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  Chapter 1
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Light. Taken for granted aboveground. A rare commodity below. And few could deliver it. 
Devron swept his forming sense down the polished shaft from the surface to the spreader he’d fashioned days ago. To those without a forming gift, the light shaft was just a pale circle in the cavern’s dark ceiling. Faceted but cloudy, like a flawed diamond. 
Ah, but Devron perceived what truly existed. The entire pure shaft twisted through dense rock from the surface to the thin opaque layer that remained above the spreader. He grinned, having saved this part for last, as always. With full understanding of every crystal within the layer—random, chaotic, distorting—he envisioned how they should align and commanded them. 
They released, straightened, and rejoined.
Oh, that instant when light shot through the full shaft and drove back the darkness! Warmth radiated through him. Another perfect forming. Sunlight for their city-in-the-making. No matter how many crystals he polished, the wonder of it never grew old. 
The conversations nearby paused as others looked up from the architectural drawings unrolled on a slab of rock. Mayor Borchel exhaled a long Ah! “Another shaft complete. Another shadow cancelled. Well placed, indeed, Alverlee!”
Devron’s brother was already crossing the cavern floor to him, and a shade of annoyance passed over his features. With accustomed ease, he kept it from his voice as he answered the mayor over his shoulder. “My thanks for the compliment, but it would be nothing if Devron had not polished it.”
“Yes, our thanks also to Devron and to the unknown polisher aboveground,” the mayor conceded. “We realize that many bring your master plan to life and help finish the shafts you create. But really, Alverlee, you needn’t be so reticent to accept the praise you deserve as chief former.”
This, Alverlee did not bother to answer. He stopped beside Devron’s reclining chair and squeezed his shoulder, uttering quiet words. “They don’t understand, Dev, but I do. Well done!”
Devron’s internal satisfaction carried him high, but he still welcomed the added bonus of Alverlee’s praise. He’d learned long ago not to expect recognition from others. The most intricate gifts were the least valued among those of the Formers’ Guild. He quirked the corner of his mouth in acknowledgment, finally resting against the extended back of his chair. Its tilt allowed him to face the cavern ceiling as he worked. Of course, his resting position looked identical to his working posture. The non-gifted never comprehended what it meant to work as a former. Oddly enough, he got more acknowledgment if he craned his neck while focusing his gift. Absurd!
He sensed his brother exploring the angles of the crystal shaft, savoring the practical art. The former aboveground—a polisher like Devron—was also still enjoying the symmetry they’d created. The three of them united in the appreciation of a true forming. 
Alverlee might value the result, but only the polisher above savored the doing of it, as Devron did. Their connection…so intimate and yet so distant that Devron would never even know his name. But their delight in the work, their joint weariness, even the gratitude they shared…this, he knew.
Devron bestirred himself and drew upright enough to take Alverlee’s hand and pull himself to his feet. Mayor Borchel was still talking with the others gathered around the drawings…something about extending the allowed building height. 
With an upward glance, Alverlee muttered, “Unbelievable. I’d better nip that mistake.” 
As his brother strode off to rejoin them, Devron stretched muscles that had stiffened while he’d lain in motionless concentration. He bent to stretch his hamstrings, then twisted his torso, which brought his gaze to an approaching figure. 
Fairlynn ascended the rough-hewn road from the original settlement. Her cane glistened with silvery and coppery hues. If one must use a cane, at least it should be beautiful. Two years had passed since she’d broken her hip, but though the medic former had knit the bone as best he could—well, nerves were hard to tame, after all. She would never be free of pain if that hip must bear her full weight. Not that a weak joint could hinder her kindness. Though she was Alverlee’s wife, she stopped first to offer a jar of tea to Devron from the food basket she carried, for she never overlooked her bachelor brother-in-law.
He accepted it with a grateful smile and drank deep. She was no former, but as a streamer, she understood in part. Not what it meant to shift solid matter, but she knew that it took effort, just as it did for her to divert the waters to her will. 
“You’ve finished another, haven’t you?” Fairlynn asked. 
He pointed to it in the dark, crystal-studded ceiling of the cavern. Most were dingy conglomerations, but the crystals he’d polished—they glowed like tiny suns. “That one, just now.”
She squinted upward. “You prove our hopes yet again, Dev. Someday this chamber will be as bright as Welcia above.” She handed him a pouch of dried fruit for a snack, then walked on to her husband. 
What joy that would be—full daylight in this huge chamber. Still dim for now, but the sun’s rays streamed through more than a dozen shafts. He could feel their obelisks rising a few feet above the distant surface, where the ground met the sky—a void he couldn’t sense. Most of the peaks were only a few feet tall, but enough to capture sunlight for the belowground settlement of Jourendia. He and his brother had formed moon shafts, too. A rather different accomplishment, for they tracked the kingdom’s official calendar rather than illuminating. 
Devron tossed a handful of dried cherries and grapes from the pouch into his mouth and stretched his legs with a brisk walk around the planned town square. A small band practiced for the upcoming celebration. How different their instruments sounded in this vast cavern. 
Their leader jogged over to meet him. After greeting Devron, she said, “One of our songwriters has an idea for the traditional half year anthem. In fact, a welcome of first light on the small moon’s marker.” She raised her brows with a hint of uncertainty. “But of course, we wouldn’t want it to be awkward…”
“Ah, you’re wondering if it’s really going to light up.” Fair question, for his and Alverlee’s first attempt had failed. “I’m as certain as I can be before the shaft is proven.”
She snapped a definitive nod. “We’ll be ready.”  
Devron walked on as she hurried back to her musicians. Funny how the half year markers symbolized status—as though a city wasn’t real until it had them. He munched another handful of dried fruit. That told him the season as well as moonlight on a marker since fresh fruit had not come through the tunnels in at least a month. By the sound of distant brays and clopping, a team of burros must be pulling another string of bins along the in-bound rail. Devron had helped to polish that rail back when his father was still alive. A dark job, that had been, carrying their light with them. Well worth the struggle, though. After widening the rough tunnel, leveling the floor, and installing the first transport rail, the small band of expansion settlers his father led had finally reached the lower cavern. How they had stared at its single natural crystal shaft, which gave them faint light from aboveground. 
Devron smiled at the memory. They hadn’t even known what day it was, but they’d celebrated Savoring Day all through the next passage of the sun over that dim crystal. The bond he and Alverlee had shared with their father still felt near when Devron drew this treasured recalling to mind. 
Clatters and thumps commenced down the slope at the terminal station with its offloading pulleys and cranes. Devron paused for a moment, watching through the distant arch to the settlement as workers converged to haul goods. Probably more food for storage. Hopefully, some soil too. Now that the gem deposits had been tapped, it seemed a new family arrived every day. Plenty of rock here to build more houses, but soil for the rooftop gardens—that was harder to come by. 
