Crystal Singer - Anne McCaffrey
Copyri ght 1982
Aut hor's Note

Crystal Singer is based on four stories originally published in Roger
El wood' s Conti nuum series. Crystal Singer is considerably expanded fromthese
stories, thanks to the technical assistance of Ron Massey, Langshot Stabl es,
Surrey. Hs long explanations and careful notes permitted ne to venture
daringly where no man had gone before.

CHAPTER 1

Killashandra listened as the words dropped with | eaden fatality into her
frozen belly. She stared at the maestro's fanous profile as his |ips opened
and shut around the words that neant the death of all her hopes and anbitions
and rendered ten years of hard work and study a waste.

The maestro finally turned to face her. The genuine regret in his
expressive eyes made him | ook ol der. The heavy singer's muscles in his jaw
rel axed sorrowfully into jows.

One day, Killashandra m ght renmenber those details. Just then, she was
too crushed by overwhel m ng defeat to be aware of nore than her terrible
personal failure.

"But...but...how could you?"

"How could | what?" the maestro asked in surprise

"How coul d you | ead me on?"

"Lead you on? But, my dear girl, | didn't."

"You did! You said -- you said all | needed was hard work. Haven't |
wor ked hard enough?"

"OfF course you have worked hard." Valdi was affronted. "My students mnust
apply thenselves. It takes years of hard work to devel op the voice, to learn
even a segnent of the outworld repertoire that nust be perforned."

"I'"ve repertoire! 1've worked hard and now -- now you tell nme |'ve no
voi ce?"

Maestro Val di sighed heavily, a mannerismthat had always irritated
Ki |  ashandra and was now i nsupportabl e. She opened her mouth to protest, but
he raised a restraining hand. The habit of four years made her pause.

"You haven't the voice to be a top-rank singer, my dear Killashandra,
but that does not preclude any of the many other responsible and
fulfilling..."

"I won't be second rank. | want -- | wanted" -- and she had the
sati sfaction of seeing himw nce at the bitterness in her voice -- "to be a
top-rank concert singer. You said | had -- "

He held up his hand again. "You have the gift of perfect pitch, your
musicality is faultless, your menory superb, your dramatic potential can't be
criticized. But there is that burr in your voice which beconmes intolerable in
the higher register. Wiile |I thought it could be trained out, nodified -- " he
shrugged his hel pl essness. He eyed her sternly. "Today's audition wth
conpletely inpartial judges proved conclusively that the flawis inherent in
the voice. This nmoment is cruel for you and not particularly pleasant for ne."
He gave her another stern |look, reacting to the rebellion in her stance. "I
make few errors in judgnent as to voice. | honestly thought | could help you.
| cannot, and it would be doubly cruel of me to encourage you further as a
sol oi st. No. You had best strengthen another facet of your potential."

"And what, in your judgnent, would that be?"

He had the grace to blink at her caustic words, then | ooked her squarely
in the eye. "You don't have the patience to teach, but you could do very well
in one of the theater arts where your synpathy with the problenms of a singer



woul d stand you in good stead. No? You are a trained synthesizer? Hmmm Too
bad, your nusical education would be a real asset there." He paused. "Well,
then, I'd recomrend you | eave the theater arts entirely. Wth your sense of
pitch, you could be a crystal tuner or an aircraft and shuttle dispatcher or

"Thank you, nmestro," she said, nmore fromforce of habit than any rea
gratitude. She gave himthe half bow his rank required and w t hdrew.

Sl amm ng the panel shut behind her, Killashandra stal ked down the
corridor, blinded by the tears she'd been too proud to shed in the nmaestro's
presence. Though she hal f wanted and hal f feared neeting a fell ow student who
woul d question her tears and comm serate with her disaster, she was
inordinately relieved to reach her study cubicle w thout having encountered
anyone. There she gave herself up to her misery, bawing into hysteria, past
choking, until she was too spent to do nore than gasp for breath.

I f her body protested the enotional excess, her mind reveled init. For
she had been abused, mi sused, m sguided, nmisdirected -- and who knows how many
of her peers had been secretly |aughing at her dreans of glorious triunphs on
the concert and opera stage? Killashandra had a generous portion of the
conceit and ego required for her chosen profession, with no | eaveni ng of
humlity: she'd felt success and stardomwere only a matter of time. Now she
cringed at the vivid menory of her self-assertiveness and arrogance. She had
approached the norning's audition with such confidence, the requisite
conmendations to continue as a solo aspirant a foregone concl usion. She
renenbered the faces of the exam ners, so pleasantly conposed; one man noddi ng
absent-nmindedly to the pulse of the test arias and lieder. She'd been
scrupulous in tenpi; they'd marked her high on that. How could they have
| ooked so -- so inpressed? So encouragi ng?

How coul d they record such verdicts agai nst her?

"The voice is unsuited to the dynam cs of opera Unpl easant burr too
audi bl e."” "A good instrument for singing with orchestra and chorus where
grating overtone will not be noticeable." "Strong choral |eader quality:
student should be positively di ssuaded from sol o work."

Unfair! Unfair! How could she be allowed to cone so far, be pernmitted to
del ude herself, only to be dashed down in the penultimte trial? And to be
of fered, as a sop, choral |eadership! How degradingly ignom nious!

From her excruciating nenories wiggled up the faces of her brothers and
sisters, taunting her for what they called "shrieking at the top of her
l ungs." Teasing her for the hours she spent on finger exercises and attenpting
to "understand" the harnonics of odd off-world nusic. Her parents had
surrendered to Killashandra's choice of profession because it was, at the
outset, financed by Fuerte's planetary educational system second, it m ght
accrue to their own standing in the comunity; and third, she had the
encour agenent of her early vocal and instrunmental teachers. Theml Was it the
i neptitude of one of those clods to which she owed the flaw in her voice?
Killashandra rolled in an agony of self-pity.

What was it Valdi had had the temerity to suggest? An allied art? A
synt hesi zer? Bah! Spending her life in nmental institutions catering to flawed
m nds because she had a flawed voice? O nmending flawed crystals to keep
i nterplanetary travel or soneone's power plant flow ng snoothly?

Then she realized her despondency was nerely self-pity and sat upright,
staring at herself in the mrror on the far wall, the mrror that had
reflected all those |long hours of study and self-perfection. Self-deception

In an instant, Killashandra shook herself free of such wall ow ng
sel f-indul gence. She | ooked around the study, a slice of a room doni nated by
the Vidifax, with its full address keyboard that interfaced with the Misic
Record Center, providing access to a gal axy's nusical output. She gl anced over
the repros of training performances -- she'd always had a lead role -- and she
knew t hat she would do best to forget the whole damed thing! If she couldn't
be at the top, to hell with theater arts! She'd be top in whatever she did or
die in the attenpt.



She stood. There was nothing for her nowin a roomthat three hours
bef ore had been the focal point of every waking nminute and all her energies.
What ever personal itenms remamined in the drawers or on the shelves, the nerit
awards on the wall, the signed hol ograms of singers she'd hoped to enulate or
excel, no longer concerned her or belonged to her

She reached for her cloak, ripped off the student badge, and flung the
garment across one shoul der. As she wheel ed around, she saw a note tacked on
t he door.

Party at Roare's to cel ebrate!

She snorted. They'd all know. Let themchortle over her downfall. She'd
not play the bravely smiling, courageous-under-adversity role tonight. O
ever.

Exit Killashandra, quietly, stage center, she thought as she ran down

the long shallow flight of steps to the mall in front of the Culture Center
Agai n, she experienced both satisfaction and regret that no one w tnessed her
departure.

Actual Iy, she couldn't have asked for a nore dramatic exit. Tonight,

t hey' d wonder what had happened. Maybe soneone woul d know. She knew that Val di
woul d never disclose their interview, he disliked failures; especially his
own, so they'd never hear about it fromhim As for the verdict of the

exam ners, at |east the exact wording handed her woul d be conputer seal ed. But
soneone woul d know that Killashandra Ree had failed her vocal finals and the
grounds for failure.

Meanwhi | e she woul d have effectively disappeared. They coul d specul ate
all they wanted -- nothing would stop themfromthat -- and they'd renenber
her when she rose to proninence in another field. Then they'd marvel that
nothing so mnor as failure could suppress her excell ence.

Such reflections consoled Killashandra all the way to her | odgi ngs.
Subsi di zed students rated dwellings -- no nore the depressing bohenian
sem filth and overcrowdi ng of ancient tinmes -- but her roomwas hardly
pal atial . When she failed to reregister at the Miusic Center, her |andl ady
woul d be notified and the room | ocked to her. Subsistence |iving was abhorrent
to Killashandra; it smacked of an inability to achieve. But she'd take the
initiative on that, too, and |eave the roomnow. And all the nmenories it held.
Besides, it would spoil the mystery of her disappearance if she were to be
di scovered in her digs. So, with a brief nod to the |andlady, who al ways
checked comi ngs and goings, Killashandra clinbed the stairs to her floor
keyed open her room and |ooked around. There was really nothing to take but
cl ot hi ng.

Despite that assessnent, Killashandra packed the lute that she had hand
crafted to satisfy that requirenent of her profession. She might not care to
play the thing, but she couldn't bear to abandon it. She packed it anong the
clothes in her carisak, which she | ooped over her back. She closed the door
panel , skipped down the stairs, nodded to the | andl ady exactly as she al ways
did, and left quietly.

Having fulfilled the dramatic requirenment of her new role, she hadn't
any idea what to do with herself. She slipped fromwal k-on to the fastbelt of
t he pedestrian way, heading into the center of the city. She ought to register
with a work bureau: she ought to apply for subsistence. She ought to do many
t hi ngs, but suddenly Killashandra di scovered that "ought to" no |onger rul ed
her. No nore tedious commitnments to schedul e-rehearsals, |essons, studies. She
was free, utterly and conpletely freel Wth a lifetime ahead of her that ought
to be filled. Qught to? Wth what?

The wal kway was whi pping her rapidly into the busier sections of the
city. Pedestrian directions flashed at cross-points: nercantile triangle
purple crossed with social services' circle orange; green check manufactory
and dormtory blue hatching, nedical green-red stripes and then airport arrow
red and spaceport star-spangled blue. Killashandra, paralyzed by indecision



toyed with the variety of things she ought to do, and was carried past the
cross-points that would take her where she ought to go.

Qught to, again, she thought, and stayed on the speedway. Half of
Ki | | ashandra was anused that she, once so certain of her goal, could now be so
irresolute. At that moment it did not occur to her that she was suffering an
i ntense, traumatic shock or that she was reacting to that shock -- first, in a
somewhat i mmature fashion by her abrupt withdrawal fromthe center; second, in
a nore mature manner, as she divorced herself fromthe indul gence of self-pity
and began a positive search for an alternate life.

She coul d not know that at that very nonent Esnond Val di was concer ned,
realizing that the girl would be reacting in some fashion to the denise of her
anbiti on. Had she known, she m ght have thought nore kindly of him though he
hadn't pursued her beyond her study nor done nore than call the Personne
Section to report his concern. He'd conme to the reassuring conclusion that she
had sought refuge with a fellow student, probably having a good cry. Know ng
her dedication to nusic, he'd incorrectly assunmed that she'd continue in the
study of nusic, accepting a choral |eadership in due tine. That's where he
wanted her, and it sinply did not occur to Valdi that Killashandra woul d
di scard ten years of her life in a second.

CHAPTER 2

Ki |l ashandra was hal fway to the spaceport before she consciously decided
that that was where she ought to go -- "ought"” this time not in an obligatory
but in an investigative sense. Fuerte held nothing but distressing nenories
for her. She'd | eave the planet and erase the painful associations. Good thing
she had taken the lute. She had sufficient credentials to be taken on as a
casual entertainer on some liner at the best or as a ship attendant at the
worst. She might as well travel about a bit to see what el se she ought to do
with her life.

As the speedway slowed to curve into the spaceport term nal
Kil | ashandra was aware of externals -- people and things -- for the first tine
since she'd left Maestro Valdi's studio. She had never been to the spaceport
bef ore and had never been on any of the welcom ng commttees for off planet
stellars. Just then, a shuttle launched fromits bay, powerful engines naking
the port building trenble. There was, however, a very disconcerting whi ne of
whi ch she was alnost sublimnally aware, sensing it fromthe mastoid bone
right down to her heel. She shook her head. The whine intensified -- it had to
be comng fromthe shuttle -- until she was forced to clanmp her hands over her
ears. The sonics abated, and she forgot the incident as she wandered around
t he i mense, domed reception hall of the port facility. Vidifax were ranked
across the inner segnent, each |abeled with the nane of a particular freight
or passenger service, each with its own screen plate. Faraway places with
strange soundi ng names -- a fragment from an anci ent song obtruded and was
instantly suppressed. No nore nusic.

She paused at a portal to watch a shuttle off-1oading cargo, the |oading
attendants using pneumatic pallets to shift odd-sized packages that did not
fit the automatic cargo-handling ranp. A supercargo was scurrying about,
portentously exami ning strip codes, juggling weight units, and arguing with
the stevedores. Killashandra snorted. She'd soon have nore than such trivia to
occupy her energies. Suddenly, she caught the scent of appetizing odors.

She realized she was hungry! Hungry? When her whole |life had been
shattered? How banal! But the odors made her nmouth water. Well, her credit
ought to be good for a neal, but she'd better check her bal ance rather than be
enbarrassed at the restaurant. At a public outlet, she inserted her digita
wristunit and applied her right thunb to the print plate. She was agreeably
surprised to note that a credit had been added that very day -- a student
credit, she read. Her last. That the total represented a bonus did not please
her. A bonus to solemnize the fact that she coul d never be a soloist?



She wal ked quickly to the nearest restaurant, observing only that it was
not the econony service. The old, dutiful Killashandra woul d have backed out
hastily. The new Kill ashandra entered inperiously. So early in the day, the
di ning roons were not crowded, so she chose a booth on the upper level for its
unobstructed view of the flow of shuttles and small spacecraft. She had never
realized how nuch traffic passed through the spaceport of her not very
i nportant planet, though she vaguely knew that Fuerte was a transfer point.
The vidi fax menu was | ong and varied, and she was tenpted several tines to
i ndulge in the exotic foods tenptingly described therein. But she settled for
a casserole, purportedly conposed of off-world fish, unusual but not too
highly spiced for a students untutored palate. An off-world wine included in
t he sel ection pleased her so much that she ordered a second carafe just as
dusk cl osed in.

She thought, at first, that it was the unfamliar w ne that made her
nerves jangle so. But the disconfort increased so rapidly that she sensed it
couldn't be just the effect of al cohol. Rubbing her neck and frowning, she
| ooked around for the source of irritation. Finally, the appearance of a
descending shuttle's retroblasts made her realize that her disconfort nust be
the result of a sonic disturbance, though how it could penetrate the shiel ded
restaurant she didn't know. She covered her ears, pressing as hard as she
could to ease that piercing pain. Suddenly, it ceased.

"I tell you, that shuttle's drive is about to expl ode. Now connect me to
the control supervisor," a baritone voice cried in the ensuing silence.

Startled, Killashandra |ooked around.

"How do | know? | know! " At the screen of the restaurant's service
console, a tall man was demandi ng: "Put me through to the control tower. Is
everyone up there deaf? Do you want a shuttle explosion the next tinme that one
is used? Didn't you hear it?"

"I heard it," Killashandra said, rushing over to plant herself in the
view of the console.

"You heard it?" The spaceport official seened genuinely surprised.

"I certainly did. Al but cracked ny skull. My ears still hurt. Wat was
it?" she asked the tall nan, who had an air of conmand about him frustrated
t hough he was by officious stupidity. He carried his overlean body with an
arrogance that suited the fine fabric of his clothes -- obviously of off-world
desi gn and cl ot h.

"She heard it too, man. Now, get the control tower."

"Really, sir..."

"Don't be a conplete subbie," Killashandra snapped.

That she was obviously a Fuertan |ike hinself disturbed the official
nore than the insult. Then the stranger, ripping off an oath as colorful as it
was descriptive of idiocy, flipped open a card case drawn fromhis belt.

VWhat ever identification he showed made the official's eyes bul ge.

"I"'msorry, sir. | didn't realize, Sir."

Ki | | ashandra watched as the man pressed out a code, then his inage
di ssolved into a view of the control tower. The of f-worlder stepped squarely
before the screen, and Killashandra politely noved back

"Control ? The shuttle that just |anded can't be permitted to take off;
it's resonating so badly half the crystals in the drive nust be overheating.

D dn't anyone up there hear the beat frequency? It's broadcasting secondary
sonics. No, this is not a drunk and not a threat. This is a fact. |Is your
entire control staff tone deaf? Don't you take efficiency readings for your
shuttles? Can't you tell fromthe ejection velocity nonitor? Wat does a drive
check cost in comparison to a new port facility? Is this shuttle stop world
too poor to enploy a crystal tuner or a stoker?

"Well, nowthat's a nore reasonable attitude," said the stranger after a
monent. "As to ny credentials, I'mCarrik of the Heptite Guild, Ballybran
Yes, that's what | said. | could hear the secondary sonics right through the
wall's, so | damm well know there's over heating. |I'mglad the uneven drive
thrust has registered on your nonitors, so get that shuttle decoked and



retuned." Another pause. "Thanks, but 1've paid ny bill already. No, that's
all right. Yes..." and Killashandra observed that the gratitude irritated

Carrik. "Ch, as you will." He glanced at Killashandra. "Make that for two," he
added, grinning at her as he turned fromthe console. "After all, you heard it
as well." He cupped his hand under Killashandra's el bow and steered her toward

a secl uded boot h.
"I"'ve a bottle of wine over there," she said, half protesting, half
| aughing at his perenptory escort.
"You'll have better shortly. I"'mCarrik and you're...?'
"Ki |l ashandra Ree."
He smiled, gray eyes lighting briefly with surprise. "That's a | ovely

nane.

"Ch, cone now. You can do better than that?"

He | aughed, absently blotting the sweat on his forehead and upper lip as
he slid into his place.

"I can and | will, but it is a lovely nanme. A nusical one."

She wi nced.

"What did | say wrong?"

"Not hi ng. Not hi ng."

He gl anced at her skeptically just as a chilled bottle slid fromthe
servi ce panel

Carrik peered at the label. "A'72 -- well, that's astonishing." He
flipped the menu vidifax. "I wonder if they stock Forellan biscuits and
Al debaran paste? -- Oh, they do! Well, | mght revise ny opinion of Fuerte."

"Really, | only just finished -- "

"On the contrary, ny dear Killashandra Ree, you've only just begun

"Ch?" Any of Killashandra's associ ates would have nodified his attitude
instantly at that tone in her voice.

"Yes," Carrik continued blithely, a sparkling challenge in his eyes,

"for this is a night for feasting and frolicking -- on the managenent, as it
were. Having just saved the port from being | eveled, nmy wish, and yours, is
their command. They'll be even nore grateful when they take the drive down and

see the cracks in the transducer crystals. Of the true by a hundred vi bes at
| east."

Her half-formed intention of making a dignified exit died, and she
stared at Carrik. It would take a highly trained ear to catch so small a
variation in pitch

"OfFf a hundred vibes? What do you nean? Are you a nusician?"

Carrik stared at her as if she ought to know who or what he was. He
| ooked around to see where the attendant had gone and then, |eaning indolently
back in the seat, sniled at her enigmatically.

"Yes, I'ma kind of nusician. Are you?"

"Not anynore." Killashandra replied in her nost caustic tone. Her desire
to | eave returned i medi ately. She had managed very briefly to forget why she
was at a spaceport. Now he had reni nded her, and she wanted no nore such
rem nders.

As she began to rise, his hand, fingers gripping firmy the flesh of her
arm held her in her seat. Just then, an official bustled into the restaurant,
his eyes searching for Carrik. H s countenance sinulated relief and delight as
he hurried to the table. Carrik smled at Killashandra, daring her to contest
his restraint in front of the witness. Despite her inclination, Killashandra
realized she couldn't start a scene. Besides, she had no real grounds yet for
chargi ng personal -liberty infringenent. Carrik, fully aware of her dil emm,
had the audacity to offer her a toast as he took the traditional sanple sip of
the wi ne.

"Yes, sir, the '72. A very good choice. Surely, you'll..."

The serving panel opened on a slightly snoking dish of biscuits and a
pl atter of a reddi sh-brown substance.

"But, of course, Forellan biscuits and Al debaran paste. Served with
warmed biscuits, | see. Your caterers do know their trade,” Carrik remarked



with feigned surprise.

"W may be snmall at Fuerte in comparison to other ports you' ve seen,"”
the official began obsequi ously.

"Yes, yes, thank you." Carrik brusquely waved the nan away.

Kill ashandra stared after the fell ow, wondering that he hadn't clained
insult for such a carel ess dism ssal

"How do you get away with such behavi or ?"

Carrik smiled. "Try the wine, Killashandra." H's snmle suggested that
the evening would be long, and a prelude to a nore intimate association

"Who are you?" she demanded, angry now.

"I"'mCarrik of the Heptite Guild," he repeated cryptically.

"And that gives you the right to infringe on ny personal freedonP"

"It does if you heard that crystal whine."

"And how do you figure that?"

"Your opinion of the wine, Killashandra Ree? Surely your throat must be
dry, and | inmagine you ve a skull ache fromthat subsonic torture, which would
account for your shrew sh tenper."

Actual ly, she did have a pain at the base of her neck. He was right,
too, about the dryness of her throat -- and about her shrew sh tenper. But he
had nmodi fied his criticismby stroking her hand.

"I must apol ogi ze for nmy bad manners," he began with no display of
genui ne renorse but with a charming smle. "Those shuttle drive-harnonics can
be unnerving. It brings out the worst in us."

She nodded agreenment as she sipped the wine. It was a fine vintage. She
| ooked up with delight and pleasure. He patted her arm and gestured her to
drink up.

"Who are you, Carrik of the Heptite Guild, that port authorities listen
and control towers order exorbitant delicacies in gratitude?"

"You really don't know?"

"I wouldn't ask if | did!"

"\Where have you been all your life that you' ve never heard of the
Heptite Quil d?"

"I"ve been a music student on Fuerte," she replied, spitting out the
wor ds.

"You woul dn't, by any chance, have perfect pitch?" The question
unexpected and too casually put forth, caught her halfway into a foul tenper.

"Yes, | do, but I don't -- "

"What fantastic luck!" H s face, which was not unattractive, becane
radiant. "I shall have to tip the agent who ticketed ne here! Wy, our neeting
i s unbelievable luck -- "

"Luck? If you knew why |I'm here --

"I don't care why. You are here, and so aml." He took her hands and
seened to devour her face with his eyes grinning with such intense joy she
found herself smling back with enbarrassnent.

"Ch, luck indeed, ny dear girl. Fate. Destiny. Karma. Lequoal
Pi dal koram What ever you care to nane the coincidence of our life |lines,
shoul d order magnums of this fine wine for that |ousy shuttle pilot for
endangering this port terminal, in general, and us, in particular."

"I don't understand what you're ranting about, Carrik of Heptite,"

Ki |l | ashandra said, but she was not inpervious to his conmplinents or the charm
he exuded. She knew that her self-assurance tended to put off nen, but here a
wel | -travel ed of f-worlder, a man of obvious rank and position, was

i nexplicably taken with her

"You don't?" He teased her for the banality of her protest, and she
cl osed her nmouth on the rest of her rebuff. "Seriously," he went on, stroking
the palms of her hands with his fingers as if to soothe the anger from her
"have you never heard of Crystal Singers?"

"Crystal Singers? No. Crystal tuners, yes."

He di smissed the nmention of tuners with a contenptuous flick of his
fingers. "lmgine singing a note, a pure, clear mddle C, and hearing it



answered across an entire nountain range?"

She stared at him

"Go up a third or down; it makes no difference. Sing out and hear the
harmony return to you. A whol e nountainside pitched to a C and anot her sheer
wal I of pink quartz echoing back in a dom nant. N ght brings out the mnors,
i ke an ache in your chest. the nobst beautiful pain in the world because the
musi ¢ of the crystal is in your bones, |Is your blood -- "

"You're mad!" Killashandra dug her fingers into his hands to shut off
his words. They conjured too nmany pai nful associations. She had to forget al
that, "I hate nusic. | hate anything to do with nmusic."

He regarded her with disbelief for a monment, but then, with an
unexpect ed tenderness and concern reflected in his expression, he noved an arm
around her shoul ders and, despite her initial resistance, drew hinself against
her .

"My dear girl, what happened to you today?"

A moment before, she would have swal |l owed gl ass shards rather than
confide in anyone. But the warmh in his voice, his solicitude, were so tinely
and unexpected that the whole of her personal disaster cane tunbling out. He
listened to every word, occasionally squeezing her hand in synpathy. But at
the end of the recital, she was anazed to see the fullness in his eyes as
tears threatened to enbarrass her

"My dear Killashandra, what can | say? There's no possible consol ation

for such a personal catastrophe as that! And there you were" -- his eyes shone
wi th what Killashandra chose to interpret as admiration -- "having a bottle of
wine as coolly as a queen. O" -- and he | eaned over her, grinning maliciously

-- "were you just gathering enough courage to step under a shuttle?" He kept
hol d of her hand which, at his outrageous suggestion, she tried to free. "No,
| can see that suicide was furthest fromyour mnd." She subsided at the

inmplicit complinment. "Although" -- and his expression altered thoughtfully --
"you mght inadvertently have succeeded if that shuttle had been allowed to
take off again. If | hadn't been here to stop it -- " He flashed her his

charm ngly reprehensible smle.

"You're full of yourself, aren't you?" Her accusation was said in jest,
for she found his autocratic manner an irresistible contrast to anyone of her
previ ous acquai ntance.

He grinned unrepentantly and nodded toward the remains of their exotic
snack. "Not without justification, dear girl. But |ook, you' re free of
conmitments right now, aren't you?" She hesitantly nodded. "Or is there
someone you' ve been seeing?" He asked that question al nost savagely, as if
he'd elimnate any rival

Later, Killashandra m ght remenber how adroitly Carrik had handl ed her
preying on her unsettled state of mnd, on her essential femninity, but that
tinge of jealousy was highly conplinmentary, and the eagerness in his eyes, in
hi s hands, was not feigned.

"No one to matter or mss nme."

Carrik | ooked so skeptical that she rem nded himthat she'd devoted al
her energi es to singing.

"Surely not all?" He nocked her dedication

"No one to matter," she repeated firmy.

"Then | will make an honest invitation to you. I'man off-worlder on
holiday. | don't have to be back to the Guild till -- well" -- and he gave a
nonchal ant shrug -- "when | wish. I've all the credits | need. Help nme spend
them It'll purge you of the nusic college."

She | ooked squarely at him for their acquai ntanceship was so brief and
hectic that she sinply hadn't had time to consider hima possible conpanion
Nor did she quite trust him She was both attracted to and repelled by his
dom neering, high-handed manner, and yet he represented a challenge to her. He
was certainly the exact opposite of the young nen she had thus far encountered
on Fuerte.

"W don't have to stay on this nudball, either."



"Then why did you conme?"

He laughed. "I'mtold | haven't been on Fuerte before. | can't say that
it lives up to its nane, or maybe you'll live up to the nane for it? Ch cone
now, Killashandra," he said when she bridled. "Surely you' ve been flirted with
bef ore? O have nusic students changed so much since ny day?"

"You studi ed nusic?"

An odd shadow flickered through his eyes. "Probably. | don't rightly
renmenber. Another time, another life perhaps.” Then his charnming smle
deepened, and a warnth entered his expression that she found rather
unsettling. "Tell ne, what's on this planet that's fun to do?"

Ki |l ashandra considered for a nonent and then blinked. "You know, |
haven't an earthly?"

"Then we'll find out together."

What with the wine, his adept cajolery, and her own reckl essness,

Kil I ashandra could not withstand the tenptation. She ought to do many things,
she knew, but "ought" had been exil ed sonmeplace during the second bottle of
that classic vintage. After spending the rest of the night nestled in Carrik's
arnms in the nost expensive acconmodation of the spaceport hostelry,

Ki | I ashandra deci ded she woul d suspend duty for a few days and be kind to the
charm ng visitor.

The vidifax printout chattered as it popped out dozens of cards on the
resorts of Fuerte, nore than she had ever suspected. She had never water
skied, so Carrik decided they'd both try that. He ordered a private skimrer to
be ready within the hour. As he sang cheerily at the top of a good, rich bass
voi ce, floundering about in the el egant sunken bat htub of the suite,

Kill ashandra recall ed sone vestige of self-preserving shrewdness and tapped
out a few discreet inquiries on the console.

