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Chapter 1

 

"If you have tried to do something and failed, you are vastly better off than if you had tried to do nothing and succeeded. You must never regret what might have been. The past that did not happen is as hidden from us as the future we cannot see."    

~~ Richard Martin Stern

 

 

Snow lay in dirty, churned piles around the edge of the cul du sac near a single street lamp. Its light threw feeble reflections from the old snow, hinting of storms past. It was just after midnight, three days into the new year. The overcast sky promised more snow. A cold wind gusted from the north, full of dampness. On the icy sidewalk, near the illuminated area, there was a momentary disturbance in the air, followed by a bright spot of light...much like a lightning flash. Where there had been nothing but winter landscape, now a woman stood, holding a medium sized black box under her arm. Her left shoulder sported a ratty knapsack.

She took a deep breath of the chill, humid air, releasing it in a heavy sigh. She staggered a few steps and leaned against the metal pole of the street light. Her face was sallow in the yellowish glow and her dark hair carried strange highlights.

"I think we cut that last jump a bit fine..." she whispered, apparently to no one, feeling the cold frosted metal of the pole against the side of her hood. Gathering her strength, she pushed away from the pole and slowly walked along the sidewalk to a nearby driveway where she turned towards a nearly dark house. The snow-clogged driveway hampered her progress. Under her breath, she muttered comments about the owner of the house and his lack of civic consideration. Impatiently, she continued up onto the roofed cedar deck to the front door, where she knocked impatiently. There was a slight glimmer of light through the curtains, but that didn't necessarily signal occupancy. "You better be there," she said, a certain aching need in her voice as she shifted the awkward load in her arms and reset the strap on her shoulder.

The door opened, after a short delay, revealing a tall, white-haired man. He saw who had knocked so late, and a big smile grew on his face. "Janet! You're back! God, am I glad to see you!" She dropped the black box as the man took her in his arms, lifting her off the deck in an enthusiastic hug. The knapsack slipped from her arm, briefly forgotten.

Janet, her face transfigured by a similar, though much more tired grin, held the man with equal ferocity. "I'm damn glad to see you, too, Ev...but couldn't you've shoveled the driveway and front walk?"

Ev set her down, laughing. "I didn't even think of it. You must be exhausted."

"You could say that. I'm excruciatingly hungry and I need a hot shower."

"Then come on in. I'll fix a midnight snack for you while you get cleaned up."

Janet followed Ev into his bare living room, stopping only a moment to retrieve the errant parcels from the porch, placing them inside the door on the bare floor. She was very happy to be in such familiar territory. "I see you still haven't got f-furniture," she stammered.

"Can't without you, Jan." Ev turned and smiled again. "If we can't do it together then there's no need to have it."

Janet just stared at him, tears coming to her strange bloodshot eyes. "T-together..." Her mind shifted tracks and she began to shake.

Ev realized in that moment that she was a bit more emotionally fragile than he thought. "Relax, Jan. You go take a hot shower and we can talk later." With care, he held her again; her tears wet his sweater. She's hurting, Jenine...but she is shielding...

So is Ahrdree'ehn, the silicrys in 1019 replied to her symbiotic partner. More has happened than we suspect. If you help her to cleanse herself, I believe she will be more ready to talk.

Good idea. Making her midnight snack can wait. Ev closed his eyes, tightly holding the woman he loved. Picturing the upstairs bedroom, he lit-out. 
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Her hair was drying into a cloud of dark curls as Janet Newman sat at the kitchen table holding a cup of hot coffee. Her belly was full, her perpetually hungry silicrys was not clamoring for sustenance, and, above all, she knew she was as safe as she could be. Ev watched her with concern still evident on his face.

He wants to know what happened on the trip, Ahrdree interjected silently.

I know. Where do I begin? How do I tell him about Ian Dobsen and his silicrys Zehn'rah--and about the Wynnes, Levi Marienthal, and that murderer Barnes?

All we can do is tell him. You will know what to say...

Will I? How do I tell him there is no way to counter that Drasberg Device--except, possibly, by repeated exposures? How do I tell him I failed?

Ahrdree'ehn knew Janet felt responsible for returning without a mechanical or electronic way to fight the insidious Device. You did not fail, Jahnehtah'lihs'sah. Ahrdree's thought filled with his certainty. We have eliminated at least one avenue of investigation. 

Then why do I feel so much like a failure?

They had fought this battle together since their siivahnurah. Ahrdree was very familiar with the effects of pessimism. Remember, siiur'kiirehn: just because you discovered the way the Device affects us does not mean you created the effect. It is now up to us to make sure Ev and Rig can learn to withstand the Device as we have.

What if they can't?

Ahrdree was silent. He knew there was no right answer to her question. After a moment, Janet knew she had asked him something impossible to answer, and let it drop.

Across the table, Ev cleared his throat. She refocused on his face. Taking a deep breath, she blew on the surface of her coffee, rippling and cooling it. She used it as a blatant delaying tactic; it gave her more time to think.

"Do you feel up to talking about your trip?" he asked tentatively, setting down his own coffee mug.

"I guess so. Avoiding it won't make it any easier."

"If it helps, I can tell you about what happened with that key I had...the one we argued over."

She frowned, remembering the argument and the key. "Sandra's key..." She was more than willing to put off telling about her adventure by listening about his.

"Yeah...Sandra's key. It turns out, that the guy who killed her is her dead father's best friend. It also turns out that Skarlatos has a spy in his organization."

"Who?"

"The guy who killed Sandra. His name is Artie Case. At any rate, I found the safe deposit box that went with the key and found some letters. The letters were the link."

"Then it's over?"

"No...unfortunately," Ev shook his head and tossed a small manila envelope onto the table. "Now there's another key I need to deal with."

She picked up the tiny parcel, opened it, and after examining the key it contained for a few seconds, set it down. "What will you do?"

Ev shrugged. "I guess I'll have to find out where the new one leads. I'm not afraid to say I'd rather not, but what else can I do? Case is still in control of my daughter's future--only now the situation is a bit stranger than it was."

"Stranger? Could it get any stranger that it already is?"

"Oh yeah. It's gotten a lot stranger. Picture this: Case works for the government; he's under cover."

"Under cover in Skarlatos' organization?"

"Yup. Not only that, but he's now using me as a weapon against Skarlatos by telling him I have his damned books...and I don't. I still need to find them."

"Will you?"

"I have to, but I'll do it when I'm ready. Probably in the spring. I don't think I dare put it off another two years, like I did last time. I do know one thing."

"What?"

With a soft voice, Ev held Janet's gaze. "I'm not going on that trip without you." He reached out and squeezed her right hand as it clasped the coffee cup.

Janet met his eyes, exhaustion warring with her will. "Remind me about it near my vacation in March." With her left hand, she rubbed her face. "I wish you had been with m-me on my trip as well."

"Are you up to talking about it tonight?"

She nodded, not at all sure she was telling the truth.

Though Ev doubted she was as ready to talk as she claimed, he let her begin. As the story unfolded, he became increasingly surprised. His first shock was how far news of his and Rig's Kiiyahkihn had traveled. That article in the 'Great American Journal' has had more of an impact than I ever believed possible.

However, Jenine responded, the effect has been positive...at least among those Janet met.

