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Chapter 1

 

"You are everything that is, your thoughts, your life, your dreams come true. You are everything you choose to be. You are as unlimited as the endless universe."

~~ Shad Helmstetter

 

A low-lying mist swirled around him but did not obscure the lightning that flickered and flashed in white-hot forks above him.  For a moment he wondered how there could be lightning and bright stars together, but that thought was diverted by other things soon after. He stood enthralled as lightning illuminated the mist, streaking silently from the crisp, clear heavens to pattern the space around him.

I can feel it, he mused as the lightning changed from white to pastel greens, blues and lavender, caressing the surfaces of his body.  His hair stood on end, crackling with electricity.  The fascination drifted nearer to fear as the sensations of being touched grew more invasive, and the colors on the lightning-bits intensified into tendrils of pulsing light. He listened to his heart beating in time to the pulsing auroras, straining to discover why? and who? as glissades of ethereal sound--like glass chimes in the wind--reached him and seemed to whisper words he couldn't  decipher.  He held out his hands and watched as the lights flowed around his fingers, then around his hands and up his arms.  All the while, a voice whispered his name over and over. A cold dash of fear gripped him as her longing tore at his being.  He struggled, his breaths coming with difficulty, but the lights held him.  He screamed...

...and his choking scream merged into the ringing of the alarm clock. Ev Rykoff opened his eyes, his heart in his throat, sweat dampening his sheets.  The mists from his dream dissipated as the echoes of the eerie music faded and his heart slowed.  Just another nightmare... he thought, glad he was awake in reality. Nervously, he ran his hands through his sandy-blonde hair.  It was one time he was glad to get up and go to work.
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The screen door slammed shut loudly behind him. His arrival made no impression on the other men who milled about in the hallway of the Cameron yard office. He made his way to the register room where his crew was going on duty. At that particular early morning hour, the place was bustling with activity. Many yard jobs were changing shifts, and a few road crews were tying up after nightlong runs from out of town. The crew caller was busy in his Plexiglas walled office adjusting numbered tags on the many brass hooks of his call board, and some off duty trainmen were heatedly discussing the placement of their tags.

Ev, a locomotive engineer, read his callsheet, and then searched for his conductor. Spotting him, Ev came over and sat down at the table and waited as the conductor finished sorting out his waybills. The man looked up at him.  "Good morning, Ev."

"Morning, Pat. What kind of train do we have today?" he asked, still a tad distracted from his early-morning nightmare.

"Not a bad one. One hundred cars. Seventy-five to pick up on the Transfer to bring back from Beloit," Pat Ryan replied with a smile.

Ev recorded the tonnage and car-count in his time book. "Who's our crew today, Pat?"

"Kevin Thorson and Dan LaSalle. Kevin'll be on the head end with you."

"Okay." Ev's grin was momentary. "Sounds like a typical Monday."

"Did you catch this off the extra board?"

"Nope. Got the vacation vacancy. I didn't think I had enough seniority to get it.  I guess I was lucky." Ev knew the quirks of the railroad's job assignment rules.  He was properly grateful. The regularly assigned engineer was much older.

"Cool." Pat grinned at him, understanding his engineer's luck. "Now, go get the power..."

With guidance provided by Kevin Thorson, Ev coupled the four units of Great American locomotives onto their train on Seventy-Two track. After Kevin cut in the air, he proceeded to switch ends. Soon he was up on the lead engine with his feet comfortably placed on the heater box in front of the window. He closed his eyes for a moment to relax.

Ev's mind wandered while he was waiting. For a few seconds, he thought about the recurring dream that had disturbed his rest that morning. He shivered. Consciously, he changed the subject. He focused on his conductor, picturing the man in his mind's eye. Pat had graying red hair that was of an unruly nature. It accented his Irish temper. Luckily, Pat had a warm personality to balance it. Ev could easily see why his only sister Elizabeth was infatuated with Pat. He knew she was in love--but Pat seemed somewhat oblivious to her overtures of affection. Ev smiled for a mere moment. The radio interrupted his reverie.

"Caboose on seventy-two track calling the engines, over," the radiophone crackled.

Picking up the handset, Ev replied. "Engines on seventy-two track."

"We've got fifty-three pounds of air on the caboose."

"Thanks."

Kevin Thorson--called 'Kat' by his friends--squirmed uneasily in his chair opposite the engineer. Ev noticed his apparent unease and frowned.

"What's bugging you?"

"I'm just pissed off. I don't know. Forget it."

"Could be the toadstool you're on. Did you miss a West End trip or something?"

"Well, I did miss getting called for the Hotshot by five minutes."

Ev laughed. "That explains it! What do you expect from the extra board?" He could understand Kat's moodiness. The extra boards were there solely to give the railroad a pool of unassigned skilled labor to cover the jobs when assigned men were on vacation, got sick or just desired time off. Extra boards were maintained for each operating craft: brakeman, switchmen, conductors and engineers. Ev was on the later board. It was pure chance of the draw--unless a crewcaller favored you. The Hotshot was by far a better trip to catch than the Beloit Transfer--the job to which Thorson was currently assigned. Ev had fared better, receiving THIS long-term assignment.

"East Yard Airman calling the engines on seventy-two track."

Ev answered, "Engines on seventy-two."

"Set your air please," came the request from the carman.

The engineer did as he was asked, making a set on the air, then listening to the deafening exhaust as the air vented into the cab. He watched the gauge as the air pressure dropped to the desired amount. After the air had stopped blowing, he turned the cutout cock. Pulling out his pocket watch, Ev timed the drop on the gauge for a minute. He smiled. The pressure didn't drop more than a couple of pounds. He then cut the air back in after reducing the air pressure another couple of pounds.

After a few minutes, the car man running the air called back. "Release the air on seventy-two track."

Ev did so, performing the ritual of the terminal air test that was a normal part of getting a train ready for the road.

Ev was only twenty-five. He was still one of the younger engineers working out of the terminal of Cameron, but he had good seniority for one so young. He had been lucky. However, he still lacked the complete confidence of an older engineer. He was a bit standoffish; his occasional bouts of anger and frustration at his own limitations garnered him few friends. He carried a lot of responsibility, and felt it. Knowing a sudden isolation, his thoughts became melancholy.

Echoes of his bizarre dreams flashed in his mind, reflecting that mood. What does it all mean?  Struggling with conflicting emotions, he received permission to depart. 

"Extra 1019 West on Seventy-Two, you should be getting signals. Have a good trip."

Ev replied without thinking. "Roger.  Thanks." He pulled the train out of the Yard in a strange frame of mind, an ache in the pit of his stomach. What the hell am I doing here? Is this what I want to do the rest of my life? Will this ever get any easier?

He sighed, keeping the speed down to ten miles per hour as they pulled around the curves and through the Tower 127 turnouts. They had clear signals all the way to Trevanwood. Ev glanced at his pocket watch. It was twenty after eight o'clock in the morning. The sun was almost at their backs as they rounded the left-hand curves near the Tower. He stretched out the train slack as they passed north of the sprawling complex of the Great American Railroad Yard at Cameron, Illinois.