1234/ AZ. . .

CRYSTAL SINGER...A COLLOQUI AL GALACTI C EUPHEM SM REFERRI NG TO
MEMBERS OF THE HEPTI TE GUI LD, BALLYBRAN, WHO M NE CRYSTAL RANGES UNI QUE TO
THAT PLANET. REF: BALLYBRAN, REGULUS SYSTEM A-S-F/ 128/ 4. ALSO CRYSTAL
M NI NG CRYSTAL TECHNOLOGY, 'BLACK QUARTZ' COMMUNI CATI ONS

WARNI NG UNAUTHORI ZED LANDI NG ON BALLYBRAN | NTERDI CTED BY
FEDERATED SENTI ENT PLANETS, SECTI ON 907, CCDE 4, PARAGRAPHS 78-90

The I andi ng prohibition surprised Killashandra. She tried to recal
details fromher obligatory secondary school course on FSP Ri ghts and
Responsibilities. The 900 Section had to do with Iife fornms, she thought, and
t he Code 4 suggested consi derabl e danger

She tapped out the section, code, and paragraphs and was awarded a
request for Need to Know? As she couldn't think of one at the nonent, she went
to the planetary reference, and the display rippled across the screen

BALLYBRAN: FI FTH PLANET OF THE SUN, ' SCORI A, REGULUS SECTOR: THREE
SATELLI TES; AUTHORI ZED LANDI NG PO NT, FI RST MOON, SHANKI LL; STANDARD
LI FE- SUPPORT BASE, COMMERCI AL AND TRANSI ENT ACCOVMCDATI ONS. NO UNAUTHCRI ZED
PLANETARY LANDI NGS: SECTI ON 907, CODE 4, PARAGRAPHS 78-90.

SOLE AUTHORI TY: HEPTITE GU LD, MOON BASE, SHANKILL.

Then she foll owed dense lines of data on the spectral analysis of Scoria
and its satellites, Ballybran being the only one that rated consi derable
print-out, which Killashandra could, in part, interpret Ballybran had a
gravity slightly lower than galactic normfor human adaptability, a breathable
at nosphere, nore oceans than | and nass, tidal conplications caused by three
nmoons, as well as an exotic meteorology stimnulated by sunspot activity on the
prinmary.

PRI NCl PAL | NDUSTRI ES: (1) BALLYBRAN CRYSTALS
(2) THERAPEUTI C WATERS.



(1) BALLYBRAN LI VI NG CRYSTAL VARIES I N DENSITY, CCOLOR, AND
LONGEVI TY AND IS UNI QUE TO THE PLANET. VITAL TO THE PRODUCTI ON OF CONTROL
ELEMENTS I N LASERS; AS A MATERI AL FOR | NTEGRATED- CI RCUI T SUBSTRATES (OF THE
LADDER HI ERARCHY); PCSI TRONI C ROBOTI CS; AS TRANSDUCERS FOR ELECTRO- MAGNETI C
RADI ATl ON ( FUNDAMENTALS COF 20 KHZ AND 500 KHZ W TH AUDI O SECONDARI ES AND
HARMONI CS | N THE LONER FREQUENCI ES) AND HEAT TRANSDUCERS, AS OPTHERI AN SOUND
RELAYS AND MUSI CAL | NSTRUMENTS; BLUE TETRAHEDRONS ARE A CRUCI AL PART | N
TACHYON DRI VE SYSTEMS.

"BLACK" QUARTZ, A PHENOVENON LI M TED TO BALLYBRAN, |S THE CRI Tl CAL
ELEVMENT OF | NSTANTANEQUS | NTERSTELLAR COVMUNI CATI ON, HAVI NG THE ABILITY TO
FOLD SPACE, OVER ANY DI STANCE, SO THAT MAGNETI CALLY, ELECTRI CALLY, AND, AS FAR
AS IS KNOW, OPTICALLY, THERE IS NO EFFECTI VE SEPARATI ON BETWEEN TWO COUPLED
RESONATI NG SEGVENTS REGARDLESS OF THE ACTUAL DI STANCE BETWEEN THEM

TI' M NG ACCURACY OVER A DI STANCE COF 500 LI GHT- YEARS HAS PRODUCED
CONSI STENT ACCURACY OF 1 X 10-6 OF THE CESI UM ATOM TI ME STANDARD.

BLACK QUARTZ | S CAPABLE OF ACHI EVI NG SI MULTANEOUS SYNCHRONI ZATI ON
W TH TWO OTHER SEGVENTS AND SO PROVI DES A RI NG LI NK BACKUP SYSTEM FOR
EXAVPLE, WTH SI X QUARTZ SEGVENTS, A TOF, AIS LINKED TOC D & E B IS
LINKED TOC, E, & F...

That was nore than she ever wanted to know about bl ack quartz
conmuni cations, Killashandra thought as di agrans and conputations scrolled
across the screen, so she pressed on to nore interesting data. She slowed the
di spl ay when she noticed the headi ng "Menbershi p* and reversed to the start of
that entry.

CURRENT MEMBERSHI P OF THE HEPTI TE GUI LD ON BALLYBRAN | S 4425, | NCLUDI NG
I NACTI VE MEMBERS, BUT THE NUMBER FLUCTUATES CONSI DERABLY DUE TO OCCUPATI ONAL
HAZARDS. THE ANCI LLARY STAFF AND TECHNI Cl ANS ARE LI STED CURRENTLY AT 20, 007.
ASPI RANTS TO THE GUI LD ARE ADVI SED THAT THE PROFESSI ON | S H GHLY DANGEROUS,
AND THE HEPTI TE GUI LD IS REQUI RED BY FEDERATI ON LAW TO DI SCLOSE FULL
PARTI CULARS OF ALL DANGERS | NVOLVED BEFORE CONTRACTI NG NEW MEMBERS.

Four thousand four hundred and twenty-five seened an absurdly small
roster for a galaxy-wide Quild that supplied essential elenments to so nany

i ndustries. Mst gal axy-wide guilds ran to the hundreds of nillions. \Wat were
those ancillary staff and technicians? The notation of "full particulars of
dangers involved" didn't dissuade Killashandra at all. Danger was relative.

THE CUTTI NG OF BALLYBRAN CRYSTAL IS A HI GHLY SKI LLED AND PHYSI CALLY
SELECTI VE CRAFT, WHICH, AMONG | T'S OTHER EXACTI NG DI SCI PLI NES, REQUI RES THAT
PRACTI TI ONERS HAVE PERFECT AND ABSCLUTE PI TCH BOTH I N PERCEPTI ON AND
REPRCDUCTI ON OF THE TONAL QUALI TY AND TI MBRE TO BE FOUND ONLY I N TYPE IV
THROUGH VI'I| BIPEDAL HUMANO DS -- ORIGN:. SOL |11,

CRYSTAL CUTTERS MJST BE MEMBERS OF THE HEPTI TE GUI LD, WH CH TRAI NS,
EQUI PS, AND SUPPLI ES GUI LD MEDI CAL SERVI CES FOR WH CH THE GUI LD EXACTS A 30
PERCENT Tl THE FROM ALL ACTI VE MEMBERS.

Kill ashandra whistled softly -- 30 percent was quite a whack. Yet Carrik
seened to have no lack of credit, so 70 percent of his earnings as a Cutter
nmust be very respectabl e.

Thi nki ng of Carrik, she tapped out a query. Anyone could pose as a
menber of a Quild; chancers often produced exquisitely forged docunentation
and tal ked a very good line of their assuned profession, but a conputer check
could not be forged. She got affirmation that Carrik was indeed a nenber in
good standing of the Heptite @uild, currently on | eave of absence. A hol ogram
of Carrik, taken when he used his credit plate for spaceflight to Fuerte five
days before, flowed across the viewplate.

Wl |, the man was undeni ably who he said he was and doi ng what he said
he was doing. His being a card-tuned Guild nmenber was a safeguard for her so



she could relax in his offer of an "honest" invitation to share his holiday.
He woul d not | eave her to pay the charges if he decided to skip off-world
preci pi tously.

She smled to herself, suddenly feeling sensuous. Carrik thought hinself
lucky, did he? Wll, so did she. The | ast vestige of "ought" was the fleeting
t hought that she "ought to" register herself with the Fuertan Central Conputer
as a transient, but since she was by no nmeans obligated to do so as |long as
she didn't require subsistence, she did nothing.

As she was begi nning to enjoy her new found freedom several of her
cl assmat es began to experience tw nges of anxiety about Killashandra. Everyone
realized that Killashandra must have been terribly upset by the examn ners
verdi ct. Though sonme felt she deserved the | esson, for her overbearing
conceit, the kinder of heart were disquieted about her di sappearance. So was
Maestro Esnond Val di .

They probably woul d not have recogni zed the Killashandra who was
sl ui cing about on water skis on the southern seas of the Western Hem sphere or
swat hed in el egant gowns, escorted by a tall, distinguished-Iooking man to
whom even the nost supercilious hoteliers deferred.

It was a glorious feeling to have unlinited funds. Carrik encouraged
Kill ashandra to spend, and practice pernmitted her to suspend what few scruples
remai ned fromyears of eking necessities out of student allotnents. She did
have the grace to protest his extravagance, at |east at the outset.

"Not to worry, pet. I've credit to spend,” Carrik reassured her. "I made
a killing in domnant thirds in the Bl ue Range about the time sone idiot
revol utionists blew half a planet's communi cati ons out of existence." He
paused; his eyes narrowed as he recall ed sonething not quite pleasant. "I was

[ ucky on shape, too. It's not enough, you see, to catch the resonances on what
you're cutting. You' ve got to hope you remenber which shape to cut, and that's
where you're made or broken as a Crystal Singer. You' ve got to remenber what's
hi gh on the market or renmenber sonmething like that revol ution on Hardesty." He
pounded the table in enphasis, pleased with that particular menory. "I did
renmenber that all right when it nattered.”

"l don't understand."

He gave her a quick |l ook. "Not to worry, pet." H's standard phrase of
evasion. "Cone, give ne a kiss and get the crystal out of ny blood."

There was not hing crystalline about his |ovenaking or the enjoynent he
derived fromher body, so Killashandra elected to forget how often he avoi ded
answering her questions about crystal singing. At first, she felt that since
the man was on holiday, he probably wouldn't want to tal k about his work. Then
she sensed that he resented her questions as if they were distasteful to him
and that he wanted, above all, to forget crystal singing, which did not
forward her plan. But Carrik was not a mall eabl e adol escent, inploring her
grace and favor. So she hel ped himforget crystal singing, which he was
patently able to do until the night he awakened her with his groans.

"Carrik, what's the matter? Those shellfish fromdinner? Shall | get the
medi c?"

"No, no!" He twi sted about frantically and took her hand fromthe
conmunit. "Don't leave ne. This'll pass.”

She held himin her arms as he cried out, clenching his teeth agai nst
some internal agony. Sweat oozed fromhis pores, yet he refused to let her
sumon hel p. The spasns racked himfor al nbst an hour before they passed,
| eavi ng hi m spent and weak. Somehow, in that hour, she realized how nmuch he
had come to nmean to her, how nuch fun he was, how much she had m ssed by
denying herself any intimate rel ationships before. After he had slept and
rested, she asked what had possessed him

"Crystal, ny girl crystal." H s sullen nanner and the haggard expression
on his face made her drop the subject.

By the afternoon he was al nost hinself. But sone of his spontaneity was
gone. He went through the notions of enjoying hinmself, of encouraging her to



nore daring exercises on the water skis while he only splashed about in the
shal l ows. They were finishing a leisurely nmeal at a seaside restaurant when he
finally mentioned that he must return to work

"I can't say so soon!" Killashandra remarked with a light |augh. "But
isn't the decision rather sudden?"

He gave her an odd smile. "Yes, but nost of ny decisions are, aren't
t hey? Li ke showi ng you another side of fusty, fogey Fuerte."

"And now our idyll is over?" She tried to sound nonchal ant, but an edge
crept into her tone.

"I must return to Ballybran. Hal That sounds |ike one of those
fisherfol k songs, doesn't it?" He hunmed a banal tune, the nel ody so
predi ctable that she could join in firm harnony.

"W do nake beautiful music together," he said, his eyes nocking her. "I
suppose you'll return to your studies now "

"Studi es? For what? Lead soprano in a chorus of annotated, orchestrated
grunts and groans by Fififidipidi of the planet G nch?"

"You could tune crystals. They obviously need a conpetent tuner at
Fuerte spaceport.™

She nade a rude noise and | ooked at hi mexpectantly. He smiled back
turning his head politely, awaiting a verbal answer.

"Or," she drawl ed, watching himobliquely, "I could apply to the Heptite
@Quild as a Crystal Singer."

H s expression went blank. "You don't want to be a Crystal Singer."

The vehenence in his voice startled her for a nonent.

"How do you know what | want?" She flared up in spite of herself, in
spite of a gnawi ng uncertainty about his feelings for her. She night be the
i deal partner for lolling about a sandy beach, but as a constant conpanion in
a dangerous profession -- that was different.

He smiled sadly. "You don't want to be a Crystal Singer."

"Ch, fardles with that 'highly dangerous' nonsense."

"It is true."

"I'f I'"ve perfect pitch, | can apply."

"You don't know what you're letting yourself in for," he said in a
tonel ess voi ce, his expression at once wary and forbidding. "Singing crystal
is aterrible, lonely life. You can't always find someone to sing with you;
the tones don't always strike the right vibes for the crystal faces you find.
O course, you can nmeke terrific cuts singing duo." He seened to vacillate.

"How do you find out?" She made her tone ingenuous.

He gave an amused snort. "The hard way, of course. But you don't want to
be a Crystal Singer." An alnpbst frightening sadness tinged his voice. "Once
you sing crystal, you don't stop. That's why I'mtelling you, don't even think
about it."

"So...you've told ne not to think about it."

He caught her hand and gazed steadily into her eyes. "You've never been
in a mch stormin the MIekeys." H s voice was rough with renenbered anxiety.
"They bl ow up out of nowhere and crash down on you like all hell let |oose.
That's what that phrase on Retrieval nmeans, 'the Guild maintains its own.' A
mach storm can reduce a nman to a vegetable in one sonic crescendo."

"There are other -- perhaps less violent -- ways of reducing a man to a
vegetabl e," she said, thinking of the space-port official of the supercargo
worryi ng over drone-pod weights -- of teachers apathetically review ng the

scal es of novice students. "Surely there are instruments that warn you of
approaching stornms in a crystal range.”

He nodded absently, his gaze fixed above her head. "You get to cutting
crystal and you're hal fway through. You know the pitches will be changed once
the storm has passed and you're |osing your safety margin by the m nute, but
that last crystal mght mean you'd get off-world..."

"You don't get off-world with every trip to the ranges?"

He shook his head, frowning irritably at her interruption. "You don't
al ways clear the costs of the trip or past damages, or you m ght not have cut



the right shape or tone. Sonetimes the tone is nore inportant than the shape,
you know. "

"And you have to renmenber what'||l be needed, don't you?" |If she had
perfect pitch, and she knew she had an excellent menory, crystal singing
seened an ideal profession for her

"You have to renenber the news," he said, oddly enphasizing the verb

Ki |  ashandra was cont enptuous of the problem Menory was only a matter
of habit, of training, of mmenpnic phrases that easily triggered vita
i nformati on. She had plenty of practice in nenorization

"I's there any chance that | could acconpany you back to Ballybran and
appl y?"

H s hand had a vise grip on hers; even his breath seemed to halt for a
nmonent. His eyes swept hers with an intense search. "You asked. Renenber
that!"

"Well, if ny conpany?"

"Kiss me and don't say anything you'll regret," he said, abruptly
pulling her into his arms and covering her nmouth so conpletely she coul dn't
have spoken

The second convul si on caught him so soon after the climx of their
| overraki ng that she thought, guiltily, that over stimulation was the cause.
This time, the spasms were nore severe, and he dropped into a fevered,
exhausted sl eep when they finally eased. He | ooked old and drawn when he woke
fourteen hours later. And he noved |ike an advanced geriatric case.

"I"ve got to get back to Ballybran, Killa -- " H's voice quavered, and
he had | ost his proud confidence.

"For treatnent?"

He hesitated and then nodded. "Recharging, actually. Get the spaceport
on the communit and book us."

" Us?"

"You may acconpany ne," he said with grave courtesy, though she was
pi qued at the phrasing of an invitation that was nore plea than pernission. "I
don't care how often we have to reroute. Get us there as fast as possible.”

She reached the spaceport and routing, and after what seemed an age and
consi derabl e ineptitude on the part of the ticket clerk, they were passengers
confirmed on a shuttle flight |leaving Fuerte in four hours, with a four-hour
satellite delay before the first liner in their direction

He had an assortnent of personal things to pack, but Killashandra was
for just wal king out and | eavi ng everyt hi ng.

"You can't get such goods on Ballybran, Killa," Carrik told her as he
slowy began to fold the gaudy grallie-fiber shirts. The stinmulus of confirnmed
passage had given hima surge of energy. But Killashandra had been rat her
unnerved by the transformation of a charnming, vital man into a quivering
invalid. "Sometinmes, even something as inconsequential as a shirt hel ps you
remenber so nuch.”

She was touched by the sentinent and his snile and vowed to be patient
with his illness.

"There are hazards to every profession. And the hazards to crysta
singing -- "

"It depends what you're willing to consider a hazard," Killashandra
replied soothingly. She was glad for the filmy, |um nous w aparounds, which
were a far cry fromthe coarse, durable student issue. Any hazard seened a
fair price for bouts of such high living and spending. And only 4,425 in the
@Quild. She was confident she'd nake it to the top there.

"Do you have any conprehensi on of what you'd be giving up
Kil | ashandra?" H s voice had a guilty edge.

She | ooked at his lined, aging face and experienced a tw nge of honest
appr ehensi on. Anyone woul d | ook appalling after the convul sions that had
wracked Carrik. She didn't nuch care for his phil osophical npbod and hoped t hat
he woul dn't be so dreary all the way to Ballybran. Was that what he neant? A



man on vacation often had a different personality than when working at his
pr of essi on?

"What have | too look forward to on Fuerte?" she asked with a shrug of
her shoul ders. She woul dn't necessarily have to teamup with Carri k when she
got to Ballybran. "I'd rather take a chance, no matter what it entails, in
preference to draggi ng about forever on Fuerte!™

He stroked her palmwth his thunb, and for the first time his caress
didn't send thrills up her spine. But then he was scarcely in a condition to
make | ove, and his gesture reflected it.

"You' ve only seen the gl anorous side of crystal singing --

"You've told me the dangers, Carrik, as you're supposed to. The deci sion
is mne, and |I'm holding you to your offer."

He gripped her hand tightly, and the pleasure in his eyes reassured her
nore thoroughly than any glib protestation.”

"It's also one of the smallest Guilds in the gal axy," she went on

freeing her hand to finish packing the remaining garnents. "I prefer those
odds. "

He rai sed his eyebrows, giving her a sardonic |ook nore like his forner
self. "Atwo-cell in a one-cell pond?"

"I'f you please, | won't be second-rate anything."

"A dead hero in preference to a live coward?" He was taunting her now.

"I'f you prefer. There! That's all our clothing. We'd better skimback to
t he spaceport. 1've got to check with planetary regulations if |I'm going
off-world. | might even have some credit due ne."

She took the skinmmer controls, as Carrik was content to doze in the
passenger seat. The rest did himsome good, or he was m ndful of his public
i mge. Either way, Killashandra's doubts of his reliability as a partner faded
as he ordered the port officials about inperiously, badgering the routing
agent to be certain that the man hadn't over |ooked a nore direct flight or a
nor e advant ageous connecti on

Killashandra left himto make final arrangenents and began to cl ear her
records with the Fuerte Central Conputer. The nmonent she placed her wist-unit
and thunb in place, the console began to chatter wildly, flashing red light.
She was startled. She had only programred a credit check, keyed in the fact
that she was going off-world, and asked what inmruni zati on she mght require
for the systens they were to encounter, but the supervisor |eaped down the
ranp fromhis console, two port officials converged on her, and the exits of
the reception hall flashed red and hol d-1ocks were engaged, to the
consternation of passersby. Killashandra, too stunned to react, instead stared
bl ankly at the men who had each seized an arm

"Ki |l ashandra Ree?" the supervisor asked, still panting fromhis
exertions.

"Yes?"

"You are to be detained."

"Why?" Now she was angry. She had committed no crine, infringed no one's
liberties. Failure to register change of status was not an offense so long as
she had not used planetary resources wthout sufficient credit.

"Please cone with us," the port officials said in chorus.

"\Why 2"

"Ahh, Hhrmmm " the supervi sor nmunbl ed as both officers turned to him
"There's a hold out for you."

"I'"ve done nothing wong."

"Here, what's going on?" Carrik was once nore conpletely hinself as he
pushed through to place a protecting armaround Killashandra. "This young | ady
is under my protection.”

At this announcenent, the supervisor and officials exchanged stern and
determ ned stares.

"This young |l ady is under the protection of her planet of origin," the
supervi sor announced. "There is some doubt as to her mental stability."

"Why? Because she accepted an honest invitation froma visitor? Do you



know who | an®"

The supervisor flushed. "Indeed | do, sir," and though the man spoke
nore respectfully, he left no doubt that his inmrediate ai mwas to extract
Kill ashandra from Carrik's patronage

"Well, then, accept ny assurances that Mss Ree is in excellent health,
ment al and physical." Carrik gestured for themto admre Killashandra's tanned
and trimfigure.

The supervi sor was adamant. "If you'll both please come this way." His
of ficers straightened resolutely.

As there was nothing for it but to conply, Carrik rem nded this
unexpected escort that they had booked shuttle flights due to lift off in one
hour. He had every intention of keeping that schedule -- and with Killashandra
Ree. Rather than give rise to further specul ati on about her mental state,

Ki | I ashandra remai ned uncharacteristically quiet.

"I suspect," she whispered to Carrik after they were shown into a small
of fice, "that the nusic school may have thought ne suicidal." She giggled,
then attenpted to mask the noi se behind her hand when the supervisor glanced
up at her nervously. "I just wal ked out of the center and disappeared. | saw
no one who knew ne on the way here. So they did mss ne! Well, that's
gratifying." She was inordinately pleased, but Carrik plainly did not agree.
Wl l, she had only to reassure the authorities, and she was certain she coul d.
"I think their reaction is rather conplinmentary, actually. And I'mgoing to
make a dramatic exit from Fuerte, after all."

Carrik awarded her a | ook of pure disgust and folded his arns solidly
across his chest, his expression fading to one of boredom He kept his eyes
fixed on the screen, which was scrolling through the departure infornmation

Ki |l ashandra hal f expected to see her father, though she found it
difficult to imagine himbestirring himself on her behalf. But she did not
expect Maestro Esnond Valdi to enter the small office, acting the outraged
ment or, nor was she prepared for the attack he inmediately | aunched on Carri k.

"You! You! | know what you are! A silicate spider paralyzing its prey, a
crystal cuckoo pushing the promsing fledglings fromtheir nests."

As stunned as everyone el se, Killashandra stared at the usually
dignified and inperturbabl e nmaestro and wondered what rol e he thought he was
pl aying. He had to be acting. H s dial ogue was so -- so extravagant. "Silicate
spider!"™ "Crystal cuckoo!" If nothing else, his anal ogies were incorrect and
uncal | ed for.

"Play on the enotions of an innocent young girl. Shower her with
unaccustomed | uxuries and pervert her until she's spoiled as a decent
contributing citizen. Until she's so besotted, she has been brai nwashed to
enter that den of addled nmentalities and shattered nerves!"

Carrik nade no attenpt to divert the flow of vituperation or to counter
t he accusations. He stood, head up, smiling tolerantly down at the jerky
noti ons of Val di.

"What |ies has he been feeding you about crystal singing?" Wat
gl anorous tales has he used to lure you there?

Val di whirled toward Killashandra, his stocky figure trenbling with
out r age.

"I asked to go."

Valdi's wild expression hardened into disbelief at her cal manswer.

"You asked to go?"

"Yes. He didn't ask ne." She caught Carrik's snile

"You heard her, Valdi," Carrik said, then glanced at the officials
wi t nessi ng the adm ssion.

The maestro's shoul ders sagged. "So, he's done his recruiting with a
master's skill." His tone registered resignation, he even managed to effect a
slight break in his voice

"I don't think so," Killashandra said.

Maestro Val di inhal ed deeply, obviously to support one |last attenpt to
di ssuade the msguided girl. "Did he tell you about...the nmach stornms?"



She nodded, hiding her amusenment at his theatricality.

"The storns that scramble the brain and reduce the mnd to a vegetable
exi st ence?"

She nodded dutifully.

"Did he fill your mind with garbage about nountains returning synphonies
of sound? Crystalline choruses? Valleys that echo arpeggi os?" Hi s body rippled
upward in an effort to express the desired effect of ridicule.

"No," she replied in a bored tone. "Nor did he feed ne pap that all |
needed was hard work and tinme."

Esmond Val di, maestro, drew hinself up, nore than ever in an
exaggeration of a classical operatic pose.

"Did he also tell you that once you start cutting crystal, you can never
stop? And that staying too |long away from Bal | ybran produces di sastrous
convul si ons?"

"l know that."

"Do you al so know' -- Valdi rocked back on his heels -- "that sonething
in the water of Ballybran, in its very soil, in those crystals, affects your
m nd? That you don't re-nmember?" He separated the verb carefully into

syl | abl es.

"That could be a distinct advantage," Killashandra replied, staring back
at the little man until he broke eye contact.

She was the first of the three to feel a peculiar itch behind her ears
in the mastoid bone; an itch that rapidly became a wenchi ng nauseating pain.
She grabbed Carrik by the armjust as the subsonic noise touched himand as
Esmond Val di lifted protecting hands to his ears.

"The fools!" Carrik cried as panic contorted his features. He threw
asi de the door panel, running as fast as he could for the control -tower
entrance. Killashandra scurried after him

Carrik vaulted the decorative barrier and |landed in a restricted area,
where he was deterred by a hastily engaged force curtain. "Stop it! Stop it!"
he screaned, rocking in anguish and clawing at the curtain, oblivious to the
sparks flying fromhis fingers.

Though the pain was no | ess bearable for Killashandra, she had presence
of mnd enough to bang on the nearest communit, to strike the fire buttons,
press the battery of emergency signals. "The shuttle coming in -- something' s
wong -- it's dangerous!" she yelled at the top of her operatically trained
| ungs. She was barely conscious of the panic in the vast reception hal
resulting fromher all too audible warning.

The possibility of a stanpede by a hysterical nmob was evident to those
in the control tower, where someone, in reflex action, slapped on the abort
signal to warn off all intransit craft. Moments later, while the comunit
demanded an expl anation fromKillashandra or from anyone who coul d make
hi nsel f heard over the bedlamin the reception area, a nova bl ossoned in the
sky and rained nmolten fragments on the spaceport bel ow. The control tower was
unable to contain the destruction within the grappling field, and soon parts
of the shuttle were scattered over several kiloneters of the Port Authority
and the heavily popul ated business district.

Apart from bruises, |lacerations, and a broken arm there were only two
serious casualties. A technician on the tarmac was killed, and Carrik would
have been better off dead. The final sonic blast knocked hi munconscious, and
he never did fully recover his senses After subspace consultation with Heptite
Quild medics, it was decided to return himto Ballybran for treatnment and
care.

"He won't recover," the medic told Killashandra, where-upon Maestro
Val di instantly assuned the role of her conforter. H s nmanner provided
Killashandra with a fine counter irritant to her shock over Carrik's
condi tion.

She chose to disbelieve the nedic's verdict. Surely, Carrik could be
restored to mental health once he was returned to Ballybran. He had been away
fromcrystal too |ong; he was weakened by the seizures. There'd been no mach



stormto scranble his mnd. She'd escort himback to Ballybran. She owed him
that in any reckoning for showing her howto live fully.

She took a good | ook at the posturing Valdi and thanked her |uck that
Carrik had been there to awaken her senses. How coul d she have believed that
such an artificial life as found in the theater was suitable for her?" Just
ook at Valdi! Present himwth a situation, hand himthe cue, and he was
"on," in the appropriate role. None existed for these circunmstances, so Valdi
was endeavoring to come up with a suitable one.

"What will you do now, Killashandra?" he asked sonberly, obviously
settling for Dignified Elder Gentl eman Consoling the Bereaved | nnocent.

"I'"ll go with himto Ballybran, of course.”