True, Ev admitted, juggling Janet's telling of her escapades with the silent conversation with his silicrys.

Then, Janet told of the night when Ian and Zehn'rah were killed. As she spoke of it, tears streamed down her face. Slowly at first, they glistened individually, then merged into solid rivulets of remembered grief. There was a few seconds of silence while Jenine and Ahrdree exchanged a series of rapid-fire images and sensations. The mere edge of those thoughts singed Ev's mind, vividly presenting what had been an ephemeral dream-event before. He felt his chest constrict, recalling the morning when he had felt the echo of that event. Now he knew the circumstances behind the haunting visions in 1019's cab up at Long Lake. They just killed them out of spite! They were innocent!

In the eyes of those that pursued Janet, Ian and Zehn'rah were a bonus...an unexpected windfall. They were trying to kill Janet and Ahrdree'ehn.

But they couldn't. Ian and Zehn'rah died instead! 

Yes. 

As he listened to her story, he saw the pattern that was emerging and blurted: "You were getting immune to it!"

Jan met his eyes, pain in them. "Yes. The more that Barnes used the Device on us, the more it took to knock us down. Ian and Zehn'rah couldn't withstand it. It was my fault--"

"No...no, no Janet," he whispered, feeling her aching regrets and self-blame. "The blame rests with Barnes. He used it to kill, not you. Ian apparently had the chance to escape--by what you've told me."

Mutely, she nodded, clutching the now-empty cup.

"Then he chose to stay with you and help. You were not twisting his arm, I'm sure."

"I tried to get him to leave, but he wanted to stay with his crew."

Her silent sobs made him wish to hold her and comfort her, but he knew she needed to work through the grief or it would cripple her as much as Sandra's death had crippled him. Gently, Ev asked, "What happened after that?"

"Ian's Foreman put me on a t-train headed east. When I got to Syracuse, I m-met Benjamin. He's ahnjehnihree like me. He's a lot like you physically, though--kind of. He invited me to Albany, and I stayed with his family over Christmas. Barnes followed us there."

"Like me, huh..." Ev grinned briefly, mentally seeing the tall Albany engineer as Janet pictured him in her mind. Do I look that old? Remind me never to grow a beard, Jen.

The silicrys silent laugh was like glass chimes in a soft breeze.

"His temper is like yours, but he's actually a bit more like Rig, though I don't believe there's any way of adequately describing what he's really like without you meeting him. He's very proud and a bit of a chauvinist."

"Okay...but what happened with Barnes?"

"Barnes and his friends tried to hurt Benjamin's kids, taking his house. It happened when we were up at Moose Ridge--"

"Where's that?"

"It's a rocky scarp up in the Adirondacks where there is an energy well--a k'ree'ehl--sort of like in the backyard here, only much larger." 

"A Nexus."

"Yes, but Ahrdree has finally told me it's really called a k'ree'ehl."

In Ev's mind, Jenine provided the actual term for the Birdbath Nexus in his backyard. "So, our backyard nexus is actually a f'raa'ehl, according to Jenine. I wonder why they never told us about the terms?"

"Could be because we already had a name for them." Janet cracked a smile as she said that. "Ahrdree only offered the term after I asked him what silicrys call those power fountains." She paused. "Anyhow, Benjamin had taken his wife and me up there to see if she could attract a silicrys. They left their sons and daughter at home. When Barnes and his flunkies came, Jesse--Ben's oldest son and an ahnjehnihree--grabbed the other two kids and lit-out for the Ridge." 

She paused again. "Oh...and I found out what all Enginors, both ahnjehnurihs and ahnjehnihrihs, are really called. They have a title that covers everyone in a relationship with a silicrys...like 'human' covers everybody who is Homo Sapiens, no matter what sex, ethnicity, or nation."

"Another thing to remember," he muttered. "This is another case of not volunteering information, I take it."

"Yeah. Ahrdree informed me--after getting tired of me using the term enginor for those who aren't ahnjehnur--that people, of any race, on any planet, no matter the level of integration, that are in the Kiiyahkihn, are called Ahthniri."

"Ahthniri."

"Yeah. It means--literally--'Those Who Have Chosen'. It does kinda have a r-ring to it."

"It does, but I like enginor better." 

Janet smiled briefly at that. "I do too, but--"

"The peanut gallery likes Ahthniri." He shrugged. "They'll get over it. What happened next?"

"Ben's wife and daughter received the Kiiyahkihn that morning. That was beautiful." 

Ev understood implicitly, remembering his own siivahnurah and the effects of Jenine's presence in him. He smiled. 

"The youngest found his silicrys but we were all informed that the three-year old was way too young to go through siivahnurah. His silicrys seems to be functioning more as a guardian angel right now, I guess. Anyhow, Ben and I left all of them up at the Ridge. We came back to his house and dealt with Barnes--but the bastard came close to killing me. After that, Ben and I went to see Dr. Marienthal at MIT."

"What happened to Barnes? Did Wynne kill him?"

"No. I think Ben scared him bad, but in the end, there was nothing to do but let him go. I think he took Barnes and his cronies as far away from their house near Windemere as he could physically take them. He never told me exactly. All I know is that Barnes was still alive when we left for MIT."

"It's almost a pity he didn't kill the bastard." 

"I agree, even though that would make us no better than murderers ourselves, don't you think?" Janet answered thoughtfully, thinking about the consequences of such an act.

"Is justice murder?" Ev wondered aloud. "Leaving Barnes alive to kill again may condemn more enginors to death. I have no doubt he'll try it again, from what you've told me--given an opportunity." He also thought of Skarlatos--and Sandra's senseless death. "Remember when I let Skarlatos--a known killer--escape, only to get paid back by the death of my wife?"

Janet felt and saw the pain of that decision in his eyes as he said it. "That's not the same--"

"Isn't it?"

"You let Skarlatos go to save Rig. I'd say that was a hell of a lot different! Barnes killed for the fun of it, yes, but Ben didn't have the right to kill him. If anybody did, it was I. I was the one who was there when Ian...d-d..." Her voice cracked as the grief overwhelmed her. She swallowed convulsively. Through tears, she whispered, "I should have killed him...but I...I couldn't."

With his own grief suddenly compounded by hers, Ev couldn't speak. The silence and tension between them was palpable. 

After what seemed like a long time, Janet took a deep breath, wiped her eyes on her nightgown sleeve, and continued with her recounting of events. "Anyhow, Dr. Marienthal--Levi--d-determined that the only apparent defense against the Drasberg Device is a steady build-up of r-resistance, like I have. He never found any other way to protect against it."

Ev sighed, his disappointment evident in the set of his shoulders. "It was worth the try." 

"Was it? What if I had stayed here? Would Ian and Zehn'rah be alive now? Wouldn't we have figured out the immunity angle--in time--by ourselves?" Bloodshot red rimmed her green-gold eyes as she stared hard at him.

He met her gaze calmly. "Maybe. We had no way of knowing--"

"I know, but I still can't help thinking about it."

"The question we need to answer is, what now? What do we do now that we're aware of the weakness Rig and I carry? Measured exposure?"

