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FATHER’S RETURN
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“You cheated, Jaelah!”

A handful of stones, glowing with a soft yellow-white light, were thrown to the ground where a circle had been scratched into the cold, hard dirt.

“No I didn’t,” Jaelah replied as she quickly gathered up the glowing stones and added them to a pile in front of her. “You weren’t concentrating, Aydan. You could easily have lit twice as many stones if you tried.”

“We should be heading back to the village anyway, Sis. The daystones are fading.” Aydan scowled at his sister and pointed to a narrow stone tower in the distance. “Magda will be lighting the nightstones soon.”

On the top of the tower was a large, clear bowl that was filled with pale yellow stones. The stones glowed faintly, casting a soft light over the underground village. The light reflected off the smooth ceiling of the cavern, which was high above them, but it was definitely getting darker.

“I wonder if Magda has found an apprentice to help her light the stones yet,” Jaelah muttered as she placed her winnings into a small bag, which she tied to her belt. She brushed the dirt from her heavy woollen trousers and straightened her matching green jumper.

“You almost sound as if you want to try out for the job yourself,” Aydan commented as he stood up and scrubbed at the circle with his dirty, bare foot. “Why would you want to do that?”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a Lightmaker.” Jaelah defended her friend Magda.

“I know you don’t want to be a Crystal Runner, but just think what father would say if you were a Lightmaker instead.” Aydan shook his head sadly at her. 

Jaelah ignored her twin brother. She had no intention of being a Lightmaker, or a Crystal Runner either. She had plans for her life that didn’t include either trade. She followed her brother across the smooth, hard dirt, back towards the stone houses on the other side of the huge cavern. They reached the fast-flowing river that marked the edge of the village and paused to stare at it as it hurried along to goodness knows where.

“It’s slowing down,” Jaelah commented as they watched the little peaks of white that formed as the water flowed over submerged rocks. “I think it will turn tomorrow.”

“Nah, it’ll be another two days before it stops and goes the other way,” Aydan retorted. The river changed the direction it flowed about every six or seven days, and the traders used the river to get up to the surface and back down.

“Shouldn’t father have been back by now?” Jaelah asked, a small frown creasing her forehead as she counted the days on her fingers. “By my count, grandfather will be calling tomorrow for the crystals.”

“Father should have been back two days ago,” Aydan replied. “He’s probably having so much fun that he’s lost track of the time.”

“How could anyone have fun crystal running?” Jaelah snorted. “I’d rather be a trader like grandfather.”

“A trader? You must be insane!” Aydan glared at his sister in shock. “Why would anyone want to be a trader? Just think, they have to go up to the surface when the river turns. You’ve seen how different grandfather looks when he returns from up there. He even has to deal with those awful surface dwellers! I can’t think of anything worse than having to talk to one of those lizards.”

“I want to see what’s up on the surface.” Jaelah repeated defiantly, “I’m going to be a trader, not a Crystal Runner.”

“But crystal running is a good trade. Look how well it has done for our family.” Aydan pointed to their house, which was just across the river. It was taller, larger and more brightly lit than any of the other stone houses in the village. “What more could you want?”

“What about excitement, danger, the thrill of doing something that you haven’t done before?” Jaelah asked as she waved over to the other side of the river to get the attention of the riverboat captain. “I want to see the daystone grandfather says is so bright you can’t look at it. Imagine that - just one stone, big enough to light the whole village and it never needs to be re-lit!”

“That’s all just stories. There’s nothing like that up there.” Aydan frowned and crossed his arms in denial of the tales his grandfather came back with. “Besides, if you never need to light it, how does it get dark at night time?”

Jaelah glared at her brother, angry that she had no answer to his question.

“And what about the surface dwellers?” Aydan pushed his advantage. “Surely you don’t want to have to go near them!”

“Nobody ever said being a trader was all fun,” Jaelah muttered as she tried to suppress a shiver at the thought of the surface dwellers. They were ugly, dangerous and hated by everyone she knew. Of course, she’d never actually met one, but her grandfather had described them to her and her imagination had done the rest.