A salty breeze bore the ocean’s scent through a distant gap. Invigorating. Devron resumed his energetic stride and returned to his chair, which he folded with a simple twist of its mechanism. He slung it over his shoulder and strode off to find a good viewing angle for the next shaft he wanted to work. A narrow light beam lay across one of the clock markings polished high on the eastern cavern wall. The afternoon was half gone, but enough time remained to carve a rudimentary matrix into the crystal. 
He settled into his chair and examined a vein of raw quartz. Nature had been scanty, as it often was, so Alverlee had drawn more rough quartz to fill in the gaps. Devron studied it with his forming sense, determining the number of planes needed and their distance. He coaxed bonds to relax, letting rock behave almost as a liquid, and then relock their minuscule grains into the plane he asked of them. He began at the top, forming only the primary planes. A former above would find his pattern after the holiday and begin polishing out the cloudy material between the upper planes. 
That would suffice for now. Devron stood to go and check the drawings before he designed the spreader facets. Usually, the location made little difference, but best to know if a low spot was planned between the three-story buildings that would someday be constructed. The mayor, architect, and various craft chiefs were still conferring around the drawings, his brother among them. 
Alverlee jerked his head up and backstepped into a quick turn, his profile set in steady concentration. 
Odd. Was he checking something within the surrounding stone? 
He sidestepped farther from the group, and when Devron drew near, beads of sweat stood on Alverlee’s upper lip. He snapped a soft demand. “Did you sense that?”
Sense what? Devron extended his awareness into the familiar stone in the direction that Alverlee gazed. “I think not. What am I looking for?”
Alverlee released a shuddering breath. “It was a long way off…probably beyond your range. Hard to describe. Almost like…like a thickening…more pressure within the crust itself.” He swept his eyes in a slow circle, clearly searching out the other formers at work within the cavern. 
Most showed no hint of surprise, but Bekta was striding toward them, a frown pushing her brow low. Alverlee hurried to meet her, away from the mayor’s group, and Devron kept up. 
“Did you sense that?” Alverlee demanded of Bekta, keeping his voice hushed.
“Sure did! Never felt anything like it in my life. Have you?”
Alverlee shook his head. “Any ideas of what it was?” 
She squinted toward the source, fingering her long black braid. “I can’t sense anything changing now, but I could swear the stone is denser. Off toward LourEstelle and maybe the access arches.” She shifted her tone to deference. “Not that I’ve lived this far from the arches for very long.”
“Well, I have,” Alverlee murmured, “and there’s never been any such…such a…thickening before. Can you place the location more precisely?”
She shook her head, skewing her lips. “I’ll ask around among the boarders at dinner and see who else—” She lifted a brow as Alverlee’s expression tensed.
“Do not speak of it openly.” He seemed to force a pause, then resumed his natural calm. “Just tell me if any formers mention it to you. I’ll not have this rumored around to spark fear in the non-formers. Especially with tomorrow’s travel to Crysalan for Gifting Day.”
Devron marveled at the change in Alverlee. Shaking and sweating one minute, firm confidence the next. How did he do it?
“But is it wise to travel?” Bekta asked. “What if it was a shift?”
“It didn’t feel like that to me.”
Her eyes rounded. “Have you actually felt a shift before?”
“We lived near the Weslin mines when I was young,” Alverlee said. “I certainly felt that one.”
Creeping chills wormed around Devron’s collarbone—just as they had on that horrible day. He had only been a lad of five. Not gifted yet, but even he remembered the collapse that killed eleven miners. A friend’s heart-shattering sobs had rocked his world, for her father was among those lost. The first true fear to ever spike through his young mind—might his father die? Even after all these years, dread still sank claws—still tightened his breath. His friend’s tear-stained face now mirrored sweet little Perrie’s. No! She was too young for such fears. 
Bekta voiced the question that ever lingered around that long-ago tragedy. “I’ve always wished there was someone I could ask.” Her brows drew up at the center. “Was it possible that a former caused that shift?”
Alverlee gave his standard answer. “I wasn’t trained yet, but my father told us that none of the formers knew of the fault before the shift. It’s true that a former sheared down a fresh drop of ore a few hours earlier, but that doesn’t mean she caused the shift. Since she died with the miners, she couldn’t have been aware of any risk of collapse.” His teaching cadence laced his words. “We formers bear heavy responsibility. The safety of Dirklan rests upon us, but we are only responsible for what we can know and what we can do. Just as streamers do not make rivers flow, nor wind weavers control all weather, so formers do not control the entire crust of the planet. Only as much as Ellincreo has gifted to each of us.”
Bekta accorded him the steady regard of a student attending to a master. Alverlee always had that presence about him. 
“As for this thickening…” Alverlee tilted his head toward Devron. “The Crysalan chambers are within Devron’s range, but he didn’t sense any change. It must have been well beyond that. Too far off to trouble us here in Jourendia. In any case, I’ll learn more when I reach Crysalan tomorrow. I will speak of it here when I have knowledge instead of guesses.”
Bekta still looked shaken, but she dipped her head. “As you instruct, Chief Former.” She returned to whatever had occupied her earlier, as Alverlee swept a gaze around the formers again. 
Fairlynn approached from the fountain shaft, hewn a month ago. “Are you ready to head home, dear?”
Her sweet voice relaxed Alverlee’s face as always. “I’m ready the moment you are.” He took the basket from her and offered his arm, which she accepted, slipping her hand into the crook. A habit they had begun when she was injured. No longer necessary, but natural now. 
Devron collected his folding chair and followed their stroll down the slope. A comfort to see his brother content in marriage this time. The way their heads tilted together in conversation…that fond gesture was never used in Alverlee’s first marriage. Not in all seventeen years of it.
Devron caught up to them by the time they reached the house his father had built. Narrow and three stories tall, like all the houses constructed when Jourendia was only a settlement. By typical inheritance, it had passed to Alverlee and would eventually pass to his son, Kevenor, whose family resided on the upper floors. 
Alverlee turned to Devron. “Join us for breakfast tomorrow.” 
Half invitation, half statement of the obvious, for the first meal began the holiday and they would journey together on the morrow. “Of course. Pleasant night.” 
“Pleasant night,” the couple responded in unison as they opened their door.
Devron continued down the gradual slope of the thoroughfare toward the lake. As always, a dense murmur emanated from the short tunnel—endless ripples echoing around the circular lake chamber. One of several local waters that Fairlynn and the other streamers tended daily, though this one provided food rather than drink.
Devron neared his own abode, which he and his father had built when Devron approached manhood. Of average size, but bigger than he needed. His vague intent to marry had not survived the limited number of women or the strife that plagued his brother’s first marriage. 