Val di nodded solemmly. "I nean, after you return."

"l don't intend to return.”

Val di stared at her, dropping out of character, and then gestured
theatrically as the air-cushion stretcher to which Carrik was strapped drifted
past themto the shuttle gate.

"After that?" Valdi cried, full of dramatic plight.

"That won't happen to me," she said confidently.

"But it could! You, too, could be reduced to a thing with no nind and no
nmenories.”

"I think," Killashandra said slowy, regarding the posturing little man
with thinly veiled contenpt, "that everyone's brains get scranbled one way or
anot her."

"You'll rue this day -- " Valdi began, raising his left armin a
cl assical gesture of rejection, fingers gracefully spread.

"That is, if | renmenber it!" she said. Her nocking |aughter cut him off
m dscene.

Still laughing, Killashandra made her exit, stage center, through the
shuttl e gate.

CHAPTER 3

Captain Andurs alerted Killashandra when the ship emerged from
hyper - space and Bal | ybran was fully visible.

"Good view," he told her, pointing to the two i nner noons, positioned at
10 and 5, but Killashandra only had eyes for the mysterious planet.

She had heard enough to expect just about anything from her first
gli npse. Consequently she experienced an initial disappointment -- until she
caught sight of the first crystal glare: a piercing stab of light as the sun's
rays reflected froman open crystal on one of the three visible continents.
Cl oud cover swirled across nost of the ocean area, occluded two subcontinents
in the Southern Hem sphere, but where the sun shone, occasional pinpoints of
blinding light were visible -- light that was all color, yet white and cl ear

"How can they stand the intensity down there?" she demanded, squinting
to reduce the keen gl are.

"According to what | hear, you don't notice it on the surface."

"According to what | hear" had prefaced npbst of Captain Andurs'
statenments about Ballybran, a sour comment on the restriction against his
| andi ng on one of the richest planets in the gal axy.

From fel |l ow passengers and garrul ous crew nenbers, Killashandra had
gl eaned additional information about Crystal Singers and Ballybran, a |ot of
whi ch she discounted since nost nerely paraphrased Maestro Valdi's coments.
Andurs, despite his linted first-hand know edge, had proved to be the npst
i nformative. He had been on the space run from Regulus to Ballybran for nine
standard years and was always |istening, so he had heard nore than anyone el se
-- certainly nmore than she had been able to extract fromthe cryptic vidifax
of the three ships she had travel ed on during the voyage. There was sonet hing
nmyst eri ous about Ballybran and the Heptite Quild and its menbers -- a mystery
t hat she deduced from what wasn't said about those three subjects. |ndividuals



had privacy; so did certain aspects of any interstellar nercantile conpany,
and one understood that references to certain planetary resources were
understated or onmitted. But the lack of routinely available printout on
Bal l ybran, the @uild, and its select menbers doubl ed her suspicions.

Conversely, she had been trenendously inpressed by the Guild's tacit
power : hi gh-rank medi corps nmen had awaited Carrik at the three internedi ary
ports. She herself had been accorded the nost deferential treatment. She'd had
very little to do other than check the life-support cradle that carried
Carrik. The cradle was programred for |V feedings, therapy, bathing, and the
necessary drugs. The apparatus was checked by technicians at each port.
Not hi ng, apparently, was too good for a Heptite Guild nenber. O his escort.
She'd had open credit in the ships' stores, was a nenber of the captain's
private ness on all three ships. Except for the fact that she was |eft
strictly al one, she thoroughly enjoyed the excitenent of her first
interstellar journey.

Possi bly because the trip was nearly over, she had received nost of her
i nformati on from Andurs the previous night as he judiciously nursed a
Sarvoni an brandy through the evening.

"I hear it often enough to begin to believe it's possible...but they say
crystal gets into your blood."

That'd kill you," Killashandra replied though Carrik had used the sane
phr ase.

"I can't tell whether they mean that the credits are so good," Andurs
continued, ignoring her conment. "Crystal Singers really whoop it up -- big
spenders, fun people -- until the shakes start. Funny about that, too, because
Crystal Singers are supposed to heal faster than other humans, and they're not
supposed to be as susceptible to the planetary goolies and fevers that catch
you no matter what inmmunization you' ve got. And they stay younger." That
capability annoyed Andurs. "I asked one of 'em about that. He was drunk at the
time, and he said it's just part of singing crystal."

"Then there'd be a lot of people willing to sing crystal..."

"Yeah but you also risk the shakes or..." Andurs jerked his thunb over
his shoulder to indicate Carrik in his cabin, "lI'd rather grow ol d."

"That doesn't happen often, does it?" Killashandra asked startled. She'd
had the inpression that Carrik's collapse was unusual

"He's the first |1've seen that bad," Andurs admitted. "Ch, they get the

fevers, sometines bad enough to be packed out in freezebags but not -- " and
he touched his forehead with one finger. "Not my business, but how did he get
t hat way?"

H s question, though an obvious one, startled Killashandra because no
one el se throughout the journey had asked, as if they were afraid of the
answer .

"He was fine until we got to Fuerte Spaceport. Then a shuttle came in
with a badly resonating drive. It exploded, and he got caught in the sonic
backl ash. "

"Good of you to escort him back."

"I owed himthat." Killashandra neant it. "You said the CGuild maintains
of fices on the noon? Is that where you apply for menmbership as well ?"

He | ooked at her in amazenment. "Ch, you don't want to be a Singer."

"Why not ?"

Andurs | eaned toward her, staring hard into her eyes. "You weren't
forced to come with him were you?" | nean, he didn't do anything to you?"

Kil I ashandra didn't know whether to | augh or becone angry. "I don't know

where you conme from Captain Andurs, but on Fuerte privacy is respected.”
"I didn't nean to inply that it wasn't..." Andurs responded hastily,
raising his hand to fend of f her outrage.

"Do | look as if 1've been conditioned?"
"No, actually you don't. It's just that you strike me as a sensible
worman, and crystal singing isn't sensible. Ch, | know. |'ve heard all the

fardling runors, but that's space-flot because all the Singers |'ve seen --



and |'ve seen a lot in nine years on this run -- never bother anyone. They
keep to themselves, really. But there is sonething very peculiar indeed about

Bal | ybran and crystal singing. | do know' -- and he gl anced over his shoul der,
a needl ess caution since they were alone in the |Iounge -- "that not every one
who applies and gets accepted nmakes it as a Singer. Wioever goes down to that
pl anet” -- he pointed toward the floor -- "stays there. Only Singers | eave.

And they always return.”

"How many people apply for entry into the Guild?" Killashandra was
renmenbering the 20,007 technicians as well as the 4,425 Singers, and she
wonder ed what the gross was if the net was so small.

"I can't answer that precisely." Andurs seened perpl exed as he scratched
hi s head. "Never thought about it. GCh, | get a few applicants al nost every
trip. Think we've got eight, possibly nine on this flight. You get to know
who's conmercial traveling, and who's hoping." Andurs grinned at her. "W do
have four Cuil d-vouched passages besides yours. That neans these peopl e have
been screened at a Cuild center somewhere. You know that tall, thin,
bl ack-haired fell ow?"

Ki |  ashandra nodded, remenbering the man who had boarded the ship at the
last transfer point. He'd stared at her inquisitively, and once she had found
hi m st andi ng outside her cabin, a strange wild | ook on his face.

"He's come on his own. | wouldn't say he'd be accepted.”

" Ch?"

Andurs twirled his brandy glass for a | ong noment before he answered.
"Yeah, | don't think he's the type they want."

"What is the type they want?"

"I don't really know," Andurs replied after a noment, "but he's not it.
The @uild will pay your way back to the nearest transfer point," he added as
if this would be sufficient conmpensation for rejection. "I'Il let you know
when we emerge, Killa. Ballybran's one of the nore interesting planets to see
a nmoon's eye view of especially if there's a stormin progress.”

Kil | ashandra renai ned at the view screen until Ballybran was eclipsed by
the bulk of its largest nmoon, Shankill. If you' ve seen one noon installation
you' ve seen themall, she thought as she watched the domes and bl ackened
| anding pits swivel past. Her attention was briefly arrested by the sight of a
second vessel swi nging up over the horizon, a shuttle craft fromthe side of
it, small enough to make no work of the | anding. She thought she caught a
flash of the Heptite Guild dodecahedron on the nose, but the shuttle noved
i nto shadow too quickly for her to check

What ever reception she had subconsci ously hoped for was vastly different
fromthe one she received from Lanzecki, the Resident Master of the Heptite
@Quild. He was standing at the portal when the ship opened its airlock: a dour
man, with a swarthy conplexion and a squat figure clothed in dull colors. The
only things bright and active about himwere his w de-set piercing brown eyes,
whi ch noved incessantly, seeming to catch nore in one darting glance than they
ought .

He gestured to the two nmen accomnpanyi ng hi m who were dun garbed as well.
They silently entered the ship and paced down the corridor, Killashandra in
the I ead. She had never felt nore superfluous. In Carrik's stateroom Lanzeck
used that noment's hesitation to press the panel plate open. He gl anced once
at the still figure on the carrier, his face expressionless. He notioned the
others to enter and take the carrier

"Thank you, Killashandra Ree. You have an open ticket to whatever
destination you desire and a credit of one thousand galactic units." He
proffered two vouchers, each enblazoned with the Heptite Guild dodecahedron
bl ack-quartz crystal. He accorded her a deferential bow, and then, as the nen
gui ded Carrik past, he foll owed them down the corridor

For a nonent, Killashandra stared at the departing trio, the two
metallic voucher slips clinging with static attraction to her fingers. "CGuild
Master? Lanzecki? Sir? Wait..." The stately progress continued w t hout pause.



"OfF all the ungrateful --

"I"d not call themungrateful." said Captain Andurs, who had approached
fromthe other end of the corridor. He craned his head to gl ance at the
Vouchers. "Not at all."

"I didn't expect praise," Killashandra excl ai ned, though that indeed was
what she had expected. "Just a word or two."

"You' ve got the inportant ones," Andurs reninded her with a wy smle.
"One thousand. They're an odd |lot at best," he went on as the Guildsnen turned
toward the accordioned portal maw. "Like | said, there's all kinds of
spacefl ot about that @Quild. | see strange things banging this old can from
systemto system and | pretend not to see half of them" Suddenly, he slid
his arm about her shoul ders. "Now that the dead neat's gone, how about you and
e -. "

"Not now," Killashandra irritably pushed his armaway. "I want a word
with that Guild Master first." She strode rapidly down the corridor toward the
portal .

She never saw Carrik again, though he was |isted anong the inactive
menbership for a good many years. Not that she glanced at the lists, active or
i nactive, very often once the thrill of seeing her own name inscribed had
passed.

She came to a halt at the opaque force screen of the debarkation arch
whi ch blinked readiness to receive her credentials and reason for business on
Shankill. She ignored it, watching in frustration at the Guild Master's figure
di sappeared through one of the five irised exits fromthe small |obby beyond
the arch. She raced back to her cabin to jam her bel ongings into the carisak
By the time she had returned to debarkation, much to her disgust, she had to
join the queue of passengers. As she waited, fighting her inpatience, Captain
Andurs energed fromthe ship's forward section and nade for the secondary gate
by the debarkation arch. He caught a glinpse of her and turned back, a
qui zzical smle on his face.

"Going through with it, Killa?" he asked. He slid a hand up her armto
grip her elbow. Andurs' eyes had the sort of intensity she had begun to
associate with desire, a pleasing response considering her abrupt manner with
himearlier.

"Why not? |'ve been given no reason to stop and a very good one to try?"

Andurs grinned. "Well, you'll find the process takes time. I'll be in
the transients' hostel for at |east five days." He made a grimace of resigned
di staste and shrugged. "1'll be seeing you," he added with a half note of

guestioni ng, though his smile was inviting.

It irked Killashandra to see himjauntily present his wist to the plate
on the smaller arc and watch the entrance dilate i nmedi ately. Wen she finally
submtted her wist to the identity plate at debarkation control, she had
becorme sonmewhat resigned to del ay.

She was asked for her reason to |and on Shankill

"I wish to apply for nmenbership in the Heptite Guild. | have perfect
pitch," she added.

The di splay requested her credit rating, and Killashandra di sdainfully
slipped in the Guild voucher. It was instantly accepted, and the substanti al
credit bal ance displayed. The unit purred, clicked, and then, as a fax sheet
rolled fromthe print slot, the arch dilated to pernit access to the Shankil
nmoon base. She was advised to read and conformto all rules and regul ati ons of
the Shankill Authority, which were included in the printout as were directions
to Transi ent acconmodations, catering facilities, and the public areas of the
install ation.

She passed through the arch and into the lobby with the five exits. The
third iris swirled open, and Killashandra, taking the hint, proceeded down
that corridor to the hostel. She was surprised to emerge into a | arge open
area, high-ceilinged and lined with holograns of trees lightly stirring in an
absent breeze. A glow radiating fromthe plasglassed skylight simulated
sunl i ght. She wondered, as she crossed the floor to the reception area if the



nmock light also foll owed Ballybran's rotational period.

Her second surprise was to find a human attendant behind the reception
counter. "Killashandra Ree?" he asked politely, unsmling. She suppressed a
desire to ask "Who el se?" and nodded,

"You will not have had time to read the rules and regul ati ons pertai ning
to Shankill Mon Base, therefore, it is nmy duty to request that you do so
i medi ately upon settling in your accomodation. Failure to conply will result
in restriction of personal liberty to prevent endangering the lives of others
t hrough ignorance. Please synch your digital to Ballybran's rotation with
which all base times are synchronized. If you do not understand anything in
the instructions, | amat your service to explain. Place your wist unit on
the plate. Thank you."

More accustomed to the nonotone of machine-issued instructions,

Kill ashandra could only stare at the man, wondering if he was sone sort of
androi d, though she'd never heard of such life like replicas of humans. Then
he smiled slightly and tapped the plate.

"Been on a noon base before?" the man asked in a tone remarkably
i nformal after his nechanical speech

"No," she said as she placed her wist to the plate and her thunb in the
depr essi on.

"This is ny tenth. I'man apprentice in satellite security. W get to do
the routine work, you see. Not that anything' s ever gone wong here" -- he
pointed his forefinger firmy toward the floor to indicate the entire base --
"though there's always a first time. Like our training progranmer says,
there's always a first tine, and we're supposed to make sure that first tines

don't occur. That's why you'll find human specialists |like me on noon bases.
Peopl e get so used to nmachi nes and di splays and automati c cautionary signs
that they don't sink in" -- he tapped his forehead -- "and that's how

acci dents can happen."

"Seens |ike good psychol ogy," Killashandra agreed absently, for she was
noting with pleasure the winking green credit bal ance. A key poked above the
flush counter. The man handed it to her

"My name's Ford. You'll read that your roomhas its own |ife-support
systemthat cones on-line automatically in case of failure of the base system
Only, by Brennan's left ear, don't get caught in a hostel roomduring a
| eak-out or a break -- that's a sure way to go berk."

Kill ashandra wanted to tell himthat his psychology had a flaw if this
was how he was supposed to reassure her. But she refrained, sniled, and
prom sed she'd read the instructions. Then she gl anced about her.

"Your key's tuned to your room It'll find you your way back from any
point in the base," Ford said jovially. "Just go through that door," he added,
| eani ng across his counter and pointing to the left.

Killashandra felt the tug of the key in that direction, and giving Ford
another smle, she set off.

The key plate of the door frame was glowing in wel cone as she approached
her assigned room She inserted the key, and the door panel retracted with a
whoosh. As she wal ked in, she could see why Ford didn't recomrend a protracted
stay on the prem ses; the conpact room woul d gi ve anyone cl austrophobia. Al
the bodily conforts conpacted into a space 3 1/2 neters long, 2 neters w de
and 3 high. A three-drawer captain's bed occupied nost of the space. Above it
was shelving, fromthe base of which projected the angl ed audi ovi sual unit,
obvi ously usable only to the occupant of the bed. Any esthetics of space or
decor had been waived in considerations of safety and survival. To be sure,
one wasn't compelled to remain in this room In fact, fromthe authority's
vi ewpoint, it was probably advisable that the room be occupied only for sleep

Killashandra flipped the carisak to the foot of the bed and pl opped down
onit, noticing for the first time the row of |abeled sw tches and buttons
along the wall and the wall slots fromwhich, according to the | abels, table,
readi ng | anp, and an individual catering unit would energe. She grinaced.
Everything at finger-tip control. She wondered if Ford's presence was to



reassure the transients that they were i ndeed hunman rather than extensions of
some conputer. Ford certainly exhibited humanity.
Si ghing, she dutifully pulled the rules and regul ations to her. She had

prom sed. Besides, forewarning herself seemed wise even if -- as Ford had
averred, nothing had ever happened on Shankill Station
According to the fax sheet, he was correct. The Shankill Myon Base had

been functioning safely for 334 years, Standard Gal actic. The origina
installation had been consi derably expanded when Federated Sentient Planets
restricted habitation of Ballybran because of the planet's dangers.

Killashandra had to reread that part twice. So the planet itself was
danger ous, though obviously that danger had been overcone since people were
now wor ki ng and |iving on the surface.

The foll owi ng paragraphs blithely changed subject and began enunerating
saf ety hazards, regul ations, and individual responsibilities. Killashandra
dutifully read on, hearing an echo of Ford's warning: "There's always a first
time." As a transient, her main responsibilities were first to seek the
red-striped areas of whatever corridor or public place she inhabited on
hearing either rapid hoots (oxygen |eak) or sharp short whistles (penetration)
or intermttent siren (internal fire or emergency) and then to stay out of
everyone's way. Sustained hoots, whistles, or siren indicated the end of the
energency. |If she was in her quarters, she was to lie on the bed -- not that
there was anywhere else in the roomto be confortable during enforced
incarceration. In all crises, helnmeted personnel were authorized to comrand
unhel neted individuals to any task required to end the energency.

She turned the sheet over and studied the nap of the base, which,
conparing the total with the part she had already seen, mnust be i mense. Sone
units were conposed of nine sprawling |evels, nost subsurface; each one could
be sealed for all had backup |ife-support systems. The |argest areas were
cargo and mai ntenance facilities, the Guild and adninistration. D agranms of
the two snall er bases on the noons, Shilnore and Shanganagh, decorated the
bott om of the sheet. These were both neteorol ogi cal stations and Shanganagh
seened to be conpl etely automat ed.

Met eor ol ogy seened to be the preoccupation of Ballybran, Killashandra
t hought -- was that the danger on the planet? Its weather? Carrik had
mentioned the incredi ble mach storns. That the wi nds of Ballybran were
feroci ous enough to nerit such a ni ckname was frighteni ng enough

She scanned the map again, noting the proximty of the Guild conplex to
the transients' quarters. Two tunnel s/corridors/avenues -- whatever -- over
and the small unit between was the debarkation facility. She grinned at the
conveni ent juxtaposition. Could it be conmpletely fortuitous? Could she just
wal k over and present herself as an aspirant?

She suddenly experienced an unexpected diffidence and studied her
digital. She was well within the normal working hours of nost conmerci al
establ i shnents. She had read the inportant safety regul ations, and she woul d
certainly ook for the red-striped area in any corridor and public place she
entered. Wth a twitch of her shoul ders, she strengthened her resolve and
pressed the wall stud to activate the speech-recognition system

"Request details for applying to Heptite Guild for nmenbership."

The display rippled on

APPL| CATI ON FOR CONSI DERATI ON OF MEMBERSHI P | N HEPTI TE GUI LD
REQUI RES PHYSI CAL FI TNESS TEST SG |, PSYCHOLOGQ CAL PRCFI LE SG |, EDUCATI ON
LEVEL 3 PREFERRED BUT EXCEPTI ONS CONSI DERED, PERFECT AND ABSCLUTE PI TCH BOTH
I N PERCEPTI ON AND REPRODUCTI ON OF THE TONAL QUALITY AND TI MBRE TO BE FOUND
ONLY IN TYPE |V THROUGH VII| BI PEDAL HUMANO D, ORIG N SOL I11. MJTANTS NEED
NOT APPLY.

APPL| CATI ON MADE ONLY THROUGH HEPTI TE GUI LD OFFI CES: SHANKI LL MOON
BASE, MAI N RECEPTI ON FACI LI TY.

FEDERATED SENTI ENT PLANETS REQUI RE PULL DI SCLOSURE OF ALL DANGERS
I NHERENT | N PROFESSI ON TO PROSPECTI VE CANDI DATES ONCE PHYSI CAL, PSYCHOLOG CAL,



AND APTI TUDE TESTS HAVE BEEN PASSED TO THE SATI SFACTI ON OF THE GU LD EXAM NI NG
BOARD.

BALLYBRAN | S AN | NTERDI CTED WORLD, SECTI ON 907, CODE 4, PARAGRAPHS
78-90. FOR DETAILS, CONSULT HEPTI TE GUI LD

"Well," Killashandra murmured, "information received by dribs and drabs.
Heptite Guild, please."

The screen resolved around a wonan's face.

"Heptite Guild, Shankill Mbon base. May | assist you?"

"Ki |l ashandra Ree," she managed, m ndful of courtesy, for she hadn't

expected a personal answer. "lI'd like to know if your menmber, Carrik, is al
ri ght?"

"He nade the journey safely to the surface.™

"I nean, will he recover?"

"That is possible but not predictable.™

The wonman's face was conposed and obvi ously expectant.

"How do | get to be a Guild nenber?" Her query was blurted out. "I did
tap data retrieval."

The woman smiled politely. "I ampernitted to rel ease additiona
information to interested persons. Your room designation?" Killashandra gave
her the information. "You will have access to the relevant data until 0800
tomorrow. |If you desire the prelimnary exam nations, you may present yourself
to the @uild during normal working hours."

The i mage faded, which was just as well because Killashandra was
consunmed with curiosity as to what nore of Ballybran's nysteries would be
reveal ed by the proni sed additional data. Not all, she was certain.

The di splay began with a historical summary of the planet. Furious, she
was about to cancel the programwhen it occurred to her that the w se
performer studied the role and the conposer, to understand his intent, before
any audition. If the @Guild had released this data to her, they would al so know
if she had avail ed herself of the courtesy. Joining the Heptite Guild m ght
not depend al one on perfect pitch, good physical condition, and the right
psychol ogi cal adjustment or why were there so few nmenbers?

She settled herself to study the material, though the prelimnary
par agraphs on "man's ever-pressing need for material resources in his search
of the gal axies -- rem nded her depressingly of secondary school's orientation
propaganda. She didn't have to wade through rmuch of that but got quickly to
the section on Spican quartz.

In a routine explore and eval uate search, Scoria's planets were probed.
Bal | ybran, the only one with suitable atnmosphere and gravity, gave happy
evi dence of crystal and quartz formations in its inverted ranges. A team was
di spatched, Barry M| ekey of Trace its |leader. The initial findings of the
geol ogi sts indicated a planet of inmense potential, and sanples were rushed
back to Sector Research division. The E and E of Ballybran had | ucked out. The
first crystal sanple to be anal yzed properly, a blue porphyry type, proved,
due to peculiarities of its conmposition, a marvel ous optical storage device,
al l owi ng conmputers virtually instantaneous access to inprobably |arge vol unes
of data stored in matrixes of exceptionally small dinensions. The crystal's
fine-grain synapse structure enabled even a smallish (1 cnB) segment to serve
as a gigaword nenory.

However, it was M| ekey's discovery of the so-called black quartz --
under normal conditions neither black quartz -- that led to the conplete
revol ution of interstellar comrunications. OMng to its thermal
characteristics, Black Ballybran is a pignented rock crystal, translucent in

natural |ight.
Under certain types of magnetic stress, Black Ballybran, for |ack of any
better description, absorbs all Iight and seens to become matte bl ack. M| ekey

had observed this phenomenon when he chipped the first lunp fromthe black
crystal face.
Agai n by accident, while being exam ned by the crystall ographers, the



substance's true properties were discovered. If two identical segnents of

bl ack quartz were subjected to synchroni zed nmagnetic induction, a two-way
conmuni cation link was established between the crystal segnents. Wen

i nvestigators increased the distance between the sanples, it was di scovered
that, unlike other el ectromagnetic phenonena, black quartz elimnated the tine
| ag.

Concurrent with the | aboratory di scoveries and proposed applications of
the new crystals cane the first of several problens to be solved in the mning
of this rich source. The first E and E team had only gathered up | oose chips
of the various types of crystal, or such larger chunks as had al ready been
fractured fromthe nother lode. In attenpts to cut with ordi nary carbon-10
bl ades, the crystal had shattered. Laser cutters were tried, but they
shattered, nelted, or damaged the crystal

The habit of one of the crystall ographers of singing as he worked led to
an unexpected solution. The nman noticed that sone crystal faces would resonate
to his voice, and he suggested the use of a subsonic cutter. Though not
conpl etely successful, experinments along this line finally produced the
sophi sti cated audi o pickup that resonated, anplified, and reduced the required
note to set the sub-sonic dianond bl ade.

Once the probl em of westing unbl enished crystals fromthe face was
sol ved, Ballybran was opened to private miners. During the next spate of
stornms, those miners who heeded the warnings pronptly and reached the
sheltered valley sustained no injury. The inprudent were discovered in the
storm s wake, dead or nmad. Storm wi nds bl owi ng across the resonant crystal
range coaxed enough sonics fromthe sensitive rock to shatter unprotected
m nds.

Keenly aware of the unexpl ai ned deaths of the nine mners, everyone
became consci ous of previously ignored physical disconforts. The meditechs
began filing reports of disorientation, hypo- and hyperthernic spells, erratic
sense perceptions, nuscul ar spasm and weakness. No one in the several base
canps escaped the minor ailnments. Myst synptons passed, but some victinms found
one sense or another -- in nost cases hearing -- to be affected. The nedica
team was hastily augnented, and everyone was put through exhaustive tests. At
first, crystal was suspected of inducing the synptons. However, those handling
the crystal off-planet appeared unharmed by contact, while meteorol ogists and
support technicians who never touched the stuff on Ballybran, were al so
af fected. Crystal was absolved. The planet's ecol ogy then becanme the prine
target for intensive examnation, and this area of investigation proved
positive. The spore producing the synptons was soon isol ated, and the planet
Bal | ybran was placed on Code 4 as a preventive neasure.

Kill ashandra turned off the display to ponder that. Anything bel ow Code
15 was a stern prohibition against |anding. Ballybran's spore produced
conplicated reactions sonetines fatal -- in the human body. Yet the culprit
had been isol ated, but the planet was still on a Code 41

Evasi on! Killashandra thought, irritated. She started the di splay again,
but the text now cited the formati on of the Heptite Guild. She halted it.

What was it Andurs had said? "Only Singers |eave the planet?" Cbviously,
t he handi capped remai ned on Bal |l ybran. Twenty-thousand-odd staff and
techni ci ans as opposed to Singers. Killashandra snorted. Those were better
odds, actually, than the ones agai nst achieving stellar rank in the perforning
arts. She rather liked that. Yes, but what happened if you weren't one of the
one-in-five? What sort of technical workers were enpl oyed?

She queried the vidifax.

"Techni ci ans: Ballybran crystal workers, tuners, artificers of crysta
drive components and interstellar resonating units, meditechs, progranmers,
nmechani cs, therapists, agronom sts, caterers..." the list continued down to
meni al functions.

So, once committed to Ballybran, only Singers left. Wll, she'd be a
Singer. Killashandra pushed aside the console and, knitting her fingers behind
her head, |eaned back on the narrow bol ster



What contributed to that subtle difference between Singer and support
staff? Particularly if perfect pitch was a prerequisite to | eaving the planet.
If infrasonic cutters were used to extract the crystal fromthe rock face,
sheer strength wasn't the second requisite. Attitude? Aptitude?

The spore di sease? Killashandra drew the consol e back to her and tapped
out a recall.

"This area of investigation proved positive, and the spore producing the
illness was isolated..."

"lIsolated,” Killashandra muttered under her breath. "Isol ated but not
negated, or cured, and the planet Code 4."

So it had to be immunity to the spore itself that determ ned who sang
crystal ?

Not hi ng ventured, nothing gai ned, she thought, and tapped out a query on
t he spore. She chuckled as the display announced a restricted subject. Only so
much information then was vouchsafed the candi date. Fair enough. Privacy was
as much the right of a GQuild as an individual, and the FSP required ful
di scl osure before a candi date took the final irrevocable plunge.