The riverboat captain finally noticed them and began to pull the boat across the river with heavy ropes, which were strung across the wild waters. Aydan and Jaelah waited in silence, both unwilling to surrender their point of view.

“You two young ’uns stay out far too late, you know. The miners are already back and I was just about to go home for the night. Then how would you have got across?” The old man who heaved on the ropes berated them soundly as they stepped onto the wide, flat-bottomed boat. He began to pull on the ropes, and Jaelah joined in to help while Aydan sat and stared across the river.

“Why don’t you help too?” Jaelah asked him bluntly.

“You need my help?” Aydan queried with the lift of an eyebrow.

“Forget it,” Jaelah muttered. “You would have helped if father was watching.”

“You must be proud of your father’s crystal skills,” the riverboat captain remarked.

“He fills more than anyone else, sometimes by twice the amount!  I’m going to be as good as he is one day,” Aydan replied as the boat slid into place by the wharf.

“Thanks.” Jaelah jumped onto the wharf and began to run towards her house. 

“What’s that by the front door?” Aydan asked. He pointed to a heap lying by the door.

“Father’s gear!” Jaelah almost shouted. “He’s home!”

“Yes, it looks like it.” Aydan agreed, but he didn’t sound excited and he looked worried. “But why did he just leave his stuff out by the door?”

Aydan caught up with Jaelah just as she reached the house, and they paused at the heavy wooden door. Their father’s pack and sleeping roll had definitely been dumped in a hurry, but it was the mark in the soft dirt next to the house that made the twins frown. It looked as if the pack and sleeping roll had been dragged along the ground and, by the state of the pack, dragged for quite some time. Its side was ripped and the bottom was almost worn right through.

“Something’s wrong,” Aydan said, unnecessarily. He pushed open the door, leaving the pack where it was, and they hurried inside.

“Father!” Jaelah called, and when there was no response she ran from room to room. As she went up the stairs to the first floor she almost ran into her mother who was coming down. “Mother, where’s Father?”

Selan stared at her daughter for several seconds before she spoke. Her face was paler than usual, which was quite remarkable since her skin was milky white anyway. Her wavy, black hair fell down loosely past her waist.

“He’s resting,” Selan replied distantly as she steered her daughter back down the stairs. “He’s had a long trip and he’s tired.”

“But his pack—” Aydan, who stood at the bottom of the stairs, pointed out the open front door.

“Take the crystals to the crystal room. Your grandfather will be coming for them in the morning.” Selan’s voice was totally emotionless. She looked blankly at her two children, turned and walked slowly back up the stairs.

“What do you think is going on?” Aydan asked as he followed Jaelah outside to collect the pack and sleeping roll.

“Maybe he’s just tired, as Mother says,” Jaelah suggested as she picked up the pack, careful not to let anything fall out through the rips in the heavy cloth. She handed the pack to Aydan.

“Maybe,” Aydan didn’t sound convinced. “Look!”

Under the pack was a long wooden stick, slightly bent in places, and so old that it was smoothed to a sheen.

“Father’s staff. What’s it doing out here on the ground?” Jaelah went to pick it up and then drew back. “We really shouldn’t touch it. Father has always warned us that it won’t allow anyone to touch it except a true runner.”

“But we can’t leave it out here.” Aydan stepped forward and grasped hold of the stick firmly. 

Jaelah tensed, half expecting the staff to give Aydan a jolt of rejection, but none came. 

“I guess it thinks I’m a runner,” Aydan said with a surprised, but pleased, grin. 

“Father would never just drop his staff out here. There must be something more to it.” As Jaelah picked up the sleeping roll, she stared at the staff. “He’s even left a crystal in it!”

“Surely not!” Aydan brought the staff up to eye level and they both looked at it with disbelief. A partly cloudy crystal, glowing faintly, was wedged firmly into a small knothole just above his hand. 