He took a moment to slide his hand over the teal sheen he’d crafted upon his alloy door, then pushed it open and passed under the supporting arch into his welcome room. He propped his chair in the alcove beside the door. In the dim light filtering through the front windows, he turned the knob on the wall-mounted magnery lamp. 
The glow intensified, revealing his couch and two chairs with matching blue cushions. When had they become so flat? He ran his fingers over the intricate relief work around the edge of his pedestal table. At least time couldn’t damage his stone art. Two decades. Had anything changed here? A staircase climbed along the side wall, and shelves along the other held trinkets he sometimes fashioned for sale. What would the room look like if he had a wife? 
Odd thought. Was this what happened when bachelors reached their fortieth year? 
Devron crossed to the broad archway leading into the kitchen, opened his slow oven, and checked the meat. Not quite done—perfect timing. He stirred vegetables into the juices and closed it up again. Simple fare, but the savory scent made his mouth water. Besides, he always got a fine meal on the weekly Family Day in his brother’s home. A bit noisy, but Alverlee’s grandchildren were a blessing, after all. A wry smile twisted his lip. A blessing he preferred from a distance. 
Alverlee, with his easy charm, was welcome to the little horde. He could as readily quiet dinner table racket as he could sway the city council, even now that it was filling with newcomers. Which made his reaction earlier…strange…if not downright unnerving. 
Devron set out dishes, his mind still circling the perplexing event. What could have caused it? Rock did not suddenly change on its own. Streamers and wind weavers spoke of pressure variations, but formers—never. Yes, a former could discern that the pressure under Mount Estelle was greater than here, but the balance never changed.
Puzzling, yet what could be done about it? That was always the dilemma, but at least it wasn’t his problem. He just had to make sure nothing fell from the ceiling while he polished crystals. And though he could feel every move when stone was harvested for construction or mining, it was up to Alverlee to approve excavations. 
He’d been the perfect choice to lead Jourendia’s segment of the Formers’ Guild when their father died. His range was longer than Devron’s, and he was a competent planner. Good looking too. The tallest of the brothers, with hair so black it shone, unlike Devron’s dusky brown. Looks didn’t matter, but they didn’t hurt, either. His calm tongue mattered far more. The non-gifted couldn’t tell a good former from a poor one, so they needed to hear confidence from the person they relied on. Alverlee’s charisma was something Devron could never offer. Even if Alverlee erred in hiding this strange thickening event, he could make a convincing explanation for it later. 
Devron let out a rueful snort as he found himself in the workshop behind his kitchen. Alverlee never got so lost in his thoughts that he went from one room to the next without realizing it. As always, this was the natural path of Devron’s feet when his mind wandered. A place where no one’s safety relied on him. He swept his loving gaze over metal arts in progress. His preferred form of children. This kind never bickered. 
The music disc drew him. The alloy had been cast as a thin, shallow dome and mounted to the sounding board of imported wood. He tapped his knuckles against the metal. After an evening of polishing, the hollow dong now rang on key. 
He perched on a low stool and began shaping the first strike pad, occasionally snapping a tuning fork and pressing it to the pad’s anchor. Polishing an object so near—almost in his lap—was more like caressing it into shape. He formed and tapped until the note rang so true that the tuning fork caught the vibration and echoed it. 
The pure tone relaxed him. How could a single chime be so beautiful? And only the beginning. He would fashion the metal to sound fifteen perfect notes, but he couldn’t play music. Others would strike melodies from the disc to echo the myriad turnings of life. Adventure, longing, birth, mourning, love, joy, and countless others. The fulfillment of Ellincreo’s desire, to be sure. These gifts he’d bestowed were never meant for his children to create in isolation. Only when they created together, did persistent beauty arise. 
Devron’s stomach growled, and he stood, giving the music disc one last look. It altered before his eyes! What was this that he saw? Separate panels sliding to overlap and open. No. Not possible! He squeezed his eyes tight and groped the disc to confirm its form. Still solid. He dared another look, his vision once again confirming its real shape. 
He panted as his chest heaved. How disturbing! Of course, he always visualized what he would make before beginning work. But never did internal images seem to take on physical form. He rubbed his eyes, then raked his hair. What could this mean? The design of a new instrument? No. Whatever it was had been silent. If anything, it would groan with friction. A mechanism for some purpose? Not that, either. The need came first, then he designed a device to fill that need. 
He tried to recapture the image enough to study it in memory…but all he saw was his brother’s face. The way he’d startled. His anxious frown as he stared toward the distant avenue into their land. The only access point into the belowground domain of Dirklan.






  
  Chapter 2
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When light was still golden from the sun’s slant, Devron let himself through his brother’s aqua-tinted door. Fairlynn’s choice of color, for she had declared the pinkish-red of earlier years to be stressful. 
“Uncle Dev!” Perrie shouted the instant he entered. At only four, she couldn’t keep her eyes from the large travel bag he set beside the door. The way her lips pinched, she must have been warned not to ask about gifts. She grabbed his hand and tugged. “Breakfast is ready, and the travel cakes smell sooo good. Papa-Lee seasoned them from his special spice jar as his gift to the family.” She dragged Devron toward the long table, which extended from the kitchen into the welcome room. 
Colorful napkins were loosely tied around painted eggs in the center of each plate. Likely, there would be no traditional passing of them, for Devron could already feel the hurry. Quick motions. Banging pans. Voices crossing over each other, hardly making sense.
“Kevenor?” Crilla called to her husband, even as he ran down the stairs. Before he could answer, she commanded her eldest son, “Tebber, get your brother out from under my feet.”
“Why do I gotta tend him?”
“Do it!” Kevenor said. “Perrie, go help.” He paused at the bottom of the staircase and joined his father in welcoming Devron. “A joyous day to you, Uncle Dev.”
Alverlee lowered his voice. “Have you heard anything among the formers?” 
“I haven’t talked with any since we parted yesterday.” Devron met Kevenor’s intent look. “Did you sense it?”
“Not really. Something weird, but so faint I assumed it must be a big ore drop a long way off.” He hurried to his wife, for Crilla had demanded him again.
“Bekta stopped by late to tell me that no one else has mentioned it.” Alverlee cocked a wry look toward the noisy kitchen. “There’s enough fuss here already, so we’re not speaking of it during the celebration.”
Crilla threw her apron aside. “Father Alverlee, start the greetings please. Fairlynn, this is no time to slip away.”
“We can wait for Mother Fairlynn,” Kevenor said. Not exactly a correction of his wife, whose pitch had grown shrill, but close. He bent to pick up his youngest son, who had dragged himself upright against the legs of his high stool and was banging it against the table. 
Fairlynn returned from her and Alverlee’s bedroom beyond the kitchen, her hands behind her back. She cast a smiling glance to the children, who were on high alert for special treats.
Alverlee began the traditional greeting. “I offer thanks for the gift of my brother’s presence at my table.”
