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Chapter 1

 

"You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today."

~~ Abraham Lincoln

 

On the Great American Railroad, summer faded to fall, greens turning gold and red, and then finally departed with the arrival of the winds of November. Arctic chill flowed down from Canada in frigid rivers. The autumn that year was remembered for the gala wedding of Pat Ryan to Ev's sister Elizabeth in late September, and for the birth of Max O'Connell's second child, a daughter, in October. There was much celebration, though the events were a month apart.

By the time the second week of November began, the cold weather was there to stay, and everything had settled down to a relative quiet in the terminal of Cameron. It was as tranquil as it ever got in that busy railroad yard.

Following daily custom, Rig Dawson arrived at the Yard Office only a few minutes early for his 759 Transfer job. He was surprised to find Ev Rykoff, his closest friend, and his crew drinking coffee in the lunchroom. He fetched his own mug of yard brew; it was strong, hot and lethal to anyone sensitive to caffeine. "Hey, Ev, what's up?" He inquired.

Ev looked up from the newspaper that he was reading, and smiled. "Called for the Beloit Transfer, and midnight trick hasn't finished building our train. At this rate, you and your fearless switchologists will have to dance the rest out on days."

"And I suppose they left a lion's share for us?"

"You got it," Pat intoned. "We'll be lucky to get outta here by ten or eleven o'clock. There's a winter storm warning out."

"This early in the season?" Rig groaned.

"Yup," Ev replied, stretching. "Might get up to ten inches."

"Damn! It's only November. We may be in for a bad winter."

"Rig, what're you worried about?" Pat Ryan, Ev's conductor on the Beloit Transfer, snickered. "It's not like you're going to be out in it."

"Shit. I just hate winter..." Rig muttered, watching Pat eye Rykoff, who just smiled and shrugged. The other trainmen in the lunchroom smiled, but made no verbal comments--until Rig's Foreman walked in.

Ron DesCartes called from the north lunchroom door. "Yeah...he hates winter, all right. Just watch how smug he gets when we freeze outside while he stays warm and dry with his toes wrapped around the heater box. He throws a fit if we open a window..."

Rig grumbled, shaking his head. "Monday..." The disgruntled engineer stalked out the lunchroom door, passed Ron, and walked down the corridor towards the outside door. Taking a deep breath, he pushed open the screen door to the cold world outdoors. The temperature was hovering just below freezing, and the wind was in the process of shifting. Rig shivered slightly, dressed for the engine cab, not the lead. As he walked out towards the yard tracks, he scanned the sky. Low, scudding clouds covered the sun.

Sure smells like snow, he thought, searching across the west ends of the closest tracks to find 4190. The 1159 Top End was still switching in the middle, their noise a counterpoint to his thoughts. Where are you?

I'm on the North Lead Pocket, T'raagahr informed him.

Rig turned to his right, and sure enough, there was his engine, big as life. "I'm getting old," he muttered.

No, you're not. The hostler just brought me over from the sand tracks. I wasn't here five minutes ago.

He could've parked you closer, he carped as he walked the equivalent of a block and a half to get where T'raa was tied down.

You can always just lite-in, his silicrys reminded him, as a large cut of cars rattled past on the lead headed for Ev's embryonic train.

"Did Ev bid back on the Beloit Transfer?" Rig asked rhetorically, knowing his invisible companion T'raagahr could hear him. He was apparently talking to himself as he strolled down the lead.

"No, just the Extra Board," a familiar voice replied from right behind him.

Rig turned.

"Mind a little company?" Ev grinned at him, his white hair tousled by the fitful wind.

"'Course not," Rig said. "Y'know, we haven't really done anything together since Pat and Elizabeth's wedding, and before that it was..."

"I know." Ev watched his feet, trying to avoid Rig's eyes. Both knew what Rig was thinking of.

"I promised something I had no right to promise, after the Ferris wheel thing. It wasn't my place."

"Forget it. It's not your fault you don't have the p'raanahr."

"I never really minded until I met all those kids at the Fair. It was then that I learned how helpless I really was. I've been meaning to speak to you about--"

"The Dahlgren girl?"

"Yeah. Maybe I'm just taken with her personality, but I was very impressed with her. Since the Fair, I've been volunteering over at Rock County Children's Hospital. I've visited her lots of times, twice when she was very sick. She's dying. It won't be long before her cancer makes her life totally unlivable. I want to help her--in fact, I want to help all of them. If only I had that damned p'raanahr. It would be so easy."

"It's not as easy as it seems, Rig." They stood at the foot of 4190's rear platform ladder in an uncomfortable silence. A few snowflakes drifted around them, chased by the gusting wind.

"I realize..."

"No, you don't, Rig. You don't know what it feels like to invoke the p'raanahr." Ev looked hard at his friend, their eyes locked. Rig had a pained expression on his face.

Softly he answered. "You know that I don't."

"I wish I could help you, but if I start healing every kid with cancer--just flat out curing them--then where will I be?" There was anguish in Ev's shining blue eyes.

Rig gazed down at the crosstie beneath the edge of 4190's running board and kicked it. "Probably on the front page of the Clarion," he admitted, not looking up.

"Exactly. Can't you see why I must say no? Forget about them, Rig. We can't solve all the world's problems."

"Damn it, Ev! I can't forget about Melody! She's my friend. I promised I would try. I promised her mother."

"You should know better than to promise something you can't deliver."

"Ev!"

"I know, I know!" His voice held barely contained torment as he gazed at his friend. "Don't you think I understand? Don't forget I had a daughter once, too..."

Rig regretted ever asking for his help. "I'm sorry."

Ev swallowed hard, his voice a bit unsteady. "Hey...forget it. Neither of us chose what we would be able to do with these silicrys, did we? I don't think they even knew what we would be able to do until after our siivahnurahs were completed."

"It just seems like you're the lucky one..." After he said it, Rig immediately wished he hadn't.

Ev closed his eyes, unforgettable memories mirrored on his face as he lowered his head. "Get up on your engine, and get to work. I've got to go." For a moment, Ev looked up at Rig, and he saw all the heartache he held inside reflected in his pale eyes. Then, before Rig could say anything else, he vanished.

Rig dejectedly stared at the spot Ev had vacated. I can't really blame you, buddy. I'm one son of a bitch that sure as hell doesn't know when to keep his big mouth shut. He stared up at the red and white enameled unit at his elbow, and sighed. Muttering self-recriminations, he slowly climbed up on 4190 to begin the day's work.
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That evening, the snow fell deep and drifted high. It turned out to be quite a storm. Visibility was severely restricted, and Ev was very glad that they had made it back to Cameron before the worst of it had begun. 1019 was on one of the Pit Ready tracks that evening. Even though he was off duty, he watched the blinding snow from his seat at the engine controls. His mind was not on the storm, however. He was thinking of the conversation he had had with Rig that morning. He was also thinking of the things that he and Janet had discussed in the summer. Although some of Rig's comments had hurt badly, Jenine had agreed with them--as she had agreed with Janet. That did not sit well with him. Staring out at the wildly blowing snow, he talked with Jenine, his own silicrys. "I can't."