She nodded. "As far as we've been able to determine. It's no picnic, but I can't see any other way. I brought the Device home. It's by the front door. The little one is right here--" She reached back to the vest draped over the back of her chair and fished out the tiny hex-shaped mechanism. With contempt, she tossed it on the table. It rolled across some old junk mail and came to rest in all its electronic glory inches from the miniscule envelope Ev had tossed out earlier.

Staring at the little unit, Ev squirmed for a moment then sighed. "Well, my dear, I'd rather have you operating that damned thing than Barnes."
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Janet spent a day resting at Ev's house, catching up on gossip, and filling him in more completely about her trip. Rig had stopped by to welcome her back and to hear her stories. Most of the time, Ev and Janet spent alone together. Ev's call to work cut short their pleasant interlude. Janet took advantage of the opportunity and rode his train up to LaCrosse so she could begin her normal work life again. 

Their train arrived in the wee hours of Friday morning accompanied by snow flurries and temperatures hovering in the low single digits. On the radio, Minerva Newman--Janet's dispatcher Mom--was talking an eastbound train past the absolutes at Genoa. Ev smiled as she spoke. "Your Mom sounds a bit stressed tonight. I'll bet she'll be glad to see you."

Staring out into the stark landscape of the yards, she nodded. "Probably."

"Why don't you go on ahead and say 'hi' to her. I'll catch up with you later."

The thought appealed to her. Mom will be glad to see me... "That's a good idea. I need to mark up and find out what's going on up here. Mom'll know better than anybody but the crewcallers."

As she stood up from her place across the cab next to the head brakeman, Ev met her eyes. Be on guard, my dear. Nothing's changed here as far as the 'Protectors of Humanity' are concerned. They're still out there and ready to cause grief.

Jan grinned for a mere second before a sober expression crossed her face and stayed. I understand--more that you know.

I thought you might. I'll meet you in Minerva's office later.

Roger that. Without anything more said between them, Janet walked across the cab of 1019 and lightly brushed against the engineer as she passed him on her way out his side door into the blustery chill of the night. The wind of their movement in the yards gusted around her, spraying her with motes of stinging snow as she closed the door behind her and walked down the engineer's side gangway. She wasted no more time than necessary and called on her mother telepathically. Mom!

There was a delay of a few seconds, then all in one thought burst, Min conveyed a mixture of surprise, relief, and anticipation. Janet?

I'm coming in with Ev...

That does not surprise me. How have you been? How was your trip? How is Ev? Her rapid-fire questions bombarded her, carried in a jumble of emotions.

Mom! Calm down. I'm fine. I'll be there in a minute. Just wanted to be sure the coordinates were correct.

Her mother replied jovially. Nothing here changes but the date, honey. I'll be waiting for you.

Then here I come... Janet vanished from the windy snow-teased gangway of 1019 and reappeared in the foyer just inside the warm environs of the dispatcher's office--currently inhabited by her Mom. Numerous radio transmissions provided a constant background patter for her domain.

Minerva saw her lite-in and got up to greet her. They came together in a warm embrace next to her desk as icy air from Janet's arrival swirled around them. "My, it's good to see you again. I was worried about you--especially after hearing about the wreck of the '24FM' in Ohio."

Her Mom resumed her place at her control operator console as Janet pulled up another chair and removed her vest. She had left her knapsack on the engine with Rykoff. "I survived. I was very lucky to be able to pull the head end crew off, too. I did lose my grip, though."

Minerva nodded as she punched up signals that would allow Ev to double the inbound local over to another track. "Did you get what you went out there for?"

"Unfortunately...no, not really. I did find out that there is no mechanical or electronic means of protecting us from that damned device."

Minerva caught the hint in her voice telling her there was more to it than that. "What else did you find out?" She saw the pain and grief in her daughter's golden-green eyes that spoke of hard realities.

"The only way we found to fight the device was being desensitized through repeated exposure." Her voice was neutral, but Minerva sensed there was a lot more to it than what she was saying.

"Janet...does that mean that you and Ev and Rig need to endure repeated bouts with that thing to gain an immunity to it?"

She nodded. "Right now, I'm able to resist almost a full power setting, but I don't know if the effect is temporary or permanent. I do know that Ev and Rig have some unpleasant times to look forward to...if it will even work on them."

"What do you mean?"

"They are a different bonding than Ahrdree'ehn and me. What works for us may not work for them."

"Do you know for sure?" That consideration hadn't entered Min's mind before.

Janet shook her head. "No. We haven't tried it yet. Neither one of them is too anxious about trying it."

Minerva chuckled. "I guess I can't blame them."

"Neither can I, but I don't want to watch them d-die like--" She stopped in mid-sentence, her voice catching. "--Like...another f-friend of m-mine..." Janet stopped, swallowing convulsively. That memory is too raw...she thought sadly.

Calm down, siiur'kiirehn. Ahrdree's presence steadied her after a moment.

Thank you.

You are welcome.

Minerva frowned. "Others died from the device? Other enginors?"

"Yes. An engineer out of Collingsvale Yard...in Cleveland..." Her voice was a whisper. "That was when I began to understand I was building up a resistance to it. It was deadly to him--but not to me. Because they were trying to hurt me, they killed him in a matter of minutes. Such a thing had never happened to him before. Mom...it was my fault..."

"Oh Jan..."

"If it wasn't for me being there, he would never have drawn them and their device. He'd still be alive..." 

"You don't know--"

"How else can I look at it? They didn't even know he existed! I led them straight t-to him..."

At that point, Ev Rykoff materialized in exactly the same place she had done only a handful of minutes earlier, bringing with him another frigid draft. Minerva was relieved to see him, however. She was unsure of how to deal with her daughter's pain.

Ev caught the dispatcher's look and noticed Janet's mood immediately. However, he said nothing overtly. "Hi, Min."

"Hi, Ev. Thanks for bringing Jan back with you."

He smiled. "It was my pleasure. Not that she's incapable of getting home to LaCrosse on her own. She teleported to my house all the way from Cambridge. I was duly impressed, let me tell you."

Minerva looked at her daughter with a new respect. "That's a long way to teleport!"

"It wasn't all in one jump, Mom," she whispered, trying not to let out her sadness and guilt again. "It was less than a couple hundred miles a shot."

Min just shook her head in amazement. "You people are incredible. It sounds like a hell of a long way to me."

Ev laughed. "It can be...if your silicrys is hungry...or if you're not fully charged for it. Believe me." He consciously placed his hand on Janet's shoulder. Are you all right?

Janet glanced at him for a moment. Just tired...

You're lying, my dear.

Ev...not now. Her thoughts abruptly closed, shielded like an opaque glass wall.

Blinking, Ev withdrew his hand. Jenine gave her opinion: Janet still feels responsible for Ian's death.

How can she go on like that?

She asked the same of you regarding Sandra's death. You--of all people--should understand her feelings of guilt. She will grow through it, as you did. Your love will heal her sorrow, but only she can absolve herself--as you are learning to do with the memory of Sandra.

Ev knew she was correct, but it didn't make watching Janet suffer any easier. 

Just give her time, siiur'kiirehn. Ahrdree has been wrestling with this since it occurred, with little apparent progress. Be patient.

I'll try...he replied, not at all sure if his share of patience would be enough.

Minerva cleared her throat to bring him back to reality. Startled for a second, he caught her thought. Can you help her?

I can try, but most of the healing is up to her, I'm afraid.