Devron responded with, “I offer thanks for the cheery welcome in Fairlynn’s eyes.” 
They continued around, each person offering thanks for some small gift within another family member. 
When it reached Devron’s nephew, Kevenor spoke over the baby talk. “I’m thankful that Jojo is so hearty, and I’m sure all his babbling is thanks to his mother for preparing the first meal of Gifting Day.”
Crilla, still in motion throughout the tradition, set the last plate of skilletbread on the table. “I offer thanks for the gift of a home in Father’s house, and also thank Great Papa and Great Mama, who first made this house a home and passed it down to Father Alverlee.” She pulled her chair out. “Tebber, stop poking your sister.”
Alverlee concluded the greetings. “Let us break our fast in family’s peace.” He took his place at the head of the table. A good thing, for it was clear Crilla would sit down before the elders of the family if he didn’t hurry it up.
At the opposite end of the table, Fairlynn whisked a jar from behind her back as she sat. She lifted it high. “Skyberry sauce from the Vinelands of Welcia for everyone’s skilletbread.”
Perrie clapped and squealed, “Another gift!”
“Do you have to be so shrieky over gifts?” Tebber grumbled.
“Better the sound of joy than grumping.” Kevenor’s patience seemed to be slipping. “I expect to hear thanks if you plan to taste any of Mama-Lynn’s gift.”
Fairlynn pried the lid, and it released with a satisfying pop. She set it by Crilla’s plate, then began cutting the puffy skilletbread into wedges.
Perrie, seated on Devron’s left, pointed to the hard-boiled egg he took from his napkin. “I painted that one for you. I made it dark like the cavern roof, and the silver dots are for the crystals because Papa-Lee says you’re the one who makes them sparkle.”
“Ah, yes, they look just like the crystal shafts, my little artist. Now let’s see if I’m strong enough to peel stone.”
He tapped it on the table as Perrie giggled. “It’s not real stone, Uncle Dev.”
“Stop chattering and eat,” Crilla ordered.
She meant Perrie, of course, but Devron felt equally silenced. Not that he would be able to say much with the children so excited. Who could blame them? Gifting Day might be tomorrow but travel always extended the holiday into two days of gifts. He accepted thin slices of cave duck from his nephew and enjoyed them before moving on to skilletbread and Fairlynn’s gift.
Perrie, her mouth now sticky with skyberry sauce and breadcrumbs, chirped, “May I start the questions?”
Her mother sighed aloud. “Be quick about it.” 
“Papa-Lee, why do we celebrate Gifting Day?” 
“To thank Ellincreo, the first and always gift-giver.”
“Why do we—
“It’s my turn!” Tebber snapped. “Why do we give gifts to each other, Mama-Lynn?”
She answered sweetly slow. “To remind ourselves that the gifts we receive from Ellincreo let us create gifts for others.”
“I’ll ask Jojo’s question,” Tebber said, apparently more intent on getting to the next question than on considering the answers. “What gifts—” 
“You asked all the questions last year,” Perrie whined. “I should get to—”
Crilla splayed a hand ceilingward, and Kevenor said, “No arguing. Uncle Dev, will you tell Jojo the three substance gifts that Ellincreo gives to his children?”
Devron took his cue and recited the words with the solemn honor they deserved. “He gives formers—to fashion stone so we may build. He gives streamers—to channel the waters so all may drink and grow. He gives wind weavers—to freshen the air for all who breathe through his gift of life.”
Crilla began the closing, and they joined her in unison. “We humbly accept the gifts Ellincreo bestowed upon us, and in gratitude, we use our gifts for others.”
“But I had another question,” Perrie murmured, her lower lip sneaking forward. She, at least, knew that this tradition shouldn’t be rushed. 
Her mother smiled, tight though it was. “Remember, we have long travel ahead of us and time for the rest of the questions when we have dinner with your other grandparents tonight.”
“Not the regular questions,” Perrie said. “A different one.”
“What is it, dear?” Fairlynn asked in her gentle way.
“Well, Tebber says not everyone gets a gift, and Ellincreo probably won’t make me a former, or a streamer, or even a wind weaver. So, then what?”
Under his father’s narrowed gaze, Tebber squirmed and snorted an unrepentant laugh. “I was just teasing.” 
Kevenor pinned his erring son with a stern glare. “No one can predict what gifts Ellincreo will bestow on anyone.”
Alverlee responded to Perrie. “There are far more than just the three substance gifts.” 
Her eyes rounded. “What are the others?”
“They are called the life gifts, and there are many.” Alverlee tapped the side of his jaw as he thought. “Like the mayor, for instance. He cannot form, stream, or weave, but he was elected because he is gifted at organizing the community.” 
“And he has a loud voice,” Tebber said.
“That, too.” Alverlee rested his gaze on Fairlynn. “And then there are the really important gifts, like a smile. Like your Mama-Lynn has. Don’t you just always know that she loves you, Perrie, when she smiles at you?”
“I do!”
Fairlynn’s eyes squeezed almost shut as she rested them on her husband.
“Speaking of gifts…” Devron pushed his chair back. 
A sigh escaped Crilla, though she managed to keep her voice soft. “Could they perhaps wait? We have two entire days for gifts.”
Devron went to pull them from his travel bag as the children whined with the politest begging they could achieve. He returned with gifts, saying to Crilla, “You might consider these a gift of ease for you as we journey.” To Perrie, he handed a highly polished, quartz tablet with a dozen colored pastels tied in a cloth. “You may practice your gift of art on this and wipe it clean whenever you want to start a new picture.” 
She accepted it breathlessly. “Oh, thank you, Uncle Dev!”
He turned to Tebber. “This may look like plain jet, but it hides three forms and a secret.”
By his narrowed eyes, Tebber was already searching for joints in the design Devron had etched over the ebony cylinder. “A puzzle tower! Thanks, Uncle Dev.”
Jojo twisted to avoid having his face wiped as Devron handed over a stuffed doll. “And you, young Joachin, I must still shop for until you can be trusted with stone or metal.”
The boy clutched the offering and blabbered random sounds. 
“You are most welcome,” Devron replied. 
Crilla produced an appreciative twist of her lips. “Your uncle blessed you with gifts for the trip. Put them in your bags, children. The sooner the dishes are cleaned, the sooner you can play with them.” She got everyone moving again, which meant they left the house in the next few minutes. 
Time to deal with the worry on his and Alverlee’s minds.

      [image: ]After a short walk to the rail terminal, Devron, Alverlee, and Fairlynn settled onto padded seats in the first of the two carriages that would transport the family along the outbound rail. Kevenor’s tribe climbed into the next carriage. The boost wheel gave them a push, and soon they hooked into the chain of conveyances kept moving by burros yoked alongside at intervals. 