She pushed back the consol e and swung of f the bed. Pausing just |ong
enough to brush her hair and check the fall of her tunic, she slid aside the
door panel. It closed quietly behind her

When she reached the ranp connecting | evels, she studied the wall nmap
nount ed there. She was two |l evels below and to one side of the Guild and there
was but one access to that part of the base. She hurried up the ranp with an
aggressive stride. It felt good to wal k about. After confinement for nine days
in shuttles and spaceshi ps, even a noon base seened spacious. The anenities of
Shankill reflected its use as a commercial as well as resident scientific
facility. Considerable thought and care had been taken to approxi mate
pl anetary surroundi ngs, to make residents and transients forget the hostile
condi tions outside. Hol ograms on the outside of the ranmp-way depicted a
pl easant nountain scene that, Killashandra was sure, would change in |ighting
to coincide with the base's diurnal pattern. It was close to m dday "outside,"
but she ignored the faint conplaints fromher stomach.

Through a | ock, past the red-hatched area she had prom sed herself to
seek out, the corridor widened into a broad foyer. Set around the wall were
hol ograns of trees and flowers, nodding and di ppi ng anong t he banked bri ght
| eaf ed shrubs. She thought the decorator had m xed the flora of severa
pl anets in the display, but with holograns that scarcely caused botanica
probl ems. Besides, the effect was col orful

The catering facility bel ow her was set out on several levels, the first
one a wide corridor between two beverage areas, one with a hunan attendant.
She bore left, entering another short corridor that bridged the catering and
Qui l d areas.

Though it crossed her mnd that the Guild offices were closed for ni dday
nmeal s, she was surprised to gain instant adnission to the reception area.
There, she stopped i n wonder.

Moon base or not, the twelve-sided hall was i mense, the ceiling at
| east 5, possibly 6 meters high. An inmrense crystal art form multicol ored and
faintly lum nous, hung fromthe center of the arches that supported the
ceiling. A curved console was the only furnishing in the open chanber, but
Kill ashandra noted the lights of display niches set at randomlevels on the
si dewal | s.

"Well," she uttered in soft amazement, then heard the chandelier chine
in response. It was not, as she'd initially thought, a lighting fixture. It
al so seemed to incorporate a variety of crystal fornms and col ors: sone
mast er pi eces of crystal artifice. Surely a waste. Suddenly she realized the
mass was slowy rotating, its |lum nous ends sending notes of |ight about the
room changing patterns as it turned and al ways acconpani ed by the soft,
al nost sublimnal chimng.

If the noise didn't twi st you, thought Killashandra, the Iight would
nmesmneri ze. She declined the subtle hypnosis and began to prow about the



enornous reception hall. The first niche held a fan of mnute shards of a
pal e-pi nk crystal, the sort probably utilized as conputer chips or
transducers. She wondered how sharp their edges might be. The next display
provi ded magnification to show crystal line threads of various hues and

di ameters. Surely, one didn't "cut" those. Perhaps the yellow sh crysta
fractured into such strands.

The porcupine of a crystal drive unit domi nated the next showcase, but
the | argest area was devoted to the black crystal, which, indeed, was neither
bl ack nor, apparently, a crystal. Wen she noved on to the next wall of the
dodecahedron and squi nted t hrough one of the eyeholes, she saw anot her piece,
very definitely black in the special |ighting.

Suddenl y, the chandelier chined, and, startled, Killashandra turned to

find the tall, thin, nervous man fromthe spaceship standing at the entrance.
He had cleared his throat noisily, and the chandelier was responding to the
harsh sound. He now | ooked as if he were going to dash fromthe hall in
terror.

"Yes?" she asked, forestalling his flight. She m ght as well find out
what was haunting him

"No nean to break privacy," he blurted out in a hoarse whisper. He
obvi ously had encountered the peculiar reaction of the chandelier before. "But
the man with you on the ship? He was a Singer?"

"Yes."

"\What happened to hin? That spore get hin®"

"No," Killashandra replied. The poor man's eyes threatened to pop out of
his head he was so worried. "He was caught in the sonic backlash when a
shuttle bl ew up. Sensory overload."

The relief brightened his face, and he nopped at his forehead and cheeks
with a film

"They tell you only so nuch and not enough. So when | saw him --

"You want to beconme a Crystal Singer?"

He gul ped, his larynx cartil age bobbi ng up and down in his nervousness.

"Are you a Singer?" There was awe in his voice. "I thought you nust be
fromthe way the captain was treating you." He wasn't so certain of that now,
obvi ousl y.

"No, I"'mnot."

H s attitude changed instantly as he straightened up and thrust his
shoul der s back.

"Well, I"'mgoing to be," he stated firmy, and the chandelier echoed
him He gl anced nervously above and seened to draw his head protectively into
hi s shoul ders.

"If that's what you want," Killashandra said equably, and then strode
past him She'd seen all of the hall she wanted and could do with sone food.

"You mean, you won't try to argue ne out of it?" he asked, follow ng

her .
"Why shoul d I ?"
"Everyone el se does."
"I"'mnot everyone else."
"It's supposed to be very dangerous."
"I"'mnot worried."
"Are you going to apply, too?"
She stopped and turned on himso swiftly that he nearly wal ked into her
"You're invading ny privacy -- "
"Ch, no, no." He fended off such an accusation with raised arns and a
startled expression. "But why else would you be in the Heptite Hal I ?"
"To buy crystal."
"You're not a buyer --
"You're invading ny privacy!" She stal ked off as fast as she could, half
tenpted to press the close button on the panel that separated the Iinking
corridor with the catering foyer
"I just wanted to talk..."

H' s voice foll owed her but he at | east had



remai ned behi nd.

The energy generated by her irritation carried her past the bar area to
a T-junction of aisles |eading to business stalls and cubicles, sone closed by
privacy screens. Broadl eafed plants lined a short flight of steps into the
dining area. Service slots and bright-orange nenu panels were positioned
agai nst the walls, and she was naking her way to the nearest when she heard
hersel f call ed.

"Over here, Killashandra Ree." Captain Andurs rose froma group of
spacenmen to beckon her. "C non. Join us."

Wll, he'd at | east be protection against that inbecile if he foll owed
her, so she waved back and stepped up to scan the nenufax. She was overwhel ned
by the selections scrolling on display. Wen she spotted the seafood casserole
she'd eaten that nomentous evening at Fuerte, she ordered it.

"Brew s good, too," Andurs said, coming to assist her. He deftly punched
a sequence, paused and tapped again. "CGoes down better with some of these.”

She was about to protest his abruptness, all too famliar with the
vagari es of over programed and stubborn student hall catering units, when the
service panel slid open to reveal all three orders. Efficiency was a pl easure.

"Here, have a sip of the brew and see if you like it," Andurs suggested,
offering her the liter glass. "No sense maki ng unnecessary trips. Spoils
conversations. See, | told you it was good. It's not processed: allowed to age
normal |y, and that means a good brew. They know how here." Then he dialed up
not only a liter glass for her but a | arge beaker as well. "lI'd stick to the
brews here or your own planet's ferment or distillations if they stock 'em --
and |'d be surprised if they didn't. You could really turn off on some drinks
if you have the wong netabolism you know "

"I appreciate the advice," she said as they nade their way back to the
ot hers.

"Do you?" Andurs sounded cynical. "W've been scheduled. W'IlIl be on our
way tonorrow, 1000 base time. Rush cargo. Bound for Regul us Exchange. You can
use that @uild voucher and cross the MIky Way if you've a mind to."

"I"'ve a mind to stay here and see how it goes."

"Done any checki ng?" he asked, lowering his voice, for they were nearly
to the table now

"Enough. "

"No matter what prints out, it wouldn't be enough or all the truth."
Andurs' tone was dourly repressive.

"By FSP |l aw, they have to nake full disclosure of the dangers.™

Andurs snorted, but they had reached the table by then and he was
disinclined to continue that discussion

She had only just been introduced to the flight engi neer, whom she
hadn't nmet during the journey, when she noticed tension on the faces of the
supercargo and the second of ficer. Curious, she glanced over her shoul der to
see what caused their dislike and then half turned in her chair to get a clear
| ook.

Two nen and a worman stood there observing the seated diners. It was not
their rough, stained garments, the scarred boots, or unkenpt hair that caught

Killashandra's eye -- though these were unusual enough in a society that
respected cleanliness -- but the trio' s inperious bearing, a sort of l|ofty
di sdai n that excluded everyone else, and the brilliance of their eyes. The

tabl eau, briefly held during the trio's survey, broke up as the three noved
purposefully toward a corner table where, as Killashandra followed their
progress, two other simlarly attired people sat.

"And who do they think they are?" Killashandra asked, as annoyed by
their manner as the second officer and supercargo. Even as she spoke, she knew
the answer, for she had seen that hauteur, that inner lumnosity before -- in
Carri k.

"Singers, are they?"

"Yes," said the super flatly.

"Are they always |ike that?"



"Wasn't your friend Carrik?" Andurs countered.

"Not exactly like that."

"Then he was nost unusual ," the super replied in a daunting tone.
"They're at their worst just in fromthe ranges -- as those are. Lucky for us,
Andurs, there are two Monasterian ships in. They' Il ship out on those."

Andurs nodded curtly and then, as if to make certain Killashandra did
not continue the sore subject of Singers, began a volley of questions about
supplies and cargo waybills. Taking the hint, she applied herself to her food
but did cast surreptitious glances toward the fascinating group of Singers.
Kill ashandra was all the nore surprised that they seemed not to have nmuch to
say to each other, though the trio had deliberately sought out the pair. Nor
did they leave their table longer than it took one of themto dial and coll ect
several w ne beakers at a tine. They paid no attention to others in the now --
crowded di ni ng area.

Since there was considerable traffic, greeting of friends, and
good-natured teasing fromtable to table, Killashandra could make sone
di screet evaluations. A good rel ationship seened to exi st between base
residents -- Quild nmenbers or not -- and transients. She recognized the
various professions and skills by the distinctive uniformcol ors and hat chi ngs
of coding and rate. The travel ers were garbed in whatever suited their
fancies, the styles and fashions of two or three dozen cultures and
di sci plines. Ship personnel always wore the space-dark unifornms, sober
counterpoint to the riot of civilian dress. Several |ife-supported aliens
appeared briefly in the main foyer but they quickly retired to the catering
| evel that accomodated their exotic requirements.

Having leisurely finished their nmeal, the supercargo and engi neer
excused thensel ves, claimng duties before lift off. Andurs waved them a
geni al go-ahead and then turned to Kill ashandra.

"D you see what woul d happen if you becone a Singer?"

"What ?" she asked guil el essly.

Andurs flicked his fingers inmpatiently at the al oof quintet. "You'd be
al one. \Werever you went."

"I wasn't alone with Carrik. He was very good conpany."

"For a specific reason, |'ve no doubt, and don't spout Privacy at ne."
Ki | | ashandra | aughed at his sour reply. "The reason was nutual, ny
friend. And I still don't see why the Crystal Singers are at fault."

"And who do they think they are?"' he mimicked in a fair initation of
her instinctive reaction to the Singers.

"Well, | also didn't notice anyone meki ng t hem wel cone the way everyone
else -- "

"Nor will you. Disagreeable bastards, that's what they are. And they
al ways act that superior."

"Carrik -- " she began, renenbering how nmuch fun he had been

"He m ght have been hal fway gone by the tine you met him They change --
and not for the better."”

"They woul d have to, wouldn't they?" she said, somewhat abruptly, for
Andurs' irrational insistence on generalities annoyed her. "The fax said they
take rigorous physical, psychol ogical, and aptitude tests. Only the best are
taken, so they woul d be above the pl oddies you have to put up with everywhere
el se in the gal axy."

"You don't understand. They are very different!" Andurs was beconi ng
agitated in his effort to explain.

"I'"ll never understand if you won't be specific.”

"Well, | can." Andurs alnost |eaped at her offer. "The Singer in the
brown tunic -- how old would you say he is? And don't stare at themtoo hard.
They can be offensive if irritated. Especially when they' re just off the
Ranges |ike that set."

Ki Il ashandra had noticed the brown-clad man; he was the tallest one and
exuded sone of the same magnetic quality that had distinguished Carrik.

"I'"d say about second half of his third decade, perhaps begi nning of his



fourth.”

"I"'min my fourth and have been making this run for nine years standard.
I know he's been a Singer for at |east nine decades because his nane's
appeared on the passenger lists for ny ship for that long."

Ki |l ashandra gl anced discreetly over at the subject in question. It was
hard to believe the man was well over his first hundred years. Mdern science
del ayed the worst ravages of physical degeneration but --

"So eternal youth is your gripe?"

"No, not mine. Frankly | wouldn't want to have nore than ten or twelve
decades. It's not just that Singers |ook young | onger, though that does get at
sone, it's -- it's other differences..."

"Psychol ogi cal ? Professional ? Physical ? O financial ?"

"Look, the point is, there are differences that the rest of us note,
sense, feel, and resent in Singers!" Andurs was vehenent now, poundi ng one
fist into the other pal mto enphasize his points. "Whatever it is separates
you forever fromthe rest of mankind. Is that what you want?"

Ki | | ashandra gave the question due consideration before she | ooked
Andurs in the eye and said, "Yes. Crystal Singers are a rigidly selected,
highly trained professional mnority. And | want to be a menber of that sort

of group. 1've had sonme training in that direction already," she added with a
sour smle
"Then your bringing Carrik back..." Andurs' nostrils flared with

suspi ci on, and he | eaned away from her

"Was what | owed the man," she added hastily, for she didn't |ike that
expression to appear so soon, and for no cause, on Andurs' face. She honestly
had been notivated by regret for Carrik's condition. "W knows? | may not
pass the requirenents. It harns no one for ne to try, does it?" She gave
Andurs a sweet, somewhat tremulous smile. "I was not notivated toward any goa
when | encountered Carrik, you see -- "

"Then ship out with ne -- or on any of the other ships. This" -- Andurs
forefinger pointed at the door -- "is a dead end."

Ki | ashandra sneaked one nore | ook at the Crystal Singers -- proud,
al oof , and curiously radiant. She contrived a thoughtful frown for Andurs
benefit, but the group, renote and inaccessible, were indeed people apart,
clearly marked by a subtle difference that set them above humans ot herw se no
| ess physically attractive or intelligent. This distinction would cause
Singers to be singled out no matter where they were. Forever, Killashandra
t hought, as Stellar performers when basking in the appl ause of adoring
audi ences. Since she was deprived of the one, she would try for this.

"There is sonething about them.." she said aloud with a diffident lift
of her shoulders and a wy smle. "You know, you're right about the brew -- "
and she turned a nmore winning smle at Andurs.

“I"1l get nore."

She spent a pleasant evening with the captain, though she was gl ad that
it was just an evening, for his Iimtations soon becane apparent. Carrik had
had many revel ations for her. But when Andurs left for his ship at date
change, it was only with expressions of regret and additional urgings for her
to be on board. Though he was only going as far as Regul us Exchange,

Ki |l ashandra coul d pick up a ship bound anywhere in the galaxy with her Guild
voucher.

She thanked him affecting nore drowsiness than she felt, and left him
with the notion that she had been swayed by his persuasi ons and person.

She didn't learn until nuch later that his ship, the Rag Bl ue Swan
Delta, had del ayed departure until perenptorily forced to | eave by an
aggravated landing officer. By that time she was already in the Guild bl ock of
t he base.

CHAPTER 4



Arriving punctually at the begi nning of business hours, Killashandra was

not the only one so pronpt. Some of the dozen or so milling about the |arge
reception area were quite obviously buyers, peering at the displays and
jotting entries on their wist units. The tall, thin young man was there. He

| ooked startled to see Killashandra and swerved away from her. Just as

Kill ashandra noted two nmen and a wonan energe froma panel in the far side of
t he dodecahedron, soneone stanped in fromthe base entrance. Killashandra
glinpsed a set, hard, angry face and the cl ose-cropped hair of a space worker
as the bone-thin figure of a femal e swept past her.

The chandelier responded to the vibrations of her passage and pi cked up
the tone of her voice. Fromthe resonance of the chinming art form
Ki | | ashandra knew t he woman was maki ng demands. What surprised Killashandra
nore was that the Guild wonan did not pay any attention, her head remaining
bent over the nmodul e. The angry space worker repeated her question, sharp
enough now for Killashandra to hear that the wonan was demandi ng to be taken
i Mmediately for testing as a Guild candi date.

Suddenl y, one of the Guildsmen, excusing hinmself fromhis conversation
with a buyer, touched the programrer on her arm directing her gaze to the now
irate space worker. Another angry spate of words jarred the crystal drops,
al t hough the @uild programer seemed not the | east disturbed either by her
di scourtesy or the space worker's ire. In the next nmonent, the panel at the
back of the room opened again, and the space worker noved toward it, her head
set at an aggressive angle, her stride jarring her slender frame. The panel
cl osed behind her.

A sigh attracted Killashandra's attention, and she turned to find a
young man standi ng beside her. He woul d have deserved a second | ook anywhere,
for he possessed close curled red hair, a recessive trait rarer now than the
true blond. He had evidently watched the interchange between the space worker
and the @uild programer as if he had anticipated such a confrontation. Hs
sigh had been one of relief.

"She made it," he nmurmured under his breath, and then, noticing
Killashandra, snmiled at her. Hi s unusually light green eyes twinkled in
m schief. The antipathy Killashandra had instinctively felt for the space
wor ker was replaced by an instant affinity to the young nan. "She's been in a
snit, that one, the whole journey here. Thought she'd go through the
debarkation arch like a projectile when it started laying on the formality.

And after all that..." He spread his hands wi de to express his astoni shnent at
her ease.
"There's nore to it than going through a doorway," Killashandra said.
"Don't | just know it, but there was no telling Carigana. For starters,

she was annoyed that | got to do the prelimat Yarro on Beta VI. As if it were
a personal affront to her that she had to cone all the way here." He stepped
closer to Killashandra as a knot of people, buyers fromtheir varied manner of
dress, entered. "Have you taken the plunge yet?" And then he held up his hand,
grinning so wi nningly when Killashandra stiffened at such a flagrant breach of
privacy that she couldn't, after all, take offense. "I'mfrom Scartine, you
know, and | keep forgetting manners. Besides, you don't |ook |like a buyer" --
his comment was conplinmentary for he gestured w th good- hunored contenpt at
the finery of nost of the other occupants of the hall -- "and transients would
never venture further than the catering area, so you nust be interested in
crystal singing..." He raised his eyebrows as well as the tone of his voice in
guesti on.

It would have taken a far nore punctilious person than Killashandra to
depress his ingenuous manner, but she answered with the briefest of snmiles and
a nod.

"Wl |, because |'ve been through the prelim 1've only to report ny
presence, but if | were you, though I'mnot, and it's certainly not nmy wish to
i nvade your privacy, |'d give Carigana a chance to get organi zed before

followed her in." Then he cocked his head, grinning with a sparkle at odds
with his guilelessness. "Unless you're hanging back with second thoughts."



"I'"ve thoughts but none of them second." Killashandra said. "You did the
prelimat Yarro?"

"Yes, you know the tests."

"SG1ls, | hear."

He shrugged diffidently. "Medigear feels the same for all levels, and if
you' re adjusted, the psych is nothing. Aptitude's aptitude and a fast one, but
you | ook like you've done tertiary studies, so what's to knot your hair over?"
H s expression was sharp as his eyes flicked to the wall through which

Cari gana had passed. "If you' ve got hair!"

"Those tests -- they're not conplicated, or painful, or anything?. .."
The tall nervous young man had sidled up to themw thout either noticing his
appr oach.

Kill ashandra frowned slightly wi th displeasure, but the other young nan
gri nned encouragi ngly.

"No sweat, no stress, no strength exerted, man. A breeze," and he pl aned
his hand in a snooth gesture indicating ease. "All | got to do nowis go up to
t he panel, knock on the door, and I'min." He snapped the shoul der strap of
hi s cari sak.

"You' ve been given the full disclosure?" the dark-haired man asked.

"Not yet." The red-head grinned again. "That's the next step and only
done here.”

"Shillawn Agus Vartry," the other said formally, raising his right hand,
fingers spread in the galactic gesture that indicated cooperation w thout
weapon.

"Ri mbol C-hen-stal-az" was the red-head' s rejoinder

Killashandra wasn't in the mobod to be drawn into further conversation
about applying for Quild menbership, not with this Shillawn swall owi ng and
stamering his way to a decision. She accorded Rinbol a smle and the salute
as she backed away courteously before veering toward the nodule with nore
assurance than she felt. Once there, she spread her fingers w de where the
nmoverrent woul d catch the wonan's eye

"I"'d like to apply for nenbership to the Heptite Guild," she said when
t he wonman rai sed her head. Killashandra had neant to say she wanted to becone
a Crystal Singer, but the words had shifted in her mnd and nouth wth
uncharacteristic discretion. Perhaps Carigana's very bad exanpl e had tenpered
her appr oach.

The programer inclined her head in acknow edgment of the request, her
fingers flashing across the term nal keys. "If you will proceed through that
entrance." She notioned toward the opening panel in the wall.

Kill ashandra could just imagi ne how anti-climactic that mld phrase nust
have been for the storm ng Carigana. She snmiled to herself as the panel closed
behi nd her without so much as a sigh. Exit Killashandra Ree softly and with no
f anf ar e.

She found herself in a short corridor, with a series of color-coded and
desi gn- pat ched doors on either side, and made for one that opened quietly.
Just as she entered the roomfrom one door, a man with an odd crook to one
shoul der entered from anot her. He gave her such a quick searching | ook that
she felt certain he had had to greet Carigana.

"You agree to submt to SG 1 exam nations of physical, psychol ogical
and aptitudi nal readi ness? Pl ease state your nane, planet of origin, and
what ever rank you hold. This information is being processed under the
Federated Sentient Planets' conditions regarding adm ssion into the Heptite
@Quild of Ballybran." He ran through the speech in two breaths, staring
expectantly at her while her mnd caught up with his rote coments.

"Yes, |, Killashandra Ree of Fuerte, agree to the exam nations. Rank
tertiary student in performng arts, released.”

"This way, please, Killashandra Ree." She followed himinto an anteroom
t he usual examination facility. The panel on one door blazed red, and
Ki |  ashandra supposed that Carigana was w thin, being subjected to the sane
tests she was about to undergo.



She was shown to the next cubicle, which held the couch and hood t hat
wer e standard physical diagnostic equiprment for her species. Wthout a word,
she settled herself on the couch as confortably as possible, inured since
chil dhood to the procedures, to the slightly claustrophobic sensation as the
upper half of the diagnostic unit swung down over her. She didn't mind the
al nost conforting pressure of the torso unit or the tight grip across one
thi gh and the hard weight on her |left shin, but she never could get used to
the constricting headpi ece and the pressures agai nst eyes, tenple, and jaw.
But cerebral and retinal scanning were painless, and one never felt the
acupuncture that deadened the leg for the blood, bone marrow, and tissue
sanmpl es. The other pressures for organ readi ngs, nuscle tone, heat and cold
t ol erances, sound sensitivity, were as nothing to the final pain-threshold
jolt. She had heard about but never experienced the pain-threshold ganut --
and hoped never to have to do so again.

Just as she was about to screamfromthe stinuli applied to her nerve
centers the apparatus abruptly retracted. As her nervous systemtingled with
the after effect, she did groan and nassaged the back of her neck to ease
muscl es that had tensed in that split second of neasurabl e agony.

"Take this restorative now, please," the neditech said, entering the
room He gave her a glass of carbonated green liquid. "Set you right. And if
you'll just sit here," he added as a confortable padded chair rolled to the
center of the roomwhile the nmedigear slid to the left. "When you are
recovered, press the button on the right chair arm and the psychol ogi cal test
will begin. A verbal address systemis used. Responses are, of course,
recorded, but I'msure you're famliar with the procedures by now. "

The drink did clear the |last miasnma of the threshold test from her
senses, making her feel incredibly alert. Al the better preparation for
psychol ogi cal testing.

Ki | I ashandra had al ways had m xed feelings about that sort of evaluation
-- so much mght depend on one's frane of nmind at that particul ar hour, day,
and year. She experienced her usual half hearted desire to give all the wong
answers, but this was coupled with the keen awareness of self-competition. Too
much depended on the exans. She had no need to play any of the games she m ght
have risked at other levels and tines. She could not, however, conprehend the
pur pose of sone questions that had never been asked during any ot her
eval uation session. O course, she'd never applied to the Heptite CGuild
before, so their criteria were bound to be different. Nor had she under gone a
conput eri zed verbal address psych test before, which was generally conducted
face to face with a human exam ner

Toward the | ast few nonents of the session, the speed of questioning
i ncreased to the point where she was actually sweating to produce answers to
t he di spl ayed questions in an effort to keep up the pace.

She could still feel her heart racing when the Guild nman returned, this
time bearing a tray with steam ng food packs.
"Your aptitude tests will be presented after you've eaten and rested

You may request entertainnment fromthe fax or sleep.” At his words, a contour
couch appeared froma storage area. "Wen you are ready, informthe conputer
and the final examnation will begin."

Ki |l ashandra was ravenous and found the nutritious neal delicious. She
si pped the hot beverage slowy and asked for soothing Optherian "bal ances" to
clear her mind of the tensions caused by the | ast portion of the psych tests.

In her previous evaluation sessions, the manner of the human attendants
had often indicated the | evel of her performance -- and she was accustomed to
scoring high. But the Guild tech had been so inpersonal, she couldn't guess
how she was doi ng.

After she'd finished her neal, she elected to continue and signal ed her
readi ness. Whereupon she was tested for pitch, the severest evaluation of that
faculty she'd ever endured, including estimtes of vibrational errors and
unnervi ng sublimnal noises bel ow 50 and above 18, 000 cycl es. That recorded,
the testing noved on to deceptively conplete hand-eye coordi nation's that



again left her drenched with sweat. She was run through a series of depth
percepti on exanms and spatial relationships. The latter had al ways been one of
her strong points, but by the tine the session was over, she was w ung out
with fatigue and was shaki ng.

Maybe it was wi shful thinking on her part, but when the neditech
returned, she fancied sonething of respect in his glance.

"Ki Il ashandra Ree, since you have conpleted the first day' s exam nations
up to standard, you are now the guest of the Guild. W have taken the liberty
of transferring your personal effects to nore confortable quarters in the
@uild block. If you will follow ne..."

Ordinarily, such an action, taken without her consent, would have
constituted an invasion of privacy, but her energies were too depleted for her
to sumon up a protest. She was | ed deeper into the Guild bl ock, down three
levels fromthe main and the only entrance, or exit, to the rest of Shankil
Base. Her easy penetration of the hallowed precinct amused rather than al arned
her. There was really no need for her to be isolated fromthe rest of the base
popul ati on after what were very standard exam nations. Except for the
pai n-t hreshol d test, she had nothing to warn any ot her prospective applicant
about . Unsuccessful applicants would be nore dangerous to the Guild because of
t heir di sappoi ntment. \Wat happened to them she wondered? What, for instance,
had becone of the angry Carigana? She'd be glad to be out of that one's
vicinity in the event of her failure. And where were R nmbol and that
irritating, twitchy young man, that Shillawn somet hi ng?

How far into the Guild did she have to go to get this free room and
board, she wondered, fatigue irritating her. She desired nothing nore than to
stretch out and sleep. She felt as drained as she had the night of the fina
student concert. How |l ong ago was that now? In ternms of distance or time? She
had no patience with her own conundruns. How rmuch farther now?

The @uild man had paused at a door, which slid open

"I'f you'll put your print on file, you will find your bel ongi ngs within.
At the end of this corridor is a conmon | ounge, although you will also find
catering facilities in your room Tonorrow you will be sumoned for the fina

phase. "

A bleep fromthe man's wist-unit curtailed any questions she m ght have
asked; for he acknow edged the rem nder, inclined his head politely to her and
retraced his steps.

She pl aced her thunmb in the depression for the print |ock and entered
her new accomopdation. It was not only larger -- spacious in conparison to the
hostel room-- it was al so nore |uxuriously appointed. A chair was drawn up to
a small table, already set with a beaker of brew fromthe catering panel
which was lit. Killashandra gratefully sanpled the drink, noting that the
menuf ax was set to fish selections. She wondered just how nmuch information the
@Qui I d had al ready had programred about her since she had gi ven her nane,
pl anet of origin, and rank. Deliberately, she spun the display to other
proteins and ordered what was described as a hearty casserol e of assorted
| equres and a |ight w ne.

She had just finished her neal when the door announced a visitor. She
hesitated a | ong nonment, unable to imagi ne who would be calling; then the door
added that the visitor's name was Rinbol, who required a word with her. She
pressed the door rel ease.