He watched the track ahead, his thoughts more than a bit preoccupied, as his hands rested on the engine controls; left hand on the automatic air lever, right hand on the throttle. He felt the throb of the three thousand horsepower diesel engine that worked together with three of its sister units. Something unconsciously familiar touched him, reaching into his thoughts, easing that empty ache. He felt an itch behind his eyes. For a moment, Ev was strangely at one with the locomotive. He felt a sense of rightness--of belonging--that he had never before experienced. It was oddly exhilarating, easily changing how he felt, and altered his mood. He smiled, gaining a certain perverse pleasure out of the sensation. If only you could talk to me. That would be something...

The engineer was totally unprepared for what he then heard, in his mind.

I can--if you wish me to. The reply was like glass chimes with a soft feminine voice.

Those sounds...that voice...were both annoyingly familiar. Ev jerked his hands off the controls as if he had been burned. The hair on the nape of his neck stood on end. Suddenly his heart was loud in his ears, mimicking the pounding rhythm of the locomotive beneath his feet. The itch became an ache as his mind whirled.

Oh, my God...I'm not hearing this. I'm imagining that the engine is talking back to me. I've finally gone over the edge... Ev thought frantically, his mind spinning.

I AM speaking to you, but I am not exactly an engine, either.

Ev closed his eyes trying to deny what he undeniably heard. NO! This is impossible! This CAN'T happen! I'm losing my mind...

The ethereal voice in his mind, sighed. All things are possible. Why do you feel that hearing my voice is impossible? I am here, and you invited me to speak...

The engineer tried desperately to ignore her voice.  Her words refused to go away, much like the memories of the recurring dreams he had been experiencing for years. As the train moved north-northwest through Christie Station on its way to Beloit, Wisconsin, Everett Rykoff came to the conclusion that the trip was no longer routine. The phrase, 'be careful what you ask for, you might get it' crossed his mind, as he pondered the situation. What have I done?

Pat Ryan, Ev's conductor, made a visit to the head end of the train up in Beloit. The conductor opened the cab door on the brakeman's side of 1019, and entered the blue lighted interior. It was early afternoon, and the four engines of their train were parked across from the Depot.

Kat Thorson sat eating his lunch. Ev was sitting with his arms crossed, his head down and his eyes shut, trying to figure out what was happening to him. After a few hours of listening to the voice, he had some not-too-savory ideas on what might be going on.  The voice and my dreams are connected somehow. When Pat knocked on the metal top of the control stand, Ev jumped, startled.

"Damn it, Pat! You didn't have to sneak up on me," he said, looking up at him with a wild expression on his face. Pat frowned, suddenly uneasy. He shivered--and it wasn't the temperature. It was over eighty in the shade.

"I didn't sneak up on you, and you know it! What's with you today, Ev?"

"N-nothing. Why?"

"Well, where should I begin? I know you're bound t'have your off days, but Lordy, Ev--you've been beatin' Dan and me to death on the hack on the way up!"

"I'm sorry. I've had something on my mind all day. I'll try to pay more attention on the way back," the engineer answered as his mind raced. Shit! I sure can't tell him I've been hearing a voice in my head! What's happening to me? Am I going insane?

The voice answered. Do you really want to know?

Ev closed his eyes again as he heard her reply, trying vainly to ignore the hauntingly familiar voice in his mind. If he was going nuts, at least the voice he was listening to was pleasant.

Pat frowned as he regarded his engineer. "You're acting a little strange today," he said carefully, considering Ev's possible reactions. His engineer was known for his moods.

"What do you mean by that?" Ev's eyes met those of Pat. The engineer's pale blue eyes flashed white for a split second--like a bright reflection off a mirror.

"Well, you have an--err, hell, I can't place it exactly," Pat replied searching for the correct words to express what he wished to say. "Like your hair. It's--it's getting whiter--" he stammered, moving from one foot to the other nervously.

"What are you trying to say?" Ev whispered. His barely audible voice carried over the engine's idle with a bizarre quality Pat had never heard before.

"Ev, your hair--it's starting to turn white. Look in the mirror. You have white streaks all through--"

"What?" the engineer asked, doubt in his tone.

He is correct you know, the voice interjected. Your hair will be pure white in a few more days.

Ev swallowed hard as he alone perceived the thoughts of the engine in his mind.

"Hey, Kat," the conductor said, turning to the head brakeman. "Isn't his hair going white?"

Kevin 'Kat' Thorson quickly gulped the last of his ham and cheese sandwich. "Yup. This morning it was more sandy than it is now."

"Come on, you guys. It's not funny," Ev argued.

"Go ahead and look for yourself, Ev," Pat insisted.

Ev scowled at him, but did as he asked. He took a deep breath as he peered at his own reflection in the side mirror of the engine. Pat was right. Silvery-white streaks were evident, where this morning only sandy-blonde had been.

"Don't get me wrong," Kat continued. "You look better with whiter hair. It's a lot more distinctive."

Ev had heard about all he could stand concerning how he was changing. His eyes flashed white for a full second or two, the air around him snapping with static electricity. The effect lasted only a moment, but Pat stepped back surprised and a bit worried.

"Sorry to upset you, but things have been kind of weird around here today."

"You're telling me?" The engineer glared at him. Through his teeth, under his breath, he said, "You don't know the half of it!"

Pat changed the subject hastily, not saying a word about what he saw. "Uh...by the way, do you want to go over to Nestor's for lunch? The Fox Valley Road won't have our train ready until after two thirty."

Kat groaned. "Why didn't you ask before I devoured my edible supplies?"

The engineer laughed in a low voice, glad the attention was no longer on him. Kat was not amused as he said, "You could just have coffee."

Minutes later, Pat and Ev climbed down 1019's forward ladder, followed by Kat who mumbled something about inconsiderate conductors. Kat was the first to notice the odd idiot light on the lead locomotive. "Hey Ev. Look at that..."

"What?" He said in reply, turning back to the brakeman. He was halfway across the depot platform when he looked back.

"The light...on top of the cab," the brakeman pointed.

They both gazed at it, Ev feeling uneasy again. The standard cab-top warning light was not of the typical amber variety. Instead, it seemed to strobe with prismatic, rainbow light.

"Strange, isn't it," he replied softly, trying to keep his cool.

"I think it's kind of pretty if you ask me," Pat droned. "Let's go to beans. Who cares what kind of idiot light that engine's got? Maybe it's just a new kind of warning light."

Kat shrugged, following the conductor. Ev stayed a moment to stare at the engine for a long minute. He grew suddenly irritated, then angry. Why don't you just leave me alone? Why do you have to keep on tormenting me?

The light on top the cab stopped its spinning and went dark. The rainbow lights faded.

Ev smiled, feeling a minor triumph. Then he heard her comment, like wind chimes in a light breeze: Do not believe you have won, engineer. I will win. You are mine! What we are beginning cannot be stopped.

Why are you doing this to me? What do you mean?

Be patient, engineer. All will be explained in good time.