“A few hours of peace, now.” Alverlee looked to his wife beside him. “You are the most forgiving woman in all of Welcia.”
Fairlynn arched her brow. “Ah, well, Crilla sees us daily but only gets to visit her parents and other family a few times a year. I understand why she wants to set out as soon as may be.”
He made a sound in his throat. “That doesn’t excuse her rudeness while she hurries, but I suppose I’m glad that you hold back the words she deserves to hear, for they would only add fuel to the strife.”
“Indeed, they would do nothing more than that in one who does not wish to hear.” 
Opposite them, Devron leaned deeper into the cushions of the broad seat. At least Alverlee was aware of the strain and honored Fairlynn for her patience. And though Devron wasn’t the target of Crilla’s ire, somehow it eased him that they spoke of it. He set his awareness to the grooved rail beneath them and the fitting that glided along it with no more friction than ice. Not that they had ice in Dirklan, but he’d discovered its properties during his training aboveground. The very thing that had convinced him to become a polisher, though he could have used his skills for much larger building projects.
Alverlee interrupted his thoughts. “Are you polishing?”
“No, the rails are in good shape.”
“Oh, you two!” Fairlynn shook her head in mock scolding, and the carriage lanterns revealed gold streaks shifting in her dark hair. “Even if it weren’t a holiday, this is Family Day and tomorrow is Savoring Day. Aren’t the six workdays between enough for you?”
“Well, we needn’t form,” Alverlee said. “I just want to check the arch of the tunnel as we travel. And as for the floor…” He glanced at Devron. “If the rails are unflawed, we’ll know nothing moved.”
Fairlynn tsked. “Alver, you told me there was nothing to worry about.”
He took her hand. “I did, my dear. And I intend to confirm that is irrefutably true.” He continued teasing counter-assurances until she laughed.
None of which fooled Devron, who stretched his awareness along the rail from every stop to the next. Tedious, but Fairlynn had brought a book to share, and her fine reading voice sweetened their travels between mining settlements until, at last, they arrived at the first of Crysalan’s sprawling caverns. 
When his brother’s eyes turned to him in silent question, Devron replied, “Smooth as ever. I checked the gear wheels, too, when we crossed the river. All aligned.”
“The same overhead.” Alverlee released a tight breath. “I’ll find the chief former from LourEstelle and see what he has to say.”
His chipper voice didn’t fool Devron. Even with their tunnel proven flawless, Alverlee still worried. 
The two men stepped from the carriage onto the platform first, then supported Fairlynn as she climbed out. Her hip was usually stiff after sitting for a long time. Devron handed her cane to her as Alverlee shouldered his and her travel bags, only letting Fairlynn carry their half-empty food basket. They waved goodbye to Kevenor’s family, who were continuing to a chamber on the opposite side of Crysalan. Crilla’s kin always took rooms on that side, since it was nearer to LourEstelle, where most of them lived. 
The trio strolled the crowded avenue into an adjoining chamber, wholly occupied by an inn and its hot springs. One wall sparkled with crystalized deposits under cascading streams. They yielded a continuous supply of mineral waters, which the proprietors included in their signature soaps, lotions, and salves. Fairlynn loved this place, but Devron caught her sudden frown at Alverlee, who had paused outside the inn’s double doors, his gaze distant. 
She tugged his arm. “What is it, dear?”
“Why don’t you and Devron get settled into our rooms. Take a dip if you like.” He passed the bags he carried to Devron. “I see a former I want to talk with.”
Struggling with three bags, Devron had no time to question before Alverlee was striding along the avenue again. How was he supposed to hide his concern when—
“Well!” Fairlynn stared at her husband’s departing back. “Nothing to worry about, he says!”
“Mm. Maybe we should keep it…uh…wait to talk about it until he comes back.”
“We can try.” She entered the inn’s reception area. “But I’m pretty certain I’ve already overheard scraps of it from people we passed on this short walk.”
They took a suite with two bedrooms and a small sitting room that provided access directly to the spa pools. The moment they entered it, Fairlynn began digging through her bag. “I’m all for taking a soak now.” She pulled out her pale blue bathing dress, which wasn’t much of a dress at all. “The spa doesn’t look too busy, and it likely will be after tomorrow’s Gifting Day ceremony. And who knows whether the gifted will be summoned into some nonsense meeting.”
“Just give me a minute to change.”
“You don’t have to if you’d rather not, you know. I can take my cane, and that will prompt some kind soul to help me up from a pool.”
Devron paused in the doorway of his bedroom and grinned at her, shaking his head. “I’ll be right out.” As though he’d desert her when Alverlee wasn’t on hand. He doffed his travel clothes, tied on bathing shorts, and got back to the sitting room quicker than Fairlynn so he could offer her his arm. 
“Thanks, Dev.” She slipped her hand into the crook. “I really hate to take the cane Alverlee made for me out there. The mineral waters stain, and such a nuisance it is to get the shine back.” They descended a curving path, and she pointed. “Let’s use this pool with the streamer couple in it.”
Likely, she felt their gift, for it matched hers. The moving water was Devron’s only clue. They stilled the motion as Devron helped Fairlynn step in. 
“Streamers, in truth,” the young woman said, “but we’re not a couple. At least not the married sort. I’m Olanni, and this kid is Talmarq.”
The young man smirked, forming creases in his short golden-brown beard. “You’ll still be calling me a kid if we live to be eighty.” He allowed her no time to reply. “We’re from Mount Maundette, here for our training. I just arrived a couple weeks ago, but aged Olanni there is almost done.” 
That explained his brown skin and faded hair. Sun-baked. Devron eased himself lower into the water, inhaling the exotic mineral scent of moisture-laden air. 
Fairlynn offered them a kind welcome and ended her introduction with “…and this is my brother-in-law, Devron.” 
“Do I sense a former?” Talmarq asked.
Ah, this one had high sensitivity. “As you say. So if we’re going to get a massage with this glorious heat, it’s up to you three.”
They all joined in and set the water to frothing while they relaxed with their shoulders cradled in the grooved edges of the pool. 
Olanni stretched her legs to the center, letting her toes float. “I’m going to miss these hot springs when I go back home.” Her hair spread around her, with the brown to blond ombre look of one who’d lived years aboveground before spending several months below. “What’s this hush-hush that has all the formers nearly bumping their heads together?” 
Ugh. Devron hoped Fairlynn would answer. She was married to the chief former, after all, and could speak on his behalf. But she just looked at Devron. Well, he was a former. No getting out of it, despite having nothing to say. “You might know more than we do. We’ve just arrived from Jourendia. Whatever occurred was so distant that only two of our formers sensed it.”
Talmarq’s brows shot up. “Wow. Jourendia? It was even felt that far away?”
“Only the faintest hint. No movement occurred between here and there. My brother, Alverlee, is the chief former of our city, and we checked the tunnel on our way here. All is well.” He hoped that was the right approach. Alverlee would want to keep alarm down. 
