why don’t you go back to I-ra-land?”


My fists clenched as my lungs started filling with air. But the whistle blew, shrill and loud, like the boxing umpire hollering “time!” and almost immediately the train jerked into movement, knocking me backward. Brina scrambled, and I relaxed one fist to scratch her neck, making sure to lock on the man’s pig-eyed stare without blinking. “Turn around, George,” his friend repeated. “Now.”


The minutes slowed to a crawl and the world got small, as it always does when it comes down to survival, to battling for the human right to keep on breathing. As the train began moving us toward our many destinations, I heard the blood rushing in my head, smelled the sweat on passengers’ bodies, tasted the sourness rising from my own belly. I got fired up and I got calm, focused. Go ahead, I challenged wordlessly, continuing to stare straight at him. I’m more than ready.


That was all it took. I saw the doubt color his eyes, saw him shrink just a bit, unnoticeable to anyone but me, I’m sure. He made an outward show of giving a loud snort and dismissing me with a wave of his hand. Not worth his trouble. But he took his time resettling in his seat and kept reaching up to rub the back of his neck because he knew—just knew—that I’d drawn a bead on him.


An icy tingle swept through my veins as my heart banged against my chest. I swallowed the crumbling wafer and looked down, relieved by the victory. All right. I could defend myself. I was my father’s son.


But then, and this was strange, instead of seeing my own hands in my lap, I got a vision of the ticket seller’s hands, the ones with the fingers blasted away. That tingle in my veins chugged to a cold halt. How would I defend myself if my fingers got blasted away? Even the great Dan Donnelly, blessed legend of Ireland, couldn’t have fought with his fingers blasted away, no matter how long his arms.


Just what sorts of dangers waited up there at the end of the railroad?


Without a word, the man sitting beside me offered the Neccos again, along with the sort of tender gaze I’d seen only in my ma’s eyes. That was aggravating. I didn’t need anyone’s sympathy. I took the top disc, the lemon one, and nodded my thanks. But it wasn’t nearly as sweet as I had remembered. I looked out the window, thumbed Brina’s ear, and thought about what I was doing.





Three



The man in Sacramento had said it was ninety-two miles out to the little mountain town of Cisco. Hard to believe we were going to travel that many miles in less than a day! Like most of the others in the car, I perched at the edge of my seat once we got going, because I had one cheek pressed flat to the window to see what was coming.


Brina, on the other hand, was fighting a losing battle to stay awake and had balanced her jaw on my knee. She blinked and yawned, her pink tongue curling around her muzzle like a wet leaf. Occasionally she looked up at me for reassurance, then blinked some more. Finally giving in, she sank to the floor and curled up at my feet, her chin secure on my boot. I stroked her fur absently, entranced by the ever-changing spectacle framed within my window.


For a while the rushing scenery was an inviting expanse of grass-covered valley baked to an autumnal gold, and we rolled along smoothly. But bit by bit my insides shifted. An unseen force pushed me back into my seat as the locomotive began chugging with more determination. It seemed we were climbing away from the earth.


I felt like a genie on a flying carpet then, because as we picked up speed we traveled above the land and below it, skirting over gullies and tunneling through solid rock. The man-made wonders piled one upon the other, and between each town lay yet another: a chiseled passage so narrow you held your breath until the car squeezed through or a shallow gorge dammed with the soil of ten thousand wheelbarrows. But surpassing them all were the trestles—man alive, the trestles! Wildly impossible, they were. Time and again we trusted our lives to a scaffold of toothpicks and this metal monster rumbling across them. The trestle at Newcastle, in particular, sent some children screeching in wide-eyed terror. Some of the women even, catching sight of the ambitious aerial feat, shut their eyes and moved their lips in prayer. There were fools among us, of course, who looked down and marveled at the height, at the sheer audacity of it all. Me? I was curious, as usual, but when my hesitant peek shot down, down, and down, meeting nothing but air, I settled back against my seat and left the looking to others.


The scenery continued to change its costumes. It proceeded from grassland to hill and valley, then to bolder hills, and soon enough I saw this was a hard land we were entering, a world of coarse-cut mountains and rock-strewn drop-offs. Vistas and gulches. A world of up and down, and these twin iron rails we clung to had been hammered onto the earth’s backbone wherever they could fit without falling off into a gulley or rockslide or rushing river.


Twists and turns slowed our progress but at each new climb the engine strained to pull us up the heights, and I felt myself straining with it. Seemed that if I didn’t, we might lose our momentum and go whooshing backward all the way to Sacramento. There were times when it felt like I was a child hanging at the tippy top of a swing, at that one moment when you’re suspended face-first in the air and hovering without wings. My insides sort of hung in the air like that, expectant, and it was tiring work to make sure we didn’t fall back. Before long, I was as exhausted as Brina, even though she wasn’t working as hard as I was to keep the train going and, in fact, slept soundly.


We were well into the mountains now, and the spectacular, brilliantly painted scenery on both sides of the train kept everyone in high spirits. Chatter crowded the car. The smaller ones, ignoring the knees of strangers even, ran from window to window to ooh and aah at the splendors. Since I was no child, I only turned my head to look out the opposite windows as well as my own, and kept my oohs and aahs to myself.


I’d not been much of a student in the time that I’d gone to school, and I’d certainly never taken to poetry, but in gazing at the outsize beauty spread in every direction I got an inkling of what drove a man to speak in perfumed words.


Brina lifted her head off my boot at that moment to give me a solemn look, and I felt my cheeks grow hot. She couldn’t know my thoughts, of course, but still I put a stopper on that bottle.


We braked to a halt at several towns on our climb, more passengers getting off than getting on. Shortly thereafter we’d lurch forward and return to chugging toward the skies. Bits of ash and the occasional orange ember swept past the windows.


After a while, the rumble and sway got to swishing stomachs, at least it did mine, and I gritted my teeth against the queasiness fingering my throat. Luckily, the mountain air delivered a bracing tonic. Clean and cold, like an ice shaving on your tongue, it was laced with the astringent scent of pine trees. Welcome to the wilderness, the wind hailed, though a keen ear would have heeded the scornful laugh underlying its whistle.
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