Feeling a cold chill run down his spine, Ev turned and walked swiftly after his fellow crewmembers trying to forget the echo of her words. 'I will win...you are mine...all will be explained...' He was unaware, except in a very vague sense, of the nature of the voice in his mind. All he knew was that he believed he had heard the engine talk, and that the voice was eerily reminiscent of the one that whispered in his dreams. His life was taking on a new dimension--and he wasn't sure if he liked it.
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There was no apparent change in the situation for days, but Ev was, nevertheless, undergoing more changes under the influence of the voice as their joining progressed. That Friday, Pat Ryan invited Ev, his sister Elizabeth and Ev's older roommate Rig out to a fish fry at the Golden Egg Restaurant.

That same engineer sat across from Rig in their two-bedroom apartment at Tolcek's Apartment House, a modest establishment on West 10th Street in Cameron. They were playing Cribbage. Both were ready to go, but it was still early on that particular payday evening.

Rig Dawson dealt the cards out with practiced ease, six cards to each of them.

"You go first," he said, concentrating on his hand and what to put in his crib. Dawson was six foot five, with wide shoulders and deep brown eyes. Bushy brows crowned his eyes, now together in a frown as he determined he had a lousy hand for Cribbage. His hair was also a deep chestnut brown and quite curly, though not too long. His mouth stretched into a grin as Ev turned over a card he could use. The two cards he had laid down for his crib had no points.

After a tough hand, Rig played his last card. "Ha! Fifteen for two."

Ev shrugged, no readable expression on his face, as he rattled off his score. Pegging the points, Ev went out, winning the game.

Rig sighed. "At least I didn't get skunked."

Ev shuffled the cards as Rig moved all the pegs to starting holes on their board.

"Hey Rig, do you think I could ask you something?" Ev began, feeling the need to tell someone of the voice he had been hearing and of the things that were happening to him.

"Sure. What's on your mind?" His friend replied as he looked over the cards Ev dealt.

"I know this is going to sound weird, but have you ever heard a locomotive talk?" Ev requested earnestly, waiting for a reply from the man who had taught him his trade.

Rig stopped and looked over at him pointedly. "No. What makes you ask such a silly question?"

Ev sighed, pushing his chair back on two legs.

"I've been working the Beloit Transfer on Andy Warden's vacation vacancy. We've had the same engines all this week. The lead unit's been 1019. Do you know which one I mean?"

Rig nodded. "If I remember right, that's a GP-40. Sounds like they finally decided to put some good power on that train. What has that got to do with you thinking you heard a locomotive talk?"

"Rig, it's that unit I heard talk," Ev said, dead serious. "I know that sounds a bit weird, but I'm telling you the truth! It all started on Monday. We were just out of Tower 127 going into Trevanwood when I was kinda daydreaming. I had this eerie sensation...as if I was the train...for just a few seconds--then I thought of something really stupid: I wished the engine could talk."

"Then what happened?"

"It answered."

"What?" Rig carefully laid his hand of cards down on the kitchen table. He stared hard at Rykoff, finally paying closer attention to the obvious changes that were being manifested in his roommate. Something very odd was going on with his friend. Maybe he DIDN'T just dye his hair when I wasn't looking... Rig mused, feeling uneasy as he stared at his friend.

"The engine answered. I thought I was crazy--hearing things--but it's been doing it every trip since." Ev's expression was haunted. "You know I wouldn't make this up!"

"Are you sure you're not just--"

"No." Ev stood up and began to pace. "There are other things. My hair's turned completely white--"

"I wondered about that. I take it it's not dye then?" the other engineer asked.  His chair creaked ominously as he balanced on the two back legs.

"No.  It turned white over a few days.  By Wednesday, it was completely white. Pat brought the change to my attention, and he's right."

"Maybe it's a natural change.  It's been known to happen..."

"I don't think so. There have been other things. Watch this," Ev said as he slowly brought up his hand. He was standing a good five feet from the metal shade of the lamp over the table when a vivid arc of energy jumped from his hand, bridging the gap.

"WOW! How did you do that?" Rig breathed, almost falling off his chair.

"That's the trouble. I don't know. All I have to do is will it to happen and it does. I have a feeling it's related to that engine...and her voice."

"Her voice, huh. A female voice."

"Yeah, and it scares me, Rig. What's happening to me?" He gave Rig a stricken look, his features showing his stress. His pale blue eyes held a vague glimmer of something alien. 

Rig noticed it. What did I just see in his eyes?  "Well...I think we can safely say it's not in your imagination," Rig said carefully.

"That's for sure. I'm scared, Rig," Ev admitted softly, his expression a bit crazed.

"Maybe if you ignored the voice, it would go away..." Rig suggested.

"I've tried that. So far that doesn't work. Am I going crazy?"

"How do I know? Do you know what the voice is?"

Ev shrugged. "A demon...a spirit? I have no idea. Whatever it is, it's doing something to me, and I'm not sure I like it."

Rig shuddered. "That sounds like witchcraft or something."

"I know. That's what bothers me...and why me?"

At that moment, someone knocked on the door. Rig got up to answer it but not before Ev grabbed Rig's arm, sending a shocking buzz through his muscles.  Ev met his eyes. "Rig...I don't want to talk about this with them."

"Why?" he hissed, barely tolerating the stiff electrical charge humming through his cramping arm muscles.

"I'm just not ready.  I'm having enough trouble keeping Pat off my case without involving my sister in this."  Ev's desperate look made Rig reluctantly agree.  Ev released him.

Rubbing his arm, Rig opened the door.  Ev watched warily as Pat Ryan and Elizabeth came in. Elizabeth was eight years older. She had been married before, but had lost her first spouse in a tragic rear-ender two years before. She had been left with a six-year-old child and a broken heart. Ev imagined it took a lot of courage to fall for another conductor.

The two engineers watched Pat beam with pride at having the beautiful Elizabeth Joiner as his date. Elizabeth had long, strawberry blonde hair that flowed over her shoulders in a silken cascade. Anyone could see the family resemblance between Ev and his sister. Elizabeth's features were a softer, feminine version of his, aged by experience. She stood at Pat's shoulder, just topping five foot six. Her figure was spare. She was a bit long-legged in proportion to her height, which they knew suited Pat just fine.

"Well, are you two ready?" Pat inquired as Rig closed the door.

Rig replied for them both. "Sure. Been waiting since five. Just got beat at cards--again. If you two had gotten here sooner, I wouldn't have lost so often."

"What were you playing, poker?" Pat asked amused, picturing money lost in the process.

"Naw, just Cribbage," Ev replied, arms crossed, standing near the kitchen table behind Rig. He kept his head down.

Everyone but Rig got a laugh out of it.

"Hey, he's damn good at Cribbage!"

Ev tugged at Rig's sleeve. "C'mon, Hoghead, let's go to dinner."
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The Golden Egg Restaurant was a twenty-four-hour establishment located at the Center Street, I-90 Interchange. Styled after a Medieval English home, it had a shingle-shake roof and stucco walls which were braced with oak beams. Inside, the cuisine of an Old English inn was executed. The place got its name from the story of 'Jack and the Beanstalk'--and 'The Goose That Laid the Golden Egg.' It had a real good fish fry each Friday for a low, crowd-attracting price.