“In any event, we’re well met,” Olanni said. “Talmarq has a commission from the king and queen. I’m coming along to Jourendia to make sure he does it right.”
Talmarq groaned and rolled his eyes to the cavern ceiling. “Must you?” She chuckled but left him to explain. “It came up in a joint assembly of the three substance guilds. I was lucky enough to arrive in Regissa Province in time to attend. Yes, King Tandorad and Queen Dizelle were in attendance, and I got to meet them, but it’s not like they gave me a direct commission.”
“Was the crown prince there?” Devron asked.
“No, but Prince Queltin was. I thought he was titled Judge Queltin now, so I managed to stumble over that.”
Fairlynn shrugged dismissively. “He only uses the title of Judge in matters of law. What is the commission you spoke of?”
“It just came up because some formers were talking about new light shafts on the high ground above the harbor.”
Devron exchanged a grin with Fairlynn. She extended her hand toward him. “Here is the polisher who lets the sunlight through those shafts.”
Talmarq’s blond brows rose again. “It’s like our meeting is providence or something. The chief streamers at that guild assembly assigned me a training task. I’m to update the level map for the environs of Jourendia. Mostly underground rivers, of course, but I’m also to confirm with the formers where the cavern boundaries lie and any deposits you are mining.”
“Don’t be modest, Talmarq,” Olanni prodded. “Tell them the hard part.”
He glanced down, and the corners of his mouth pinched. “I’m supposed to try to feel for the harbor water from within Jourendia.”
Devron remembered challenges of his own early days. “It wouldn’t be training if they didn’t assign a goal to stretch for. That’s where you’ll find the most exciting discoveries.” He considered for only a second. “You should stay with me instead of at the overcrowded boarding house. I have two empty bedrooms, and I live near the lake cavern, which is the part of Jourendia that extends under the harbor.”
Olanni blew out a slow breath. “I’ve heard as much but…few believe it. How would you dare live there if it’s really under the harbor?”
“The same reason that the cliffs stand firm against the ocean—ipenrock. You know what that name derives from, don’t you?”
“Impenetrable rock,” Talmarq answered slowly.
“Exactly. The very fact that the peninsula and harbor have resisted the ocean current for eons proves that we are safe in Jourendia.”
They both looked skeptical, and Fairlynn offered a soothing explanation. “The lake chamber isn’t under the entire harbor. It’s near the cliffs. I saw the area from above when I went up for my training. That area isn’t as deep as the port or the rest of the harbor.”
“It’s still an awful lot of water!” Olanni sent a spurt up between their feet and let it plop. “If it did break through, wouldn’t it flood all of Jourendia?”
“No,” Devron answered. “You’ll understand when you see it. The original settlement sits higher than the lake’s surface, and the new expansion is higher yet. Beyond the settlement, a labyrinth of crevices descends into the depths of the planet crust. The wind weavers call them endless.”
Talmarq rolled onto his chest and then to his back again. “None of the gifted can reach farther than a wind weaver. If they call a channel endless, so will I. But could channels drain off even the top foot of an ocean?”
Typical. “That’s not in question. Streamers think in terms of continuous motion. Formers understand the immovable. The very weight of the water compresses the chamber’s roof. Even if a crack formed, which is hard to imagine, we would get nothing more than slow seepage. The lake’s natural drainage could easily handle it. The chamber is shaped rather like an egg, and yes, I can feel the distribution of pressure through every inch of the structure. It is not moving. Ever. If people do not fear living under the pressure of Mount Estelle, it seems absurd to fear the harbor’s pressure.”






  
  Chapter 3
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Sated with luxurious warmth, Fairlynn rose from the pool, needing little aid from Devron. Ah, there was Alverlee coming down the path—finally. She squeezed water from her hair, while he grabbed a towel for her from a nearby stack. “What a shame that you’re too late for a soak, but at least I can introduce Olanni and Talmarq. They are streamers here for training and on their way to Jourendia next.” She wrapped the towel around her head. “This is my husband, Alverlee, who as Devron mentioned, is our chief former.” 
He said all that was proper, for he was ever smooth, but Fairlynn noticed what they would not. There was something subdued about him. She almost abandoned her next intention, but that wouldn’t do. With the greetings exchanged, she turned to the young streamers. “Since you have no family in Crysalan, we would be delighted to welcome you to our table in the dining room. There are just the three of us tonight, since we must share our children with extended family.”
They accepted, of course, as they dried off.
Now to find out what was going on. Fairlynn turned for their suite and soon faced Alverlee in the sitting room as Devron closed the glazed door. “What’s wrong, dear? What did you learn?”
“Nothing of importance.”
She slid her hand into his and gave it a squeeze. “Don’t try to hide things from me.”
His mouth made a rueful twist. “But I really don’t know anything useful. Local formers felt it here, but all place it nearer to LourEstelle. The same with visiting formers. Some have called it a heave, but the term thickening is preferred, for no one has actually detected where this so-called heave was.” He shifted his gaze between her and Devron. “The Crysalan formers tried to downplay it, but with visitors converging for the holiday, that isn’t working. Too many non-formers know. If they cannot get answers, they speculate.” 
“What do the formers from LourEstelle say?” Devron asked.
“That’s the problem. They’re not here. Hardly anyone came from LourEstelle. What we’re told is that they are checking every mine—active or abandoned—for signs of any movement.”
“That is a lot of mines,” Devron murmured. “A lot of tunnels.”
Why were they frowning over this? “But that is wise, is it not?” Fairlynn asked.
“It is, my love, but that also means they don’t have a single location where they can identify exactly what happened. I doubt we’ll get to see Charodee on this trip.”
Sad. Fairlynn felt a little more like a true stepmother with Charodee, since the girl hadn’t been quite grown up when she’d married Alverlee. They shared a closeness unknown with Kevenor, or especially with Crilla. “Well, that’s too bad, but I see why. If her husband is checking mines all through the holiday, she’s bound to stay home so he can have at least a little time with their children on Gifting Day. But I’m sorry you don’t get to see your daughter.”
“I will soon, I’m sure. It’s already decided that we formers are not assembling the full guild tomorrow. Instead, we’ll convene a special meeting on sixth workday. By then, we should have complete information from LourEstelle. Hopefully, just an all’s-well. In the meantime, we can enjoy our celebration as planned.” His smile looked forced. 
“Hm. Here I am, married to a former, and you still all mystify me. You spend your gift coaxing rock to move. Then, when a little of it moves without your command, you act like something horrible has happened.”
Devron laughed. “Spoken like a streamer.” He turned to Alverlee. “She has a point. The immobile bedrock, which we have charge of, has now been still for a full day after its little twitch. There is really nothing we can do. I, for one, am not going to stare at its stillness and command it to be still.” 