Ri mbol leaned in, grinning. "C non out for bit. Just for a drink. It's
free." Then he wi nked. "Neither Carigana nor Shillawn are present. Just sone
ot hers who've al ready passed their prelinms. C non."

The armusenent in his wheedling voice was the deciding factor
Ki | | ashandra knew herself well enough to realize that even if she tried to
sl eep, she'd only play back the tests and becone so depressed over onissions
and conmm ssions that she'd never achieve a true rest. A fewdrinks and a bit
of relaxation in Rinbol's infectious conpany woul d do her nuch nore good,
especially if both Carigana and that nervous Shillawn were absent.

She was a bit taken aback, however, when 'just some others' numnbered



twenty-ni ne. Ri nbol, sensing her surprise, grinned and gestured at the
catering area. "A brew s what you need. This is Killashandra," he announced
in a slightly raised voice to the roomin general. Her presence was
acknow edged by slight nods or smiles or a brief hand gesture. A certain
degree of informal conpani onship was already enjoyed by the others. The group
i nvol ved in some sort of four-player card gane, didn't even | ook up as she and
Ri mbol collected their drinks.

"You meke thirty, you know," Rinbol said as he guided her to a seat on
t he one unoccupi ed | ounger. "Shillawn and Carigana thirty-two, and there's
supposed to be one nore going through prelimtoday. If that's a pass, it neans

we'll all go down to Ballybran tonorrow "

"That is, if no one gets scared after disclosure,"” said a girl who
wandered over to join them "I'm Jezerey, late of Salonika in the Antares
group. "

"I didn't think they canceled after disclosure,” Rinbol said, frowning
in surprise.
"You may well be right, but I do know that thirty is the smallest group

they'Il train," Jezerey went on, settling herself on the couch with a |ong
sigh. "l've been waiting seven weeks standard." She sounded di sgusted. "But
Borton" -- and she gestured toward the card players -- "has been here nine.
He'd just missed a class. Nothing will rmake himdecline. I'mnot so sure about

one or two of the others and we've got a few to spare. Rinbol says that
not hi ng woul d unper suade that Carigana, and fromthe | ook on her face when old
Crookback brought her in, 1'mas glad she decided she didn't |ike us either
and stayed in her room Space workers are odd lots, but she's -- she's -- "

"She's just intense,” Rinmbol noted when Jezerey faltered. "I don't think
she trusts space stations any nore than spaceshi ps. She was tranked to her
brows on the trip here. Shillawn" -- and Ri nbol favored Killashandra with a
wy expression -- "was knackered out of his bones, so | invaded Privacy and
put a knockout in his brew. Got himto bed."

"Way woul d sonmeone |ike himwant to be a Crystal Singer?" Killashandra
asked.

"Why do any of us?" Rinbol answered, amused.

"Al'l right, why would you?" Killashandra fired the question right back
at him

"Wasn't allowed to continue as an instrumentalist. Not enough openings
on nmy rmudball for a string player. Crystal singing s the next best thing."

Ki | | ashandra nodded, | ooking to Jezerey.

"Curiously enough," the girl said with a bermused expression, "I was
redundant in ny profession, too. Linb replacenent therapist. And the Dear
knows there're enough accidents on Sal oni ka." She winkl ed her nose and then
caught the puzzled expressions of Rinbol and Killashandra. "M ning world,
asteroid belts around us and the next planet out. Next to mining, you m ght
say replacenment was our biggest industry."

"Space workers aren't apt to be redundant, either,’
comment ed, | ooking at Ri nbol.

Ki | | ashandr a

"Carigana wasn't. Psyched out when her safety cable snapped -- | get the
i mpressi on she was deep-spaced a long tine before they found her. She didn't
say" -- and Rinbol enphasized the |last word -- "but she's probably unstable

for such enpl oynent."

Jezerey nodded synpathetically.

"Shillawn?" Killashandra asked.

"Told me he was a chemptech,"” Rinbol replied. "H's project was finished
up, and he was given an assignment he didn't |ike. Underground. He's a touch
claustro! | think that's what nmakes him so nervous.

"And we all have perfect pitch," Killashandra said nore to herself than
t he ot hers because the phrases Maestro Val di had spat accusingly, particularly
the one about a 'silicate spider,' came appropriately to m nd. She dism ssed
t he niggling suspicion as invalid.

An expl osive curse burst fromone of the card players, and his earnest



request for arbitration fromany and all in the roominterrupted their private
conver sati on.

Al t hough Killashandra took no part in the intense discussion that
foll owed, she deened it good sense to |l end her presence to a group with whom
she mi ght be spending considerable time. She also saw themas a group with no
other common factor -- aside fromthe invisible prerequisite of perfect pitch
-- than age. Al seened to be within their third decade; nost apparently just
finished with tertiary education, no two fromthe sane system or pl anet.

Ki |l ashandra remrai ned on the fringes of the good hunored but volatile
gane di scussion until she had finished anot her glass of the very good brew.
Then she quietly retired, wondering as she prepared for sleep just howthirty
pl us people fromso many different planets had all heard of the Crystal
Si ngers.

She had just finished her norning neal when a soft, deep chinme brought
her attention to the screen. She was requested to go to the | ounge room

"You sneaked away nice and early," a cheerful tenor said behind her. She
turned to find Ri nbol approaching, the awkward figure of Shillawn just behind
him "Mssed the fun, you did."

"Who won the argument?" she asked after a courteous nod to Shillawn.

"No one and everyone. It was the arguing that was fun!" The red-headed
[ ad grinned.

They had reached the | ounge by then, and fromthe other corridors the
rest of the successful filed, sone re-formng the groups she'd noticed the
previ ous evening. Only Carigana seenmed apart; she sat on the back of one of
the | oungers gl owering at everyone. Sonething about the angry girl was
famliar to Killashandra, but she couldn't place what.

Just then, fromthe fourth entrance, linped a tall woman hol di ng the
left side of her long gown slightly away from her thigh. Her gaze swiftly
scanned the room counting, Killashandra thought, and made her own tally.
Thirty-three. Qut of what gross number of applicants, she wondered again, over
t he ni ne weeks Jezerey had said Borton had waited?

"I am Borella Seal," the woman announced in the clear, rich voice of a

trained contralto. Killashandra regarded her with closer interest. "I ama
m ner of crystal, a Crystal Singer. Since | amrecovering froman injury
sustained in the ranges, | have been asked to disclose to you the dangers of

this profession.” She pulled aside the Iong gown and reveal ed wounds so ugly
and vividly contused that several people recoiled. As if this was the very
reaction she had wanted, Borella smiled slightly. "I will expose the wound
again for a specific purpose other than arousi ng nausea or synpathy. Take a
good | ook now. "

Shill awn' s el bow nudged Killashandra, and she was about to give hima
severe reprimand for such a private insult when she realized he was draw ng
her attention to Carigana. The girl was the only one who approached Borella
Seal and bent for the close inspection of the |ong gashes scoring the upper
| eg.

They appear to be healing properly, though you ought to have had them
bonded. How d you get 'en®?" Carigana was clinically inpersonal

"Two days ago | slipped on crystal shale and fell fifteen neters down an
ol d worked face."

"Two days?" Anger colored Carigana' s voice. "I don't believe you. 1've
seen enough | acerations to know ones as deep as these don't heal that rmuch in
two days. Wiy the color of the bruising and the state of the tissue already
heal ed show you were injured weeks ago."

"Two days. Singers heal quickly."

"Not that quick." Carigana would have said nore, but Borella Sea
gestured dism ssal and turned to the others.

"By order of the Federated Sentient Planets, full disclosure of the
dangers peculiar to and inherent in this profession nust be revealed to al
applicants who have satisfactorily conpleted the initial exam nations." She



accorded them a slight nod of approval. "However, as is al so pernissible by
FSP | aw, professional -- problems -- may be protected by erasure. Those to
whom this practice is unacceptable may w t hdraw. "

"How much is erased?" Carigana asked

"Precisely one hour and twenty mnutes, replaced by a recollection of
over sleeping and a leisurely breakfast."

"On record.”

"If requested, the @uild supplies the information that a m nor but
i nadm ssi bl e physi cal defect has been di scovered. Few question the Heptite
@Quild." For some reason Killashandra thought that fact amused Borell a.
Carigana's frown had deepened. "Any objectors?" Borella asked, |ooking
straight at the space worker.

Wien no ot her voice was raised, she asked themto file before the screen
she then activated, giving their name and stating their willingness to conply
with erasure. The process didn't take long, but Killashandra felt that she had
taken an irrevocabl e step as her acceptance was officially and indisputably
recor ded.

Borella then |l ed them down a short hall to a door, Carigana the first to
follow. Her gasp and half halt as she passed the entrance forewarned the
others but in no way prepared anyone for the display in that short corridor
On either side were bodies in clear fluid -- all but one glinted as if coated
with a silicon. The planes of the faces | ooked rock hard; linbs, fingers, and
toes were extended as if solidified, and not by the rigor of death. The
crystalline sheen couldn't be some trick of the light, Killashandra thought,
for her own skin showed no change. What roiled her stomach were the facial
expressions: three | ooked as if death had over taken themin a state of
insanity; two appeared mldly surprised, and the sixth angry, her hands raised
toward sone object she had been trying to grasp. The last was the nost grisly:
a charred body forever in the position of a runner, consunmed by a
confl agration that had nelted flesh from bone

"This is what happens to the unprotected on Ballybran. It could al so
happen to you, though every effort is made to reduce such risks to a m ni mum
If you wish to retire now, you are conpletely at liberty to do so.'

"Ext ernal danger does not constitute a Code 4 classification,'
sai d, her tone accusatory.

"No, it doesn't. But these are representative of two of the dangers of
Bal | ybran which the Heptite GQuild is required by Federated Sentient Planets to
reveal to you."

"I's that the worst that can happen?" Carigana asked scornfully.

"Isn't being dead enough?" soneone asked fromthe group

"Dead's dead -- crystal, char, or carrion," Carigana replied, shrugging
her shoul ders, her tone so subtly offensive that Killashandra was not the only
one who frowned with irritation

"Yes, but it is the manner of dying that can be the worst," said Borella
in such a thoughtful way that she had everyone's attention. She accorded them
the slightest snmle. "Follow ne."

The grimcorridor opened on to a small semicircular |ecture hall
Borell a proceeded to a snmall raised platform gesturing for the group to take
the seats, which would have accommopdated three tinmes their nunmber. As she
turned to face them a large hologramlit behind her, a view of the Scorian
system homi ng quickly on Ballybran and its three nmoons. The planet and its
satellites noved with sufficient velocity to denonstrate the peculiar Passover
of the noons, when all three briefly synchronized orbits -- a synchronization
that evidently took place over different parts of the parent world.

"The crystallization displayed in the corridor is the nost preval ent
danger on Ballybran. It occurs when the spore synmbiont, a carbon silicate
occurring in an unorthodox environnent peculiar to Ballybran, does not forma
proper bridge between our own carbon-based biol ogi cal system and the
silicon-based ecology of this planet. Such a bridge is essential for working
on Ballybran. |If the hunman host adapts properly to the spore synbiont, and

Cari gana



assure you it is not the other way round, the human experiences a significant
i nprovenent in visual acuity, tactile perceptions, nerve conduction, and
cellul ar adaptation. The first adaptations are of imense inportance to those
who becone miners of crystal, the Crystal Singers. Yes, Carigana?"

"What part of the body does the synbiont invade? Is it crystalline or
bi ol ogi cal ?"

"Neither, and the synbiont invades cellular nuclei in successfu
adaptations -- "

"What happens to the unsuccessful ones?"

"I shall discuss that shortly if you will be patient. As part of the
cell nucleus, the synbiont affects the DNA/ RNA pattern of the body, extending
the Iife span considerably. The rumor that Crystal Singers are imortal is
exaggerated, but functional |longevity is definitely increased by fifty or nore
decades beyond actuarial norns. The adaptation provides an i muni zation to
ordi nary bi ol ogi cal disease, enornmously increasing the recuperative ability.
Br oken bones and wounds such as mne are, | warn you, part of the daily world
of a Crystal Singer. Tolerance to extrenes of heat and cold are al so
i ncreased. "

And pain, no doubt, Killashandra thought, remenbering not only the test
but Borella's lack of disconfort with her deep wounds.

Behi nd the Singer, the hol ograns were now views of Ballybran's rugged
terrain, quickly replaced by a tine | apse over view fromone of the noons, so
that the planet's twelve continents were visible in seconds.

"On the negative side, once acclimted to Ballybran and adapted to the
symbiont, the Singer is irreversibly sterile. The genetic code is altered by
the intrusion of the symbiont into the nuclei, and those parts of the DNA
spiral dealing with heredity and propagation are chem cally altered,

i ncreasi ng personal survival traits as opposed to racial survival -- a
chemical alteration of instinct, if you will."

Carigana gave a pl eased sound like a feline expression of enjoynent.

"The other, and basically the nost inportant negative factor, is that a
Si nger can not remain too |ong away from Bal |l ybran's peculiar ecol ogy. The
symbi ont nust recharge itself fromits native place. Its death nmeans the death

of the host -- a rather unpleasant one, for death fromextreme old age occurs
within a period inversely related to the host's elapsed life span.”
"How | ong can a Singer stay away from Ballybran without ill effect?"

Ki | | ashandra asked, thinking of Carrik and his reluctance to return

"Depending on the strength of the initial adaptation, and that varies,
for periods of up to four hundred days. A Singer is not required to be absent
for Ionger than two hundred days on assignment off-planet. Two hundred and
fifty days is suitable for leisure. Sufficient, | assure you, for npst
pur poses. "

Ki | | ashandra, seated behind the space worker, saw Carigana draw breath
for another question, but Borella had changed the hol ogramto show a human
withing in the grip of a shaking fever, all too rem niscent of the
hypot herni a that had affected Carri k. The man was sei zed by massive
convul sions. As the focus tightened first to his hands, then his chest and
face, he aged froman athletic person in his third, possibly fourth decade, to
a wrinkled and dehydrated, hairless, shrunken corpse in the tinme it took
viewers to gasp.

"He was one of the first Singers to make a successful synbiotic
adaptation. He died, regrettably, at Wasust while setting up the black quartz
relay station for that sector of the FSP. It was the first tine a Singer had
been absent for a prolonged period, but that particular danger had not yet
been recogni zed."

"Did you know hin?" Shillawn asked with a perception that surprised
Kill ashandra, for she had wondered the sane thing.

"Yes, | did. He trained me in the field," Borella replied,

di spassi onat el y.
Ki | ashandra made some nmental cal cul ati ons and regarded the flaw ess



conpl exi on and erect figure of their nmentor with surprise.

"I's that MIlekey man still alive?" Carigana asked.

"No. He died during a major fault in the range which bears his nane."

"I thought this synbiont kept you from broken bones and wounds?"

The synbi ont provides increased recuperative ability but cannot replace
a severed head on a body whose wounds have resulted in conpl ete bl ood | oss.
For less drastic injuries and she pulled the gown aside fromher left |eg.

Ri mbol ' s soft whistle of astonishnent sumed up Killashandra's
amazement, too. They had all seen the purple bruising and | acerations: now the
contusions were faintly yell ow spl otches, and the wounds were visibly closing.

"\What about those for whomthe symbiont doesn't work?" asked the
undaunt ed Cari gana.

"The main purpose of the intensive physical exam nation was to eval uate
rejection and bl ood factors, tissue health, and chronosone patterns agai nst
t hose of the known successful adaptations." A graph appeared on the screen
the I'ine indicating success rising triunphantly over the past three decades
where it had hovered in mnor peaks over a span of three hundred or nore
years. "Your tests indicate no undesirable factors eval uated agai nst records
now dati ng back over three hundred twenty-seven standard years. You all have
as good a chance as possible of achieving conplete acceptance by the synbiont
-- " "The odds are five to one against."

Ki | ashandra wondered if Carigana gave even the time of day in that sane
hostil e tone.

"No |onger," Borella replied, and a |ight appeared on the upward sw ng

of the graph line. "It's now better than one out of three. There are stil
factors not yet computed which cause only partial adaptation. | am conpelled
by FSP | aw to enphasi ze that."

"“And then?"

"That person obviously beconmes one of the 20,007 technicians,” Shillawn
sai d.

"I asked her." Carigana gave Shillawn a scathing gl ance.

"The young man is, however, right."

"And technicians never |eave Ballybran.” Carigana's glance slid from
Borella to Shillawn, and it was obvi ous what her assessnent of Shillawn's
chances were.

"Not without severe risk of further inpairnent. The facilities on
Bal | ybran, however, are as conplete as -- "

"Except you can't ever |eave."

"As you are not yet there," Borella continued inperturbably, though
Ki | ashandra had the notion the Singer enjoyed sparring with the space worker,
"the problemis acadenmic and can remain so." She turned to the others. "As |
was about to point out, the odds have been reduced to three out of five. And
i mproving constantly. The last class produced thirty-three Singers from
thirty-five candi dates.

"Besi des the problem of synbiont adaptation required for existence on
Bal | ybran, there is an additional danger, of the nore conventional type." She
went on |less briskly, allow ng her cooments on the odds to be absorbed.
"Bal |l ybran's weather." The screen erupted into scenes of seas lashed into
titani c waves, |andscapes where ground cover had been pul ped. "Each of the
t hree noons contains weat her stations, and sixteen permanent satellites scan
the surface constantly.

"Scoria, our primary, has a high incidence of sun-spot activity." A view
of the sun in eclipse supported that statenment as flares | eaped dramatically
from behind the eclipsing nmoon's disk. A second occl uded vi ew showed the
primary's dark blotches. "This high activity, plus the frequent conjunction of
the noons' orbits, a triple conjunction being the nost dangerous obviously,
ensure that Ballybran has interesting weather."

A bark of laughter for such understatenent briefly interrupted Borella,
but her patient smile suggested that the reacti on was expected. Then the
screen showed breath taking conjunction of the npons' orbits.



"When the neteorol ogical situation becones unstable, even in ternms of
Bal  ybran's nornms, the planet is subjected to storms which have rated the
euphem sm mach storm As the crystal ranges of Ballybran extend downward
rather than up," -- the screen obediently provided a view froma surface
vehicle traversing the down ranges at speed -- "one mght assune that one need
only descend far enough below the planet's surface to avoid the full brunt of
wi nd and weather. A fatal assunption. The ranges constitute the worst danger."
The view changed to a rapid series of photographs of people, their expressions
rangi ng from passive inbecility to wild-eyed violence. "The wi nds of the mach
storm stroke the crystal to such sonic violence that a human, even one
perfectly adapted to his synbiont, can be driven insane by sound.

"The vehicles provided by the Guild for Singers' use have every known
war ni ng devi ce, although the nost effective one is |odged in the bodies of the
Si ngers thensel ves; the synbiont, which is nore sensitive to the
nmet eor ol ogi cal changes than any instrument man can create. Sonetimes the human
el ement over cones the keen senses of the synbiont, and a Singer is inpervious
t o war ni ngs.

"Such injury is the main reason for the tithe levied by the Guild on the
active nenbers. You may be certain of the best possible care should such an
acci dent befall you."

"You said the symbiont increased recuperative ability for structura
damage." the irrepressible Carigana began

"A broken nmind is scarcely a physiological problem Wthin its scope,
the synbiont is a powerful protector. It is not in itself sentient, so though
it could restore damaged brain tissue, it cannot affect what nan chooses to
designate 'soul'."

Sonehow Borell a's tone nanaged to convey the notion that Carigana m ght
not possess that commodity. Killashandra was not the only one to catch that
nuance, which apparently eluded its intended target.

"How was the synbiont first discovered?" Killashandra asked, deternined
that Carigana was not going to dom nate the session

"By the first prospector, M| ekey. He made a successful adaptation with
the spore, considering the transition illness to be only sonme irritating
i nfection."

"He wasn't the only one on that m ssion, according to the fax,'
sai d.

"No, he wasn't, though the deaths of the other nenbers of his geol ogy
teamwere not at first linked to Ballybran. M| ekey nade several excursions
into the ranges to exami ne crystal faces and cut new types for eval uation. He
al so hel ped develop the first effective cutter. H's personal tapes indicate
that he felt a strong compulsion to return to Ballybran frequently, but, at
the tine, it was thought that this was nerely due to his interest in the
crystal and the increasing uses to which it could be put. He also did not
connect his ability to avoid the stornms to the presence of the synbiont.

"This aspect was discovered when the transition disease struck Cutter
after Cutter, leaving crystallized bodies simlar to those in the hall."

"There's one that was charred," Ri nbol said, swallow ng agai nst nausea.

"And that is the third danger of Ballybran. Fortunately not as preval ent
t hese days since comobn sense and education in the use of equi pnent decrease
the probability. The crystal ranges can build up |ocalized high-voltage and
soni ¢ charges near which ordinary conmunits do not operate properly, nor do
other types of electrical equipnent, sone of which are necessary to the
operation of sleds and conveni ences. Fireballs can occur. And, despite all the
precautions, a Singer can be volatilized. It is a danger we must nention."

"You say that those who do not nake a good adaptation to the synbiont
specialize in technical work -- but what constitutes a poor adaptation?"
Jezerey asked, |eaning forward, el bows on her knees.

"Some inpairnent of one or nore of the normal physical senses. But this
is often coupled with an extension to the other senses not inpaired."

"What senses?" Shillawn asked, his thin throat nuscles working as if he

Shi | | awn



had trouble getting the words out.

"Cenerally hearing is inpaired." Borella gave a slight smle. "That's
consi dered a bl essing. No shielding has ever been invented to silence the ful
fury of a mach storm O ten eyesight increases into the ultraviolet or
infrared spectra, with an ability in some to sense magnetic fields. |ncreased
tactile sensitivity has enabled artistically inclined Guildsnen to produce
some of the nobst treasured art of modern times. There is, however, no way of
predicting what formthe inpairment will take, nor what conpensation will be
effected.”

"Have you pretty pictures of the victins?"

"The handi caps are rarely visible, Carigana."

"The handi cap plus sterility plus imolation on a stormlashed planet in
exchange for a greatly increased life span? That constitutes the Code 47?"

"It does. You have thus been duly inforned of the risks and the
permanent alteration to your chem stry and physical abilities. Any further
pertinent questions?"

"Yes. If you say there are nore Singers these days, how does that affect
i ndi vidual profit with so many cutting in the ranges?" asked Cari gana.

"It doesn't,"” Borella replied, "not with the expandi ng gal actic need for
t he conmmuni cations |ink provided only by black quartz from Ball ybran, not when
Si ngers are capabl e, quick and cautious; not when there are people, like
yoursel f, notivated to succeed in joining our select band."

Attuned as her ear was to nuances in vocal tone, Killashandra did not
quite perceive how Borella could deliver such a scathing reprimand with no
variation in the pitch or tinbre of her voice. Yet a sudden flush of
hum liation colored Carigana's space-tan skin.

"How often are there injuries like yours?" a girl asked fromthe back of
the theater.

"Frequently," Borella replied with cheerful unconcern. "But |'ll be back
in the ranges" -- Killashandra caught the note of longing, for it was the
first time enotion had shown in the Singer's contained voice "in a day or
two. "

"Singing crystal is worth such risks, then?" Killashandra heard herself
ask.

Borell a's eyes sought hers and held themas a slow smle crossed her
lips.

"Yes, singing crystal is worth any risk." The force of that quiet
statement caused a silence. "I shall |eave you to discuss the matter anong
your sel ves. Wien you have made your decision, just follow nme." She nmoved
toward the door at the side of the platform It opened and closed with a soft
whoosh behi nd her.

Ki |l ashandra | ooked over at Shillawn and Ri nbol, noticed that the others
wer e seeking enotional support fromtheir nearest neighbors. Carigana, deep in
a sullen nmood, was pointedly ignored. Killashandra rose to her feet with an
energy that attracted all eyes.

"I made up ny mind before | ever arrived," she said. "And | don't scare
easily, anyhow "

She strode down the steps toward the exit, hearing the novenment of
ot hers behind her, though she didn't turn her head. A curious elation, tinged
wi t h apprehension and a certain fearful ness, seized her as she passed the
portal. Then it was too |ate.

Kill ashandra wasn't sure what she had expected to find on the other side
of the door panel. She half thought Borella m ght be present to see how many
had not been deterred. Instead, she was surprised to find uniforned nmenbers of
the FSP Civil Service, their faces and attitudes as grave as if they were at a
disintegration or internent. The senior officer notioned her to foll ow the
first person in line, a male who, in turn, gestured Killashandra toward
anot her of the cubicles that seened to infest all |evels of the noon base.

Behi nd her, she heard the surprised intake of breath of whichever candidate
had directly foll owed her



A slab table and two chairs occupied the small room She noved toward
one seat, but the officer's gesture stopped her

"Bontel Aba Gay, Rank 10, FSP G vil Service, Shankill Mon Base,
Bal | ybran, date 23/4/3308: applicant will present identity to the outlet,
stating al oud nane, rank, and planet of origin."

Only after Killashandra had disgustedly conplied with the formality was
she allowed to seat herself opposite Bontel G ay.

"Is it true that you have received physical, psychol ogical, and aptitude
tests under the auspices of the Heptite Guil d?"

"Yes."

"You have been inforned of the hazards involved in the Code 4
classification of the planet Ballybran?"

"Yes." She wondered how Cari gana was accepting the additiona
aggravation. That is, if Carigana had passed through the door

Gray then questioned her in depth on Borella's | ecture. Each of
Kill ashandra's answers was recorded -- but for whose protection, Killashandra
wonder ed. She was reachi ng her aggravati on poi nt when he st opped.

"Do you swear, aver, and affirmthat you are here of your own free wll
wi t hout |et or hindrance, conditioning or bribery, by any person or persons
connected with the Heptite Guil d?"

"I certainly do so swear, aver, and affirm™

He gl anced at the ident slot, which suddenly gl owed green. Placing both
hands on the table as if wearied by this duty, Gay pushed hinself to his
feet. "The fornmalities are now concluded,” he said with a tight smle. "My
you sing well and profitably."

The man remai ned standing as she rose and left. She had the inpression
a sideways gl ance, that he unfastened his tunic collar, his expression sliding
into regret as he watched her | eave.

Borella was in the main hall, her eyes focused on each cubicle door as
it opened and a recruit appeared. Killashandra noticed that just the faintest
hi nt of satisfaction appeared on the woman's face as her entire "cl ass”
reassenbl ed

"A shuttle waits," she said, once nore | eading the way.

"When do we get this spore business done?" Carigana asked, striding
ahead of two others to reach Borella.

"On Ballybran. W& did, at one point, use an artificial exposure, but the
effects were no | ess successful than the natural process. Generally, infection
occurs within ten days of reaching the surface," she added before Cari gana

could inquire. "The adaptati on process can vary -- fromno nmore than nmildly
unconfortable all the way to dangerously febrile. You will all be nonitored,
natural ly."

"But haven't you discovered which physical types are nore apt to react
severel y?" Carigana seened annoyed

"No," Borella replied mldly.

Furt her questions from Carigana were forestalled by their arrival at the
shuttle lock. Nor were they the only passengers -- in fact, the applicants
were apparently the least inportant, a fact that obviously caused Carigana to
seethe. Borella casually notioned themall to seating in the rear of the
vessel and slipped in beside a striking man whose garb of violently col ored,
| oosely sewn patches suggested he m ght be a Singer returned from holiday.

"Much of a catch?" Hi s drawl ed question caught Killashandra's ear as she
passed. It was al nost as rmuch of an insult as the expression in his eyes as he
observed the recruits filing to seats.

"The usual ," Borella replied. "One can never tell at this stage, you
know. "

The tone of Borella's voice made Killashandra stare over her shoul der at
t he wonman. The depth and resonance was gone, replaced by a sharper, shrew sh,
yet smug note. So the inpressing and inpressive detachnent of the successful
Si nger, condescending to interpret the hazards of her profession to the eager
but uni nformed, was a role played very well by Borella. Killashandra shook her



head agai nst that assunption. The terrible |acerations on Borella's |eg had
been no sham

"Crystal cuckoo?" "Silicate spider?" Had Maestro Val di some neasure of
truth in his accusations?