The group of rails arrived at the joint soon after the dinner hour had started. A hectic scene greeted their eyes as they entered the foyer. As they waited, they watched rushing servers and customers enjoying their meals.

"How many, sir?" The hostess inquired politely.

"Four," replied Pat.

"This way, please," she confidently led them through the crowd to a booth near the paned windows that overlooked the Freeway. She dealt out the menus much as Rig dealt cards. Then they took their seats.

"Ah--we're having the fish fry," Pat said as the large laminated lists hit the table.

"Very good. I'll send someone over to take your beverage orders. Help yourselves to the buffet." In a second, she had gathered up the menus and had disappeared into the crowd.

Ev sat across from Elizabeth, next to the window. Distractedly, he stared out across the Freeway to the string of tall poles that held the Cameron Yard lights. His mind was on 1019. He was confused, yet curious. Part of him wanted to find out how and why the entity of that unit was doing whatever it was it was doing to him. Another part of him wanted to get as far away as possible, fearing what the engine's voice portended. What are you? What do you want with me?

He got an instant reply, though part of him regretted the impulse that made him ask. What am I? I am Silicrys. What do I want with you? the voice asked in return. I only wish to be your siiur'kiirehn, your companion. It is not a good thing to be alone.

Ev did not quite grasp what she meant. He closed his eyes, trying to keep calm, and think coherently. Is--is your name Silicrys? he wondered, asking the first question his curiosity prompted. That act momentarily overcame his fear.

No. My name is Jehnaa'ehn. My race is very old.

He frowned. Your race?

Yes. We are Silicrys. 'Star People'.

There are more of you? That piqued his interest. Why did you come here?

There are many more of my kind--beyond this world. Many fear to come here. Your race is technically forbidden to us, but the reasons behind that taboo have never been made clear to me. Therefore, I have come for the siivahnurah.

He was puzzled by her terminology. What is--siivahnurah? Ev asked, oblivious to the concerned looks of his tablemates.

It is the way by which I am making you mine. It is the Joining of our beings.

What do you mean? Ev's apprehension returned in full force. He felt her distress at his fear. That bothered him. Why are you doing these things to me? Why me...out of all the engineers in Cameron?

We have touched many times, you and I.  

Where?  In his mind, the images of the repeating nightmares flashed brilliantly, much clearer than his hazy memories. 

The images in your mind...

My dreams?

Yes. I have waited a long time for you to speak to me! If you did not desire the siivahnurah, then why did you call on me?

He blinked, his heart in his throat. I didn't realize anyone would answer! What did you expect? You're just an engine--a GP-40--a locomotive--that's all!

Why do you fight me? I only wish the kiiyahkihn. Your thoughts are disturbing...

You hear my thoughts? Wait--of course. You couldn't talk to me like this if you couldn't, but--all my thoughts? Ev's eyes opened very wide, though he really didn't see his sister across the table or hear her inquiry as to what was wrong with him.

Well, not ALL your thoughts--yet. Soon, yes. When we complete the siivahnurah, you will know my thoughts and I will know yours. We will be united in the kiiyahkihn--

Kiiyahkihn...? The word had a strange sense-image with it.

If you would cease to fight me, this time of becoming ahnjehnur would be much easier for you--and for me. Why do you not understand? She broadcast her considerable frustration at his resistance. It was painful...and she did not hesitate to share it with him. Tears came to his eyes. His face held the emotional feedback like a mirror.

"EV!" Elizabeth reached across the table and shook him, breaking his concentration.

He blinked, a tear running down his cheek. He felt disorientated and very strange.

"I--I'm sorry. I was--ah--daydreaming."

Rig watched him narrowly, having a good idea what was wrong, but not daring to say a word about it. He was very concerned for Ev, but felt powerless to do anything to stop it.

Ev trembled, a vague, almost imperceptible aura cloaking his entire body. He felt out of focus. His breathing became difficult, as if the wind had been knocked out of him.

"Ev, are you alright?" Rig asked in a conspiratorial whisper that only Ev heard.

The young engineer shrugged. "I don't know." He hesitated. "I think so," he replied softly. He could feel his pulse in his temples--slow and loud.

"Are you sure you're okay? You're awfully pale," his sister spoke in a concerned tone of voice, her hand on his arm. Her hair stood up a bit like a static electricity experiment. The effect was not as strong as Rig had experienced earlier.

"Yeah! I'm fine!" He pulled back his shoulders although he was shaking. His arms were tingling, and he felt like he was burning up. He knew Elizabeth was watching him, trying to understand his odd behavior. She hesitated, on the verge of questioning him, then, without a word, released his arm, turned and left for the buffet. Ev saw her go, knowing he had not heard the last from his sister.

What's wrong with me--silicrys Jenine? He called out in his mind, can you hear me?

Yes, I can hear you, but I must tell you, my name is Jehnaa'ehn.

Jenine, he sent again, something definitely getting lost in the translation.

Ah, what does it matter? Jenine is close enough, she said, a very real affection in her voice. As to what is wrong---nothing is wrong. You are changing.

I figured that out. Why am I changing?

If you are not adapted to the kiiyahkihn, you will die from being in contact with me. I am energy. My touch can kill--if you are not prepared, so I am preparing you. This becoming need not take so long, but you must cooperate!

How I feel now is part of this--siivahnurah--this game of yours? Ev snapped silently. What's in this for me? Why would I want to be your partner in this kiiyahkihn thing?

I am not sure how to answer you, Everett. Only the completion of siivahnurah can give you the answers you seek. Please believe me when I say this is no game, Everett Rykoff. We will both die if this growing bond is broken. I do not want to die. Do you?

Die? NO! That revelation put another stab of cold fear in his mind. You mean to say you can't stop this joining thing...that what you do is irreversible?

Yes. As long as it takes, no matter how we both suffer--I must win in the end, or we both lose. Come to me and it can be finished.

Fear of the unknown bubbled up, threatening to overwhelm him, blocking the silicrys' thoughts.  As her presence in his mind evaporated, the aura faded from around him. Relieved, he deliberately put her out of his mind...for a while. Taking a deep breath, he began to feel more normal. The bizarre experience had passed.

His roommate, Rig, had been thoughtful enough to bring him a plateful of fish and sundries and set it down in front of him. "There you go. How do you feel?"

"Thanks, Rig." The entire exchange with the being called Jenine had taken only a few minutes, though it seemed a much longer time to Ev. "I'm alright ... now." I think. What have I gotten myself into?

As the others returned to the table, Ev gave a surreptitious glance out the window in the direction of the Yard. He shook his head slowly and began to eat. I should've laid off Monday... 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

"You don't get to control any outcome, only every choice you make along the way."

~~ Stephen C. Paul

 

The beginning of the workweek came too soon to suit Rykoff and Dawson. Both were currently on Monday through Friday jobs, but that was not always the case. The weekends of railroaders were usually spent in some out-of-town motel or on the road. Dawson was fortunate to hold the 759 Transfer, a yard job that moved freight to the foreign line yards around Cameron. Rykoff was on the Beloit Transfer, which went to work at 700A.