Finally, Alverlee relaxed enough to chuckle. “I admit, that particular madness would give everyone else good reason to be nervous. Ah, my dear, you are shivering. Let’s don our festive clothes. I suppose we should get to the dining room before our guests.”
In their room, Fairlynn scrunched her hair, asked the water to leave it in haste, then let it fall into long waves. She checked the back with a hand mirror. Perfect. Nothing like the mineral water here for holding a soft curl. She slipped her best gown over her head. Azure, for streamers wore blue to this celebration. She fluffed her double-layered skirt before the full-length mirror, long and full in the back and tapering to just below the knee in front. 
Alverlee stepped behind her to fasten the clasp of her gold necklace. “No matter how many gems I add, it barely hints at how precious you are.” 
She leaned back against him, answering his compliment with a caress. Multicolored jewels glittered from the gold, resting cool against her chest and following the scoop of her bodice. He’d added a new gemstone to the broad necklace, as he did each Gifting Day, rearranging them to give it a fresh look. 
She touched the new center stone. “Ah, a hint of violet in that sapphire. Lovely contrast between the tinted diamonds.” 
He bent his head to kiss her hair, then side-stepped enough to view them both in the mirror. So handsome in his crisp slate-gray shirt. Ebony buttons closed it to the waist in the front, where it split to form long tails in the back. He had worn this color for celebrations ever since they’d married. Because it set off her blue, he had once told her. 
So many memories surfaced here where they’d first met. He’d worn brown on that Gifting Day. A widower bringing his teenage daughter to Crysalan for the holiday, while his grown son was aboveground for training. A waiter had seated them together, since Fairlynn, being unwed, was often asked to fill social gaps. Her nearest friend—who always included her in family events—had huffed, but Fairlynn didn’t mind. She’d met people from different settlements that way, which was fun. And when Charodee had gone off with her late mother’s relations, Alverlee had not joined them. Instead, he’d spent the evening and next day wandering the gem hills and lakes of Crysalan with Fairlynn. 
She turned and reached up to rest her hands on his shoulders. “The memories of meeting here seem sweeter every year.”
“Ah, that year when we were Ellincreo’s special gift to each other.” He kissed her lips gently, then whispered, “I think we’d better wait to get any more sentimental until after dinner.”
“Quite right.” 
They found Devron waiting for them in the sitting room, proper in dusky brown, styled much like his brother’s formalwear. Their blacks and browns blended with that of the many formers as they gathered in the dining room, which wrapped two sides of the inn. Most celebrants wore shades of green today, representing the life gifts. As for substance gifts, formers prevailed in Dirklan, the kingdom’s primary source of mined wealth. Fewer were dressed in streamer’s blue, and fewer yet in the white that represented wind weavers.
A waiter seated them at a round table off to the side, the center being taken up by long tables for larger family gatherings. The homogenous drone of background chatter was already growing. As within most buildings of Crysalan, magnery lamps mounted on the walls glowed with steady light, courtesy of the spinning magnet discovery. Magnery was Fairlynn’s personal favorite of all the inventions that came from Illia.
Olanni and Talmarq soon found them at their table. Her eyes were radiant, and she showed off an opal pendant flecked with blue crystals that her fiancé had sent her. 
“Oh, lovely,” Fairlynn purred. “But how was he clever enough to get a package to you today, when you are traveling through Dirklan?”
She swept her hair back. “That part was easy. He gave it to Talmarq weeks ago.”
“We’re from the same village,” Talmarq explained, “pretty much overlooking each other’s houses as well as the rice fields.” 
“Rice?” Devron asked. “But isn’t that grown in wet flats? I thought you said you came from a mountain.” 
“We do.” Talmarq got the look of someone who had heard the same remark many times. “Have you seen any mountains other than Estelle, with her perfect cone?”
All three of them shook their heads. 
“She stands there all alone, so proudly pointing at the axis star.” He propped his elbows on the table and peaked his fingertips together, modeling Estelle’s shape. “Few mountains have this perfect form. Mount Maundette is more like…” He began spreading his hands, falling in irregular dips. “Oh, like the queen’s wide skirts when she sits on her padded stool and they mound up around her.” 
Fairlynn couldn’t help but laugh, for in her young training days, she’d thought the broad skirts of the aboveground ladies quite unfathomable. Particularly those of the queen, who dressed more elaborately than all the rest. By their droll looks, her guests understood her mirth, but Talmarq still spoke.
“No matter which side you view Mount Maundette from, it looks different. As though the sides of it cannot decide if they should descend or spread out. So, yes, we live among rice flats that step down the mountainside. Which provides plenty of work for the Streamers’ Guild, to keep flats from overfilling after rainfall, and to drain them for the harvests.” 
“And for the Wind Weavers’ Guild too,” Olanni added, “in case the rains don’t come on their own.”
Two servers set a laden tray in the middle of their table and hurried on. Talmarq pointed to rice pilaf nestled beside vegetables and the steaming feast meats. “It’s just possible that rice came from our mountain, for we export a great deal. Sharing rice here seems like a fitting way to honor the varied gifts, which we should be doing at this of all meals.”
“True, indeed.” Alverlee began the traditional blessings for the Gifting Eve meal. They joined in and then started passing food to one another. 
Something caught Talmarq’s eye, for he faced the dining room’s main entry. “If it isn’t the queen of the wind, making a dramatic late entrance.”
No doubt of who he meant. Fairlynn refused to turn and look. “Oh, please don’t call her that.” 
Devron, sitting next to Talmarq, blinked and shook his head.
“More white dove feathers in her hair than last year?” Fairlynn asked. Ugh, she needed to try harder to keep that critical tone from her voice.
“None at all in her hair,” Alverlee murmured, “and those are not dove’s feathers!”
Under cover of passing a dish to Olanni, Fairlynn turned enough to see this year’s spectacle. White feathers—immensely long—rose from Wandermae’s back and formed a fan wider than her shoulders and higher than the black locks coiled upon her head. She gave new meaning to the word ostentatious yet again. “She’ll be stabbing people with those feathers. Wherever could she have found any so long?”
They’d all focused their eyes back to their own table, and Talmarq suggested, “They could be ocean eagle feathers.”
“What is an ocean eagle?” Devron asked. 
“Huge birds that feed at sea. It’s believed they stay aloft most of their lives, except when they nest on sea cliffs to raise their young. We never see them in our province, but I’ve heard they sometimes get a preference for young livestock, rather than fish. Those birds must be hunted, of course.” Talmarq served himself from a bowl and passed it on. “Wandermae was at the joint guild assembly I told you about, so she’s been aboveground lately. She must have found someone selling those feathers in the market.” His eyes followed her again.
“Any mishaps yet?” Fairlynn asked.