She smiled briefly. I know you'll do what you can...

That I will.

"Well...Janet, Ev...I was thinking of dinner tonight. Would you both like to join the family at...hmmm...about seven? I was going to make a roast with all the fixings since your father and brothers are all in tonight. Gregory wants to meet you, Ev."

"Am I in trouble?" the engineer asked, knowing she was purposely diverting their attentions from the former subjects.

"Hell, no. He just wants to meet the man that has captured his feisty daughter's heart."

"Mom!" Janet groaned. In her mind, Ahrdree chuckled, amused. She squirmed a bit on her chair.

They all laughed nervously. Ev smiled at Janet. "I'd be happy to--as long as I'm not called already. How about you, Jan?"

"Uh...yeah, sure. Seven?"

"Ev, you're on the line-up for nine tonight...so I think you'll skate on this one. And yes...at seven sharp I'll expect you both...okay?" Min replied. Neither of the enginors felt like arguing with the authority in her voice.

With obvious reluctance on her daughter's part, Jan nodded. "Okay, Mom."
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Janet and Ev appeared in the living room of her apartment about a half-hour later, grips and knapsack in hand. After leaving the dispatcher's office, they had stopped to chat with the crewcaller and Janet had marked up. Once she was back on the board--a good dozen times out with no prospects of work in the next 30 hours--they had proceeded home.

When they arrived, the engineer watched as she moved about the apartment, checking the place out, the root of the search being the hex device they had brought with them. After a circuit of her environs, she returned to the living room, her paranoia satisfied. "Everything seems to be just as I left it...except for the dust."

"That's good to hear," he yawned...and watched as Janet yawned in response. "What do you say we get some sleep?"

With a heavy sigh, she nodded. "Excellent idea. It wouldn't be good for us to be sleepy when you meet Dad." She grabbed her knapsack and headed towards the bedroom.

"Should I be worried?" he wondered as he picked up his grip, following her.

"Hardly. You are more than a match for my Dad. He apparently just wants to meet you. You've never worked with him, have you?"

"Nope. I believe he works the North River..."

"He's got rights both ways, actually, but likes the North River best. Right now, he's in the North Pool--as of this morning, anyhow. He has tons of seniority. I thought you two had met, though..."

Ev shook his head negatively as he sat down on the bed. "I've known your Mom for years, but I don't recall ever meeting your Dad...or your brothers, by the way. Do you think they'll like me?"

"It doesn't matter one way or the other...really. You know that." Janet grinned at his discomfort. 

"I was just wondering if my being enginor would bother them or--"

"Ev...remember, I'm as much one as you are and they haven't disowned me yet."

"Yet. Have you ever talked with your Dad about Ahrdree?"

"No...but Mom has."

"And?"

"And I've never caught any flack yet."

"Yet." Ev was a bit skeptical of her kin accepting her Kiiyahkihn so easily. "No reservations?"

"Not that I know of."

"No talks of sin or satanic influences?"

"Nope. My family's staunchly neutral on the subject of religion. None of them feels very religious--except for Sarah. She's a bit on the evangelical side, but not implacably. It would interfere with her job."

"She just hired out last summer, didn't she?" Ev recalled as Janet donned her nightgown.

"Uh huh. Her views on feminism preclude her from ever getting too involved in her church. At least it has so far, I believe."

"What does she think of Ahrdree?"

"We've never spoken about him. She avoids the subject, I think, though she's never preached at me about him--so far anyway."

Ev chuckled. "I wish my mother would take a page out of Sarah's book. She knows a preacher who is a pain in the ass. You remember him, don't you: Rev. Anthony Devine?"

"How could I forget?" She yawned again, stretching. "So far, there's no one like him in LaCrosse--as far as I know."

"Luckily..." Ev yawned, too, then finished getting ready to sleep. Together, they covered up under the ivy bedspread, laying spoon-fashion, Ev holding her tightly in a possessive embrace. She nestled into his arms, happy to have his breath on her neck through her hair.

"Y'know, Ev...I missed you..."

"I know. The feeling's mutual. Now go to sleep my dear. We'll need our wits sharp this evening."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"A house divided makes for interesting dinner conversation." 

~~ Jeanne Wagner

 

The Newman house on Riverside Street was a rambling, Victorian Style frame house set in a large, overgrown, fenced yard. The house had been built in the twenties, when ten-foot ceilings and large porches where in style. Wide eaves and steeply pitched roofs graced the place. Gingerbread, painted a faded white, accented the wide, snow-covered veranda. A tarnished brass lion's head knocker inhabited the front door of weathered oak behind an old-fashioned green-painted wooden screen door. On the right, the light fixture was a lackluster brass carriage lamp; on the left side of the doorway, a bare bulb burned--victim of broken hardware; its brass body was a shattered casualty of teenage pranksters. Assorted porch furniture, dusted by snow, unused since summer, mutely rested in various spots on the worn plank terrace.

Janet, accompanied by Ev, materialized in a flash of brilliant light on the porch a few minutes before seven o'clock on that Friday evening. The pair narrowly missed an errant rattan chair and a stray Sunday News bundle that had been overlooked the weekend before. They both realized their good luck when they peered around them in the dim house lights.

Ev chuckled, a tad uneasy. "Remember to get coordinates updated next time." Both of them were aware of the danger of liting-in in something. Their eidetic memories, and the uncanny 'absolute location' abilities of their silicrys, prevented major mishaps--like teleporting inside a solid object--but the danger was still real. Built-in silicryl safeguards could fail, but it was only a remote possibility--on the order of winning the grand prize in a lottery, albeit an unpleasant one.

"I will," she agreed, kicking the rolled-up newspaper across the veranda. It skittered in the snow, leaving a smeared track as it came to rest against a six-foot long piece of heavy mainline rail lying along the base of the fretwork balustrade of the railing. It felt good to take out a bit of frustration on the local paper.

Stepping up to the screen door, she pulled it open, holding it for Ev to reach out and knock on the plain inside door. The lion's head knocker made a respectable racket, but was hardly necessary, since Sarah, Janet's little sister, pulled the door open immediately. She apparently had been watching for them.

"Hey, y'don't need to knock. Come right in. Jan, you should know better..."

"We were being polite, Sarry. I don't live here anymore," Janet scowled in mock anger before cracking a big smile. 

"Heh, neither do I, y'know. I'm just down here till tomorrow evening, and then I'm driving back to the Twin Cities."

"Nice to see you."

"Did you see my new car?" Janet's little sister pointed past them to the grimy snow edged curb where a compact red car sat. Fender bergs graced the rear fender wells and salty snow scum rimed the bright color of the vehicle.

Ev and Janet looked where she indicated, but both were singularly unenthusiastic. Cars held little interest for folk that could teleport hundreds of miles in a few seconds. However, Ev was diplomatic. "Nice car."

"Thanks. I really need it up there. My assignments take me all over the place."

Janet nodded, smiling. "By the way, do you know Ev?"

"Nope. Never met him." Sarah looked up at Rykoff with obvious curiosity--and a shade of veiled uneasiness. "I've just heard about him."

"Even up in the Cities?" Janet asked.

"Even up in the Cities. I guess he made quite an impression last February. Everyone knows the story."