Ev was lucky he hired out when he did. He spent two years as a fireman before taking his exams and being elevated to the right-hand-side, of the cab. His seniority was good for his district. Many an old engineers had retired, leaving Ev with more whiskers, than he could have normally expected. His best friend Rig Dawson was in the top fifty and still had over twenty years to go before retirement. The same situation would occur in another dozen years or so, when the next bunch of old timers retired. Then Ev would be one of that rarified group.

That morning, Ev departed for work at six-thirty. The sun was shrouded in a low-lying bank of clouds. Gazing at the morning sky, he figured it would be a rainy day before it was over. Walking quickly to his '65 Mustang, he unlocked the door and climbed in. The car was the first thing he had purchased for himself when he had been promoted to engineer. Ev came from a long line of railroaders. His father had been an engineer, as had his grandfather before him. Ev had uncles and aunts who were rails in numerous crafts from clerk, operator, and dispatcher to diesel mechanic, pipe fitter and car man, not to mention trainman and conductor. His grandfather, on his mother's side, had been a superintendent out of Springfield, Illinois, where his father had fallen in love with his mother. He had few illusions about his career. No railroader could afford to have illusions. Layoffs occurred. Railroads went bankrupt...seniority ruled.

Ev started up the Ford, listening to the rumble of the engine. The loud exhaust reminded him that he needed to get someone to look at it. After tuning the radio to his favorite station, WLS out of Chicago, he tooled the gold Mustang out of the cracked, cement parking lot of Tolcek's Apartment House onto West 10th Street. He had quite a drive to the Yard Office.

He pulled into the gravel drive by the sign identifying the company property. Arrows directed the people coming in towards their destination. Ev went down the left fork, raising a cloud of dust. Man, I wish it would rain at least enough to end the dust clouds for a few days. It was rush hour when Ev made his way down the long access road. Numerous pickups, cars and an occasional semi-trailer passed him, making long range sight an impossibility. Only his complete familiarity with the road kept him out of the ditch.

While he drove, he thought. While he thought, he worried. He couldn't keep his mind off the events on Friday night at the Golden Egg. He hadn't heard anything out of the creature called Jenine--even in his dreams--the rest of the weekend, but he felt he hadn't heard the last from that strange voice.

He parked his now dust shrouded car in the Yard Office parking lot, grabbed his grip (the soft canvas bag where he kept his railroad paraphernalia) and made his way to the locker room. Casting his grip aside, he opened his locker. Ev took out and packed his blue and white slicker just in case it rained. Slamming the locker, he sauntered into the register room.

Pat was sorting his waybills, as usual. The callsheet was on the table. He picked it up and registered out. He sat down across from Ryan at the table.

"Good morning, Ev," Pat muttered, scribbling numbers on his wheel report.

"Morning," Ev replied. "Who're we working with today?"

A voice from the locker room doorway answered the question. "Me, again," Thorson sighed.

Ev turned to the curly-haired brakeman. "Sounds like we would rather be somewhere else."

"Doesn't matter. Got forced-for the rest of my life," he groaned, exaggerating it.

Pat clarified, not even looking up, "He means until further notice, which could be a day or a week or even longer."

"So I exaggerated. It means I can't go to LaCrosse."

"You have a lady friend up there or something?" said Dan LaSalle, the other brakeman, catching the last of the discussion. LaSalle was as tall as Ev, with black hair that had a blue sheen to it. His nose would've done credit to a hawk. That was how he had acquired the not-too-complementary railroad nickname of 'Buzzard Beak.'

"No..." Kat Thorson denied the allegation. "Got a party up there tomorrow. Now I'll never get there. I was first out for a coal empty--"

Ev cut him off. "Why don't you just lay off and drive up there?"

"Can't afford to miss a trip for a party." Kat said, his voice having a sheepish quality. Everyone laughed except Kat. He grumbled, leaving the Yard office to stand on the cement steps outside the building. LaSalle folded himself onto the seat next to the conductor.

"How many today, and where's the train?" The black-haired brakeman asked.

"Seventy-five and twenty-one, and we're made up on Seventy-One track. It's a heavy train today. Ev, do you think you can get all that junk up Nilston Hill?" Pat asked, focusing his green eyes on Rykoff.

"What's the tonnage?" The engineer queried, keeping in mind his usual consist.

"Eight thousand, one hundred and thirty tons. Pretty heavy if you ask me."

Ev gazed at his callsheet. The same four engines were written on the paper. He did some quick Ev gazed at his callsheet. The same four engines were written on the paper. He did some quick mental calculations. "Maybe. We may make it if we don't lose an engine and it doesn't rain." A boom of thunder punctuated his sentence.

Pat looked up in the direction of Heaven. "Sounds like we have our answer."

Ev nodded. "Well, I guess we can go get the power and get the air test over with. It may have rained enough by the time we get there to wash the oil off the rails."

Pat laughed. "Don't bet on it."

Kat came back in at that moment, cussing out the weather. The rain had begun with the thunderclap, coming down in a steady downpour that drenched the brakeman. Through the window, one could watch the yard crews scatter for cover. LaSalle chuckled deep in his throat at the wet head brakeman. The two almost came to blows, but Ev and Pat held them apart.

"Hey, there'll be no fighting on this job!" Ryan said sternly. "Kat, go with Ev and get the power off the dock. Dan, go and get me a couple of delay report forms."

The two brakemen grumbled as they went in opposite directions.

Ev pulled on his slicker before he made a move outside. Kat just lugged his grip out to the yard taxi that awaited them beyond the protection of the Yard Office overhang.

The rain dripped off the white hood of Rykoff's rain gear as he checked out the power on the Pit preceding the trip to the train.

"Damn rain!" He cussed under his breath, as he methodically opened each inspection door on the consist.

You really do not need to do that. It was the silicrys,' voice again.

Yes I do. It's the rules, Ev shot back, almost beginning to accept the odd camaraderie with the locomotive 1019.

I could tell you if anything were wrong, she said persuasively.

Ev laughed. You have to be kidding. You're an engine, he thought.

She cut him off. Everett, I live here in this engine you call 1019 and GP-40, but I am not a locomotive, as you are not a hunk of flesh. I am Silicrys. I am not just a machine.

You sure look like one, Ev replied in his mind. He slammed the last of the folding doors on the last wet unit. Jenine didn't respond as Ev slid easily down the ladder onto the oily, water-covered cement of the Pit area. He nearly slipped, but managed to keep his feet under him.

There is something I would like to ask you, he thought, remembering he hadn't checked the sandboxes on the units or the sanding mechanisms that distributed the sand on the rail to promote traction.

Jenine sounded a little peeved as she replied. What do you wish to know?

Can you control the engine you live in?

Yes.

Then, can you please turn on the train-lined sanders?

Mutely she complied, her motives hidden from him.

Ev inspected each of the sanders, pounding on the ones that seemed clogged. The last one he checked on the rear-most engine was definitely screwed up. No sand came through the ducts that led from the sandbox.