He grinned. “Sorry, no. She was just seated at the head of a table, so she’s not even tickling anyone.” 
“Oh, dear.” Fairlynn sighed. “I suppose I sound like a stinging bat.” Most idiosyncrasies didn’t bother her, even the oddest. But Wandermae…such a challenge. 
Alverlee patted her hand. 
“I seem to find her everywhere,” Olanni said. “In which part of Dirklan is she the chief wind weaver?”
“All of it, for there are few wind weavers below.” Alverlee gestured around the room with his empty fork. “As you can see by the rarity of white festive wear. It’s not as though Dirklan has weather in need of a wind weaver’s guidance, so one guild chief is enough.” 
“She has such an unusual name,” Olanni murmured. 
Devron finished a sip and set his glass down. “Our father knew her parents. He told us that her mother saw a young wind weaver in the vision wall while she was pregnant. The name of Wandermae came to her in that instant. She believed it was prophetic, so when she had a girl, she gave her that name.”
Alverlee wrinkled his nose. “Visions! Could be that hearing that tale has given Wandermae such a proud tongue. I’d guess half of those so-called visions are false anyway.”
“Hers proved true,” Olanni pointed out. “Gifts cannot be known at birth, but there is no doubt that she is a wind weaver, and one with great range, as well.”
Alverlee acknowledged that with a tilt of his head, but no hint of agreement. “The Keepers of the Writ think poorly of the visions and advise that they shouldn’t be spoken of. Too many times, they’ve stirred up unneeded trouble.”
Fairlynn rhythmically stirred her tea. There was truth in her husband’s words, but Olanni was right too. Wind weavers were rare in Dirklan. Most were women, but still, was there even one chance in a thousand that a baby girl would become a wind weaver? As for trouble…that was never hard to stir if tongues set to wagging. Witness the subdued gathering tonight. Even with her back to many, Fairlynn could hear the difference. She’d celebrated Gifting Eve in this inn for many years, but tonight held one distinct difference. The noisy good cheer was missing. In no way could that be blamed on the vision wall! 
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Luminous gold—the vision wall captured Devron as it always did. He stared at it, awestruck by the outer layer. So pure that it was translucent—a mystical depth over the more ordinary golden underlayer. Even that could only be called ordinary if one could envision an entire wall of naturally occurring, purified gold. To this day, no one could explain the possibility of its existence. 
Fairlynn’s voice penetrated his abstraction. “This way, Devron.” By the way she plucked at his sleeve and spoke distinctly, he must have missed earlier words. 
The chamber, with its buzz of conversation and shuffling feet, came back into focus. He followed her between chairs on a terrace midway up the natural floor. Terracing the slope was one of few changes that had been allowed—at least, on this side of the vision wall. 
The back side was dull and ordinary rock. He knew, for he’d climbed it in his teen years. Not an approved expedition, but what young former could resist? Toeholds had made scaling the cliff easy, and he’d belly-crawled across the top to peer into the sacred chamber. Empty. He’d scooted forward and looked down on the pool—about a twenty-foot drop—and then dared to rest his hand on the smooth, inexplicable surface. Unskilled though he’d been, he had still sensed that this was unlike any other gold. 
The original explorers must have felt the same—not that they’d crawled in, like he had. A tunnel, hewn out by a long-gone river, had led them here. Their first find in the sprawling caverns, now called Crysalan. A network of intersecting crystal veins etched the ceiling. Naturally occurring. What had the discoverers thought when they first glimpsed the veins’ dim glow reflected from the golden wall? Well, he knew—after a fashion anyway. They believed they saw a vision in the gold. Later interpretations explained it as a reflection of the glowing veins, for they had not yet been polished to scatter the light. Nonetheless, the explorers’ declaration remained—the chamber was sacred, and mining its gold was forbidden.
Devron sidestepped along a wrought-iron railing that edged the straight drop to the next level. Only four chairs fit in the front row of this small tier. If age wasn’t enough to give him precedence today, his gifting was. He, Alverlee, and Fairlynn took the front seats. Kevenor could have had the other, but he entered the second row to sit beside his wife. Possibly with an additional motive to keep an eye on Tebber. The second and third rows began filling with Crilla’s extended family, engaged in debate as to whether there were enough chairs and which children were young enough to sit on laps. 
Fairlynn said, “Come and sit beside me, Perrie.” The girl beamed as she climbed into the chair, then snuggled closer when Fairlynn wrapped an arm around her.
The vast space was filling as family groups found places. The floor stepped gradually up and away from the vision wall and the pool before it. On the broad, flat rock that edged this side of the pool, musicians readied instruments at one end, while Keepers of the Writ, in deep green robes and iridescent sashes, lined up shoulder-to-shoulder. Their backs to the pool and wall, they faced the gathering with hands folded at their waists and expressions of peaceful waiting. Did they practice that look? Patience was indeed necessary, for quite some time was needed to fill the chamber with the multitude that gathered for the Gifting Day ceremony. 
Devron leaned back and let the echoing chatter subside to a distant corner of his awareness. It was fitting that Gifting Day fell on Savoring Day, but the annual celebration tended to overwhelm the restful enjoyment that should end the week. This might be his only chance to savor. To gaze upon the beauty of the world, to enjoy the results of past work, and to treasure all that was good. 
He turned his attention to the golden wall before him, which rose from the pool. A natural arch above it supported the domed ceiling, so distant that it dwarfed the mystical wall. But only in size, not in beauty. Rarely did he get a moment to savor it. He delved his forming senses into the outer layer. A truly stunning degree of perfection. A treasure of infinite value set aside in gratitude to Ellincreo. Pure. Radiant. Sublime. Awe grew into a physical ache within his chest. He didn’t mind that some doubted the visions, but if they ever gained enough sway to desecrate this jewel, his heart would bleed tears.
They were seated high enough that he could also make out the nearest of the gem hills beyond the vision wall. The discoverers had not seen those hills, for they rose in a chamber hewn to vast proportions by mining. Indeed, they were mostly quartz, the waste stone surrounding raw gold. The finest colored stones were always carried to the top, and the light shafts above them sent sparkles dancing across the hills. A splendid backdrop to the golden vision wall. 
The surface of that wall puzzled Devron in so many ways. Never had he seen any image within it. Why? Because he understood its substance too well? Did that dilute its mystical properties and render him blind to a message? Or perhaps it had no message for him. Visions were rare, after all. 
A string of chimes rang as a musician drew her striker over hanging tubes. The notes descended, rose, and fell again. A hush settled within the chamber. The keepers waited, their heads bowed. The stillness was so complete that Devron could hear the lapping of water in the spring-fed pool. A single chime sounded. The keepers lifted their heads and began the melodious chant of gratitude. Next, the chief keeper read the shortened version of the creation story, followed by the full gifting story, when Creo
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