Wll, too late now -- having sworn, averred, and affirned, every
opportunity to renege was behind her. Killashandra fixed her seat buckle for
t he wei ghtl ess di sengagenent of the shuttle from nmoonl ock

CHAPTER 5

The journey was not long, and it was snooth, allowi ng Killashandra tine
for reflection. Was the shuttlecraft pilot a failed Singer recruit? How poor
an adaptation still allowed rank and status within the Guild structure? She
suppressed the naggi ng fear of failure by renenbering the graph, indicating
the recent upswi ng of the incidence of success in synbiosis. She distracted
her grimthoughts by catal oging the other candi dates, determ ning in advance
to stay well away from Carigana, as if the irasci ble woman woul d wel cone a
friendly overture. Rinbol, on the other hand, rem nded her pleasantly of one
of the tenors at her Music Center, a | ad who had al ways accepted the fact that
hi s physical and vocal gifts would keep hima secondary singer and player. At
one point, Killashandra had despi sed the boy for that acceptance: now she
wi shed she had bothered to explore how he had achi eved that mental attitude,
one she might be forced to adopt. She wondered if the tenor m ght not have
done better, attenpting to becone a Crystal Singer. Wiy had so little been
said at the Music Center about this alternative application of perfect and
absol ute pitch? Maestro Val di nmust have known, but his only suggestion had
been to tune crystal, not sing it.

She wi shed for the distraction of views of nearing Ballybran, but the
passenger section had no port, and the viewscreen set over the forward bul wark
remai ned opaque. She felt the entry into the atnosphere. The famliar
shudderi ng shook all the passengers, and Killashandra felt the drag nausea and
di sorientation and the inpression of exterior sound. She tried to recall the
screen print out of the planet. The inmage that was brightest in her nenory was
of the conjunction of the three mobons, not the continental masses of Ballybran
and the disposition of the crystal ranges.

Concentrate, concentrate, she told herself fiercely in an effort to over
cone entry side effects. She had menorized conplicated nusic scores, which
obediently rolled past her mind, but not the geography of her new hone.

At this point, she could feel the retro blasts as the shuttle began to
slow. Gravity increased, shoving her flesh against her bones, face, chest,
abdonen, thighs: nore a conforting pressure, like a heal suit. The shuttle
continued to maneuver and decel erate.

The final portion of any journey always seens the | ongest, Killashandra
t hought as she grew inpatient for the shuttle vibration to cease, signaling
arrival. Suddenly, she realized that her journey had begun a long tine before,
wi th her passive trip on the wal kway to the Fuertan space facility. O had it
begun the nonment she had heard Maestro Valdi confirmthe auditors' judgnment of
her career potential ?

Forward notion ceased, and she felt the pressure pap in her ears as the
entry was unseal ed. She inhal ed deeply, welconing the fresher air of the
pl anet .

"D you think that's wi se?" Shillawn asked from across the aisle. He had
hi s hand over his nose.

"Why ever not? |'ve been on spacecraft and stations for too long not to
appreci ate fresh, planet-made air."

"He neans, about the synbiont and its natural acquisition," Rinbol said,
nudgi ng her ribs with his el bow. He grinned with m schief.

Ki | ashandra shrugged. "Now or later, we've got to get it over with. M?
| prefer to breathe deeply." And she did, as a singer would, fromdeep in her



belly -- her back nuscles tightening, her diaphragmthickening until her
throat, too, showed the distension of breath support.

"Singer?" Rinbol asked, his eyes wi dening. Killashandra nodded, exhaling
slow y.

"No openings for you, either." He nade a sound of disgust Killashandra
did not bother to contradict him "You' d think, R nmbol went on. "that with al
t he conputer analysis and forecasting, they'd know up front instead of wasting
your time. Wien | think of what -- "

"We can |l eave now," Shillawn said, interrupting themw th the peculiar
tracheal gulp that characterized his speech

"I wonder how many rnusicians nmake their way into this Guild by default,"”
Kill ashandra muttered over her shoulder to Rinmbol as they nmade their way out.

"Default? O deliberately?" he asked, and prodded her to nove forward
when she faltered.

She had no time to think about "deliberately” then, for she had reached
t he di sembarkation ranp and had her first glinpse of Ballybran's green-purple
hills on one side and the unconprom sing cubes of buildings on the other. Then
she was inside the reception area where personal effects were being wafted up
on a null-grav col um.

"After recruits have collected their baggage, they will please foll ow
the -- ah -- dark gray stripe." A voice issued from speaker grills. Room
assignments will be given at the reception |ounge. You are now designated as
Class 895 and will answer to any announcenents prefaced by that nunber. Again,
recruits now arriving by shuttle from Shankill Mon Base are designated d ass
895. Proceed, Cass 895, along the corridor nmarked with the dark gray stripe
for room assi gnnents.”

"Coul dn't care less, could he?" R nbol said to Killashandra as he slung
a battered carisak over one shoul der

"There's the guide line." Killashandra pointed at the wall of the far
left hand corridor. "And Carigana's ahead by half a light-year." She watched
as the girl's figure marched purposefully out of sight up the ascendi ng
r anp- way.

"Surprised?" Rinbol asked. "Hope we don't have to share accommopdations.”

Kill ashandra shot hima startled | ook. Even as a |lowy student on
Fuerte, she had had privacy. What sort of a world was his Yarro?

The ot her shuttle passengers had quickly di spersed, Borella and her
conpani on taking the far right ranp, while the center two received the bul k of
the arrivals.

"You'd think with all the color available in the galaxy, they'd find
brighter markers,"” Shillawn remarked gl oonmily when he caught up with Ri nbol
and Kil | ashandr a.

"Distinctive, if not colorful,"” Killashandra remarked, reaching the
ranp. "Though there's a quality about this gray..." and she passed her hand
across the painted line. "Textured, too. Hatch pattern."

"Real | y?" Rinbol touched the stripe. "Strange."

Carigana had al ready di sappeared around the first curve of the ranp, but
the three were other w se the vanguard of O ass 895. How dull to be designated
by a nunber, Killashandra thought, having considered herself out of classroons
forever a scant few weeks before. And if they were 895, and the Guild had been
operating for 400 standard years, how many cl asses did that make a year? Just
over two? And thirty-three in this one?

Now that the first excitenent of |anding on Ballybran had waned,

Ki |l ashandra began to notice other details. The light, for instance, was
subdued on the ranp-way but had a clarity she hadn't encountered before.

Ri mbol ' s sturdy boots and Shillawn's shoes nade no sound on the thick springy
material that carpeted the hallway, but her slippers produced a quiet
shuffling. She felt the textured band again curious.

They passed several |evels, each color coded in one of the dul
chromatics, and Killashandra assumed there nust be sone reason for the use of
such drab shades. Suddenly, the ramp ended in a |arge room obviously the



reception |lounge for recruits -- but it also held confortable seating units,
an entertai nnent conpl ex, and across one end, audiovi sual booths.

A dun-garbed man, of mddle years with a sort of easily forgettable face
rose fromone of the seating units and wal ked toward them "d ass 895? Your
adviser am|l, Tukolom Wth ne you will remain until adaptation and training
have ceased. To ne your problenms and conplaints you will bring. Al nenbers of
the Guild are we, but senior in rank to you am| to be obeyed, thought harsh
or unjust aml not."

Hs smle, neant to be reassuring, Killashandra knew, barely lighted his
eyes and did not rouse any friendliness in her, though she saw Shillawn return
the grin.

"Smal | class though this be, your quarters are here. Kindly to | eave
what you have brought in any room of your choosing and join in food and drink
To begin the work tonorrow. To orient yourselves in this facility today."

He gestured to the left-hand corridor |eading off the | ounge where open
doors left patches of light on the textured carpet.

"I's only to put thunmb print in door lock to receive privacy."

O hers had arrived as Tukol om spoke, and while Killashandra gestured to
her companions to proceed to the private roons, he began his little speech al
over again to the next batch. R mbol pointed at the first door on the left,
closed and red lighted to indicate the occupant did not wish to be disturbed.
Cari ganal!l

Wth a snort, Killashandra marched down the hall, alnost to its end,
before she indicated to Ri nbol and Shillawn which room she intended to take.
She saw them nmove for the roonms on either side of her. She pressed her thunb
into the plate, felt the vibration as the print was recorded, and then entered
the room the door panel sliding soundl essly behind her

"This facility has been programmed to responded to any change in your
life signals,"” announced a pl easant voice, rather nore human than nmechani cal
"You may programthe catering units and audi ovi sual units and change any
furnishing not to your Iliking."

"My liking is for privacy," Killashandra said.

"Progranmed,” the voice dispassionately replied. "Should your physica
health alter on the nonitors, you will be informed."

"I"1l probably informyou" Killashandra muttered under her breath, and
was pleased to hear no reply. Just as well she thought. She tossed her carisak
to the bed. Sone people preferred to have a voice responding to their idle
remarks: she preferred the sanctity of quiet.

Her quarters were as good as the guest facility in the Shankill Base,
not hi ng gaudy but certainly substantial: bed, table, chairs, witing surface,
tri-d screen, the customary audiovisual terminals, a catering slot convenient
to the table, a storage closet. The hygienic unit was |arger than expected,
and it included a deep bath. She flipped on the small fax di spenser and
wat ched as all varieties of bathing |lotions, salts, fragrances, and oils were
nanmed as avail abl e.

More than pl eased, Killashandra dialed for a foam ng fragrant bath, at
35 degrees C, and the tub obediently began to fill itself.

You never feel conpletely clean, Killashandra thought as she undressed,
using the spray cabinets on ship and station. You really needed to soak in the
hot water of a full inmersion bath.

She was drying off in warmair jets when Tukol om announced it was his
pl easure to nmeet Cass 895 in the |ounge for the evening neal.

Tukol om s curious syntax appeared to function only in spontaneous
remarks. It was totally absent fromthe flood of information he inparted to
themduring that neal. He also refused to be deflected fromhis set passages
by questions or to be diverted by Carigana when she anticipated his points.

Since it was obvious to everyone except Carigana that it was useless to
i nterrupt Tukol om and since the food presented a variety of hot and cold
di shes, protein, vegetable and fruit, the Class 895 |listened and ate.

Tukol om di scoursed first on the sequence of events to befall them He



stated the synptons conmmon to the onset of the synbiotic illness, occurring
between ten and thirty days after exposure, beginning wth headache, genera
nmuscul ar soreness, irritability, blurred vision, and inpaired hearing. Such
synptons were to be reported to himimediately and the person afflicted to
return to the room assi gned, where the progress of the adaptation could be
nmoni tored. Any disconfort would be alleviated without affecting the course of
the symbiotic intrusion

"When rape is inevitable, huh?" whispered the irrepressible Rinbol in
Killashandra's ear.

Meanwhi | e, C ass 895 woul d have orientation courses on the history and
geography of Ballybran, instruction in the piloting of ground-effects craft,
nmet eorol ogy | ectures, and survival techniques. The class would al so be
requested to performduties within the Guild relevant to the preservation of
cut crystal and restoration of facilities after any Storm Normal work hours
and days were in effect, which would allow anple time for recreation. Menbers
wer e encouraged to continue any hobbi es or avocations that they had previously
enj oyed. Once nenbers had been cleared for use of surface vehicles, they m ght
take whatever trips they wi shed as long as they filed and had had approved a
flight plan with control center. Special clearance and a proficiency test were
required for the use of water vessels.

As abruptly as he had started his |ecture, Tukol om concluded. He | ooked
expectant |y around.

"I's this the main Quild installation?" Carigana asked, caught by
surprise at the opening.

"The main training area, yes, this is. Situated on the | argest
continental nmass which bears the | argest of the productive crystal ranges,

M| ekey and Brerrerton. The facility is located on the Joslin plateau
sheltered by the Mansord upthrust on the north, the Joslin discontinuity on
the south, to the west by the Wite Sea and the east by the Long Plain. Thus,
the installation is generally sheltered fromthe wrst of the mach storns by
its felicitous situation."

Tukol om had perfect recall, Killashandra decided: a wal ki ng data
retrieval unit. Rinbol nust have reached a sinilar conclusion, for as her eyes
slid past his, she saw amusenent tw nkling. Shillawn, however, continued to
| ook i mpressed by the man's encycl opedi ¢ manner

"How many other settlenments are there?" Borton asked.

"Learning tonorrow s | esson today a good idea is not," Tukol om
pronounced solemly. He then neatly avoided further questions by |eaving the
| ounge.

"Aurigans are inpossible," Carigana announced, frowning blackly at the
departing figure. "A ways dogmatic, authoritarian. Could they find no one else
suitable as a nmentor?"

"He's perfect," Rinbol replied, cocking his head as he regarded
Carigana. "He's got total recall. Wat nore could you ask of a teacher?"

"I wonder..." began Shillawn, stamering slightly, "if he had it before
he...got here."

"Didn't you hear that Borella woman?" demanded Carigana. "Mst handi caps
are sensory..."

"At |least his syntax inproves when he recalls."

"Every other human species in the gal axy, and some not so human,"
Carigana continued undeterred, "can manage interlingual except the Aurigan
group. It's a delusion on their part. Anyone can learn interlingual properly."
She was swinging one leg violently; all the while the corners of her nouth
twitched with irritation, and her eyes blinked continually.

"Where are you fron?" Ri nbol asked guil el essly.

"Privacy." She snapped the qualification curtly.

"As you will, citizen," Rinbol replied, and turned his back on her

That was al so an insult but not an invasion of Privacy, so Carigana had
to be content with glaring about her. Cass 895 averted its eyes, and with a
noi se of disgust, Carigana took her |eave. The space worker had had a



danpeni ng effect on the entire group because suddenly everyone began to talk.
It was R nmbol who dialed the first drink, letting out a whoop

"They' ve got Yarran beer! Hey, conme try a real drink!" He exhorted al
to join himand before | ong had everyone served, if not with the Yarran beer
he touted, at least with some mld intoxicant. "W may never get off this
pl anet again," he said to Killashandra as he joined her, "but they sure nake
it confortably honelike."

"Arestriction is only restricting because you know it exists,"
Killashandra said. "Nor iron bars a prison nake," she added, dredging up an
ol d quote unexpectedly.

"Prison? That's archaic,"” said Rnbol with a snort. "Tonight let's
enj oy!"

Ri mbol's exuberance was hard to resist, and Killashandra didn't care to.
She wanted to abandon her skeptical nood, as much because she didn't want to
echo Carigana as to purge her mnd of its depressions. There had been sone
small truth in the space worker's conplaints, but blunt though Killashandra
knew herself to be, even she could have nade points nore tactfully. O course,
the girl was probably on a psych-tw st, fromwhat Ri nbol had | earned of her
How had she passed that part of the @uild prelimnary exans? Mdre inportantly,
i f Carigana was so contenptuous of the Guild, why had she applied for
admi ssi on?

Conversations swirled pleasantly all around her, and she began to
listen. The recruits cane fromvaried backgrounds and training disciplines,
but each and every one of them geared to succeed in highly skilled work, had
been denied their goals at the last nmoment. WAs it not highly coincidental
that all of themhad hit upon the Heptite Guild as an alternative career?

Ki |l ashandra found that conclusion invalid. There were hundreds of human
pl anets, noon bases, and space facilities offering alternative enploynent to
everyone, that is, except herself and Rinbol. In fact, the two nusicians could
probably have taken on tenporary assignnents in their original fields. A
second objection was that, thirty-three people were an infinitesinmal factor
anong the vast nultitudes who m ght not have jobs waiting for themin their
i mediate vicinities. Colonial quotas were always absorbing specialists, and
one coul d always work a ship one-way to get to a better enploynment market. She
found the reflections a trifle unsettling, yet how could such a subtle
recruitnment be acconplished? Certainly no probability curve could have
anticipated her crossing Carrik's path in the Fuertan space port. Hi s decision
had been whi nsical, and there could have been no way of know ng that her
ai m ess wandering woul d take her to the space port. No, the coincidence factor
was just too enornous.

She sat for a few nonents |onger, finishing the Yarran beer that R nbol
had tal ked her into trying. He was telling sone involved joke to half a dozen
listeners. By no neans as shy with drink in himand |acking his stanmer,
Shillawn was tal king earnestly to one of the girls. Jezerey was hal f asl eep
t hough trying to keep her eyes open as Borton argued sonme point with the
ol dest recruit, a swarthy faced man from Anbdeus VII. He had his second mate's
deep space ticket as well as radiology qualifications. Maybe the Guild needed
anot her shuttle pilot nore than they needed crystal mners.

Ki | | ashandra wi shed she could gracefully retire. She did not intend
maki ng the sane nistakes with this group that she had in the Misic Center
Carigana had al ready provoked dislike by her unacceptabl e behavior, so
Kill ashandra had a prinme exanple she was not going to emul ate. Then she caught
Jezerey's eyes as the girl yawned broadly. Killashandra grinned and jerked her
head in the direction of the roons.

"You can talk all night if you want to," the girl said, rising, "but |I'm
going to bed, and so is Killashandra. See you in the nmorning." Then she added
as the two reached the corridor, "Shards, was | glad of an excuse. G night."

Kil |l ashandra repeated the salute and, once in her room gratefully gave
the verbal order to secure her privacy until norning.

A curious glow at the wi ndow attracted her attention, and she darkened



the roomlight that had come on at her entrance. She caught her breath then at
the sight of the two noons: golden Shankill, |arge and appearing far nearer
than it actually was; just above it, hanging as if froma different radius
altogether, the tiny, faintly green |um nescence of Shilnmore, the innernost
and smal |l est moon. She was accustoned to night skies with several satellites,
but somehow t hese were unusual. Though Kill ashandra had never been off Fuerte
before she met Carrik, she had had every intention of traveling extensively

t hr oughout the gal axy, as a perform ng sol oi st of any rank woul d have done.
Perhaps it was because she m ght be seeing only these nobons for the rest of
her life that they now had a special radiance for her. She sat on the edge of
her bed, watching their graceful ascent until Shilnore had outrun her |arger
conpani on and di sappeared beyond Kill ashandra's vi ew

Then she went to bed and sl ept.

The next norning, she and the other recruits |earned the organization of
the @uild Conpl ex and were obliquely informed that the higher the level, the
| ower the status. They were introduced rapidly to the geol ogy of Ballybran and
made a beginning with its conpl ex mneteorol ogy.

Troubl e started about md afternoon as the students were view ng the
details of the Charter of the Heptite Guild as a diversion after neta-maths.
Ri mbol nuttered that the Guild was dammed autocratic for a nenber of the
Federated Pl anets. Shillawn, swallow ng first, munbl ed about data retrieval
and bri efing.

It took a few nonents before the inport of the section dealing with
tithes, fee, and charges was fully understood. Wth a growi ng sense of
i ndi gnation, Killashandra | earned that fromthe nonent she had been sworn in
at the noon base as a recruit, the @uild could charge her for any and al
services rendered, including a fee of transfer fromthe satellite to the
pl anet .

"Do they charge, too, for the damm spores in the air we're breathing?"
Cari gana demanded, characteristically the first to find voice after the
initial shock For once, she had the total support of the others. Wth a fine
di spl ay of vituperation, she vented her anger on Tukol om the visible
representative of the Guild that she vehemently declared had exploited the
unsuspecti ng.

"Told you were," Tukolomreplied, unexpectedly raising his voice to top
hers. "Available to you was that data at Shankill. The charter in the data
is."

"How woul d we have known to ask?" Carigana retorted, her anger fueled by
his answer. "This narding Guild keeps its secrets so well, you're not led to
expect a straight answer to a direct question!”

"Thi nki ng surely you woul d," Tukol om said, unruffled and with an irony
that surprised Killashandra. "Mintenance charges only at cost are -- "

"No where else in the gal axy do students have to pay for subsistence --

"Students you are not." Tukolomwas firm "Quild menbers are you!"

Not even Carigana could find a quick answer to that. She glared around
her, her flashing eyes beggi ng someone to have a rejoi nder

"Trapped us, haven't you?" She spat the words at the nan. "Good and
truly trapped. And we wal ked so obligingly into it." She flung herself down on
the seating unit, her hands flopping usel essly about her thighs.

"Once trained, salary far above gal actic average," Tukol om announced
diplomatically into the silence. "Mst indebtedness cleared by second year

Then -- every wi sh satisfy. Order any thing fromany place in galaxy." He
tendered a thin snile of encouragement. ''Q@iild credit good anywhere for
anyt hi ng. "

"That's not nuch consol ation for being stuck on this planet for the rest
of your life," Carigana replied with a snarl

Once she had absorbed the initial shock, Killashandra was willing to
admit that the Guild nmethod was fair. Its nmenbers nmust be furnished with
private quarters, food, clothing, personal necessities, and nmedical care. Sone



of the specialists, the Singers especially, had a further initial outlay for
equi prent. The cost of the flitter craft used by Crystal Singers in the ranges
was staggering the sonic cutting gear that had to be tuned to the user was

al so expensive and a variety of other itenms whose purpose was not yet known to
her were basic Singer's tools.

Qoviously, the best job to have on Ballybran was that of a Crysta
Singer even if the Quild did "tithe" 30 percent of the crystal cut and brought
in. She duly noted the phrase, brought in, and wondered if she could find a
vocabul ary section in the data bank that woul d define words in precisely the
nuance neant on Ballybran. Interlingual was accurate enough, but every
prof ession has terns that sound fam liar, seeminnocuous, and are dangerous to
the inconpletely initiated.

A wide variety of supporting skills put the Singers into the ranges,
mai nt ai ned the vehicles, buildings, space station, research, nedica
facilities, and the adm nistration of it all. Twenty thousand technicians,
essential to keep the four thousand or so Singers working, and this very elite
group was sonehow recruited fromthe gal axy.

The argument over entrapment, as Carigana vehenently insisted on calling
it, continued long after Tukolomleft. Killashandra noticed himas he
gradual ly worked his way fromthe center of the explosion, alnost encouraging
Carigana to beconme the focus, then adroitly slipped down a corridor. He's
pul l ed the fade-away act before, Killashandra thought. Perversely, she then
became annoyed because she and her group were reacting predictably; it was one
thing to have a stage director prescribe your noves on stage, quite another to
be mani pulated in one's living. She had thought to be free of overt
management, so she experienced a surge of anger. To rant as Carigana was doi ng
sol ved not hi ng except the i medi ate rel ease of an energy and purpose that
could be used to better advantage.

I gnoring Carigana's continuing harangue, Killashandra quietly noved to a
smal | terminal and asked for a review of the Charter. After a few nonent's
study, she left the machine. There was no | egal way in which one could
relinqui sh menbership in the Heptite Guild except by dying. Even in sickness,
mental or physical, the Guild had conplete protective authority over every
menber so sworn, averred, and affirnmed. Now she appreciated the FSP officials
and the el aborate rigmarole. On the other hand, she had been told; she could
have wi thdrawn after full disclosure if she hadn't been so eager to flaunt
Maestro Val di and prove to Andurs that she'd be right as a Crystal Singer. The
section on the @Quild' s responsibilities to the individual menber was clear
Ki |l I ashandra woul d see definite advantages, including the ones that had | ured
her to Ballybran. If she becane a Crystal Singer...She preferred "Singer" to
the Guild' s dull job description, "Cutter.”

"Ever the optimst, Killa?" R nbol asked. He nust have been standi ng
behi nd her a while.

"Well, | prefer that role to hers." She inclined her head sharply in
Carigana's direction. "She's beating her guns over ways to break a contract
that we were warned was irrevocable.”

"D you suppose they count on our being obstinate by nature?"

"Cbvi ously, they have psychol ogi sts anong the nmenbership." Killashandra
| aughed. "You want what you can't or shouldn't have or are denied. Human
nature."

"WIl we still be human after symbiosis?" Rinbol wondered al oud, cocking
his head to one side, H s eyes narrow with specul ation

"I can't say as I'd like Borella for an intimate friend," Killashandra

began.

"Nor |I." Rinmbol's |augh was infectious.

"I did hear her conme out with a very hunan, snide coment on the
shuttle.”

" About us?"

"In general. But | liked Carrik. He knew how to enjoy things, even silly
things, and -- "



Ri mbol touched her arm and the glint of his blue eyes reni nded her of
the ook in Carrik's when they'd first net.

"Conparisons are invidious but...join nel"

Ki | | ashandra gave him a | onger, specul ative |ook. H's gaiety and
i ngenuous appearance, his gregariousness, were carefully cultivated to
count er bal ance hi s unusual coloring. The expression on his face, the warnth of
his eyes and smile, and the gentle stroking of his hand on her armeffected a
di stinct change in her attitude toward him

"CQuaranteed Privacy between nenbers of equal rank." H s voice was
teasi ng and she had no desire to resist his tenptation

Wth Carigana's strident voice in their ears, they slipped down the
corridor to her room and enjoyed compl ete Privacy.

The next norni ng Tukol om marshal ed O ass 895, some of whom were
decidedly the worse for a night's drinking.

"Borton, Jezerey, also Falanog, qualified are you already on surface and
shuttle craft. To take your pilot cards to Flight Control on first |evel.

Fol l ow gray strip down, turn right twice, @Quild Menber Danin see. Al others
of this class with nme are comning."

Tukolom |l ed without turning to discover if he was being foll owed, but
the class, sullen or just resigned, obeyed. Shillawn stepped in behind
Ki Il ashandra and Ri nbol

"I figured it out," he said with his characteristic gulp. H's anxiety to
pl ease was so intense that Killashandra asked hi mwhat had he figured out.
"How much it will all cost until we start earning credits. And...and what the
| owest credit rating is. It's not too bad, really. @iild charges at cost and
doesn't add a tariff for transport or special orders.”

"Havi ng done us to get us here, they're not out to do us further, huh?"

"Well" -- and Shillawn had to shuffle awkwardly to keep a position where
his words would be audible only to Rinbol and Killashandra -- "it is fair."

Ri mbol shrugged. "So, what is the |lowest Guild wage? And how long w |
it take to pay off what we're racking up just by breathing?"

"Well" -- Shillawn held up his jotter -- "the |lowest wage is for a
caterer's assistant and that brings in three thousand five hundred credits
plus C ass three acconmpdations, clothing allowance and two hundred | uxury
units per standard year. We're charged at the base-level accommopdati ons,
shuttl e passage was only fifteen cr, but any unusual itemfromcatering --

except two beakers of beverages up to Grade four -- is charged against the

i ndi vidual's account. So, if you don't eat exotic, or drink heavy, you'd clear
off the initial levies at a c.a.'s pay in" -- Shillawn had to skip after them
as he glanced down at his jotter and lost his stride -- "in seven nonths, two

weeks and five days' standard."

Ri mbol caught Killashandra's eye, and she could see that the young
Yarran was hard put to suppress his laughter

"Why did you only consider the | owest-paid nmenber, Shillawn?" she asked,
managi ng to keep her voice | evel

"Well, that was practical."

"You mean, you didn't conmpute any of the higher grades?"

"The highest-paid position is that of the Guild Master, and such
information is not available."

"You did try?" Now it was Killashandra's turn to have to skip ahead or
be over run by Shillawn's |ong | egs.

"I wanted to see just what areas are open to the average nenber. .

"How hi gh could you retrieve data?"

"That's the good part,"” Shillawn beamed down at them "The next rank

after Guild Master is Crystal Cutter Singer, | nean. Only the credit varies
too erratically, depending as it does on how rmuch usable crystal a Cutter
brings in." "If Crystal Singers are second, who's third in rank?"

"Chi ef of Research, Chief of Control, and Chief of Marketing. Al on
equal rating."



"Credit per year?"

"Their base pay is 300,000 pgy, plus living, entertainment, travel, and
personal allowances 'to be determned ."

The base figure was sufficient to draw an appreciative whistle from
Ri nbol

"And, of course, you're going to be Chief of Control, | expect," a new
voi ce said and the three friends realized that Carigana had been I|i stening.

Shillawn flushed at her sarcasm

"And you'll be chief rant-and-raver," R nmbol said, unexpectedly acerbic,
his blue eyes signaling dislike.

Carigana flipped her thunmbnail at himand strode on, head high
shoul ders and back stiffly straight.

"Any synpathy | had for that wonan is fast giving place to total
antipathy," Rinbol said, making an even nore insulting gesture at the space
wor ker' s back.

Wth her head start on the rest of Cass 895, Carigana was first to
reach the ground-craft depot, but she had to wait until the flight officer
checked in all thirty. They were taken to a |large section inside a gigantic
hangar that housed three vehicles on simulation stands: a skimer, the genera
work craft, which could be adapted for variations of atnmosphere and gravity
and coul d be driven by children. A single bar controlled forward, reverse, and
si de novenent. The skimrer had no great speed but plowed its air cushion with
equal efficiency over land, water, snow, nud, ice, sand, or rock. Its drive
could be adapted to a variety of fuels and power sources.