He stared hard at the defective equipment, feeling his anger grow for the Pit crew. Then, as if he had triggered something by his anger, he felt vaguely dizzy for a second. He took a deep breath and reached down to the sanding pipe. It shattered in his grasp, accompanied by a glow of a distinctly yellow color. Sparks jumped from his hands to the rails and the metal frame of the engine. Ev was so surprised that he fell backwards into a puddle of oily rainwater.

"WOW!" He muttered. Cold sweat mingled with the rain chill that ran down his spine. Wherever his bare hands rested, he could see small electrical arcs crossing from his fingers to the water and in the process grounding him. He could feel the strength draining out of him.

GET YOUR HANDS OUT OF THE WATER AND DRY THEM QUICKLY!  He heard Jenine's command in his head.

The weakness scared him. He managed to get to his feet, using the last unit's grab iron to steady him. However, that act only served to focus the yellow aura on the grab iron, which dissolved beneath his hand. He jerked his hand back and leaned against the truck of the last engine, pulling both hands inside his sleeves, clenching them into fists.

"What the hell are you doing to me?" He yelled looking up at the engines, rain splashing on his upturned face. He didn't care who heard.

Please...just come to me! I will explain. Jenine's voice in his head held a tone of sympathy and compassion.

Ev's whole body was shaking as he entered the cab of 1019 and took his seat before the control stand. He was so distressed that he didn't even bother to take off his raincoat until Jenine prodded him with a smart remark. Mutely, he removed his coat, hanging it on one of the hooks on the electrical cabinet. He was very pale.

Kevin Thorson didn't know quite what to make of the situation. "Are you okay?"

Ev looked up at Kat and nodded. "Yeah...just slipped in all the rain, that's all. Gotta call the Pit. A sander on the last engine is bad order--and--the grab iron..." His voice drifted off into silence.

"I'll call 'em," Thorson volunteered, watching Ev suspiciously. "Here's a towel. Try to dry off a little." The brakeman handed him a terry towel out of his grip. It wasn't completely dry, but it was less wet than Ev was.

"Which engine was it?"

"The 1060," Ev answered, trying to regain his composure.

"1019 West calling the Power Tower, over..." Kevin called, holding the black handset to his ear.

"Power Tower. Go ahead 1019, over," crackled the response.

"Engineer reports that one of the sanders and the grab iron on the 1060 are bad order."

"Which sander on the 1060?" The Tower called for details. "And what grab iron?"

Ev shook his head to clear his mind. "Here, let me talk to them."

Kat handed Ev the phone without argument.

"Tower, it's the L-1 axle sander on the 1060. The grab iron is on the fireman's side..."

"Roger 1019. We'll send a pipe fitter and repair crew out as soon as we can."

"Sounds good. Thanks, out." Ev hung up the radiophone, and leaned back in his seat. He felt tired. "Well, it looks like we'll be here a while," Ev said softly. "Might as well get comfortable."

Kat took him at his word, putting his feet on the chair ahead of him on the left side of the cab, digging a paperback out of his grip.

Ev sat with his hands clenched in his lap. They had a peculiar aura around them. Glancing briefly at the brakeman to make sure he was occupied, he closed his eyes, concentrating on the voice of the silicrys. What did you do to me out there? Ev asked inside of his head.

I did nothing. This is all part of the siivahnurah. You are merely inexperienced in the Chahlzah'lehl, that is all. If you had known about the grounding effects of wet pavement, you would have been more careful, I am sure.

I don't want anything more to do with you and your chazalel! he thought violently, beginning to wish he had never had the strange dreams, seen engine 1019 or been assigned to the Beloit Transfer.

Jenine was silent, but Ev felt her hurt at his angry thoughts. The sounds of the rain pounding on the cab roof, the pungency of diesel fumes, and rain scent laced with a vague ozone aroma were amplified and sharp. His view of the misty yards and the controls of a GP-40 that was doing its best to drive him into Bellevue Hospital were preternaturally clear. He wanted out. He could feel the tension as the idea crystallized. What he didn't want to feel was the distress of the silicrys he was trying to escape. She made him feel miserable.

Ev gazed briefly in the rain-flecked mirror that was outside his window, seeing the pipe fitter approaching with the blue lantern to protect his work. In the mirror was also Ev's unfamiliar reflection. By this time his hair was totally snow-white, as were his eyebrows and lashes as well. It was a stranger's face.

What happened when I grabbed the sander? he thought, still puzzled over the incident. He had to know why it happened.

She didn't reply.

He looked at his hands with their silvery-white hairs. The glow was almost gone, but when he thought about it, it came back. That gave him a clue. He reached for a paper towel on top of the control stand, and watched in amazement as the towel he touched flaked apart in a strange powder-like substance. "It's as if the thing was disrupted..." he whispered, examining his open hand carefully. Ev shivered. Things have definitely gone past the ignore-it-and-it'll -go-away stage.

It was another hour before the power tied onto the train on Seventy-One track. The rain let up considerably, but the sky still held volumes of water, like soaked sponges waiting to be squeezed.

LaSalle climbed up on the lead engine, draped in an orange slicker. There wasn't much conversation between the three men in the cab of 1019. Ev could feel the tension in the air like an acrid, musty smell. His senses had retained a sharpness that made him look on each situation as a new experience, yet the cause still frightened him.

The air test proceeded as usual, and they received permission to depart from the Yardmaster. LaSalle dropped off to roll them by. The train snaked out of the east end of the yard, around many curves, into Tower 127 Interlocking. The wheels of the train made a distinctive screeching sound--almost like eerie high-pitched singing--as they rubbed against the rails in the tight curves. The sound was not unusual, but hard to ignore, as Ev began to tug on the train to keep from stalling out. There was a fairly steep grade at that location.

Rykoff noted the wheel slip light as it blinked on the lead engine. Somewhere in the consist an engine was spinning its wheels. The engineer knew that the lead engine was not slipping, and that knowledge had little to do with the presence of a silicrys. 

Ev Rykoff had learned the feel of running trains long before Jenine had ever made her presence known. He had a fair reputation for train handling among the train crews out of Cameron, and, with a few exceptions, had earned the right to be called an Airman. The term came from skill at using the automatic trainline air valve, which gave train crews good rides. Ev had been taught power and air as the best means to get trains over the road. Belatedly, he recalled the cardinal rule of engine-service: 'the engineer should control the train, not the other way around.' Ev ruminated on that thought as he notched out to run five on the eight-notch throttle of 1019.  Is the train controlling me with the creature that calls itself Jenine in this locomotive? Am I coming damn close to breaking the cardinal rule of engineers?

"Twenty cars to the rear brakeman, Ev," Pat called over the radio.

"Twenty, roger," he replied succinctly, keying the handset mike. He throttled down to four, letting the grade slow him down. Using air at that speed was tricky. They didn't have quick release air valves on the cars they had on their train. There was mostly junk of ancient vintage on the train that took cars to the Fox Valley Road in Beloit.

"Ten cars, Ev," Pat updated him.

"Ten," he replied, holding the radiophone in his left hand, throttling down to three with his right.

The speed of the train got down to four miles per hour as the conductor called up, "Everybody's on, 1019 West."

"Okay. Highball," Ev returned, hanging up the handset. Bringing up the speed, he notched out one run at a time until the speed recorder read ten miles per hour. He held it there, like solid rock, until Pat said they were on the mainline, then notched out, bringing the speed up to twenty miles per hour.