Janet paled. She would bring up that trip...

Ev sent her a flash of reassurance. I'll deal with it. "I didn't think cleaning out a few switches would create a legend or I'd've done something more worthy of retelling." Ev smiled disarmingly, turning on the charm.

Sarah smiled back, not quite expecting him to acknowledge the stories. "Uh..." 

In the living room, a gruff voice called out, "Close the damned door Sarry! This ain't no barn!"

Sarah called back over her shoulder, "Okay, Dad. They're here." To Janet and Ev, she whispered, "C'mon in before I get in trouble. Mom made a great dinner, and it's almost ready."

The pair of Ahthniri followed Sarry in and she closed the door behind them. "Go on in and see Dad. I gotta set the table." With that, she sped off towards the kitchen where the sound of banging utensils juxtaposed the tantalizing scents of cooked meat and seasoned veggies.

Ev eyed Janet, his mouth watering. Smells as if Min's a good cook.

Yeah, she is, Janet replied silently. They slowly walked from the foyer into the living room where her father was lounging in a leather-covered easy chair. Much better than I'll ever be. How she manages to cook like that while holding down a full-time career is beyond me.

She has a schedule, Jan. That helps, I would imagine, Ev said as they both got in her Dad's line of sight. In addition, I'll bet she enjoys it. You would too, if you decided you wanted to.

Not this brakie...unless you want to help.

Ev sent her a sense of mischief. You know I'd play in the kitchen with you any time you want.

Cooking or just playing?

Both--most likely, he admitted as they came to a stop before Janet's father. The images he sent made her smile for a second.

You are a dangerous man.

I know.

The oldest Newman looked up from the TV and briefly checked them both over, his eyes resting for a split second longer on the Cameron engineer. At least, that was the impression Ev and Janet both registered before a smile crossed the old conductor's face. He climbed to his feet and held out his arms to his daughter. "Good to see you. It's nice that you could make it." His arms wrapped around her securely, and she returned the embrace as Ev stepped back a pace to give them room. Releasing her, Gregory Newman turned to Ev, holding out his wide, gnarled hand. "And you must be the legendary Everett Rykoff."

Taking Newman's hand, he smiled and nodded. "That's me, though I'd rather pass on the legendary status."

Gregory felt the strange intensity of the engineer's icy handshake all the way up his arm. Meeting Ev's eyes--and seeing the iridescent prismatic light in them--he replied, "Oh no...I think legendary fits better than you think. I've heard stories--"

"Dad!" Janet interrupted him, giving a warning scowl.

The big River Conductor laughed, his graying dark brown hair framing his face in a short halo of curls. "--And I bet most of them have more than a few grains of truth to'em. Like the story that Sarah mentioned. I've always been a bit on the skeptical side, but when Jan went through the same thing--"

Janet interrupted again. "Dad...he and I aren't the same. We both have silicrys, but--"

"Jan...it's okay," Ev said in a low, calm voice. "We're close enough."

Janet's eyes briefly sparked white. She sighed.

Greg just chuckled, leaning over to whisper to Ev conspiratorially. "She's always been a stickler for accuracy. She'll be a fine conductor, one of these days I have no doubt. I'm very proud of her."

Ev nodded in return, fighting the urge to grin. "So am I. She's one hell of a woman."

Janet glared at them both for a moment and stalked off towards the kitchen. Ev watched her go.

Gregory just continued to chuckle in a low voice, grinning. "Talking as if she's not there gets her angry--even if it's a compliment. Has since she was little. Now I do it just to annoy her sometimes."

"Like tonight?" Ev asked as Greg motioned him to sit down in one of the other chairs in the comfortably appointed, though cluttered, living room.

As Ev sat down in a worn wing chair, Greg nodded. "Like tonight. Wanted to get her into the kitchen so we could talk alone."

"You could've just asked..."

"No, not with Jan. Shuffling her out of a conversation irritates her. Figures she'll miss something, I guess."

Ev smiled, taking a deep breath. "Now that you've got me alone, what's on your mind?"

"Uh...well. I was still wondering...are the stories about you true?" Greg asked resuming his place in his recliner.

"It depends upon which stories and who told them, I guess. What are you referring to?"

"Min's told me a bit about you, about your silicrys and about you helping Jan, last fall--and up at Fountain City. Didn't find out about that one until a few weeks ago or that animal Berg would've been living on borrowed time. As it is, no one's seen him anywhere since last March..."

Ev nodded, knowing exactly where Berg went. "She needed my help and I was glad to be able to give it. I guess I was lucky to get that trip last February. I seldom get much farther north than Jonesey's Crossing just past the double crossovers at MP 332."

"You have my heartfelt thanks. If I'd been there, I'd've killed him." Greg's burnt sienna eyes held a fire that was much like Janet's. Though there was no silicrys' light there, a parent's love and anger created an almost palpable glow.

"You are welcome, Mr. Newman. Janet seldom needs me to defend her. She is usually quite able to take care of herself."

He nodded. "She's always been a tomboy, bent on following in the steps of her brothers an' me. I was not too surprised when she hired out in train service. Can't say I liked the idea a lot at first, but when it became evident she could handle herself on the job, I had to rethink my objections. Then Sarry took off and hired out in Wayzata Terminal this past summer..."

"I take it you don't approve of female brakemen," Ev ventured.

"Honestly? Mostly, no. I have strong reservations. In non-op positions, like my wife Min and one of my other daughters, Audrey, I have no problem. However, the operating crafts are different. There are much higher risks. You know of what I speak, I'm sure."

"I do. Playing with trains can be dangerous...but it's dangerous for men as well. I believe that a person's ability to perform a task should be the deciding factor--not their sex. I'd take a few women like her rather than a dozen incompetent men who don't have a handle on their jobs. A qualified brakeman of either sex makes my job a hell of a lot easier." Ev made no excuses for his views.

Gregory nodded; he realized the Cameron rail was definitely not 'old school' in that respect. "How long have you been an engineer?"

"Almost eight years now."

"And--enginor?" He paused. "Or is it Ahthniri?"

"Either term works. I've been in the Kiiyahkihn for only two and a half years. It just seems a lot longer." A quiet smile crossed his face.

"Why do you say that?"

"Well...it just does. Maybe it's because I can't help but recall every detail, in contrast to the rest of my life, which is--by comparison--a monochromatic blur." He struggled to explain how he felt. "My silicrys brought my existence into incredibly sharp focus. Sometimes that is difficult to take."

"In what way?"

Ev wasn't exactly sure of the conversation's goal. "Um, like...like when my wife died--"

"You were married?"

"Yes, I was," he replied tightly, his eyes shifting to a stormy gray-blue. His heart ached painfully for a moment.

Then a look of remembrance came over the conductor. "Okay...that was when you were injured and Min put that list up on your behalf."

Mutely, Ev nodded, his own memories hard, real images of agonizing moments in his past that were impossible to forget because of his Kiiyahkihn. "She died in the fire that laid me up for two months. I still carry scars from that--mental as well as physical. I'm mostly past that now, thanks to my silicrys--and Janet. She--" 

A call from the dining room interrupted him. It was a voice that was very familiar to him and carried a similar authority here as she did at work. "Dinner's on the table. I'm not reheating any of it for stragglers," Minerva said in stentorian tones. "Sarry, get B.C. and J.J. down here. I mean it!"