You must! You have the gift, just as Janet and Rig have said. Not to use it is to deny what we are. Is that what you wish?

"Jen, don't do this to me!"

You do this to yourself, siiur'kiirehn. The pain must be borne, though I believe there must be a way to deal with that. I do not remember there being such a pain factor in this. I will think on it more thoroughly. As for the factor of discovery, I believe you may have a point. We do not need to share this gift with the entire world--unless you are personally called to that.

"I'm not. Believe me," he assured her.

Then use your gift with discretion. We will work on dealing with the pain memories.

"Why can't I forget them?" He whispered, remembered pain coloring his voice. "Why is there no way to dull that aspect?"

I do not know. It seems that you have the extremes of the p'raanahr. Most have no pain memories--and most are less gifted. I will think on it.

"Until then," he sighed, "I'm going to talk to my sister Beth. She's a volunteer at the Rock County Children's hospital. If anyone can help with the discretion end of this, she can. I'd still rather not do it, though."

Everett. Her thought was strong with her certainty. You cannot escape what you are...what we are. I feel your pain, also. Never forget that fact.

That was news to him. He hadn't realized she endured it, too. He then understood the enormity of his survival after the fire in the spring. "I won't forget, Jen."

Then promise me by our kihn'ur that you will use the p'raanahr when there is need.

"Jen, I--"

Promise me, Everett.

He took a deep breath, watching the snowdrift on her engine nose. She was very serious when she used his name like that. "I promise you, Jenine. By whatever powers you believe in, I promise." He prayed he wouldn't regret that promise to her.

I mean this to be for Melody Dahlgren, Ev. Jenine's chiming voice was softer, gentler in his mind.

"Just because of Rig's promise?" He shot back, irritated anew by the corner Rig had painted him into.

No. Melody is one of us, though she is still unchosen.

That statement surprised Ev. "How do you know this?"

T'raagahr and I feel it. She has the mind for it. She desires it. One of my race will find her--if she lives long enough. Her call is very hard to ignore.

Ev smiled, laughing to himself. "Wouldn't that just fix Dahlgren's wagon?"

I believe that is a true statement, but, if you do not find your destiny, Melody will not be able to find hers.

"I hate to say it, Jen, but you're right. I'm sorry," he whispered to the empty cab. "I'll do as you ask."
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Though the snow had gone south and east, in LaCrosse the cold had stayed, reducing the temperatures to the teens. The midnight switch engine had just tied up. Dawn was painting the eastern sky in greens and oranges, streamers of cloud reaching far to the west, the only visible remnants of the storm that had swept through Cameron the night before.

Janet Newman, brakewoman and midnight yard rat, fell gratefully into her bed as the first rays of the morning sun beamed into her open curtains. The night had been difficult. There had been a lot of switching to do, and she had been the 'pin-man'. She felt as if she had not stopped moving all night long.

Damn, I'm tired, she thought, settling herself into bed. The northeast wind was rattling the windows, foretelling another storm in the works. It was the beginning of her third winter on the railroad. She knew what to expect, but wasn't enthusiastic about it. She was currently happy to just rest her aching muscles and sleep. Within a few moments, she had drifted off.

It was sometime later, the sun gone from her eastern window, when she experienced a very lucid dream. It was a very tactile, emotional dream, full of strange images and impressions. It was a vision of vast interstellar space, with glowing lines of force that knit the stars together in an unimaginably huge web. In this place, she dreamt of a being--best described as a cross between a graceful flower and a butterfly--who navigated that streaming web with ease. There was no apparent plot to the dream--just flashes of indelible images and sensations. Tying it all together was a personal, intense need that woke her up crying sometime after dusk.

She sat up in bed, tears streaming down her face, an intense longing filling her with pain. "What does it mean?" She cried, her throat aching and constricted. She remembered the images, the sensations, but felt them slipping from her conscious mind as she tried to make some sense out of what she had experienced. What did stay with her was the impression of need, of desire--a longing. "What is it that I'm longing for?" She whispered, confused. It seemed the answer was just out of her grasp.

She yawned as the tears dried on her cheeks. Darkness filled the room, but for the shaft of light shed by the streetlight outside. The wind still rattled her bedroom windows, still out of the northeast. She shivered, pulling her dark green, ivy-patterned quilt closer around her. She sighed as her head touched the pillows again; sleep washing over her, the dream filed away in her subconscious.
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The snow was slush, and another storm was on its way before Ev got time to do anything more than mention his hospital visitation idea to Elizabeth over the phone. She had set a time and a date for them to meet. It was the Tuesday afternoon before Thanksgiving when Ev drove over to the Rock County Children's Hospital to meet with his sister. He had planned his first visit only as an orientation trip, to familiarize himself with the place. He wanted to know how the place was run, where everyone worked, and where the patients were. He wanted to do his real work alone--late at night.

Elizabeth met him at the reception desk, slightly surprised that he actually had shown up. "I can't believe you really want to help," she said enthusiastically, as they walked down the main corridor towards the volunteer's locker room. "When you called, I thought you were pulling my leg."

Ev gave her a withering look. His concealing contacts showed the telltale pale ring around his irises. "You told me you could help me. I don't need you examining my motives," he said through his teeth. He was not looking forward to what he would have to do.

"I guess a spontaneous change of heart wasn't it, eh?"

"No."

"Didn't think so. Jenine put you up to this, didn't she?"

"Yes...in a way. I wish it were otherwise."

"Do you still want to go through with this?"

"Yes. I don't have any choice."

"Then let's go."

Clad in a white volunteer's coat, much like the staff wore, Ev followed Elizabeth around on a grand tour. It took more than an hour to walk through the facility. More than once he had to restrain himself from reaching out to a crying child, from relieving a searing pain, or from curing a coughing, sick infant. After a while, he was trembling from the excess empathic energies in the place. Elizabeth noticed his distress, and took him to a quiet, unoccupied room.

Ev sat down on the neatly made bed and closed his eyes, his whole body shaking. In his mind, all the energy of all the sick children whirled in a disturbing dance, overloading his senses. With great effort, he corralled the sensations, putting them into the compartment where such pain was hidden. He gasped in surprise as the trapped memories exploded into his consciousness.

Elizabeth watched his face pale as he went into a convulsion. She held him as he struggled, his eyes wide with shock. After a few moments, he lay back on the bed, still, his breathing ragged. Tears ran from the corners of his open eyes.

"Ev! Can you hear me? Ev..." She spoke to him, her hands clutching his shoulders. She watched as his eyes refocused on her face.

"I hear you." He sounded very tired.

"Can you sit up? What happened?"

"If I was to use railroad terminology, I'd say 'ground fault...' or maybe 'flash-over' would be better..." His voice faded. He closed his eyes again, going through a milder seizure, a groan coming from his lips. "I don't think I can do this. It's too much." He breathed.

"Ev, when I started this volunteer work, I thought the same thing. Maybe we share a bit of that handicap. I know it's probably a thousand times worse for you, but you have to stay! You can learn to control the empathy--"

He laughed humorlessly, sitting up carefully. "Easy for you to say. You have no idea what this feels like!"