“What if it had fallen out? Father has never risked losing a crystal before, and this one is only partly full,” Jaelah’s shocked expression was mirrored by her brother. They hurried inside in silence and shut the door.

“We’ll put the full crystals in the crystal room and then tell Mother,” Aydan said and he walked off around the base of the huge spiral staircase with Jaelah close behind. 

The staircase had a narrow space behind it where a small door was set into the smooth rock wall. It wasn’t a secret door, for every house in the village had a door like this, but it was a very important one. The room it opened into was where the crystals were kept. Crystals which gave the power to light the house and warm the stone walls and floors.

Jaelah automatically shaded her eyes as she followed her brother into the room. The crystal mounted on the stone pillar in the middle of the room glowed too brightly to look at – at least it should have done.

“What’s wrong with the crystal?” Jaelah asked with concern as she realised that the room was dim and full of shadows. The crystal on the pillar was a milky white that was so faint it almost flickered before her eyes. “When did you last turn it?”

“Yesterday,” Aydan replied. He put the pack on the stone floor and moved closer. He examined the crystal, walking around it slowly and staring hard at it. A full crystal glowed clearly and brightly, but when it was almost empty it was dull and cloudy. “It was fine then, I’m sure of it. I don’t see any cracks in it.”

“Mother,” Jaelah muttered with a touch of impatience in her voice. “She insists on keeping every room lit and warm even when we’re not using them. The crystal has been drained in half the time it used to last.”

Aydan nodded in agreement in the dim light and turned to a black chest, which stood in the corner. “We have another three in here. I checked them about ten days ago.”

He lifted the lid, but did not bend down and pick up a crystal. Jaelah frowned as she realised that no light was coming from the chest.

“They’re all empty,” Aydan said in a stunned voice. “Mother must have been coming in and changing them without telling anyone. What will we use for heat and light now?”

“We’ll have to keep some of the ones that Father brought back from his run,” Jaelah said with a sigh. Why did their mother feel she had to be seen to be so wealthy? Did it matter if their house wasn’t the tallest, the brightest or the warmest?

“And we’ll have to change it soon. It’s about to fade completely.” Aydan slammed down the lid of the black chest. “Mother will just have to put out some of the lights and heating.” 

However, Aydan didn’t look keen to tell his mother, and Jaelah understood his reluctance. This was probably not a good time to even bring it up, either as there was still the matter of what had happened to Father out on his run.

Aydan carefully placed the wooden staff up on a ledge designed to hold it safely, even when the earth shook as it occasionally did. He bent to help Jaelah untie the top of the pack.

Inside they knew they would find four black bags and each one would be full of crystals. Sure enough the four black bags were inside, and they carefully put the bags in a row on the floor. Jaelah knew it would be safer to leave them in their protective bags until their grandfather came for them tomorrow, but they needed one of the crystals to put on the pillar.

“We’ll take four. One crystal from each bag,” Jaelah said with a serious look on her face. “Grandfather will never know there is not ten in each bag.”

“Shouldn’t we just take one?” Aydan objected. “We shouldn’t cheat our own grandfather.”

“We’re not cheating him,” Jaelah replied with a frown. “We’ll make sure there are eleven in each next time around. We’re just borrowing them. Besides what are we going to use when the next one runs out? We need four.”

“I guess so,” Aydan agreed reluctantly, and he released the clip holding the top of the first bag, averting his head against the glare that would fill the room. But no light came from the top of the bag and both Aydan and Jaelah leaned closer, their jaws slack with disbelief.

“They’re empty!” Jaelah said as she peered into the bag and saw the cloudy, dull crystals inside. Jaelah and Aydan looked up at each other, each trying to deny what they were seeing. Aydan was the first to look away.

“Perhaps he filled only three of the bags?” he remarked in the most offhand way he could summon. “Most other runners fill only two bags anyway. He must have had a bad run.”

“Yes, that must be it.” Jaelah reached for the second bag and popped the clip open. Neither of them even shielded their eyes, showing clearly that they knew what they were going to find, even though they denied it with their words.