Gregory laughed and winked at the Cameron engineer. "Chow's on. C'mon. We can talk more later...over a scotch."

Ev looked up at the taller conductor as he gained his feet. He opened his mouth to reply, but never got the chance. Gregory's two sons thundered down the stairs and headed for the table. He had no recourse but to follow and take the offered seat. 

Janet quietly finished loading serving bowls onto the weathered, but clean, table as he sat down. She caught Ev's glance. A quick exchange of thoughts passed between them. Are you two getting along?

Famously...I think. I hope you're not mad at me.

I'm not mad at you. I'm mad at him. He can still piss me off so easily; it's very frustrating, she sent as she took her seat next to him.

I think I understand. He knows all your 'buttons'. Is your Dad always so...so... curious?

Only about things that don't fit into his standard world-view...and we're it tonight.

Hell, he wants me to drink scotch after dinner!

Just tell him no. He'll understand...really...

Their transmissions ceased when Min arrived with a damp dishtowel in her hands. She removed her large chef's apron, tossing it across the top of the couch and took a seat on the opposite end from Gregory, nearest the kitchen door. She was the last to take her seat among the participants of the freshly cooked meal. Gregory sat at the far end of the table flanked by Janet, with Ev next to her on one side and Sarry on the other, with J.J. and B.C., while Minerva claimed the near end.

They said no meal prayers, just paused for a long moment in complete silence before beginning the mayhem of serving up the pot roast. Steamed herb-seasoned red potatoes, baby carrots, green beans with bacon bits, pickled beets, and hot rolls family style were all in big serving bowls scattered around the table. Conversation was minimal and had to do with the food and getting more of it. Janet served herself, passing the dishes to Ev one by one. Eventually everyone had a heaping plate of tasty fare. After the initial rush to begin eating, the discussions began.

"Thank you for coming, you two," Minerva said as she pushed a bit of beets onto her fork with a remnant of a biscuit. "We don't get to see Janet--or Sarry--much anymore and getting everyone here at the same time is a logistical nightmare."

Everyone laughed, all of them being Great American railroaders, familiar with the unlikely probabilities.

B.C. quipped, "Unless we bribe the crewcallers."

J.J. added, "Or blow up a trestle or two in strategic locations."

Greg smiled indulgently. "You came in on the Cameron Local this morning, right?"

Since Janet's Dad was looking right at him, Ev assumed he was talking to him. "Uh...yeah. We're on the line-up for after midnight, the last time I checked."

"Do you like it up here?" he continued.

"Sure. LaCrosse is a nice town--and I get to see Jan."

Sitting next to him, Janet looked at her plate and blushed. She suddenly wished they had stayed away. He's fishing.

I know, Ev replied to her silently. Relax, love. Our relationship is nothing to be ashamed of.

I'm not ashamed. I just don't like the scrutiny, she carped.

He is right, siiur'kiirehn, Ahrdree remarked. Nothing anyone says here will change our relationship with Ev and Jehnaa'ehn.

Dad still annoys me.

Then why did we come? Ev inquired. We are not on trial here. This is a social occasion. Please relax. Remember that he seems more interested in grilling me than grilling you. 

She paused in psychic silence for a few hard seconds, then acquiesced. Okay, she agreed rather reluctantly.

Only a few moments had passed in real time since Ev had replied to Greg's inquiry. The LaCrosse conductor continued his casual interrogation. "Have you considered moving up here?"

That idea startled Ev. Frowning, he replied. "No," he said slowly. "I just bought a house in Christie Station last summer. On the other hand, I was sort of hoping Jan would move in permanently with me in Cameron--"

Janet brought her dark-maned head around and stared at him. She felt an undercurrent of confusion and anger. Permanently? Did you have to announce that here...now? She did not send her thought, but her body language screamed it.

He continued. "--Transferring her seniority down there so we could be together."

Minerva watched as Janet paled for a moment, then blushed. It didn't take Ev more than a moment to realize he had said something to upset her. Min smiled knowingly as Ev placed his much larger hand over hers as she clutched a fork, shaking.

In Janet's mind, Ev's voice was conciliatory. I said too much...

We need to discuss that a bit more, Ev. Staying there on layovers is not the same as moving in.

I have no intention to force you into anything. We'll drop it for now. I was hoping only...so far...

Her mind was in an agitated state, but she managed to respond. Okay...

Greg noticed their distraction, too. "Mmm. That's quite a decision to make, giving up seniority 'n all. How long have you two known each other?"

Janet answered that one in a tight voice. "Since the f-fourth of July two years ago." Her voice was barely audible, but it carried a lot of pent-up emotion. "I caught a trip with Ev off the extra b-board when his head man laid off here in LaCrosse."

Ev allowed a secret smile to cross his face, remembering that trip. "Janet was the first woman trainman I'd ever worked with. She impressed me."

Greg replied, "Evidently, she still does."

Ev smiled, his soft, quiet voice betraying more affection than Minerva, or her husband, expected. "Yes."

"Gregory," Minerva warned, knowing Janet was getting more flustered by the moment. "Give them some slack."

He looked innocently at his wife. "I'm not grilling them--yet," he chuckled.

The two young men, who until now had kept silent, smiled. B.C. asked under his breath, "Have you scored yet, Ev?"

Min's eyes narrowed, but Rykoff's eyes did not change to that brilliant white of anger that she had learned meant trouble.

Ev replied, in a sigh. "I plead the fifth...but, I will say she kisses like an angel." In his mind, he sent to Janet, An angel with golden green eyes and fire in her heart.

Janet blushed, but a ghost of a smile crept onto her face. "Bryan, you wouldn't know the score if it was in six-inch numbers."

"Anyhow," Greg cleared his throat and sipped his coffee. He changed the subject abruptly. "What's all this I hear about the Protectors of Humanity?"

Janet beat Ev to a reply. "What about them?" Her voice was sharp, showing some of her irritation with him.

Gregory ignored her tone of voice. "I hear they want enginors eliminated to protect the purity of the human race. That assumes that partnering with such beings, as you two are, is bad. Is it?"

This time, Ev answered first. "We're not the ones to ask, Mr. Newman. We're a tad prejudiced in our views concerning silicrys. As for me, I can't say I've always felt that way, but I think silicrys have made genuine improvements on the basic human model--at least in my case. But like I said...I'm biased." Ev laughed uneasily.

"There are those who don't agree with you," Gregory reminded him.

"We are well aware of that," Janet muttered under her breath, memories from her trip to Massachusetts flashing across her thoughts. Barnes' leering visage--as he had stroked her face in Collingsvale Yard on Ian's engine--lingered in all its fetid glory in her mind. She closed her eyes and squeezed Ev's hand tightly, sharing the sensations with him.

Her bone-crushing grip was steadying as he relived, however briefly, Ian's death and Barnes' unpleasant attitude. He was glad his hand-strength mirrored hers. Softly, he said: "There are people bent on eliminating us simply because we chose to ally ourselves with silicrys. I personally find that unacceptable. What we choose to do, or not to do, should be our decision, not the choice of some group of radicals. Luckily, there's not that many of them." Ev's voice held a pain that was evident to everyone at the table.

