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Crum’s Crystals

 


Crum pulled the plastisheet tighter around
his shoulders and pressed himself up closer to the vent he had been
lucky enough to get to first today. Winter would be here soon, and
the nights were getting pretty cold. Soon he would have to fight to
keep such a warm spot.

He looked around scanning every dark spot in
the alley but there was no one there except the old woman curled up
on the other vent at the end of the block. And she had her back to
him. He looked one more time before reaching into his belt pouch
and pulling out the tiny sliver of crystal.

This one was bright yellow and quickly began
to twinkle when he held it in his bare hand. He could feel the
warmth of it and knew that if he concentrated on being warm while
holding it, he would be as warm as a summer day. But it was risky
holding it out in the open like this. Others could see the colors
flowing to it, and eventually someone would steal it if he was
careless.

These were pretty valuable to some people, he
had heard that masters would pay four times as much as he could get
from the pawn brokers for one this clear. But he had no idea how to
get close enough to a master to sell such a thing. When they came
out with their pins or robes on, they were always surrounded by the
working stiffs and he would be beaten for trying to push his way
through them.

Not that he ever wanted to let one go. But he
always seemed to have stretches like now when the guards were
vigilant at the mine tailings and he could not get any stones to
shape. Then he would have to sell them to eat eventually.

He reached into his bag and felt around for
the piece of jerky he had been able to get from that lady in the
park yesterday. That would not last long. Maybe through tomorrow if
he was careful. And the lady did not come back to the park today.
But the police were out in force and ran him off when he tried to
approach a well to do couple.

He pulled the crystal shard closer and
envisioned a full belly on a warm afternoon in the sun. Within
seconds he felt the pinch in his stomach disappear and the goose
bumps on his skin went away just as quickly. He slipped the shard
back into his belt pouch and closed his eyes.

…”Get out of here! We don’t need your kind
hanging around. There’s shelters on the other side of the strip. Go
down there and leave us alone. Better yet, get a job and make
something of yourself.”

Crum jumped just in time to avoid the booted
foot that came flying toward his ribs. He jumped up and moved as
quickly as he could down the alley clutching his small bag to his
chest, and dragging the plastisheet. Sometimes these guys would try
to take those things away to teach him a lesson for being where he
didn’t belong.

Crum came out of the alley and merged into
the early morning pedestrians all in a hurry to get to their jobs
or appointments. Most gave him a wide berth but a few would bump
into him or push him as they went by telling him to go back to the
ghetto where he belonged.

Crum made his way down the street toward the
edge of town. Maybe he would have better luck sneaking into the
tailings today.

As soon as the crowd thinned and he could do
so safely, he reached back into his bag and pulled out the jerky
there, carefully biting off just a small piece and slipping the
remainder back into his bag.

He paused briefly to look at his reflection
in the mirror mural at the edge of the business district, and shook
his head at the vision.

His blond hair looked nearly white in the
morning gloom, and his round face showed the pock marks so common
among the street people. But what made him shake his head was the
gaunt frame he now had and the slight yellowing of the white
portions of his grey eyes.

I got to get some real food pretty soon or
I’ll end up in the hospital or worse.

He had known several people who got that
yellowing of the eyes and never recovered. Most of them went a
little crazy and then just found a place to lay down and die.

He reached back in the bag and pulled the
jerky out taking another small bite. Clearly he had to have more
than he had been eating. A second bite might not cure the yellow
eye, but it couldn’t hurt.

He slipped into the drainage ditch with the
ease of many years of practice, smoothly pulling the grate back
over him as he went. He could take the underground ways most of the
way to the first of the six mines this town had been named for.

A few minutes later he came out of the ditch
within eyeshot of the tailings. He put the grate back in place and
slipped into the shadows as he moved quickly across the distance
scanning for the security team as he went.

He saw the first of the guards sitting on the
top of the hill sweeping the whole area from the heights. There
would be at least two more wandering the tailings, but if he was
lucky they might all be on the same side giving him an opportunity
to slip in quickly and gather a few stones while they made their
rounds.