No light flooded from the bag and the remaining two bags were exactly the same. The twins sank to the floor, which was cooling fast now that the crystal on the pillar was almost empty. They stared blankly past each other.

“What do we do now?” Aydan asked with a gulp as the crystal flickered and then began to dim even more.

“We’ll have to use the one in the staff. It’s the only one with any life in it at all.” 

Aydan looked unsure for a moment, then stood up and took the staff down. He released the crystal with a deft twist, and then put the staff back on its shelf. He walked over to the pillar and swapped the crystals, just as the old one faded completely to an empty, dull, cloudy gem.

“Now we must shut down some of the rooms,” Aydan said as he eyed the crystal critically. “How long do you think this one will last?”

“If we just run the kitchen downstairs, and two rooms upstairs ...” Jaelah paused and sighed deeply, “... about eight or nine days.”

“Then what?” Aydan was still staring at the dull crystal.

“Never mind about nine days from now, Aydan. What is Grandfather going to say when he comes for the crystals tomorrow?”
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CHAPTER TWO

WHEN THE RIVER TURNS
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Jaelah and Aydan made their way quickly through the downstairs rooms, shutting down the links to the crystal room, then headed for the stairs.

“Aydan, you go and shut down all the rooms upstairs and I’ll go and see Mother.” Aydan looked relieved at not having to confront his mother with the bad news.

Jaelah paused outside her parents’ bedroom and knocked softly on the wooden door. There was no reply from inside the room and Jaelah knocked a little louder. Again there was no reply and Jaelah opened it enough to see into the room. Her father was lying on the bed and her mother was sitting on a chair next to it.

“Mother? Can I come in?” Jaelah asked as she pushed the door open further. 

Selan did not move or give any indication that she had heard her daughter. Jaelah stepped into the room, which wasn’t as well lit as the other rooms had been. Jaelah decided that her mother must have turned the lights down since father was sleeping.

“Mother?” Jaelah moved closer, and stopped beside the bed. She wondered if her mother was asleep as well, but Selan’s large green eyes were open. They were glazed and unfocused, and she obviously didn’t even see that her daughter was in the room.

A noise from her father made Jaelah turn towards the bed. It was a cry for help, a frightened, desperate noise that made Jaelah’s heart skip a beat. What she saw made her step back, partly in shock but mostly in horror. Her father’s skin was bright red and blistered, and he was thrashing around the bed as if living out a nightmare. Most of the hair on his head, usually pale yellow, was singed and black.

What was wrong with him? Had he caught some terrible sickness out in the tunnels? She heard footsteps behind her and a gasp that told her that Aydan had seen the state their father was in.

“What happened?” Aydan asked, but Jaelah shook her head, unable to give him an answer.

“It’s crystal flashback,” Selan said in a soft voice. She turned her head to look at her husband and a tear rolled down her cheek.

“Are you sure?” Jaelah asked, frowning. Father had told her about flashback when he had taken Aydan and her out on his run many river-turns ago. He said it affected only those foolish enough, or lazy enough, to try to draw the earth’s life in the wrong place. The only place to fill a crystal safely was where the earth’s life-lines crossed each other.

“Are all the crystals empty?” Selan asked as she turned to look out the window, across the village, at the twinkling lights of the other houses.

“You knew?” Aydan exclaimed, finally managing to drag his gaze from his injured father.

“I suspected they would be. The runs have been getting worse each time. Gragan only filled one bag last time and he won’t tell me why he keeps coming back with less and less. He just mutters that he’s having a run of bad luck and won’t discuss it.” Selan spoke slowly and turned to look at her husband as she finished. “Your grandfather will kick us out of the house this time.”

“He will?” Jaelah couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Surely Grandfather would understand; everyone had a run of bad luck every now and then.

“It’s been so long now that he’s bound to.” Selan sighed. 

“How long?” Aydan asked suspiciously.

Jaelah watched her mother’s face intently as the distant look gave way to one of shame and guilt.
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