Then Sarah spoke up for the first time. "But what if what you did was wrong?"

Janet shot a look of sadness and wary curiosity at her little sister. "What are you referring to, Sarry?"

Sarry, to give her credit, did not back down. "What I mean is...what if aligning with silicrys is wrong?"

Ev knew where she was leading. By Janet's hold on his hand he knew she wanted to handle it. Janet sat a bit straighter. "It isn't wrong, Sarry," she said as calmly as she could. "In fact, it's the most right thing that's ever happened to me. I know Ev feels the same way."

"But...it's not right! Silicrys are demons!" she blurted. Her face held a sorrow that made Ev's heart twist. He felt Janet's disquiet as Sarry said, "I can't ignore this anymore, Jan. I need to say it."

"SARAH!" Minerva's voice was full of remonstrance at her attitude.

Sarah's sincerity hurt both enginors. "Mom...I need to say it. If Jan and Ev don't renounce their..." 

"Sarry! That is ENOUGH! I warned you abou--" Min began as her youngest cut her off in mid-word.

"Mom!" Sarry replied, her voice strained.

Ev sighed, returning Janet's handgrip in a squeeze that would have mashed the hand of anyone normal. Maybe it's time to leave... He sent his thought to Janet, with the knowledge her mother would hear it as well.

Maybe. Our apologies Mom, Janet transmitted, glancing at her livid face down the table.

The apologies are mine. That girl needs some talkin' to!

She will not understand us, Ev commented, until the choice is hers to make. She has a right to her opinion, even if it's skewed.

Min's silent reply was sad. I know...and that is--

Unlikely, Janet finished silently. With all the dignity she could muster, she said, "Sarry, I'm not going to try and change your mind...but I want you to think about a few things. What if you're wrong and silicrys are closer kin to angels, then what? What if the most 'Godly' thing you can do is to join with a silicrys and work for the good of all? Where does that idea leave you? I'm not trying to coerce you, Sarry, but what if we are right and you are wrong?"

Sarry stared at her sister, their eyes locking. There was silence all around the table except for J.J. tapping his fork on his cleaned plate impatiently: tink, tink, tink.

After a long minute, Gregory cleared his throat. "Uh...Min, what's for desert?" His words effectively disarmed an explosive situation. "No need to get uptight now, Sarry, Janet," he said carefully. "Ev... Let's all just enjoy the dessert I know Min's got for us...okay?"

The Cameron engineer smiled briefly and nodded. "Fair enough." His tone of voice held a warning that no one missed, including Sarry and Janet.

Minerva took that as a signal to deal with desert. "Jan, could you please clear off the dinner plates? Sarry, help me in the kitchen." She got up. Silently Sarry followed her.

Smoldering, Janet followed her mother's instructions. The men waited quietly, handing over their plates and such to her helpfully. Holding all the china in one hand, she stalked towards the kitchen. Sarry really irritates me! I didn't really think she'd go there!

You need to talk to her. You are sisters...

She will not listen to me!

However, she may listen to me, siiur'kiirehn.

On the other hand, she could block you out 'cause you're a 'demon'.

If that is so, then there is nothing to do...unless another silicrys speaks to her.

Maybe we should kidnap her and take her to Moose Ridge. Janet's response was flippant, but made sense, in a way.

Ahrdree was amused. Everett's F'raa'ehl is closer, but I do not believe taking her against her will would be efficacious. If she went of her own will--then, yes, it would be...at the least...educational. 

However, there are worlds that place candidates within such k'raa'ehlihs, thus activating the thread that connects us to our siiur'kiirehnihs, thus, in effect, Calling us. Some species have no telepathy until siivahnurah is complete, thus have much lower chances of Calling on their own. It is a valid way of testing those who are unsure. If the planet-bound being declines 'The Joining', then the silicrys is free to search for another resonant being.

Oh. Sounds like fishing for a silicrys.

It could be termed that, yes. 

Do you think a free silicrys would even speak with her?

That is a question only Sarah and the unknown silicrys could answer.

With those thoughts in her mind, Janet set the stack of dishes down in one side of the stainless-steel sink. She watched as Sarry meticulously served up cake, a slice at a time, onto small dessert plates. Min dipped vanilla ice cream from a large container, carefully placing each scoop next to each piece of cake. As her Mom finished the task, she said, "Sarry, you carry two out and serve your brothers. Jan, take one for Ev and one for your father. I'll bring the rest out..."

"Mom...I can carry more than two--" Janet insisted.

"Without telekinesis?"

"Uh..." Janet's eyes flashed. "No."

"I didn't think so," Minerva replied.

With an angry glare, Sarry looked at Janet, then grabbed two plates, and left the kitchen.

Janet muttered, "What difference does it make?"

Minerva sighed. "Did you ever stop to think maybe Sarry is merely envious of you?"

"What? What d'you mean? Like...jealous?"

"Yeah. You have new, wonderful abilities that Sarry can't even dream about because of the religious path she chose to follow--and, you have Ev. He's as handsome a man as any girl could wish--and he has those special powers, too! She couldn't be more envious of you if her skin was green." Minerva laid her rough hand on her arm in a placating gesture. "Jan, you and Sarry need to have a talk."

Janet smiled for a moment. "Yeah, Mom, Ahrdree said the same thing."

Min smiled. "He's a wise...silicryn? That's the name?"

She nodded.

"Silicryn. Now let's get these served..." Picking up one on her arm with one in each hand, Min led the way back to the dining room. Jan followed with her two servings in silence. You sure do that easily...carrying the plates, I mean, Mom...

Just a bit of training I got in my days before the railroad, honey. Your mother was a waitress once...

You have to be kidding!

No...I'm not kidding. It was no problem abandoning that job to work on the G.A., believe you me! I hated waiting tables, and the pay was...well, I could barely survive on it. The Great American was a great opportunity for me. I don't regret it...

You are happy as a dispatcher?

Yes. Actually, very much so. It gives me a chance to boss around all those arrogant train folks like your father...

Janet smiled as she set a plate of cake before her engineer friend. Ev, too?

Yes... her Mom replied, taking her own seat. Even Ev...though he is easier to deal with than some of the guys that are in the Cameron Pool. Now eat your desert, okay?

Okay, Mom. Min's enginor daughter sat down and sighed, picking up her fork to delve into the spicy carrot cake lightly dampened by melting ice cream.

They didn't speak much while they consumed their desert. No one was willing to start any more loaded discussions. After that last course, B.C. and J.J. cleared the remnants of the dishes and got down to washing them. It was a rule in Min's house that she and the girls--if they were home--would make dinner. The men of the family--if they were home--had to clean up and wash dishes. No one complained of the arrangement, though Gregory skated on this occasion to visit with Ev some more.

The two of them wandered back toward the living room; Greg stopped briefly by the liquor cabinet to grab a short tumbler of scotch. He offered as much to Rykoff, who politely declined. Greg acknowledged it, but asked, "Anything else you'd like? Whiskey maybe, or Tequila? A beer, perhaps? What's your poison?"

"First, I'm due to go out soon. Second, I don't drink alcohol anymore."

Ev's admission puzzled him. "Alcoholic?"

"No...it's part of the Kiiyahkihn. I think Janet's the same way. We're sensitive to it. If I drank a shot of scotch, I'd be out in less than five minutes and I'd not wake up till tomorrow afternoon, with the mother of all hangovers."