Crum slid from shadow to shadow until he
located the other two guards. They were walking together making
their way across the tailings in a pattern he had seen before. If
he were patient, they would pass the hill nearest him in about 20
minutes and he would have time to move in, hopefully find a few
stones and slip out before they returned. He could work his way
around through the shadows to the side of the slope that would not
be visible from the hill, but he could not do that until they
passed his position or he would be visible to the two guards on
their rounds.

Crum made himself relax staying in the crease
created by the movement of the large mining crawlers until he heard
the two guards pass his position. They were talking about the new
shaft that had been started hitting cave after cave. That meant
lots of undamaged crystals for a while. And that meant plenty of
profits to pay for overtime.

As soon as their voices had faded away, Crum
made his move, slipping from shadow to shadow, crawling through
crevices and praying that the guards did not change up their rounds
and come back early.

At last he reached the edge of the tailings
and began running his hands through the fine silt that made up most
of the soil on this part of the planet. But the caves had stone in
the walls, and when it was broken up to extract the crystals, there
would be hand sized chunks of stone that was discarded along with
the silt.

That was the treasure he was searching for.
With several new caves being discovered, there should be some good
stone coming out of the mines right now. Crum moved as quickly as
he could using the grid approach he had used successfully before,
but he was not having any real luck. So far he had found only one
small stone, and he was quickly running out of time. He ran his
hands through the final grid of his plotted area and found nothing.
Time was up, he needed to work his way back out and wait for the
guards to pass once more, but there was no doubt they would notice
the disturbed soil and change their pattern, forcing him to figure
out the new pattern before moving again. And even then he would
have to move to a different tailing area. This one would be under
close scrutiny for the next few days. He gave the area one last
look in the dim light hoping to see some change in the smooth
surface that would indicate a stone. But there was nothing there
just as there had been nothing when he arrived.

Disappointment filled his heart as he slipped
away back the way he had come. One small stone to work with. That
would yield one small figure if he was careful and did not break
it. It might get him a decent meal, but no chance of anything more.
He had to stick around and try to find another opportunity.

He was just about to slip back into one of
the crevices that would take him to a crawler track when he heard
the voices coming toward him.

Damn, they changed their pattern. No going
out the way I came in. I will have to move ahead of them and try to
get to the second tailing slope then work my way out through the
path there.

Crum moved swiftly and silently moving
through the darkness at a speed that would be foolish during full
light. Only his years of moving in the shadows allowed him to put
distance between himself and the guards. He reached the first
tailings slope and skirted it until he reached the tunnel the mine
had built to allow movement of the mining equipment across the
tailings without having to risk going through the silt that would
often turn into a slide.

He stepped in and the lights went on
automatically causing him to nearly jump back out. He reached into
his belt pouch and touched the crystal for comfort as he wished
with all his might that he were invisible an undetectable by the
proximity sensors. He increased his pace not wanting to be seen, or
have the lights be noticed by one of the guards. He slipped out the
other side of the tunnel just in time to hear the alarm as the
guards reached the tailings and noticed the signs of his
disturbance of the silt. That would delay them for a few minutes,
but they would call in more security immediately to try to catch
him on the grounds.

Crum moved as quickly as he could across the
space between the first and second tailings slope. Now he had to be
careful. No telling where the additional security would come from.
Still he desperately needed to come away with something he could
work and sell. He likely would not be able to get in here again for
weeks.

He stopped long enough to scan the tailing
slope, and sure enough he saw three places where there were small
rises in the silt.

Well, if I don’t take the risk, I will starve
before I get another chance. Just have to be quick about it.

He gripped the crystal shard for comfort and
again wished he were invisible so he could retrieve something of
value and get away safely. He reached the first rise in the silt
and quickly slipped his hands in sweeping back and forth gradually
going deeper and deeper until he felt it, a stone the size of his
fist. That would yield something good. He pulled the stone out and
slipped it quickly into his bag as he moved to the second small
rise.

Once again, he swept back and forth
eventually finding a stone about half the size of the first one. He
retrieved it and slipped it into his bag and moved to the third.
Another large stone. Crum could not believe his great fortune. Then
he heard the voices. They were way too close, how
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