Elizabeth frowned, feeling a bit peeved at her brother. "I may not have a silicrys, but I am still a Rykoff. I've learned to keep a wall up--a shield--to keep my sanity. Do you think it's any easier for us 'normal folks'?"

"I didn't say it was easier, I said it was easier to say it than do it, for me. I have pieces missing...things that should already be in place for this to work, but aren't. Somehow, I have to work around those teensy little derails and do what I have to do. I've tried to control it, Beth! I try every time I use this cursed power. I haven't managed it yet." He drew up his legs, putting his chin on his knees.

"You have to learn that control. How do you really expect to do what you came for without it? When you were at Cherry Hills this spring, I believe you felt little of what you went through. I watched you--I felt some of what you felt, but Jenine kept most of it from you. She protected you; she kept you safe."

Ev's face was drawn, his anxiety a presence, evident in his posture. "I know."

Elizabeth felt sympathy for him. "This trip is on your own, isn't it?"

"Not exactly, but as much as anything is on my own--yes," Ev admitted, hugging his knees.

"Let's try it again. Maybe I can screen some of the pain for you."

Ev eyed her skeptically. "Elizabeth, you barely have common channel telepathy," he scoffed.

Elizabeth gave him a scathing look. "Damn you, Everett Jacob Rykoff! Can it hurt to try?"

Resignedly, he sighed. "No, I guess not. I'm sorry."

"That's better." Elizabeth smiled and pulled him to his feet. Unresisting, he followed her.

Jen, I can't do this! he sent to his silicrys in a flash of panic.

Yes, you can, he heard her whisper in his mind. Believe in yourself.

I'll try... He felt a bit better with Elizabeth holding his hand, her physical touch enabling her shield to function for them both. Maybe she wasn't pulling my leg, he thought, as they walked down the hall to the two wards he had yet to visit. One was the Cancer Ward, the other the Burn Unit.

Elizabeth stopped in front of the entrance to the Pediatric Burn Unit. She pushed open the door and started in, pulled up short by Ev's hesitation. "Umm...can't we go to the Cancer Ward first?" He pleaded.

"Ev, we're here now. Let's go in," Elizabeth coaxed. Ev didn't move. Ever since the fire, she knew he could not bear the sight of open flames. Could he bear the empathic telepathy of someone recently burned? He could have real trouble going in there, Elizabeth realized. Using a gift she rarely acknowledged, she spoke in his mind. Ev.

He abruptly focused his white-ringed gray eyes on her face.

I know you can hear me. Please try to come with me. I'll help you.

NO! Not here! Not this. Please, not this!

Elizabeth looked into his contact-disguised eyes, and saw reflected the naked flames of his ordeal in the spring. He had experienced a lot more than she had realized before. She was about to honor his desire to avoid this particular ward, and leave, when a tall, middle-aged nurse walked towards them from down the corridor. Elizabeth recognized the approaching woman from her volunteer work. She was a compassionate, resolute soul who was one of the few with enough endurance to care for the burn victims on a regular basis.

She smiled at Elizabeth as she came up to them. "Afternoon, Mrs. Ryan. Who's your friend?" She asked in a pleasant tone.

"This is my brother, Everett. He's kind of--unsure--about coming in here."

The nurse frowned thoughtfully. "This is your brother?"

"Uh huh." Looking at him, she introduced the nurse. "Ev, this is Madeline Springer. She's a good friend of mine."

Quietly, he responded. "Glad to meet you, ma'am." He extended his hand, and she took it, giving him a pointed gaze.

With a knowledge that seemed to baffle Ev, she gave him a sympathetic look. She patted his hand, seemingly unaffected by the electrical charge he knew she had to have felt. "I understand you are a bit uneasy."

"That is an understatement," he replied.

"Even for us veterans this is sometimes a cruel duty to pull, but please come on in, though. These kids rarely receive visitors." Madeline grasped Ev's ice-cold hand and led him in, ignoring the pressure of the energy he projected.

Elizabeth watched Ev's face as they entered the ward. He began to tremble as Madeline led him through some of the rooms by the hand. Many emotions played across his face. She saw terror, fear--and an overpowering sense of compassion--mirrored there. Maybe I should've been the one to lead him, she thought with worry.

Madeline spoke to him softly as they paused in the corridor adjacent to the nurse's station. "Just think of the kids."

A few beads of moisture ran down his forehead and across his cheek. "I am. That's the problem."

She stopped, turning to him, searching his face. "That's a problem?"

"It is when you feel everything they do," Ev said in a whisper.

"What do you mean?"

Ev took her by both shoulders, and linked with her mind. He wasn't gentle. This is what I mean, Madeline! He opened his memories to her, watching the tears spring to her eyes. She managed to hold his scrutiny for almost ten seconds before a moan of anguish escaped her. She sagged in his grip. With his mouth close to her ear, he whispered, "Do you understand now?"

Gasping in reaction, Madeline leaned against the wall as he released her. Elizabeth came over to support her. She watched, stunned, as Elizabeth gave Ev a scathing look and hissed: "Did you have to do that?"

Still trembling and perspiring, he retorted, "Yes...I did. Do you want a sample?"

"I--" she hesitated. "No."

After her heart slowed down a bit, Madeline stood up straight, shook loose of Elizabeth's help, and grabbed Ev's arm, pulling him to her. "What are you?"

He glared at her, his irises ringed in incandescent white. In her mind she heard his 'voice': I am P'raanahr'krihn. You would call me a healer, but I have one problem--and you felt it already.

Madeline's eyes grew wide, amazement in them. "A healer? You?" she whispered in astonishment. "Can you prove this to me?" Madeline breathed, getting herself under control.

Elizabeth's brother stood straighter, his trembling still pronounced. He nodded. "You pick a patient, Madeline." I'll prove to you what I am, he echoed through her skull.

She took him at his word, scanning the wall chart near the nurse's station. After a few moments, she selected a child. With determination, she beckoned him, expecting him to accompany her. He did, but with reluctance evident in his posture.

As they walked down the corridor, Madeline recounted a bit of history concerning the child they were going to visit. "You'll be working with David McGinnis. He's just seven years old--his birthday was the fourteenth of this month..."

Ev blanched. This kid has my birthday! Is this a coincidence?

Jenine answered. There are no coincidences--only synchronicity, Ev.

Synchronicity? You've said that before...

Yes...I have. Things happen a certain way because they need to happen that way.

Are you telling me this needs to happen? 

Jenine didn't answer.

"...The only one of five children to survive a house fire four weeks ago." She pushed open the door to the child's room, leading them into his presence. "He can't hear us. He was burned over 60% of his body. I'm afraid he has little chance of a full recovery."

Ev swallowed. I was burned over 80% of my body...

However, you had ME to keep you alive, siiur'kiirehn! Jenine sent fiercely in response, surprising him. Now you need to be that power to him.

"That is why I brought you here. He's dying, and there's not a damn thing we can do. His parents are sure he's not going to survive, and they're full of despair."