Greg raised his brows in surprise. "Then enough of this," he held up his tumbler of liquid gold, "could kill you?"

Ev nodded. "I'm not about to figure out exactly how much it would take...but yes, it could. The amount it took would be considerably lower than you'd think."

Greg looked hard at him then at the amber liquid in his glass. "Damn. I'll bet you don't tell too many people about that weakness."

Ev shook his head. "No, I don't. It's a bit disconcerting to think about, considering Rig, my friend in Cameron, and I, were regular bar flies in the old days. He discovered the problem quite by accident, kinda, and I've never tested the theory since. Jan knew about it before her siivahnurah. She made the assumption it applied to her, so she's never tested the theory either. We just live with the restriction. It's not that onerous, though it does cut into our social life at times." The two of them continued into the living room, returning to the chairs they had occupied earlier.

Greg sighed with pleasure as he settled into the leather recliner, making sure not to spill his drink. "If you don't mind telling me, what else do you need to be on guard about?"

Resting on the edge of the wing chair seat, with his arms crossed on his knees, Ev replied, "Water."

"Water? Like in drinking it?"

"No...swimming in it, for one thing. It takes a bit of finesse to take a shower and a bath is just too much work. We have to exert conscious control over our energy fields to do either one. Swimming is just way too dangerous."

"Sounds unnerving not to be able to take a bath. What happens if you lose your concentration taking a shower?"

"Ever see a transformer get hit by lightning or power lines go down in a storm?"

"Yeah. Quite a display. Is that what happens to you?"

"Sort of. It isn't quite so spectacular, but yes. We would lose our energy extremely fast, which can be fatal if not replaced quickly enough."

Greg sipped his drink and thought about what Ev was telling him. "Being enginor is not as much fun as some people think, is it?"

"Yes...and no. Being with Jenine has its good points, though. More than enough to make up for alcohol sensitivity and fear of grounding," he admitted.

Gregory frowned as he sipped his Scotch. "Did you have anything to do with Janet getting a silicrys?" he asked pointedly.

Ev shook his head. "Not directly, no. That was her call and her decision. In a way, I guess Rig and I influenced her attitude toward silicrys...but that's all. We influence just about everyone we meet one way or the other."

"Like Sarry."

"Yeah. I'm sorry about that," Ev apologized. 

"Why? It was her choice to say what she did. She's a big girl. I just wish she wouldn't bring it up at the table," Greg replied, swirling the scotch in his glass pensively.

For a few minutes, they said nothing, listening to B.C. and J.J. in the kitchen arguing over who had to put the dishes away and Jan and Min in the dining room with Sarry. They were just out of sight, and their murmuring voices did not carry well. A giggle or a chuckle punctuated their muted conversation, but that was about all the men in the other room heard.

Ev leaned back and steepled his hands, taking a deep breath. He said nothing, just stared into space, as if he was thinking or waiting.

Greg watched him. "You love Janet, don't you?"

Ev nodded, his strange eyes taking on a hint of cobalt blue as he smiled. "More than I can say."

"What are your intentions?"

Ev had been waiting for these questions since they arrived. "I intend to marry her if she'll have me. At this point, I'm not sure she wants to get married to anyone, even me, but I'll wait. I want her to move to Cameron, but that's her decision, too."

"Have you asked her yet?"

"Yes and no... I've hinted at it, but we've been distracted with...other problems. My hints only seem to scare her off."

"Like you did at dinner, wanting her to move in with you in Cameron?"

"Yeah...like that. She isn't being very receptive right now. I'll have to ask her when the time is right."

Greg smiled. "I don't envy you, Ev. Jan is a stubborn woman...and it looks like becoming Ahthniri has not mellowed that out of her. The only advice I can give you is be patient. Newman women are as hard to pin down as the aurora borealis. She gets that from her mother. Min was as hard to catch as--" At that point, the telephone rang. Some of the ringing emanated from under a pile of magazines near Gregory's chair, but Minerva answered the extension near the dining room table after three rings. Neither man moved or spoke; they knew it was the crewcaller with a rail's intuition, and waited for Minerva to indicate whom the call was intended. 

Covering the mouthpiece with her hand, she spoke to the Cameron engineer. "You're called for 11:50 pm on '290'."

Rykoff grinned and acknowledged her. "Tell them I got it."

Min smiled and spoke in low tones to the crewcaller, then hung up the telephone. "He said you better bring a lunch. Crews are dying all over the place. Broken rails south of Prairie Du Chien."

"I will. Thanks." 

In his mind, Janet said, I was hoping you'd make it until morning.

Me too...but the railroad has other ideas.

At least we had time to visit. Are you getting along with Dad?

Oh, yeah. Are you talking to Sarry?

A little. She won't believe that Ahrdree is not a demon--yet--but she hasn't talked to him one-on-one yet either.

That would open her eyes.

If not, we'll try something else. She has a bit of the telepathic gift, but she doesn't realize it. I'm surprised she hasn't heard all of us chattering on the common channel tonight, but oh well. Are you going back to the apartment?

Yeah. I need to shower, change into work clothes, and hit the grocery store before work. I better get going. Ev stood up, thanking Gregory for the evening's talk and shaking his hand again.

Greg's curly brown hair stood on end. "That handshake is pretty powerful!"

"It does kinda raise the hairs on your neck, doesn't it?" Ev smiled as he released his grip on Newman's hand. "That's come in handy a time or two, I'll say that."

"Will you come again?"

"Probably. Tasty free meals are hard to pass up."

"And good conversation. Have a good trip."

"I will. With Jenine, even the long ones are good ones." He walked over to Janet, who was still sitting around the table with Minerva and Sarry. He spoke softly, but all three heard him. "I'm going now, ladies. Thank you for the great dinner."

Min smiled. "You're welcome, Ev. Call me next time you're in."

"I will. Take care." Don't forget I love you, he said silently, to Janet. 

Blushing, she sent, I will, engineer, I will. 

In a flash of bright light, Rykoff vanished. Janet merely stared at the spot he had been, her heart suddenly aching. She sighed and the women resumed their conversation.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"We make our decisions, and then our decisions turn around and make us." 

~~ R.W. Boreham

 

Far out to the east in the late afternoon, a caseworker in the Office of Social Services sat uneasily at her desk. It was Friday in the second week of January. She had just finished reading the most recent reports filed by various teachers, parents, and the principal of the grade school, in the small burg of Windemere, a short distance west of Albany, New York. 

She set the papers down and rubbed her eyes, letting out a deep sigh. These people can't be serious... The events and attributes reported by the worthies in that little town were quite far-fetched. No one can do the things in these stories...can they? She thought back to her brief telephone conversation with her male partner. He was much more certain than she was of the facts in the case. Her skepticism was annoying him, she knew, but when there were kids involved, one could never be too cautious. I'll go see these people for myself, then write my recommendations.

Flipping through her busy calendar, the woman checked her schedule for the first appropriate date and time. She scrawled a tentative note on the page and then readied her typewriter with a form letter. On it, she inserted the school principal's address and subject of the proposed meeting. Removing the finished form, she signed it, setting it atop the folder of the incredible accounts of the
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