The second stand sinulated an air sled, not as clumsy as its nane
i mpl i ed and capabl e of consi derabl e speed and maneuverability. It was the
| ong-haul craft, the Crystal Cutter's official vehicle, capable of delivering
cargo and passengers to any point on Ballybran

The third simulator was a satellite shuttle, it caused Rinbol's eyes to
wi den appreciatively, but Killashandra sincerely hoped she woul d not be asked
to pilot it.

Though all were bored by waiting their turn, Killashandra had no trouble
with the skimrer sinulation. The sled was nore conpl ex, but she felt she
acquitted herself fairly well, though she'd certainly want a | ot nore practice
in the vehicle before flying any di stance.

"You know who failed the skimrer test?" Ri nbol asked, joining her as she
energed fromthe air sled.

"Shill awn?" But then she saw the gangly man still waiting on I|ine.

"No. Carigana!"

"How coul d anyone not be able to fly a skimer?"

"A skimer needs a light hand." Rinbol's smle was mali cious.
"Carigana's used to a space suit. Ever noticed how she always turns her entire
body around to face you? That's fromwearing a servomech for so long. That's
why her novements are so jerky, over corrected. She over reacts. too. As we
all know Hey, we'd better scurry. Instructor Tukol ont -- and Ri nmbol grinned
at the title with which the flight officer had pointedly addressed their tutor
-- says we're due back at the training |ounge for the afternoon's entrancing
| ectures.”

Carigana mght well have been floating in deep space in a servonech suit
for all the notice she gave to Tukolom s recitations on the care and packi ng
of crystal cuttings. He informed C ass 895 that they must pay strict attention
to these procedures, as one of their first official tasks for their Guild
woul d be to prepare crystal for export. As he spoke -- he rem nded them --
Crystal Cutters were in the ranges, naking the nost of the mild spring weather
and the favorabl e aspects of the nobons. Wien the Cutters returned, O ass 895
woul d be privileged to have its first experience with handling crystal, in al
its infinite variety...and val ue.

The reverence with which Tukol om nade the announcenent showed
Ki |l ashandra a new and unexpected facet of the hunorless instructor. Did



crystal affect even those who did not sing it? How | ong had Tukol om been a
Quild menmber? Not that she really wanted to know. She was just intrigued by
hi s uncharacteristic radi ance when di scussing, of all the dull subjects, the
packi ng of crystal

As soon as Tukolomrel eased the class fromthe | ecture, she nurnured
somet hi ng about returning in a nmonent to Rinmbol and slipped away to her room
She drew out the console and tapped the Flight Ofice, requesting the use of a
ski mrer for personal relaxation. The display spilled out a confirnmation that
she coul d use vehicle registry VZD7780 for two hours, confined to over |and
flight.

As she slipped fromher room she was relieved to see Rinbol's door
open. He was still in the |ounge, so she suppressed the vague di squi et she
felt about sneaking off without him Her first visit to the crystal ranges was
better experienced as a solo. Besides, if Rinbol and Shillawn couldn't figure
out how to obtain a clearance, they didn't deserve one.

The vast hangar conplex was eerily enpty. A light breeze sighed through
the vacant racks for Singers' air sleds as Killashandra hurried to the skinmer
section. An air sled engine revved unexpectedly and caused her to | eap inches
of f the plascrete surface; then she saw the cluster of nechanics on the far
side of the building, where Iights exposed the sled's drive section

Killashandra finally located the VZD rack and her assigned craft at the
top of the skimrer section. The vehicle was sand-scraped, although the
pl asgl as bubble was relatively unscathed. She clinbed in, backed the skinmer
carefully clear of the rack, and proceeded fromthe hangar at a sedate pace.

"Pilot may fly only in area designated on naster chart,"” a mechanica
voi ce announced: to her left, an opaque square lit to display an overlay of
the Joslin plateau, the Guild conplex out of which a small flashing dot,
hersel f, was novi ng.

"Pilot conplies.”

"Weat her alert nust be obeyed by inmediate return to hangar. \Wat her
hol ding clear and mld: no stormwarning presently in effect.” As she cleared
t he hangar, she noticed three figures energe fromthe ranp. She chuckled --
she'd got her skimer first.

She didn't want to be foll owed, so she pushed the control bar forward
for maxi mum speed. The master chart cut off just at the fringe of the MIekey
Range to the northeast but close enough for her to see exactly what she had
nortgaged her life for. It was suddenly very necessary to Killashandra to
stand on the edge of this possible future of hers, to be close to it; to make
it more vivid than Tukolom s carefully recited | essons; to make her understand
why Borella had sniled in |onging.

The old skimer didn't |ike being pushed to naxi mum speed and vi brated
unpl easantly. None of the function dials were in the red, so Killashandra
i gnored t he shaking, keeping on the northeasterly course. The Brerrerton Range
woul d have been closer, alnost directly south, but MIekey had been the range
Carrik frequently mentioned, and her choi ce had been subconsciously affected

by him Well, the others were certain to head to the nearer range, which was
fine by her.
Once she had bounced over the first hill, Killashandra saw the snudge of

the range, occasionally reflecting the westering sun. Beneath her, the dul
gray-green shrub and ground cover of Ballybran passed w t hout change. Dul
exteriors so often hid treasures. W could ever have thought Ballybran worth
hal f credit? She recalled the nodel of the planet that Borella had shown them
on Shankill. It was as if cosm c hands had taken the world and twisted it so
that the softer interior material had been forced through the crust, formng
t he jagged ranges that bore crystal, and then capriciously the sane hands had
yanked the mi sshapen spheres out, the ridges falling inward.

The plain gave way to a series of deep gullies that in a wetter season
nm ght have becone streans. The first of the jagged upthrusts coincided with
t he edge of her chart, so she settled the skimer on the | argest pronontory
and got out.



To either side and before her, the planet's folds stretched each cline
peering through a gap or a few neters higher than the one before. Shadi ng her
eyes, she strained to see any evidence of the shining crystal that was the
hi dden and uni que wealth of such an uninviting planet.

The silence was all but conmplete, the nerest whisper of sound, not wi nd,
and transmtted not through the atnosphere but through the rock under her
feet. A strange sound to be experienced so, as if her heel were responding to
a vibration to which her keen ears, expectant, were not attuned. Not precisely
conprehending the urge to test the curious unsilence, Killashandra drew a deep
breath and expelled it on a fine clear E

The single note echoed back to her ears and through her heels, the
resonance coursing to her nerve ends, |eaving behind, as the sound di ed away,
a pl easurabl e sensation that caressed her nervous system She stood entranced
but hesitated to repeat the experience, so she scanned the dirty,
unpretenti ous mounds. Now she was willing to believe what Carrik had said and,
equal Iy, was credul ous of the hazards attached. The two facets of singing
crystal were linked: the good and bad, the difficult, the ecstatic.

She quickly discarded a notion to fly deeper into the range. Comon
sense told her that any crystal in the imediate vicinity would | ong since
have been renoved. A nore practical restraint was Killashandra's recognition
that it would be easy to | ose onesel f beyond the curiously reassuring flatness
of the plain and the sight of the Wite Sea. However, she did skimalong the
first ridges, always keeping the plain in sight and at the edge of her flight
chart. The undulating hills fascinated her as the sharper, young thrusts and
anticlines of Fuerte had not. Ballybran's ranges tenpted, taunted, tantalized,
hi di ng weal th produced by titanic forces boiling fromthe nolten core of the
planet: a wealth created by the technical needs of an ever-expandi ng gal actic
popul ati on and found on an ancient world with no other resources to comrend
it. That was ever the way of technology: to take the worthl ess and convert it
into weal th.

Eventual |y, Killashandra turned the skimrer back toward the Guild
Conpl ex. She had renewed her deternination to becone a Singer, which had been
danpened somewhat by Tukol om and an instructional node that subtly ignored the
mai n obj ective of the recruits -- becom ng a Crystal Singer. She could
understand why their initiation took the formit had -- until the synbiosis
occurred, no lasting assignments could be nade, but other worthwhile skills
and ranks coul d be exam ned. She sighed, wondering if she could sustain
anot her defeat. Then she | aughed, renenbering how facilely she had shrugged
of f ten-years' hard work when Carrik had dangled his lure. Yet, to be
perfectly honest, he hadn't dangl ed: he'd argued agai nst her taking such a
step, argued vehenently.

What had Ri nbol sai d about being denied nmaki ng an object nore desirabl e?
And it was true that the naestro's histrionic condemmation of Carrik and
Crystal Singers had done nmuch to increase her desire. She had, of course, been
so elated by her interlude with Carrik that the luxurious standard of living
-- and playing -- to which he had introduced her had been a lure to one who
had had no nore than student credit. Carrik's fascinating personality had
benmused her and given her the reckl essness to throw off the restraints of a
decade of unrewarded discipline.

Now t hat she had stood close to crystal source, felt that phenonena
vi bration through bone and nerve, a call to the core of her that her
i nvol venment with nusic had never touched, she was strengthened in her purpose.

A lone figure was clinmbing about the skimer racks when Kill ashandra
returned. She noticed eight other enpty slots as she parked her vehicle. The
figure waved urgently for her to remain by her skimrer and quickly clinmbed up
to her. Killashandra waited politely, but the man checked the registry of the
skimer first, then ran his hands al ong the sides, frowning. He began a
tactile exam nation of the canopy w thout so nmuch as glancing at her in the
seat. He nuttered as he made notations on his jotter. The display alarmed him



and for the first tine he noticed her, opening the canopy.

"You weren't out |ong. Has sonethi ng happened to one of the others? N ne
of you went out!"

"No, nothing's wong."

Rel i eved, he gave a pull to the visored cap he wore.

"Only have so many skimers, and | shouldn't ought to 've given out nine
to recruits, but no one el se requested.”

Ki |l | ashandra stepped fromthe skinmer, and the hangar nman was instantly
i nside, running fingers over the control surface, the steering rod, as if her
nmer e physical presence m ght have caused danage.

"I"'mnot careless with equipnent,” she said, but he gave no indication
he had heard.

"You're Killashandra?" He finished his inspection and | ooked around at
her as he cl osed the canopy.

"Yes."

He grunted and nmade another entry on his jotter, watching the display.

"Do you al ways inspect each vehicle as it's used?" she asked, trying to
be pl easant.

He nade no coment. Was it because of her lowy rank as a recruit? A
sudden resentnent flared past the serenity she had achieved in the range. She
touched his arm and repeated her question

"Always. My job. Sonme of you |l ot are dammed carel ess and give nme nore
wor k than necessary. Don't nmind doing ny proper job, but unnecessary work is
not on. Just not on."

A loud whine fromthe service bays startled Killashandra, but the hangar
man didn't flinch. It was then that she realized the nan was deaf. A second
ear - pi erci ng whine erupted, and she winced, but it elicited no reaction from
t he man. Deaf ness must be a blessing in his occupation.

G ving the returned skinmer one | ast sweep of his hand, the hangar man
began to clinb to check anot her vehicle, unconscious of Killashandra's
presence. She stared after him Had his job, his dedication to the
presentation of his skimers, supplanted interest in people? If she received
deaf ness fromthe synbiont, would she detach herself from people so
conpletely?

She nade her way down to the hangar floor, startled each time the engine
being repaired blasted out its unbaffled noise. She m ght have renounced nusic
as a career, but never to hear it again? She shuddered convul sively.

She had been so positive on Fuerte that hers was to be a brilliant
career as a solo perforner, maybe she'd better not be so bl oody certain of
becom ng a Crystal Singer and explore the alternatives within the Guild.

Suddenly, she didn't want to return to the recruits' |ounge, nor did she
wi sh to hear the accounts of the other eight who had ski mmed away fromthe
@uild Compl ex. She wanted to be private. Getting out by herself, to the edge
of the range, had been beneficial, the encounter with the hangar man an
instructive counter thene.

She wal ked qui ckly fromthe hangar, caught by the stiff breeze and
bending into it. The eastern sky was darkeni ng; glancing over her shoul der
she saw banks of western clouds tinged purple by the setting sun. She paused,
savoring the display, and then hurried on. She didn't wish to be sighted by
the returning skinmers. Finally past the |ong side of the Conplex, she struck
out up a low hill, her boots scuffling in the dirt. A warm spicy snell rose
when she trod on the | ow ground cover. She listened to the rising w nd, not
merely with her ears but with her entire body, planting her boot heels firmy

in the soil, hoping to experience again that coil of body-felt sound. The wi nd
bore the taint of brine and chill but no sound as it eddied past her and away
east .

There the sky was dark now, and the first faint stars were appearing.
She nust study the astronony of Ballybran. Strange that this had not been
mentioned in the lectures on neteorology; or was it a deliberate exclusion
since the know edge woul d have no i medi ate bearing on the recruits' training.



Shanganagh, the middl e noon, rose, honey-colored, in the northeast. She
seened al nbst to creep out, nuch as Killashandra was doing, to be away from
the nore powerful personality of Shankill and the erratic infringenments of
Shilnore. Killashandra grinned -- if Rinbol were synbolized by Shankill, that
woul d make Shillawn, Shilnore. Shanganagh was the odd one out, avoiding the
other two until inexorable forces pulled her between their paths at Passover.

Shanganagh paled to silver, rising higher and lighting Killashandra's
way until she reached the crest of a rolling hill and realized that she could
wal k all night, possibly getting lost, to no purpose. Student pranks had been
tolerated, in their place, on Fuerte in the Music Center, but it would be
quite another matter here where an ol d deaf hangar man cared nore for his
vehi cl es than the people who used them

She turned and surveyed the crouching hulk of the Guild, its upper
stories lit by the rising noon, the remai nder sharp black thrusts of shadow
She sat down on the hillside, twisting her buttocks to find some confort. She
hadn't realized how huge the Conpl ex was and what a snall portion of it was
above the surface. She had been told that the best quarters were deep
underground. Killashandra picked up a handful of gravel and cast the bits in a
thin arc, listening to the rattle as bush and | eaf were struck

The sense of isolation, of total solitude and utter privacy, pleased her
as much as the odors on the wind and the roughness of the dirt in her hand.

Al ways on Fuerte, there had been the know edge that people were cl ose by,
peopl e were seeing, if not intently observing her, inpinging on her
consci ousness, infringing on her desire to be alone and private.

Suddenly, Killashandra could appreciate Carigana's fury. If the wonman
had been a space worker, she had enjoyed the sanme sense of privacy. She'd
never needed to learn the subtle techniques of cutting oneself from contact.
Well, if Killashandra understood sonmething of Carigana's antisocial nanner
she still had no wish to nake friends with her. She spun off another handf ul
of dirt.

It was conforting, too, to know that on Ballybran, at |east, one could
take a night time stroll in perfect safety, one of the fewworlds in the
Federated Sentient Planets where that was possible. She rose, dusted off her
pants, and continued her wal k around the great Guild installation

She al nost stunbl ed as she reached the front of the building, for a turf
so dense that it felt like a woven fabric had been encouraged to grow there.
The inposing entrance hall bore the shield of the Heptite @Guild in a |umn nous
crystal. The tall, narrow wi ndows facing south gave off no light on the first
| evel , and nost were dark on the upper stories. She wondered which ratings
were so low as to live above ground. Caterers' assistants?

Ki | ashandra was begi nning to regret her whinsical night tour as she
passed the | ong side of the building, the very long side. Ranps, up and down,
pierced the flat wall at intervals, but she knew from Tukol omi s | ecture that
these led into storage areas without access to the living quarters so she
trudged or ward until she was back at the vast hangar maw.

She was very weary when she finally reached the ranp to the class's
quarters. Al else was quiet, the | ounge enpty and dark. Though Ri nbol's door
light was green, she hurried past to her own. Tonorrow woul d be soon enough
for conpani onshi p. She went to sleep, conforted by the irrevocabl e advant age
of privacy available to a nenber of the Heptite Guild.

Kill ashandra wasn't as positive of that the next afternoon as she
struggled to retain her balance in the gusts of wind and, nore inportantly,
tried not to drop the precious crate of crystal. The recruits had been aroused
by the conmputer at a fal se dawn they had to take on faith. The sky was a deep
sullen gray, with stormclouds that were sucked across the Conplex so | ow t hey
threatened to envel op the upper level. The recruits had been told to eat
qui ckly but heartily and to report to the cargo officer on the hangar fl oor
They were to be under her supervision until she rel eased them Wnd
precauti ons were already evident; the 12-neter-high screen across the hangar



maw was | owered only to admt approaching air sleds; evidently the device was

to prevent workers' being sucked fromthe hangar by fierce counter draughts.
Cargo O ficer Malaine took no chances that instructions would be

m sunder st ood or unheard. She carried a bullhorn, but her orders were al so

di spl ayed on screens positioned around the hangar. |If they had any doubts as

they assisted the regul ar personnel in unloading, the recruits were to touch

and/ or otherw se get the attention of anyone in a green-checked uniform Basic

i nstructions remai ned on the screen; updates blinked orange on the green

di spl ays.

"Your main assignments will be to unload, very, very carefully, the
cartons of cut crystals. One at a tine. Don't be msled by the fact that the
cartons have strong hand grips. The wind out there will shortly make you wi sh
you had prehensile tails." Cargo Oficer Ml aine gave the recruits a snile
"You'll know when to put on your head gear," and she tapped a close fitting
skull cap with its padded ears and eyescreen. "Now' -- and she gestured to the

pl asglas wall of the ready-room facing the hangar" the sleds are coming in.
Wat ch the procedure of the hangar personnel. First, the Crystal Singer is
checked, then the cargo is off-loaded. You will concentrate on off-I oadi ng.
Your responsibility is to transfer the crystal cartons safely inside. Any
carton that comes in is worth nore than you are! No offense, recruits, just

basic Guild economics. | also caution you that Crystal Singers just in off the
ranges are highly unpredictable. You re lucky. Al in this group have been out
a good while, so they'll probably have good cuttings. Don't drop a carton
You'll have the Singer, me, and Guild Master Lanzecki on your neck -- the

Si nger being first and worst.

"Fair does not apply," Ml aine said in a hard voice. "Those pl asfoam
boxes" -- and she pointed at the |line of hangar personnel hurrying to the
cargo bay, white cartons clutched firmy to their chests -- "are what pay for
this planet, its satellites, and everything on them No one gets a credit till
that cargo is safely in this building, weighed in and graded -- Okay, here's a
new flight coming in. 1'll count you off in threes. Line up and be ready to go
when cal l ed. Just renmenber: the crystal is inmportant! Wen the kl axon sounds
-- that means a sled is out of control Duck but don't drop!"

She counted the recruits off, and Killashandra was teamed with Borton
and a man she didn't know by nane. The recruits formed | oose trios in front of
t he wi ndow, watching the routine.

"Doesn't seem hard,"” the man commented to Borton. "Those cartons can't
be heavy," and he gestured at a slim person walking rapidly carrying his
bur den.

"Maybe not now, Celee," Borton replied, "but when the w nd picks up --
"Well, we're both sturdy enough to give our teammate a hand if she needs
Celee said, grinning with some condescension at Killashandra.
"I"'mcloser to the ground," she said, looking up at himw th a warning
glint in her eyes. "Center of gravity is lower and not so far to fall."

"You tell him Killa." Borton nudged Cel ee and wi nked at her

Suddenly Cel ee pointed urgently to the hangar. The recruits saw a sl ed
careen in, barely missing the vaulted roof, then plunge toward the ground,
only to be pulled up at the |ast second, skid sideways, and barely miss a

one,

br oadsi de against the interior wall. A klaxon had sounded, its clanor causing
everyone to clap hands over his ears at the piercing noise. Wen the trio
| ooked again, the air sled had slid to a stop, nose against the wall. To their

surprise, the Singer, orange overalls streaked w th bl ack, energed unscathed
fromthe front hatch, gave the sled an adnonitory kick, gestured obscenely at
the wind, and then stalked into the shelter of the cargo bay. Then she,
Borton, and Cel ee were bei ng beckoned out to the hangar fl oor

As Killashandra grabbed her first carton froma Singer's ship, she
clutched it firmy to her chest because it was |light and could easily have
been flipped froma casual grip by the strong wi nd gusti ng about the hangar
She got to the cargo bay with a sigh of relief, only to be stunned by the
sight of the Crystal Singer, who was slunped against a wall while snarling at



t he nmedi ¢ who was daubi ng at the bl ood running down the Singer's |eft cheek
Until the last canon fromhis sled was unl oaded, the Crystal Singer remmined
at his observation point.

"By the horny toes of a swanp bear," Celee remarked to Killashandra as
they hurried back for nore cartons, "that man knows every nardling one of his
cargo, and he sure to bones knows we're doing the unloading. And the bl oody
wind' s rising. Watch it, Killashandra."

"Only two nore in that ship,"” Borton yelled as he passed them on his way
in. "They want to hoist it out of the way!"

Celee and Killashandra trotted faster, wary of the hoist now descendi ng
over the disabled ship. No sooner had they lifted the last two cartons from
the sled than the hoist clanked tight onits top. At that instant,

Ki | | ashandra gl anced around her and counted five nore sleds wheeling in,
fortunately in nmore control. Seven unl oaded vehicles were heading to the top
of the sled storage racks.

As the hangar becanme crowded, unl oadi ng took |onger, and keepi ng upri ght
during the passage between sled and cargo bay becane increasingly nore
difficult. Killashandra saw three people flung agai nst sl eds, and one ski dded
agai nst the outer wind baffle. An incomng sled was caught in a side gust and
flipped onto its back. Killashandra shook her head agai nst the | oud keening
that followed, unsure whether it was the sound of the gale or the injured
Singer's screamng. She forced her nmind to the business of unloading and
mai nt ai ni ng her bal ance.

She was wheel i ng back fromthe bay for yet another |oad when sonmeone
caught her by the hair. Startled, she |ooked up to see Cargo O ficer Ml aine,
who jerked the helmet fromKillashandra's belt and jamed it atop her head.
Abashed at her |apse of nenory, Killashandra hastily straightened the
protective gear. Ml aine gave her a grin and an encouragi ng thunbs up

The relief fromthe wind s noise and the subsidence of air pressure in
her ears was enornous. Killashandra, accustonmed to full chorus and
el ectroni cally augnented orchestral instrunents, had not previously thought of
"noi se" as a hazard. But to be deaf on Ballybran m ght not be an intol erable
prospect. She could still hear the gale's shrieks, but the cacophony was
bl essedly nuffled, and the relief fromthe sound pressure gave her fresh
energy. She needed it, for the physical strength of the gale hadn't abated at
all.

In the course of her next wi nd-battered trip, a whol esal e cl earance of
sl eds took place behind her back. The enptied sleds were cleared, and the
newer arrivals slipped into the vacant positions. Some relief fromthe w nd
could be had by darting fromthe wi nd shadow of one sled to that of the next.
The danger lay in the gap, for there the gale would whip around to catch the
unwary.

Why no one was killed, why so few ships were danaged inside the hangar
and why not a single plasfoam contai ner was dropped, Killashandra woul d never
know. She was at one point certain, however, that she had probably bunped into
nost of the nine thousand Guild nmenbers stationed in the Joslin Plateau
Headquarters. She later |earned her assunption was faulty: anyone who coul d
have, had carefully contrived to remain inside.

The cartons were not al ways heavy, though the weight was unevenly
di stributed, and the heavy end al ways ended up dragging at Killashandra's |eft
arm That side was certainly the sorest the next day. Only once did she cone
close to losing a container: she hefted it fromthe ship and nearly |ost the
whole to a gust of wind. After that, she learned to protect her burden wth
her body to the wind.

Aside fromthe intense struggle with the gale-force winds, two other
observations were indelibly marked in her nmind that day. A different side of
Crystal Singers their |least glanorous, as they junped fromtheir sleds. Few
| ooked as if they had washed in days: sone had fresh wounds, and ot hers showed
evi dence of old ones. Wien she had to enter a sled' s cargo hold to get the
| ast few cartons, she was aware of an overripe aroma exuding fromthe main



conpartnent of the sled and was just as glad that there was a fierce supply of
fresh air at her back

Still the sleds hurled thenselves in over the wind baffle and nmanaged to
land in the little space avail able: the gale was audi bl e even through her ear
muf fl ers, and the force of the wind snacked at the body as brutally as any
physi cal fist.

"RECRU TSI RECRU TS! All recruits will regroup in the sorting area. Al
recruits to the sorting area!"

Dazed, Killashandra swung around to check the nessage on the display
screens, and then soneone |inked arms with her, and they both cantered into
the gale to reach the sorting area.

Once inside the building, Killashandra nearly fell, as nuch from
exhaustion as from pushing her body against a wind no |longer felt. She was
handed from one person to another and then deposited on a seat. A heavy beaker
was put into her hands, and the noi se-abat enent hel net was renmoved from her
head. Nor was there rmuch noi se beyond weary sighs, an occasional noisy
exhal ati on that was not quite a groan, or the sound of boots scraping agai nst
pl ascrete.

Ki | | ashandra managed to stop the trenbling in her hands to take a
judicious sip of the hot, clear broth. She sighed softly with relief. The
restorative was richly tasty, and its warnth i nmedi ately crept to her cold
extremties, which Killashandra had not recognized as being wind sore. The
| ower part of her face, her jaw and chin, which had been exposed to the
scouring wind, were also stiff and painful. Taking another sip, she raised her
eyes above the cup and noticed the row opposite her: noticed and recogni zed
the faces of R nmbol and Borton, and farther down, Celee. Half a dozen had
bl ack eyes, torn or scratched cheeks. Four recruits |ooked as if they'd been
dragged face down over gravel. \Wen she touched her own skin, she realized
she, too, had suffered unfelt abrasions, for her numb fingers were pricked
with dots of bl ood

A loud hiss of indrawn breath nade her ook to the left. A nedic was
daubi ng Jezerey's face. Another medic was working down the row toward Ri nbol
Cel ee, and Borton.

"Any danmage?" Kill ashandra, despite her exhausted stupor, recognized the
voi ce as that of Cuild Master Lanzecki's.

Surprised, she turned to find himstanding in an open door, his
bl ack-garbed figure stark against the white of piled crystal cartons.

"Superficial, sir," one of the nedics said after a respectful nod in the
Quild Master's direction.

"Cl ass 895 has been of inval uabl e assistance today," Lanzecki said, his
eyes taking in every one of the thirty-three. "I, your Guild Master, thank
you. So does Cargo Officer Malaine. No one else will." There wasn't even a
trace of a smle on the man's face to suggest he was bei ng hunorously ironic.
"Order what you will for your evening neal: it will not be debited from your
account. Tonmorrow you wWill report to this sorting area where you will learn
what you can fromthe crystals brought in today. You are dism ssed."”

He wi thdraws, Killashandra thought. He fades fromthe scene. How
unusual . But then, he's not a Singer. So no sweeping entrances like Carrik or
the three Singers at Shankill, nor exits like Borella's. She took another sip
of her broth, needing its sustenance to get her weary body up the ranmp for
that good free nmeal. Conme to renenber, the last good free neal she'd had had
al so been indirectly charged to the Guild. She was, as it happened, one of the
last of the recruits to | eave the sorting area. A door opened sonewhere behind
her .

"How many not yet in, Malaine?" she heard Lanzecki ask

"Five nmore just hit the hangar floor, one literally. And Flight says
there are two nore possible light-sights."

"That makes twenty-two unaccounted --

"I'f we could only get Singers to register cuts, we'd have sone way of
tracking the missing and retrieve at |east the cargo..."



The door swooshed tight, and the | ast of the sentence was inaudible. The
exchange, the tone of it, worried her

"Retrieve the cargo."” Was that the concern of Ml aine and Lanzecki ? The
cargo? Mal aine certainly had stressed the cargo's being nore val uable than the
recruits handling it. But surely the Crystal Singers thenselves were val uabl e,
too. Sleds could be replaced -- another debit to clear off one's Guild account
-- but surely Singers were a valuable commodity in their own peculiar way.

Killashandra's mind sinply could not cope with such anomalies. She made
it to the top of the ranp. She had to put one hand on the door franme to steady
hersel f as she thunbed her door open. A npban of weariness escaped her I|ips.
Ri mbol ' s door whi sked open

"You all right, Killa?" Rinbol's face was flecked with fine |lines and
tiny beads of fresh blood. He wore only a towel.

"Barely."
"The herbal bath does wonders. And eat."
"I will. It's on the managenment, after all." She couldn't nove her

pai nful face to snile.
After a | ong soak absorbed the worst fatigue from her nuscles she did
force herself to eat.

An insistent burp fromthe conputer roused her the next norning. She
peered into the dark beyond her bed and only then realized that the w ndows
were shuttered and the gale still furious outside.