" If he wants to live, I can help him," he whispered, his body shaking. I have to.

He noted that Madeline eyed him skeptically. She knew what his trembling represented as their eyes met briefly. She stood back as he approached the bed.

Ev breathed in the scent, the signature of fire wafting up from the boy's bandage-swathed body. The aroma was very familiar to him, as was the scent of the dressings and ointments. Silently, he grabbed a convenient chair, pulling it over to David's bedside. Sitting down, he took a deep breath. He tried to calm himself, fighting the nearly incapacitating effects of his uncontrolled empathic telepathy. He held out his hands, fingers wide apart, palms down over David's body. His hands did not quite touch the boy. Putting a blind faith in his kiiyahkihn bond with Jenine, he called on the energies of p'raanahr, bracing himself for an experience as close to torture as he could imagine.

I don't want to do this, Jenine! Ev's inner voice screamed as the energies danced over his fingers, and leaped the gap to David's body. The boy convulsed, a muffled cry coming from an abused throat. Ev groaned, closing his eyes. His body wilted. His hands touched the boy's body then, sending a shock wave through him. He opened his eyes, and locked his gaze with the boy. Bloodshot blue eyes met his, flames and terror and screams flooded his mind. He felt the boy's intense desire for life. He resonated with that, sending back hope and certain knowledge of an end to the pain. Blue-green energy grew brighter and stronger, playing around his hands and dancing across David's form, missing nothing. Ev felt the boy's burns over his body, as he remembered his own. After about ten minutes, the present pain subsided, then disappeared.

Ev hung his head, sweat dripping from his nose; his breath coming in gasps as he pulled his hands off David's now animated form. He sat back in the chair, dizziness washing over him.

He reached for Jenine's psyche, needing her more than ever. She calmed his mind, helping him box the pain, but did not try to eliminate it. There was simply too much to deal with. I am with you. Do not fear.

Ev echoed Jenine's words, transmitting them to the crying child. David took one last gasping sob, and stopped crying, his breathing evening out. He slipped into the natural sleep of the newly healed.

Madeline came over to the bed, and checked the sleeping child. As she discovered that the skin below the dressings was whole and without scarring, she turned to him. There was an air of amazed awe on her face. "You told the truth!"

Ev lifted his head, exhaustion evident in his posture. "Yes. Do you really think I would lie about something like that?"

"I had my doubts."

She watched as he slowly got to his feet. With dignity, he walked out into the hall. She sensed there was pain in every move he made. "It's time for me to leave," he said softly, fatigue dragging at him.

"Now?" Madeline stopped him, holding onto his sleeve. Ev pulled away violently, the sleeve of his jacket giving way, the wrist button pulled from its place. She got a glimpse of the scarring on his forearm. Stepping back, she stood dumbfounded. Ev pulled the sleeve down, covering his arm. His gaze was one of anger as he resumed his retreat down the corridor.

"Everett--" she called.

He turned, shifting his eyes from Madeline to Elizabeth and back. He said nothing, then resumed walking slowly away.

"I'm sorry! I didn't realize..." Madeline said in a whisper.

Elizabeth leaned on the wall near the boy's room door. "Madeline, he's the one that survived the apartment fire that took his wife and daughter in April."

"He's THAT brother?"

"Yes. I have only one."

"But how? He couldn't...it's too soon. How?" She knew about burns. She remembered Elizabeth telling of his injuries, how badly he had been burned by the fire. Elizabeth had told her that he was burned over 80% of his body! Ev couldn't be the same man! It was impossible--yet, he bore some scars consistent with her story--only much older. However, his face and hands were virtually unscathed. After watching his retreating form in shock for a few moments, Madeline ran after him, getting in his way. "Please--wait!"

He raised his eyes, meeting hers. His face held a weight of hard experience. They were old eyes. "Why?"

"Will you ever return?"

"I have to. This was only a familiarization trip. There was a specific person I came here to find."

"Who? Maybe I can help."

"I don't think I should say. I took a great risk in coming here at all...in more ways than one." His voice held a sadness she could feel. His face was feverish, but there was an aura of coldness around him as he trembled.

"You do not want credit for helping David." It was a statement, not a question.

"No. That's not important to me. My anonymity is. I will never return if you break my trust," he swore. "Do we understand each other?"

She nodded, though her eyes held a threat of exposure.

"If you need my help--really need it--let Elizabeth know. She can contact me. I will work with you in exchange for my privacy. Is that agreeable?"

She hesitated for a second, consequences and effects flashing across her face. She realized Ev could read her intent. "Yes. For the children...yes." Madeline held out her hand. Ev took it, and they sealed their arrangement with a tingling handshake.

Ev looked haggard and depressed as he and Elizabeth walked through the parking lot to his old Mustang. She couldn't help commenting on his excursion. "What you did for that boy was nothing short of miraculous. You have such potential, Ev. I'm glad you agreed to return."

"I'm sorry if I don't share your enthusiasm. I agreed to return because if I didn't, Madeline would make sure I did another way."

"What do you mean?"

"She wouldn't hesitate to tell someone at the Cameron Clarion of my little 'miracle'." He said the last word with a twist of irritation.

"How do you know that?"

"It was in her mind. I heard it--but I'm willing to bet she doesn't know I'm aware of it. It seems I was effectively trapped by a pair of scheming females..."

"Madeline and me?"

Ev laughed weakly. "No, Madeline and Jenine. Madeline would make a good silicrys. She's got a single-track mind."

Elizabeth couldn't help but smile at his remark, though he wasn't saying it as a joke. He let out a long, tired sigh as he opened the driver's side door to his car. Elizabeth saw him grip the edge of the window until his knuckles turned pale.

She put her hand on his shoulder. "Will you be alright?"

"Yeah...I think so. Hell, Beth, what have I gotten myself into?" He stared at her, his eyes a dull gray. "Why did I get that talent? Why not Rig? He's much more suited to be the healer type."

"Ev, what is the 'healer type'? Am I? Is Madeline? Is anyone?"

"I don't know...but I'm not it."

"I tend to disagree with you there, brother dear. In my book, you are the 'healer type'."

He shook his head in negation as he climbed into his car with deliberate movements. Pulling out his keys, he slipped the ignition key in its slot. Pumping the gas, he turned it, bringing the engine to life in a cloud of loud, blue exhaust. He was reminded of the need for a tune-up and a new muffler.

"Are you coming over for supper tonight? Pat and I would be happy to have you," his sister offered as the car warmed up.

He wasn't in the mood to argue. Closing his eyes in resignation, he asked, "What time?"

"How about eight? I haven't got dinner started yet. I'll make fried chicken..." She knew his fondness for that, and used it as bait.

"Fine. I'll see you then." I really don't need one of Pat's lectures on 'duty' tonight...but I know it's pointless to argue with her. She's more stubborn than I am.

As her brother drove away, she prayed he wouldn't do anything foolish. He was very unpredictable when he was depressed, she knew. I pray his silicrys watches over him. As unorthodox as his relationship with Jenine is, that has always been a safe bet, she thought, as she watched him disappear into the late afternoon traffic. He is such a puzzle. With all the wondrous abilities he now possesses, he is still unhappy. She sighed, thinking about what he'd gone through in the last year.  What will it take to give him back the joy he had when Sandra was alive?