They had orders to pick up at Trevanwood, on Ev's side. The light blue orders were tied up with heavy string and suspended in a Y-like contraption known as a high-speed hoop. Today, the orders were also wrapped in cellophane to keep them dry. The train order stand was striped like a barber pole, as were the actual hoops. The train order signal near the operator's shanty at Trevanwood was tall and silver, showing an amber indication and a slanted forty-five-degree upward semaphore arm in red and white.

Rykoff opened the window, sliding the metal-framed safety glass aside. He leaned out of the aperture, resting his arm on the metal sill as the engines approached the Trevanwood Wye. God, I hope I don't mess up the orders like I messed up the paper towel, he thought grimly as the fluorescent twined hoops came nearer. The top one was his. It was in exactly the right spot to be nabbed from a locomotive cab window. Ev reached out for the orders, not noticing a different aural shade encompassing his right arm and hand. His anxiety over losing the orders helped another facet of the physical change he was undergoing manifest itself. The orders leapt into his outstretched hand before he even got within a few feet of the hoop. As his fist closed around the string-trailing orders, he closed his eyes. He couldn't believe what had just occurred. He was so shaken up that he didn't even read the orders until Kevin asked to see them. It was then that he wondered if the disruption had occurred.

Carefully, Ev opened his hand. The damp cellophane-encased orders were intact. He sighed with relief, and then began to wonder about how he had acquired the orders without snagging them in the usual way. 

Jenine broke her silence. Z'chiiurlihn. Let me complete the siivahnurah and you will understand all that is happening.

What's that?  What's zachyerlin? Ev demanded, fear and anger coloring his thoughts.

Merely telekinesis. A simple ability.

Ev frowned, watching Kevin read the orders. You mean I can--levitate things?

You can raise things, move things, even throw things with z'chiiurlihn. It is innate in my kind. Are you still afraid? she asked, the last question surprising Rykoff. He didn't know how to answer, so he remained silent for the time being.

Kat handed him the orders, and he read them as they passed Paris Township. They had two meets. One was at Wendall, before they found themselves in the dark territory beyond, and one at Harrison Junction.

Folding the flimsies, as the tissue paper orders were sometimes called, Ev noted the train's present location. They had a flashing yellow signal at MP 3.7, with a high yellow beyond at the absolute signal at MP 5.5. Their train was on Main One. It was nine twenty-three in the morning, and the rain resumed.

Kat Thorson sat perched on his chair, seemingly bored with the whole idea of railroading. For once, Ev felt he could understand. It was one time he wished he done something else with his life. He was very agitated and confused. In his self-examination, he wondered if he had indeed gone over-the-edge. Everything that had happened since he had first heard the voice emanating from 1019 pointed towards his being mentally unbalanced. His common sense told him to seek professional help, yet he was steadfastly afraid of the idea. He wanted to know if he was certifiably nuts or not, yet he didn't want to jeopardize his job. Ev was sure they'd never let him keep on working if he was found insane. That thought lowered his spirits considerably.

Extra 1019 West departed double-track at Wendall at a slow speed. The engines worked hard to pull the eighty-one hundred plus tons of freight through the turnouts onto single track. Ev didn't like dark territory--unsignaled track run completely on train orders--in the fog, but he knew where he was and where he had to take siding. As he peered into the obscuring mist, he unconsciously envisioned his dreams as he drew on Jenine's superior power of observation to pierce the murky air. He had begun to grow dependent on her, whether he admitted it or not.

She apparently wasn't pleased. She spoke to him in her telepathic voice. If you are always wishing I were not here, why are you drawing on my powers to aid yourself? The transmission had a sharp edge to it.

Ev winced, then thought back in defense, I can't help myself! If you had never started this, I wouldn't be doing it! If you don't like it, why don't you just leave me as I was before?

If that is what you truly desire, then you shall have your wish granted!

Ev felt something around him change--like a familiar background melody had vanished. The mental silence was deafening. Too late, he realized that he was alone for the first time in a week. He had never before felt such psychic emptiness. It hurt! It hurt deep in his chest and behind his eyes. He understood he couldn't free himself of that ache--except by admitting that he needed Jenine and the siivahnurah completed. With all his will, he held back the impulse to recant immediately and beg for her return. He was very scared and very stubborn. Deep inside, he knew he would pay a steep price for his stubbornness. He hoped the price wouldn't include his life.
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Meanwhile, the storm that had drenched Cameron Yard passed on to the east, replaced by another one less violent in nature. A low, misty fog descended over most of the area, shrouding buildings and boxcars alike with a ghostly drapery.

Rig was leaning out the window of his switch engine trying to make out hand signals that had suddenly become difficult to see. A muted boom and slack running in told him he had made a hard joint somewhere in the fog. Rig leaned back in his seat, shutting the window. He had decided not to go any further until the switch crew either found some fusees--railroad signal flares--or located and used a radio. He hoped the rough coupling hadn't hurt anyone.

The Switch Foreman, a man named Dave Salquist, climbed up onto the locomotive a few minutes later. "Well Rig, we just put two cars on the ground."

"Oh...wonderful," Rig muttered, knowing it was as much his fault as the switch crew's. "How bad?"

"Just two sets of wheels. The track is spread. Looks like we'll never get over to the  C&GN today," Salquist sighed, wringing out his thoroughly drenched leather mitts.

Together, the railroaders walked back to the scene of the mishap.

However, at that moment something was happening that would have a greater impact on Rig's life than a mere derailment.

Clouds roiled around a tangled knot of energy. Arcs leaped from the alien being's matrix to the water particles in the surrounding air. T'raagahr had just arrived on Earth. The impulse that drew him there was more than hunger. Being Silicrys, he would normally spend quite a large chunk of his four to five hundred year average life span searching for and consuming electromagnetic energy. He was no different, in that respect, from another of his kind that had come to Earth over two years before.  However, the longing for a partner also consumed him. He followed the ephemeral trail that would lead him to his siiur'kiirehn with single-minded urgency.

T'raagahr dropped through the sea of conflicting winds and streaming cumulus. He usually took the line of least resistance, but this time he had a reason for his search. Unfortunately, his appetite over-rode his caution as he was drawn into a machine. He had found a good food source that was eminently satisfactory to him, but the place he had so easily entered turned out to be a trap, which he could not escape. His fickle siiyahn'ur had fused with a powerful generator and a mechanical engine--a two thousand, two hundred and fifty horsepower unit known as a GP-30. The Great American Railroad called that particular unit, 4190. It was assigned to the 759 Transfer job--which had just put two cars on the ground. Searching for his siiur'kiirehn would have to wait.

Rig climbed back up into the cab of 4190, not suspecting that things had changed in the fifteen minutes he had been gone. Things looked the same, but were not.

Holding the Foreman's instructions in his mind, he moved the engine in a reverse movement to get rid of the cars between him and the derailment. He whistled a meaningless tune to himself as he throttled out on the controller. Salquist was on the last car using a fusee for relaying signals. No one was with him on the engine.