 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our Light, not our Darkness, that most frightens us."

~~ Nelson Mandela

 

Ev piloted his '65 Mustang out on US-20, and headed west, out past the city limits of Cameron. He had a few hours before his dinner obligation with Pat and Elizabeth, and he intended to spend it in his own company. He had a lot of soul-searching to do. He sped out past Wesson towards Pecatonica as the sun set, and darkness engulfed the Midwest. It grew colder, the sky staying clear as he kept on driving. He tried to forget the memories of the times he had invoked the p'raanahr, but he couldn't outrun them, and he couldn't suppress them.

Why not Rig? Rig would be better at it than I am, he thought, a large truck passing him eastbound. The traffic wasn't in gridlock, but it was heavy and steady.

Jenine answered him. You know why. Her voice echoed in his mind like the dreams from before their joining. What makes you believe Rig would be a better p'raanahr'krihn than you are?

In a bare whisper, he breathed: "It didn't help save Sandy's life, did it?"

You are fully aware that no amount of p'raanahr could have saved her life. She died. You possessed the urzih'thahl--the power to transmute gases and extinguish fires--yet were unable to use it due to shock. Rig has the identical talent, which he used successfully in a crisis, yet you do not feel such anguish over that inconsistency as you do over the p'raanahr gift. Why? She continued: You cannot escape who and what you are. Can you not understand this? Must you multiply existing pain for no reason? What you feel now is pointless.

"Are you saying that if I hadn't panicked, I could've put out the fire?" he asked, his heart breaking for what might've been.

You were capable but unable. There is a big difference.

Ev ground his teeth. "Is there? What difference? I freaked out. I couldn't even think! It's a horrible excuse for allowing Sandy to burn to death!" He swallowed the large knot in his throat, blinking back uninvited tears. Jen--please let me be! I need to come to terms with this by myself!

He sent that thought to her in an anguished frame of mind, she sensed. He was frightened of what he could do--and what he was capable of not doing. The responsibility he carried was becoming too great a burden. He needed to understand where he stood and what he was. He would not be able to escape it. With the compassion of unconditional love, she accepted his need to work it out on his own. Do as you will, my siiur'kiirehn.

The miles ticked away. He passed into Stephenson County and turned north on a county road. Five miles from US-20 he ran out of gas. Shuddering to an inglorious halt, he found himself on the shoulder of the deserted country road. He put his head on the steering wheel, closing his burning eyes. The contacts itched. "Damn," he muttered to himself. "Just what I need."

Wearily he reached for the hazard switch and turned it on. The amber lights blinked as he got out and walked around the car. Gravel crunched beneath his sneaker-shod feet. Clad in a light denim jacket, jeans and a T-shirt, he was ill equipped to weather the cold November night. He was also unprepared to teleport--with or without his Mustang--all the way back to Cameron. His work at the Children's Hospital had left him drained, both physically and mentally. Gross misjudgment and depression had lured him far from the wellspring of energy he needed to survive. He realized he had royally screwed up.

He cursed under his breath as he leaned against the hood of his car. As he muttered self-recriminations, he had an idea. What under the hood can generate enough power to give me enough energy to teleport back to Cameron? I know Ron DesCartes could tell in a second, but he isn't here for me to consult. I can't even think to him...even thinking to Jenine is an effort. I wonder if I can figure it out? I know infinitely more about a locomotive's guts than this damned Mustang... Lifting the hood, he scanned the engine compartment. "Hmmm..."

I guess I need a light, he mused, walking around to the rear of the vehicle. He opened the trunk, and after a few minutes of rummaging, came up with an old switch lantern he had swiped from a brakeman a few years ago. The battery was dead, but the bulbs still looked usable. Tossing the corroded battery into the jumble in his trunk, he reached into the hollow lantern shell with two fingers. Gently, he touched the circular conductive strip in its base, avoiding the metal sides. The twin bulbs shone fairly bright. He knew he'd have to be extremely careful not to blow the tiny units with too much current. Even as depleted as he was, his natural charge was more than the tiny bulbs were designed to handle. Thus equipped, he returned to the front of the car.

With the aid of the miniature lights, Ev surveyed the engine compartment. He saw hoses, wires and connections from one thingie to another whatzit--mostly covered in a film of oil. Nothing made a lick of sense to him. I should've studied auto mechanics, he thought morosely. An enervating feeling of defeat swept over him. The lantern slipped from his fingers, going dark. What's the use? I haven't got the slightest idea how to get any current from this damned car.

He leaned against the front fender and shivered. It was getting considerably colder as time passed. He would have to use his urzahn field, low on energy or not. The alternative was hypothermia. He had nothing in his car to help him keep warm. His depression had become life threatening.

In shame and desperation, he called out to his silicrys--much like on the night he had completed siivahnurah. Jenine...can you hear me?

There was a very ominous silence for a few minutes. Then, as he was beginning to wonder if she heard him, she replied, her transmission barely translatable. Ev? What are you doing? You are so far away... The silicrys' thoughts held a deep undercurrent of fear and worry.

With all the strength he could summon, he sent: Car ran out of gas. Your talented enginor forgot to fill the tank before he went off half-cocked to wallow in self-pity... Self-deprecation colored his thoughts. I don't have enough energy to teleport. There are no tracks here for you to teleport...

I could come without a set of rails, but I would risk being unable to return... Jenine's voice was faint, tenuous.

The railroad's five or ten miles north of here...I think. I could try to reach it, but it's pretty far on a night like this...

He received a sense of exasperation and fear, but not anger. He understood her feelings. His foolishness was endangering both their lives. He hung his head, a profound wave of fatigue sweeping over him for a moment.

"I'm sorry for all this, Jen," he whispered, his breath a cloud of vapor in the still, frosty air. "I guess I'm not living up to specs today, am I?" He talked to himself, not sure if Jenine would hear him or not.

With a sigh, he pushed off from the place where he was leaning on the fender. He took a few steps, buttoning his jacket, pulling up the collar, and tugging the sleeves down over his hands. Mentally, he invoked the lightest weather aura he could--just enough to take the edge off the cold. His field shimmered like a silvery net around him, a diamond-studded fog encompassing his form. Thus fortified, he started walking north along the edge of the road...towards the railroad. Reaching it was a slim chance, but it was all he could think of to do.

Elizabeth Ryan fiddled with the silverware next to the dinner plates, with apprehension in her mind. It was twenty after eight in the evening; Ev was late. Her daughter Timmi was getting antsy waiting for him. If 'Uncle Ev' didn't come soon, she would need to send her to bed without seeing him.

"So he went home to change, and fell asleep. You said he was exhausted," Pat said, explaining the engineer's tardiness. Timmi watched them expectantly.

Elizabeth shook her head. "Pat, I've already called the house. Mom said he hasn't been home since lunchtime. I'm willing to bet he did something stupid."

Pat laughed. "Yeah, I guess that would be like him...if he was as depressed as you described. I've worked with him when he gets that way. I could slap him up side the head! What do you want to do?"

Elizabeth took a moment to think. "We could call Rig Dawson. If anyone can figure out what my brother's up to, Rig can."

The other enginor reclined on his couch, watching TV as the evening went by. He was dozing off, almost ready to call it a night, when the phone rang. He frowned, wondering if it was the crewcaller telling him he was 'bumped', or somebody selling aluminum siding.

"Hello?"

"Rig, this is Elizabeth--Ev's sister."

He was surprised, and curious, but knew what was coming. "What's he gone and done this time?"

In Rig's mind, T'raa sent a curious message. How would you like to go on a little rescue mission? The silicrys was slightly uneasy.

"He was supposed to be here with us for dinner tonight at eight. He's not here. It's eight thirty..." Beth related.

Rescue mission? What's going on, T'raa? Rig queried his silicrys, listening to both conversations.

"...And we're worried. Ev's never late--at least, not without calling."

Ev's stranded out in the country somewhere, and doesn't have enough energy to get back on his own. Jenine figured we could go get him a lot easier than she could. I agree with her.

"Uh...I'll take care of it, Elizabeth."

"Thanks, Rig. You're a dear. You're welcome for dinner when you find him."

Rig smiled. Elizabeth knew her brother. "I'll call you later, when I find out something. Thanks for the invite."

"Talk to you later..."

"Bye." He hung up, shaking his head. What's he doing out in the country this late?

Jenine related that he is upset, depressed and confused. She fears for his life.

After all they've been through this year? Why now?

He is resisting the facts of their kiiyahkihn. What he has become, what he is, the responsibilities of their kihn'ur daunt him. For one thing, he doesn't want to be p'raanahr'krihn.

Why not, for goodness' sake? Rig was appalled. He could not imagine why Ev would not find joy in such a wondrous talent.

T'raa knew Rig's sentiments. Will you aid him?

Of course, T'raa, but how? Does Jenine know where he is? Can she give us coordinates?

Unfortunately, no. She can only give a general direction. Ev is far too weak to be coherent enough for accuracy.

Rig shook his head, searching for his work boots and jacket. After getting dressed, he pictured 4190's cab in his mind. He wasn't crazy enough to go out Rykoff hunting without a full charge of T'raagahr's energy in him.

After a few minutes, Rig returned to his apartment literally glowing. He grabbed his truck keys, and lit-out. He appeared next to his vintage pick-up. After finagling the ornery door lock, he opened the squeaky door and climbed in.

"Y'know, T'raa," Rig said, as he started up the old Ford. "This truck's older than your unit."

However, not older than I am, T'raa retorted.

"How old are you? You've never said."

Not nearly as old as Jenine...

"Is Jenine very old?"

She is into her second century--figuring time in a way you can understand. She has lived much longer than I have, but she is not 'old' for a silicree.

"You are evading the question..." Rig laughed, as he tooled the truck onto 10th Street. As he reached over to flip on the heater switch, T'raa entered his thoughts again. Don't forget to fuel your vehicle.

"Yes, T'raa. I remember." The flow of warmed air felt good in the deep chill of late evening. "Do you have any clues as to Ev's whereabouts?"

Jenine says out of town...approximately twenty-five miles west of here--or farther. That is the extent of what she managed to coax out of him. You could try to contact him, but Jenine believes he won't respond.

"Is he that far-gone?"

Jenine fears he wants to die.

Rig swallowed, his stomach knotting. He was well aware of what that would mean. "T'raa...tell Jenine we will do our best."

I will.
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Ev walked in a daze along the deserted road in the frigid darkness. He felt very alone. The chill was seeping through his slowly weakening urzahn field as his footsteps carried him north. He muttered under his breath as he hiked.

"If you had ignored those dreams. If you had never asked her to talk to you. If you had never fallen in love with a runaway woman. If you had never finished siivahnurah. If. What a useless word. If, if, if..."

He watched his breath catch the starlight in the cold darkness. He felt giddy; whorls of silvery blue and green-gold danced before his eyes on the clouds of his breath. He reached out with his hand, but the glittering spirals evaded his grasp. He laughed, tears coming to his eyes, further distorting his vision.

He continued on for quite a distance, his aura dimming the further he went, until it failed altogether. Stumbling once, then twice, he fell to his knees on the frost-covered gravel on the edge of the road. Dizziness overwhelmed him.

"Everett Rykoff, you are a lousy excuse for an enginor," he rasped, as the world spun around him. "You're not fit to use the name. No self-respecting silicrys would claim you, you boneheaded, stubborn fool." His breath came in ragged gasps as he attempted to crawl on the icy shoulder. The cold gravel bit into the palms of his hands, and grounded him.

"Shit!" He swore, cradling his lifeless hands under his arms. "Survive a runaway train, live through a fire, recover from burns that would've killed a normal person, and end up dying because you forgot to fill the gas tank in your damned car...what a way to go. I guess it's about what I deserve..." He lay on his side, huddled in the fetal position, shivering uncontrollably, his eyes tightly shut. Jenine! I need you! Oh, God, I need you, Jenine...please, please come...

She barely caught a wisp of his thought, her siiyahn'ur weakening with his. Their kihn'ur was a trap this time, affecting her as well. If he died, so would she. That was the risk of the kiiyahkihn. She had survived his brush with death in April. She hoped she could do it again. Do not despair, Everett! Rig is on his way to help you... she sent over the miles.

Ev didn't hear it, though. He was unconscious.
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With a full tank of gas and a good heater, Rig Dawson rolled right along on westbound US-20. He followed the route Ev had taken earlier. Using an instinct he had developed for figuring out Ev's whereabouts in the days before they had acquired silicrys, Rig turned onto a little-used county road and drove north. He was rewarded after a few miles when he spotted his friend's Mustang parked on the shoulder, blinkers barely flashing.

"Jackpot!" He grinned to himself as he parked behind Ev's car. "I'll bet he's asleep in the back seat..." He was disappointed to find his former roommate was not in the car at all. Rig scratched his chin, feeling the bristly stubble. "Hmmm..." I wonder where he went? Did someone pick him up?

He is probably on up the road, towards the railroad, T'raagahr answered him, his silent comment apparently calling forth a distant air horn blast.

Was that the signature blast of a Great American locomotive or a foreign line train? Had Ev made it that far? He sincerely doubted it. If he had, Jenine would've relayed the news to T'raa, canceling the need for the search. What puzzled Rig was why Ev had not pulled a little electrical treat from the coil wire. He was unaware that Ev's knowledge of motorized vehicles was restricted solely to diesel-electric locomotives. His ex-roommate was baffled beyond putting in anti-freeze, gas and oil. Even Rig was aware of the trick with the coil wire. He had knocked himself on his keister a few times when playing with the distributor and sparkplug wires, long before T'raa arrived in his life.

Silently, he climbed back into his truck, and drove on up the dark, desolate road. Almost three miles from the Mustang, he found Ev. He was curled up on the frosted shoulder, out cold, barely breathing. Rig knelt down next to him, touching his neck, feeling for a pulse. There was one, but it was deathly slow--about one beat every four seconds.