Rig heard a strange laugh--sort of a chuckle. Suspicious, he looked around the cab. He saw nothing unusual.

"Hmmm...must be losing my marbles...like Ev," he muttered. A cold chill went through him. Am I hallucinating or is something like Ev described actually happening to me? He frowned, bringing his bushy brows together as he watched the amp gauge fluctuate crazily, drop to zero then shoot up to fifteen hundred amps. In a few seconds, it dropped back to a normal reading of two hundred and fifty amps with no apparent difference in the engine performance.

Rig gave a quick glance out the window, noting how far he had to go before stopping. Salquist gave him twenty cars in fusee language. The engineer thought about what might be happening in the engine. If this is similar to what Ev described, what should I do? Fight it? Ignore it? Ev had that strange electrical talent, which appealed to Rig. He had never possessed any talent, if one didn't count train handling. Even that was no spectacular ability. Will my hair turn white if I jump into this? he wondered idly.

A laugh echoed through the cab, as if in delight. Whatever it was, it seemed happy. The engineer hung onto the controls with his fingertips, as he leaned out the window to see the hand signs passed by Salquist. He saw the sign for ten cars.

Rig turned to the control stand, noticing a vague, blue glow around everything. The glow covered his hands, too. "Heh! Watch what you're doing!" He said to the empty air of the cab. Within a moment, he felt a weird itch behind his eyes, then a sharp, brief stab of pain. He winced at the momentary discomfort, but when the pain disappeared, he could hear a voice in his mind.

I'm sorry! A masculine voice replied silently. Did I hurt you?

"No, you didn't hurt me. What are you doing here?"

What am I doing here? What a question. I've been asking myself that, the voice said, for a moment seemingly depressed. However, I think I'm in the right place.

"You mean you don't know what you are doing here?" Rig exclaimed, raising his bushy eyebrows in surprise, having assumed whatever it was knew what it was doing.

Well, I--sort of--know...but I managed to get trapped here. Didn't really mean it to happen, but here I am. I have to make the best of it now. I felt you...I was looking for you...but what are you doing here? You are not part of this mechanical form.

"No. I'm an engineer. I operate this unit," Rig answered. Rig grinned. "You were really looking for me?"

Yes.

"What are you?" Dawson queried, taking a quick glance out of the right-hand cab window to look for hand signs. He had almost forgotten about Salquist and the derailed cars.

What am I? Why, I am--Silicrys! What else? What are you?

"I am a man. A human man." Rig replied, beginning to enjoy the conversation with the being in the engine.

Are you alone? The silicrys asked.

"Yeah, I guess you could say I'm alone." Rig suddenly felt somewhat sad. "Yeah...I'm alone, and you're alone, too, aren't you? All by yourself, trapped in this locomotive with no one but a half-crazy engineer to talk to."

You're not crazy.  the silicrys said, a new inflection in his voice. You are the one I came to find.  Neither of us needs to be alone ever again.
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The rest of the day was a trial Ev wouldn't soon forget. The train broke in two on Nilston Hill. After an hour delay in chaining up the car with a broken drawbar--just three cars behind the engines--and setting it out at the back track at Kananka, they tied the train back together. It was then that they discovered they couldn't start the train--it was too heavy, and the grade was too steep.

The 1060 died, leaving them with three engines. Three engines couldn't handle the tonnage. They ended up doubling-the-hill, which entailed bringing up half of the train to the siding at Kananka, and returning for the rest. That operation took another two hours. Their meet was waiting at Harrison Junction, not very happy about the delay.

It was late before they got as far as Beloit. They had little time left to work, before going dead under the federal hours of service. If they didn't get home to Cameron before they exceeded the hours they were allowed to work, they would go dead. A relief crew would have to come, and get their train, bringing it the rest of the way into town. To prevent that occurrence, they were given a straight shot into Cameron. Even then, they barely made it back before their time was up.

Ev was dog tired when he came home to 3F, the apartment he shared with Dawson. Rig opened the door, all smiles, but soon lost the happy face to a frown. "Boy, you look terrible, Ev! What happened?"

"Had a bad day," Ev glared at him as he peeled off his damp jacket. He moved with an obvious effort, dragging himself to the kitchen table to sit down. He hadn't felt worse in his recent memory.

"We put a couple of cars on the ground..." Dawson began, sitting down across form Rykoff.

Ev just looked at him. "Oh? We broke in two, had to set out a bad order car, doubled the hill and to top it all off..." He stopped, almost telling Rig how Jenine abandoned him. He knew he should have been happy that the alien had finally taken the hint and departed. Instead, he was desolate.

"And then..." Rig asked, trying to contain himself.

"Oh, nothing...I'm tired, wet and hungry, that's all. What happened? How'd you put the cars on the ground?" The younger engineer queried, trying to be a good friend.

Rig smiled, unable to contain his excitement over the events of his day. "Well, you're not going to believe this," he said, his voice climbing up the scale a little as he began to tell Ev of his new found friend. 

"We'd put the cars on the ground in the fog. Salquist came up and told me, and we both went back to figure out what to do. When I got back on the engine and started to pull the cars that were still on the rail out to set them over, I noticed a blue glow around the control stand. It turned out that there's a BEING living there! Ev, let me tell you, I was a bit scared at first, but man, he's no demon! He said he was silicrys! I'm not exactly sure what that is, but he didn't want to hurt me. He'd only just gotten there a few minutes before--when I was down on the ground looking the derailment over. He's trapped there, Ev and he's lonely. He said he came there looking for me!"

Rig stopped, noticing Ev's stricken look. "What's wrong? What'd I do?"

"Nothing." Ev's voice was full of a barely concealed despair. "Are you going through with it?"

"Through with what?"

Ev sighed. It hurt to even speak of it. "The siivahnurah--she called it that. She said that it is a time of change, to prepare for what she called the kiiyahkihn. She told me it was irreversible--but I don't think she's right. It's over now."

"What's her name?" Rig asked. He wondered why Ev was fighting her, now that he'd met a silicrys of his own. He could see no reason to fight.

"Jenine, but she's gone."

"I hope for your sake she's not," Dawson said with certainty in his voice.

"Why?"

"Because, T'raagahr--that's the silicrys in 4190--he said that the process of siivahnurah is irreversible. He made sure I understood that before I agreed to it."

"Then, you're going through with it--the siivahnurah?"

"Yes, Ev. T'raagahr and I talked it over all afternoon. You've known Jenine quite awhile. You should have been through all the changes by now. You've got to stop fighting her...if she's anything like T'raagahr--"

Ev slammed his fist on the table. "How can something you can't see transform a human being into--well, into something else? It's just wrong!"

"I don't know, Ev, but T'raagahr is sure he can. He's told me that it's in their heritage to invoke the whachamacallit."

"Siivahnurah."

"Yeah. They've done that for thousands of years, on other worlds--even on this one, long ago."

"Jenine never mentioned that."

"Maybe you never asked. T'raagahr says they have a racial memory. Maybe she just never came across one who knew about it."

Ev turned from Rig, feeling like he had received the winning lottery ticket and knowing it was a winner in his heart, threw it
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