"Damn you, Rykoff, why'd you go off half-cocked like a kid?" He asked rhetorically as he touched his friend's clenched hands. "Look at all the trouble you caused! You got your old buddy Rig out here in the middle of nowhere on a cold-ass night like this..."

Ev's hands felt like frozen meat, but Rig felt a subtle energy draw through them. He prized them open, placing his palms in direct contact with them. Even unconscious, Ev drew energy like a bone-dry sponge sucks up water.

"You were running on empty, weren't you, pal? Better get you home quick," Rig said softly to his long-time friend. He knew either one of them could die from such energy deprivation. It was part of the sharp edge of the sword that was the kiiyahkihn.  He picked up the unconscious engineer, and carried him back to his warm truck. After gently placing him in the passenger's seat, he quickly got behind the wheel.

"Well, T'raa...I sure as hell hope the Pit Foreman's truck isn't in his reserved spot."

It's not. I'm sitting on the crossover lead behind the roundhouse--right next to the parking lot.

Great! Here we come, buddy, Rig sent, as he visualized the desired parking area. The old truck shimmered for a split-second and vanished.

A moment later it was there in the Foreman's space in the roundhouse parking lot. Wasting no time, Rig pulled Ev's unresisting body out of his pickup, and carried him in his arms for a few yards before he realized it could take too long to walk all the way to where 1019 was spotted. He weighed the danger of liting-out again while carrying his unconscious charge, with the inevitable damage the delay walking would cause. He made his decision, creating an image of Jenine's cab in his mind. He lit-out in a flash of white light.

Jenine's unit was ominously dark. Rig knew she was not feeling much better than Ev was. Her siiur'kiirehn's weakness was mirrored in her matrix--the siiyahn'ur--demonstrating their interdependence more eloquently than words. Rig realized that there were definite disadvantages to a symbiotic union, as he set Ev's limp body in his place behind the controls of 1019.

"He's all yours, Jenine. I hope we weren't too late..."

T'raa's human companion backed away towards the brakeman's door. He was ready to leave, but found he couldn't. The rainbow hued nimbus of Jenine's real presence began to flow from everywhere and nowhere to the form of her enginor slumped in the engineer's seat. Rig was spellbound by the spectacle of her gentle manifestation as she wove her energies around and through his best friend.

In his mind, he heard the chime-like sounds that preceded Jenine's joyful voice. I thank you for returning him to me. I cannot properly convey my gratitude.

Rig blushed. "Think nothing of it. You two would do the same for us." A grin slowly crept across his face from ear to ear.

When he awakens, you must talk some sense into him. I cannot seem to make him understand that what he is, is immutable. Our very natures determine what talents and abilities we possess, as well as what we do not possess. There will be times when your abilities, Rig Dawson, will be beyond his grasp--as his p'raanahr is beyond yours. Projecting compassion, she sent: I also know your sadness about that seeming inequity.

"Is it that obvious? Yes, I envy the hell out of him for that. I wish..." Rig's voice failed him as he thought of Melody. "A friend of mine is dying. Ev lives because of you. Melody will only live because of Ev--but only if I can convince him to help her!"

I know of your wish. You have a worthy desire, though it was wrong to promise Ev's aid before asking if he would be willing to help. He may help your young friend, but he still strongly detests what he has to endure to effect his cure.

The subject of their conversation groaned in his seat, sparks of living lightning bridging the distance from the conductive surfaces of the cab to his body. Ev pulled himself up, and rubbed the back of his hand across his forehead. Bewildered, he looked around, spotting Rig. The rainbow lights encompassing him faded.

"Rig? How'd I get here? The last thing I remember..." his voice trailed off to silence as Jenine filled him in on the events of the previous hour. Ev sheepishly gazed at the floor at his feet, still wrapped up in a gloomy miasma of depression. "I guess I owe you an apology," he whispered. "I was a little out of my head."

"I'll say," Rig replied in a subdued voice. "However, I think I'm partly to blame. If I hadn't put you on the spot about Melody, you wouldn't have--"

"There you're wrong, Rig. I would've eventually. I still feel the same. I can't seem to get a handle on what I am. Maybe if it didn't hurt so much to use it..." Ev stared at the engine controls. "Y'know, Rig, I never really wanted to be anything but an engineer. I'm happiest on a junk local with Jenine..."

There was an uncomfortable silence for a handful of seconds.

"T'raa says you went to the Hospital today."

"Yeah. It had to be done, I guess, but you can't imagine what it was like! There was so much pain, so much sickness..." he whispered in a voice that reflected his own pain and his fear of using the p'raanahr. "I could spend my whole life helping, and never see an end to pain and sickness. It's hopeless."

"I would do it if I could," Rig volunteered.

Ev gazed across the cab at his friend. "I'd give it to you if I could."

"Isn't there something I can use to help them?" Rig said, a certain anguish in his voice.

Ev thought seriously for a moment. What can we both do that I can show him? Wouldn't he already be aware of any gifts like p'raanahr?

Not necessarily, Jenine replied silently. You have a talent you use in conjunction with the p'raanahr. It is urchahn'zii--the ability to lessen or alleviate pain. You use it unconsciously at times, but I believe it can be invoked by itself. I know of no reason why Rig and T'raagahr cannot invoke it.

Ev looked at Rig, their eyes meeting. "I can clue you in on something that may help."

"You have an idea?"

"Jenine brought it to my attention that you have a talent you may not be aware of."

"And?" Rig walked over and leaned on the control stand.

Ev held out his hands, facing him in his seat. Rig placed his larger palms over Ev's. "She calls it urchahn'zii." Ev closed his eyes, telepathically showing him what the new ability felt like and how it was used. Where Rig triggered the talent was different from where he did, but the effects were identical.

Rig's eyes opened wide, tears brimming, a smile crossing his face. He realized he had a tool to use. Still hanging onto Ev's hands, he pulled his friend to his feet. Ev had no choice but to go along with the taller man's wishes, moving around to stand in front of the electrical cabinet.

"I don't know how to thank you for this..." Rig's voice was quiet, tight.

"You saved my sorry ass from freezing to death. What more in the way of thanks could I want? It's you I owe, not the other way around."

Rig let Ev's hands go, then held him by the shoulders. Impulsively, Rig gave him a big hug, lifting him off the floor. "You don't know what this urchahn'zii means to me."

"Take it easy! I think I do! Lemme down..." Ev's smaller stature prevented him from getting away. After a few more seconds, Rig set him down.

"I'm sorry," he laughed, his eyes gleaming a rich, glittering carnelian.

Ev eyed him suspiciously.

Rig took a deep breath. "I'd better go." He turned, grasping the polished brass door handle, then remembered his conversation with Elizabeth. "Oh...your sister's still expecting you for dinner."

"Shit! I forgot about that. She's going to kill me."

Rig laughed. "Kinda puts everything in perspective, don't it?"

Ev nodded.

"Thanks again for that information." Rig said soberly.

"My pleasure, buddy."

"Give me a call when you're ready."

Ev nodded again. "I will."

I'll wait for you to help Melody. If it's meant to be, it'll happen, Rig sent, as he left. And, by the way, don't forget your car's out in the middle of nowhere.

"Damn..." he muttered, knowing he had to retrieve his vehicle sooner than later. Thanks, Rig. I will think about it.





 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"A man never stands as tall as when he kneels to help a child."

~~ Knights of Pythagoras

 

While Ev worked on his mental equilibrium, Rig left him alone. Weeks passed. Rig monitored his young friend Melody, praying she would live long enough for Ev to find the strength within himself to cure her. He had given up hoping that a silicrys would answer her incessant call. The more time passed, the less Rig believed there were other silicrys within light-years of the Children's Hospital.

One benefit the residents of the Hospital derived from Rig's regular visits was his inexhaustible supply of 'magic,' stories and good humor. He had a talent for bringing the kids' spirits up, simply by being there. He told railroad stories--and stories T'raa supplied about silicrys--to distract them from their suffering. The kids didn't care if the stories were true, just that the stories took them out of their reality and into another. Only Melody knew that every story Rig told was factual.

The Christmas Holiday season was approaching rapidly. Rig was making plans for the annual railroad-sponsored Santa Claus visit at the Hospital, wondering if he himself could masquerade as the white-haired elf convincingly enough.

As Rig worked switching out Twenty-Six track with Ron DesCartes and Dave Salquist, he realized that he wasn't at all suited to be a convincing Kris Kringle. Ev would make a far more believable copy with his white hair...he thought.

He discussed it with Ron as he rode out to a far switch on a long pull.

"Y'know, I don't think Ev's the Santa Claus type." Ron commented.

Rig slapped the throttle back to idle, and began to feather the independent, bunching the slack. He grunted. "Emotionally...I think you're right. But he sure looks the part."

Ron grinned. "Except that Ev is way too skinny." Making a face, Ron pooched out his stomach in a vain attempt at imitating Santa's rotundity. "No belly, no Santa. That's all there is to it. You should get Morty Masloski..."

"Hell, Ron! Morty doesn't stay sober long enough to be a Santa Claus."

Their movement came to a brake-screeching halt as Rig applied the engine brakes fully. Ron shrugged. "Maybe. Oh well, it was an idea. Just don't ask me to be one of his elves, okay?"

Rig watched as Ron pulled on his winter mitts, and flipped his hood up over his dark hair and pointed ears. In another second, he was out the door on his way to get a switch, letting a gust of winter-chilled air into Rig's toasty cab. The enginor shivered for a moment before the door slammed shut. "T'raa, do you think he'd be willing to do it?"

Who? Morty or Ev?

"Ev."

Don't know. It can't hurt to ask him. We've left him alone for nearly three weeks. It may be time to 'rattle his cage'...so to speak.

"What does Jenine say about it?" Rig waited for Ron to climb back on the point after getting the switch.

I have yet to ask her. I'll let you know when I find out.

"Good enough." Rig released the independent, and moved the throttle out a notch, starting their cut east again. "Sure doesn't hurt to ask."
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That evening, Rig was totally surprised to find Ev at his door. It was suppertime, and he had just served himself a big plate full of his homemade lasagna. The aroma from the tasty dish met Ev in full force when Rig opened the door.

"May I come in?" He asked, unsure of his reception.

"Uh...sure. Want some lasagna? There's plenty..." Rig replied tentatively, trying to figure out why Ev would be at his door at dinnertime five days before Christmas. "C'mon in."

He watched Ev gaze around the decorated apartment, noticing the long string of cards hung across the living room window, the scraggly balsam fir and the paper chains, Styrofoam ornaments and the candy canes that adorned it. "Hey, ready for Christmas I see," he commented as he sat down on the remarkably uncluttered couch. "Your apartment reminds me of some of my grade school celebrations."

"Yeah...I guess you could say that. What brings you over here? I mean...you're not in the habit of dropping in on your old buddy Rig anymore..." he balked as he slunk into the kitchen to fill another plate with lasagna. He knew Ev would want some of it. Of all the dishes Rig cooked, this one was Ev's favorite.

Ev laughed. He was considerably thinner than he had been before Thanksgiving, Rig noticed, as he handed his former roommate the plate of food.

Taking the plate, Ev began, "It's just that I haven't seen you for a while, so I thought I'd drop by."

"You look terrible!" Rig blurted out, giving voice to his concern.

Ev just raised an eyebrow. "Thanks!"

Swallowing the lump that seemed to have recently materialized in his throat, Rig coughed. "I--I didn't mean it that way! I meant, you seem to have lost a lot of--"

"I know. Nerves I guess. Between being harassed by Al Dahlgren's friends, and working on my own personal hang-ups..." He shrugged. "I haven't really had my mind on eating. Anyhow, I came over to ask you something. Elizabeth mentioned you had become a fixture over at the Children's Hospital lately."

"Yeah. I've been doing volunteer work on my rest days, and sometimes in the evening. It gives me something to do, after all. Some of those kids rarely get visitors."

"That's what Madeline mentioned once..."

"You know Madeline? Madeline Springer?"

Ev nodded. "We've met. It was the same day you brought me back from...uh...my little trip to the edge..." he cleared his throat. "Anyhow, what I wanted to ask is, do you know the layout of the place well enough to--"

"Lite-in? Sure. Do you want to visit anyone in particular?" Rig's voice was full of barely concealed hope. He watched his gaunt friend with his ruby-laser eyes.

Ev grinned, his eyes full of humor. He was teasing his big friend, playing a game. He had already steeled himself for what he was planning to do. "Well..."

Rig's gaze could've drilled through concrete with ease.

"...There's a certain young lady I seem to remember you mentioning..."

"YEEE HAAAAH!" Rig whooped, his lasagna plate, momentarily forgotten, becoming airborne.

With his right hand, Ev reached out with a tendril of z'chiiurlihn energy and captured it before it capsized, spilling the delectable contents all over the place. He held it suspended in mid-air. "You really need to calm down, pal. You seem a little high-strung this evening."

"Am I? I don't care! Are you serious, Ev?"

Ev just smiled at him.

"Y-you are serious, aren't you?"

"Yes, I'm dead serious." A more sober expression crossed his face. "I've had a long time to think about it. I've concluded that I can't change how it feels, and I can't avoid using it. I understand now that I can't escape what I am. Jenine calls me p'raanahr'krihn. I've managed a start on dulling the memories, but I have a long way to go before I have complete control--like I'm supposed to have. At this point, the only way I'm ever going to beat this is by a miracle."

"And you are the eternal skeptic..."

Ev laughed. "Yeah."

"I think I understand. Is there any way I can help you with...with your...err," Rig's voice faded as he lost















































































































































































cover.jpeg
ANGELS’ WATCH SERIES
BOOK 2

CHIMES
OF SEEKING

e ,
\,m O 2@@4 D N
ho

JM DUBRY

% Writers Exchange





images/image.png
[ g N g
DD DO D DD D DD





images/image.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