The digital told her that it was 0830 and her belly that it was enpty.
As she started to throw back the thermal covering, every nuscle in her body
announced its unreadi ness for such activity. Cursing under her breath,

Ki | ashandra struggled up on one el bow. No sooner had she put her fingers on
the catering dial than a small beaker with an effervescent pale-yellow liquid
appeared in the slot.

"The medi cation is a muscle relaxant conbined with a mld analgesic to
relieve synptonms of nuscul ar disconfort. This condition is transitory."

Kill ashandra cursed fluently at what she felt was the conputers
enbarrassingly well timed invasion of Privacy, but she drained the nedicine,
grimacing at its over sweet taste. In a few nonents, she began to feel |ess
stiff. She took a quick shower, alternating hot and cold, for unaccountably
her skin still prickled fromyesterdays severe buffeting. As she was eating a
hi gh- prot ei n breakfast, she hoped that tinme would be allowed for mneals today.
She doubted that the rows of crystal containers could all be sorted and
repacked in one day. And such a job oughtn't need the pace of yesterday.

Sorting took four days of l|abor as intense as fighting the storm w nd
t hough presenting | ess physical danger. The recruits, each working with a
qualified sorter, learned a great deal about how not to cut crystal and pack
it and which fornms were currently profitable. These were in the majority, and
nost of the experienced sorters directed a constant flow of abuse at Singers
who had cut quantities of the comobdity then nost over stocked.

"We've got three ruddy storage roons of these," muttered Enthor, with
whom Ki | | ashandra was sorting. "It's blues what we need and want. And bl acks,
of course. No, no, wong side. You've got to learn," he said, grabbing the
carton Killashandra had just lifted to the sorting table. "First, present the
Singer's ident code." He turned the box so that the strip, ineradicably etched
on the side, would register. "Didn't have that little bit of help and there'd
be war unl oading, with cartons getting m xed up every which way and rmnurder
goi ng on."

Once the ident nunber went up on the display, the carton was unpacked
and each crystal formcarefully put on the scale, which conputed color, size
wei ght, form and perfection. Sone crystals Enthor imrediately placed on the
nmovi ng belts, which shunted themto the appropriate |level for shipnment or
storage. Gthers he hinself cocooned in the plastic webbing with meticul ous
care.

The sorting process seened boringly sinple. Sonetinmes it was not easy to



retrieve the small crystals that had been thrust at any angle into the
protective foam Killashandra al nbst m ssed a small blue octagon before Enthor
grabbed the carton she was about to assign to replacenent.

"Lucky for you," the sorter said darkly, glancing about him brows
wrinkl ed over his eyes, "that the Singer who cut this wasn't watching. |'ve
seen themtry to kill a person for negligence."

"For this?" Killashandra held up the octagon, which couldn't have been
nore than 8 centimeters in | ength.

"For that. It's unflawed." Enthor's quick novenent had pl aced the
crystal on the scale and checked its perfection. "Listen!" He set the piece
careful ly between her thumb and forefinger and flicked it lightly.

Even above the rustling and stamnping and | ow voi ced instructions,

Ki |l | ashandra heard the delicate, pure sound of the crystal. The note seened to
catch in her throat and travel down her bones to her heels.

"It's not easy to cut small, and right now this piece's worth a couple
of hundred credits."

Ki |l ashandra was properly awed and far nore painstaking, risking her
fingers to search a plasfoamcarton that seened heavier than enpty. Enthor
scol ded her for that, slapping her gloves across her cheek before he tugged
one of his off and showed her fingers laced by faint white scars.

"Crystal does it. Even through gloves and with synmbiosis. Yours would
fester. 1'd get docked for being careless.”

" Docked?"

"Loss of work time due to inadequate safety measures is considered
deducti bl e. You, too, despite your being a recruit."

"We get paid for this?"

"Certainly." Enthor was indignant at her ignorance. "And you got danger
nmoney for unl oading yesterday. Didn't you know?"

Kill ashandra stared at himin surprise.

"Just like all new recruits.” Enthor chuckled am ably at her disconfort.
"Not got over the shock, huh? Get a beaker of juice this nmorning? Thought so.
Everyone does who's worked in a gale. Does the trick. And no charge for it,
either." He chuckled again at her. "All medical treatnent's free, you know. "
"But you said you got docked -- "

"For stupidity in not taking safety precautions.” He wiggled his
fingers, now encased in their tough skin-tight gloves, at her. "No, don't take
that carton. | will. Get the next. Fugastri just came in. W don't want him
breat hi ng down your neck. He's a devil, but he's never faulted ne!"

"You're being extrenely hel pful -- "

"You're hel ping me, and we're both being paid by the sane source, this
crystal. You mght as well know this job properly,” and Enthors tone inplied
that she might not have as good an instructor in any other sector. "You m ght
end up here as a sorter, and we sorters like to have a good tinme. Wat'd you
say your nanme was?"

"Ki |l ashandra. "

"Ch, the person who brought Carrik back! Enthors tone was neither
pl eased nor approving: he just identified her

oscurely, Killashandra felt better: she wasn't just an identity lost in
the @uild' s nenory banks. Peopl e besides O ass 895 had heard of her

"Did you know Carrik?"

"I know themall, mdear. And wish I didn't. -- However, it's not a bad
life." He gave another of his friendly chuckles. "A fair day's wage for a fair
day's work and then the best possible domestic conditions.” His grin turned to
a knowi ng I eer, and he gave her a nudge. "Yes, you m ght remenber ny nane
while you can, for you won't if you becone a Singer. Enthor, | am |evel 4,
accommodati on 895. That ought to be easy for you to renmenber, as it's your
cl ass nunber."

"What was yours?" Quickly, Killashandra sought a way to turn the
conversation away fromhis offer

"C ass nunber? 502," he said. "Nothing wong with ny nenory."



"And you're not deaf."

"Couldn't sort crystal if | werel™

"Then what did the symbiont do to you?" She blurted it out before she
realized she m ght be invading his privacy.

"Eyes, midear. Eyes." He turned and, for the first tinme, faced her
directly. He blinked once, and she gasped. A protective lens retracted at his
bl i nk. She saw how huge his irises were, obscuring the original shade of the

pupil. He blinked again, and some reddi sh substance covered the entire
eyeball. "That's why I'ma sorter and why | know which crystals are flaw ess
at a glance. I'mone of the best sorters they've ever had. Lanzecki keeps

remarking on ny ability. Ah, you'll shortly see what | nean..."

Anot her sorter, a disgruntled | ook on his face, was wal king toward them
with a carton and escorted by an angry Singer.

"Your opinion on these blues'?" The Singer, his face still bearing the
ravages of a long period in the ranges, curtly took the container fromthe
sorter and thrust it at Enthor. Then the Singer, with the rudeness that
Ki | | ashandra was begi nning to observe was the mark of a profession rather than
a personality, blocked the view of the sorter whose judgnent he had
guest i oned.

Ent hor carefully deposited the carton on his work space and extracted
the crystals, one by one, holding themup to his supersensitive eyes for
i nspection, laying themdown in a precise row. There were seven green- bl ue
pyram ds, each broader in the base by 2 or 3 centineters.

"No flaws perceived. A fine shear edge and good point," Enthor rendered
his opinion in a flat tone markedly different fromhis conversational style
with Killashandra. Wth an al nost finicky precision, he wi ped and polished a
tiny crystal hamrer and tapped each pyramd delicately. The fourth one was a
half note, instead of a whole, above the third, and thus a scale was not
achi eved.

"Market themin trios and save the inperfect one for a show piece. |
recommend that you check your cutter for worn gaskets or fittings. You're too
good a Singer to make such an obvi ous m stake. Probably the oncom ng storm put
you of f the note."

The attenpt at diplomacy did not nollify the Singer, whose eyes bul ged
as he gathered hinself to bellow Enthor appeared not to notice, but the other
sorter had stepped backward hastily.

"Lanzecki ! "

The angry shout produced nore than the swift arrival of Lanzecki. A hush
fell over the sorting room and the Singer seened unaware of it, his savage
gl ance resting on Enthor, who blithely tapped figures into his term nal

Killashandra felt a hand on her shoul der and stepped obediently aside to
al l ow Lanzecki to take her place by Enthor. As if aware of the Guild Master's
presence, Enthor again tapped the crystals, the soft tones falling into
respectful silence.

Lanzecki was not listening: he was watching the dials on the scales. One
eyebrow twi tched as the half tone sounded and the corresponding digits
appeared on the display.

"Not a | arge problem Uyad," Lanzecki said, turning calmy to the
flushed Singer. "You' ve been cutting that face [ ong enough to fill in half
tones. |'d suggest you store this set and fill it to octave. Al ways a good
price for pyramds in scale.”

"Lanzecki...l've got to get off-planet this time. | have got to get
away! | won't survive another trip to the ranges...not until 1've had time off
this bl oody planet!"

"This is but one carton, one set, Uyad-vuic-Holm Your cargo has been
very good according to the input here," for Lanzecki had nade use of the
term nal even as Uyad's manner changed fromire to entreaty. "Yes, | think
it'll be sufficient to take you off-planet for a decent interval. Cone, |'l
supervi se the sort myself."

Si mul t aneousl y, several things happened: working noi ses reconmenced in



the room Lanzecki was guiding the distressed Singer to another sorting slide,
hi s marker encouragi ng rather than condescendi ng, which Killashandra coul d not
hel p but admire in the Guild Master; the other sorter had returned to his
position. Enthor swiftly packed the of fendi ng pyram ds, marked their
container, and dealt it to a little-used slide above his head, then, seeing
her bemused, gave her a friendly dig in the ribs.

"An even pace makes |ight of the biggest |oad. Another box, m dear

Even pace or not, they didn't seemto be nmaking much of an inpression on
t he mound of containers waiting to be sorted. What made a repetitive day
i nteresting was the trenmendous input of information Enthor divul ged on
crystal, grading, sound, and disposition. Wen he noticed she was taking a
keen interest in the valuations, he chided her

"Don't sweat your head remenbering prices, mdear. Change every day.

Val ue's conmputed by the Marketing O fice before we start sorting, but
tomorrow, values might be totally different. One aspect of crystal's enough
for me to cope with: | |eave the nerchandising to others. Ah, now here's
beauty in rose quartz! Just |ook at the shading, the cut. Dooth's work, or

m ss ny guess,"” and Enthor peered at the carton, blinking his eyes for a |lens
change. "I don't." 1'd know his cut anong the whole roster's."

"Why?" Killashandra | eaned cl oser to inspect the octagon. It was
beautiful, a deep pale pink with a purple tinge, but she couldn't understand
Ent hor' s ent husi asm

The sorter took a deep breath as if to explain and then exhal ed sharply.

"Ah, but if you knew, you'd have ny rating, wouldn't you?" He blinked
again and regarded her with a shrewd narrowi ng of his eyes.

"Not necessarily," she replied. "lI'd prefer to sing crystal..."

Ent hor | ooked fromher to the rose octagon. "Yes, perhaps you would at
that. However, | recognize Dooth's cut when | see it. Wen -- if -- you cut
crystal, you will know crystal that is so fine, so rare."

Wth both hands, he laid the heavy jewel on the scale plate, running two
fingers over his |ips as he watched the configurati ons change and settle.

"I thought you said there was a surplus of rose crystal..."

"Not of this weight, color, or octagonal," he said, his fingers tapping
out a sequence. "I happen to have heard" and Enthor |owered his voice -- "

t hat someone very highly placed in the Federated Planets is |ooking for |arge
pieces this hue." He lifted the octagon to the coating rack where the deep
pi nk was swiftly cocooned fromsight with plastic webbing, and at a touch of
his finger on the ternminal, an identifying code was stippled along the

har deni ng surface

At the close of the first day of sorting, Killashandra felt as tired as
she had after unloading in the gale. She said as nuch as Shillawn and Ri nbol
joined her in a weary trudge to their |ounge.

"We're getting paid for our efforts,” Shillawn said by way of cheering
t hem

"Yesterday we got a danger bonus as well,"
out done.

"Maki ng use of the data banks, are you?" Rinbol asked, grinning at her
with some malice. Killashandra hadn't adnmitted to himthat she'd taken a
ski mer out the evening before the storm but he'd known.

"Told we were. Available to us is the data." Killashandra so aptly
m m cked Tukol om s ponderous tones that she had the other two | aughing. "I'm
going for a shower. See you in the lounge |ater?"

Ri mbol nodded, and so did Shillawn.

In the catering slot by her bed was another beaker of the Ienon |iquid.
She drank it and had her shower, by the end of which she felt sufficiently
revived to enjoy a quiet evening at dice with R nbol and Shill awn.

Though no nore peevish crystal cutters added excitenment to the sorting
routine during the next three days, Killashandra did have an unusual slice of
luck. Hal fway through the second day, Lanzecki and the handsone woman
Ki |  ashandra guessed nmust be the chief marketing officer walked swiftly into

Ki |l ashandra said, not to be



the sorting roomand marched right up to Enthor

"CGorren's conscious. Miuttering about black crystal. Have any of his
cartons been rel eased to you yet?"

"By ny bones, no!" Enthor was shocked and amazed. Shocked, he | ater
confided to Killashandra, that Gorren's cuttings had been stored separately
and amazed because he hadn't known that Gorren had returned. He'd half
expected to hear, Enthor continued solemmly, that Gorren had been one of the
Singers trapped in the ranges by the storm Gorren's black crystals were
al ways entrusted to Enthor for eval uation

A work force was hastily assenbled in the sorting room checking the
| abel s of the many boxes still waiting evaluation. The group that had unl oaded
Gorren's ship -- his had been the one to overturn -- were identified and
sumoned. Fortunately, the handlers were regul ar hangar personnel, and since
t hey had known the cartons were Corren's and val uable, they had placed them on
atop layer, fifth stack, with buffering |layers on either side.

Reverently, the el even val uable cartons were handed down. Since it had
been i nmpressed constantly on Killashandra that very little coul d damage these
specially constructed boxes or their contents, and she'd seen sone of these
same men indifferently | obbing cartons through the air to one another, she
reflected that the presence of Lanzecki and Chief Mirketing Oficer Hegl ana
had a salutary effect.

She was nore surprised to see the two officials each take up a carton
and was delighted when Enthor, his expression severe, pressed one firmy into
her body, waiting until she had grasped the handles tightly.

Kill ashandra was el ated by Enthor's confidence in her and wal ked t he
short distance back to the sorting roomw th the black crystal cramred agai nst
her breasts. Unaccountably, she was trenbling with tension when she deposited
her burden safely beside the others.

Later, she renenbered that Enthor had noved with his normal dispatch to
unpack: it was probably just because so many inportant people were watching
and she herself caught their suppressed excitenment that Enthor appeared to be
dawdl i ng. Tension can be transferred, and the sorting roomwas certainly
crackling despite the hush. Those at nearby sorting tables had nanaged to be
in positions to observe the unpacking, while those not directly in the Guild
Master's view had suspended work conpl etely, watching.

As Enthor lifted the first black crystal fromits protecting foam a
sigh rippled through the watchers.

"Flipped right over, didn't he?" Hegl ana remarked, and nade a clicking
sound in her throat. Lanzecki nodded, his eyes on Enthor's hands.

The second bl ack was larger, and to Killashandra's surprise, Enthor did
not place it safely apart fromthe first but against the first where it seened
to fit securely. She felt a tingle at the very base of her head that spread
upward across her skull. She shook her head, and the sensation dissipated. Not
for long. Athird, the largest crystal, fit against the second, a fourth and a
fifth. The tingle in her head became a tightening of the scalp. O was it her
head bones pressing out hard against her skin, stretching it?

"Five matched crystals. Gorren hadn't imagined it."

Lanzecki's voice was |evel, but Killashandra sensed his satisfaction
with such a cut. "Quality?"

"Hi gh, Lanzecki," Enthor replied calmy. "Not his best cut, but | dare
say the flaws, mnute as they are, will not inpair the function if the units
are not too far separated.”

"Five is a respectable link," Heglana said,

for an interplanetary

net wor k. "

"Where are the flaws? In the king crystal ?"

"No, Lanzecki" -- Enthor's fingers caressed the |argest of the five as
if reassuring it -- "in the first and fifth of the cut." He gestured to either

side. "Marginal." He deftly transferred the interlocking quintet to the scales
and ordered his sequence. The display rested at a figure that woul d have made
Ki | | ashandra excl ai m al oud had she not been in such conpany.



Whoever Corren was, he had just nmade a fortune. She nentally deducted
the requisite 30 percent tithe. So Gorren had a small fortune, and there were
ten nore cartons to unpack

Ent hor renoved the contents of three containers while Lanzecki and
Hegl ana observed. Killashandra was somewhat di sappointed by these, though the
two wat ching nodded in satisfaction. The smaller units were not as inpressive,
t hough one set contained twelve interlocking pieces, the "king" crystal no
| onger than her hand at octave stretch and no thicker than her finger

"He may be down to the base of this cutting," Lanzecki said as the
fourth container was enptied. "Proceed, Enthor, but transfer the total to ny
office for imredi ate display, will you?" Wth an inclination of his head to
Ent hor, he and Heglana swiftly left the sorting room

A universal sigh ran about the roomand activity picked up on all the
ot her tabl es.

"I don't think we've cone to the prize yet, Killashandra," Enthor said,
frowning. "The hairs on the crest of mneckio..."

"The what ?" Killashandra stared at him for he was describing exactly
her sensation

Ent hor shot her a surprised glance. "Scalp itch! Spasm at the back of
your head?"

"Am | com ng down with synbiont fever?"

"How | ong have you been here?"

"Fi ve days."

He shook his head. "No! No! Too soon for fever." He narrowed his eyes
again, turning his head to one side as he squinted at her. Then he pointed to
t he seven renai ni ng cont ai ners.

"Pick the next one."

" NB?"
"Way not? You might as well get used to handling -- he paused, scrubbed

at his close cropped hair -- "crystal. Myself, |I don't agree with Master

Lanzecki. | don't think Gorren has conme to the end of the black face he's been

cutting. Gorren's clever. Just enough substantial stuff to get off-planet, and
slivers now and then. That way he's got Lanzecki in a bind and a route
of f-planet any time he chooses. Pick a carton, girl."

Startled by the conmand, Kill ashandra reached for the nearest box,
hesitated, and drawn by a curious conpul sion, settled her hands on its
nei ghbor. She picked it up and would have given it over to Enthor, but he
gestured for her to place it on the table, its ident facing the scanner

"So open it!"

"Me? Bl ack crystal ?"

"You chose it, didn't you? You nust learn to handle it."

"I'f I should drop?"

"You won't. Your hands are very strong for a girl's, fingers short and
supple. You won't drop things you want to hold."

Tension, like a frigid extra skin about her torso, crept down her
thi ghs. She had felt this way, standing in the wings before an entrance in the
Miusi c Center, so she took three deep breaths, clearing her |lungs and di aphragm
as she would if she were about to sing a |ong mnusical phrase.

I ndeed, when her questing fingers closed on the | arge soapy-soft object
in the center of the plasfoam she exhaled a long, [ow "ah" of surprise.

"NO" Enthor turned to her in outrage. "No, no," and he darted forward,
cl apping his hand to her nmouth. "Never sing around raw crystal! Especially" --
and his tone intense with anger -- "near black crystal!" He was so agitated
that he blinked his Iens on and off, and the red of his unprotected eyes
effectively cowed Killashandra. Enthor |ooked about himin a frenzied survey
to see if any one at the nearer tables had heard her. "Never!"

She didn't dare tell himat that juncture that the black crystal had
vibrated in her hands at her spontaneous note and her finger bones had echoed
t he response of other segnents still unpacked.

Wth an effort, Enthor regained his conposure, but his nostrils flared,



and his lips worked as he struggled for calm

"Never sing or whistle or humaround raw crystal no matter what the
color. 1 can only hope you haven't inhibited the magnetic induction of a whole
ring linkage with that ill-advised -- ah -- exclamation. |I'll say it was an
exclamation if | should be asked.” He let out one nore unaspirated breath and
t hen nodded for her to take out the crystal

Ki |l I ashandra cl osed her eyes as she freed the heavy bl ock. Enthor was
not going to like this if she had indeed blurred raw crystal. Told she had
been and at some length and with considerabl e enphasis by Tukol om all about
the subtle and delicate process by which segnents of the black quartz crysta
were subjected to synchroni zed magnetic induction, which resulted in the
i nst ant aneous resonance between segnents as far apart as five hundred Iight
years. The resonance provi ded the nost effective and accurate conmuni cations
network known in the gal axy. That she mi ght have inadvertently damaged the
t hi ck bl ock she now exposed to Enthor's startled gaze wei ghed heavily in her
m nd.

Wth an intake of breath for which she night have returned himhis
caution on sound, Enthor reverently took the dodecahedron from her

"How many nore are with it?" he asked in an uneven voice.

Ki |l ashandra al ready knew how many there should be. Twelve and there
were. She retrieved themfromtheir webbing, handing themcarefully to Enthor
t hough they were not as massive or tall as the king crystal. They fit as
snugly to the central block as they had lived with it until Gorren had cut the
crystals fromthe quartz face.

"Well!" Enthor regarded the matched set on the scale.

"Are -- are they all right?" Killashandra finally found a contrite voice
for the urgent question.

Enthor's little hammer evoked a clear tone that rippled fromher ear
bones to her heels, like an absol ving benison. Even w thout Enthor's verba
reassurance, she knew the crystal had forgiven her

"Luck, mdear. You seemto have used the note on which they were cut.
Fortunate for me."

Ki |l | ashandra | eaned agai nst the sorting table to bal ance her shaky self.

"Aset like this will provide a multiple linkage with thirty or forty
other systens. "Magnificent!" By this time, Enthor was exanining the thirteen
crystals with his augnmented vision. "He cut just under the flaw " he nurmnured,
nmore to hinself, then renenbered the presence of Killashandra. "As one woul d
expect CGorren to do."

Brusquely but with preci se novements, he put the crystals on the scale.
Kill ashandra all owed herself an unaspirated sigh at the size of the huge
fortune in credits Gorren had just acquired.

"Magni ficent!" Enthor said. Then he gave a chuckle, his glance back at

Killashandra sly. "Only Lanzecki will have the devil's own tinme persuadi ng
CGorren to cut anything for the next two galactic years. There's not that much
bl ack being cut. Being found. Still in all, that's Lanzecki's problem not

m ne. Not yours. Bring another carton, mdear. You' ve the knack of picking
them it seens.”

"Luck," Killashandra said, regarding the remaining boxes, none of which
seenmed to draw her as that other had done.

She woul d rat her have been wong but the rest of Gorren's cut was
unexciting. The small clusters were unexciting. The small clusters, absolutely
flaw ess, would be quite sufficient for the larger public entertainment units
that provided realistic sensual effects, Enthor told her

That night, nost of the recruits insisted on her telling them about the
bl ack crystal, and Lanzecki and the chief marketing officer, for they had been
unable to hear much and not permitted to stare. She obliged them including a
slightly exaggerated version of Enthor's dressing down that she felt would be
salutary. Besides, the telling relieved the tension she still felt at how
cl ose she had come to buggering up enough credit to ransom a pl anet.

"What could they do to you if you had?" Shillawn asked, swall ow ng



nervously as if he envisioned hinself nmuffing it in a simlar instance.
"l don't know "

"Somet hing bizarre, I'"'msure," Borton said. "Those Singers don't spare
anyone if their cuttings are mshandl ed. | was |ucky enough to be the sorter
who did Wyad's cut." Borton grinned. "I hid in the storage behind enough

cartons, so | didn't get nmuch of the back blast."

"So that's where you were," Jezerey asked, teasing.

"Bl oody well told. I'mnot here to bucket soneone else's bilge."

Conversation conti nued about the variety of cuts and sizes and col ors of
the crystals fromthe Brerrerton and M| ekey Ranges. Killashandra added
not hi ng el se, considering it nore discreet to remain silent. Wen she could do
so without attracting attention, she rose and went to her room She wanted to
think and recall the sensation of handling that massive black crystal. It
hadn't been really black, not black at all, nor clear the way the rose or
i ndeed any of the other crystals had been. She had accepted the designation at
the tine, for surely Enthor knew his crystals, and certainly the black quartz
was different.

She tapped data retrieval for all information on black quartz crysta
and specinens there of. The data included black crystal in segmented units,
none quite |ike the dodecahedron. Another display showed an octagon in its
| um nous, unchanged state, then the same form shading gradually to a matte
bl ack as it responded to thernmal changes artificially induced. The data began
to take up the I ecture Tukol om had given, and she switched it off, |ying back
and recalling the sensation of her first contact with black crystal

The next day, recovery teams brought in the cargo from sl eds that had
not reached the safety of the Guild Conplex, and depression settled over the
sorting roomwhen the cartons, dinged, scarred, and discol ored, were deposited
on sorting tables. The npbod was partially |ightened when two containers
di sgorged sone good triple and quadruple black crystal

"\What happens to then?" Killashandra asked Enthor in a | ow voice.

"To what ?"

"The crystal of the Singer who didn't make it."

"Quild." Enthor's terse reply seenmed to inply that this was only fair.

"But doesn't a Guild nmenber have the right to dispose of the...things of
whi ch he di es possessed?”

Ent hor paused before opening the carton before him

"l suppose so," he finally answered. "Problemis nost Singers out |ive
their famlies by hundreds of years; they tend to get very greedy; don't make
many friends off-world and are unlikely to renenber themif they have. |
suppose sonme do. Not many."

Hal f way through the next day, the backlog of crystal cartons having
been substantially reduced, the recruits were assigned to help the hangar crew
cl ean and resupply the Singers' sleds, for the stormwas blowi ng itself out.
There was sone di sgruntl enent, but the hangar officer hadn't the | ook of
someone to antagonize. It seemed to Killashandra that discretion was
necessary.

"I"'mnot going to clean out someone else's filth for the nardy day's
credits that gives," Carigana said. "No one ever cleaned up for me in space,
and I"'mnot doing it on the ground. Pack of vermn, that's all they are, for
all their airs and arrogance." She glared at the others, daring themto foll ow
her exanple. Her contenpt as she wal ked off was pal pabl e.

Remenbering the state of sone of the sleds, Killashandra would have been
sorely tenpted to follow -- if anyone other than Carigana had set the exanple.

"W do get paid. And it's better than tw ddling your fingers!"™ Shillawn
caught at Killashandra's armas if he had divined her thoughts.

"Doesn't matter to ne," the hangar officer went on, forgetting Carigana
the instant she was out of sight, "but there is a bonus for every rank
finished. The first eight are already done. Singers can make life intolerable
for those who don't assist them This stormis nearly bl own out, and there'l
be Singers frothing to get into the ranges. Met'll give 'emcl earance by



m dday tonmorrow. Get on with it. Get 'emcleaned and stocked and the Singers
out where they bel ong."

He resumed his seat at the control console, peering out at the vast
orderly ranks of air sleds where the regular suppliers were already at work.
He frowned as his gaze rested briefly on the undecided recruits; the grimace
deepened as he saw a danmged sl ed being hoisted for repair.

"There nust be sone way the CGuild handl es dossers |ike Carigana,” Borton
said, squinting after the space worker. "She can't get away with it!"

"We don't have to clean up after a bunch of shitty Singers," said
Jezerey, her eyes flashing her personal rebellion. "I remenber sone of those
sl eds. Faugh!" and she pinched her nose shut with two fingers.

"I want a closer |look at some of the equipnent inside the sleds,"” Rinbol
said, turning on his heel toward the sled racks.

"Closer snell, too?" asked Jezerey.

"You get used to any stinks in time," R nbol said, waving off that
argunent." 'Sides, it keeps ny mind off other things."

"Those sleds will keep your mnd off many things," Jezerey snapped back

They were all silent a nonent, know ng exactly what Ri nmbol neant. They
were near the earliest day of onset of the synbiotic fever

"We do get paid. And the hangar officer mentioned a bonus..
let his sentence fall off, swallow ng nervously.

"Hey, you, there. You recruits. | could use some help."

A supplier, by the shade of his uniform |eaned out of an upper |evel.
Jezerey continued to grunble, but she followed the others toward the array of
cl eani ng equi pnent .

Not since Killashandra had left her fanmily's snall tree farmon Fuerte
had she had to nmuck out on this scale. By the fifth sled, as Ri nbol had
suggest ed, she had becone inured to the various stenches. It was al so, as he
had said, worth the chance to examne a Crystal Singer's air sled first hand:
at its worst and, after proper restoration, at its best.

The sled's control console took up the bow section, conplete with pil ot
safety couch. Built into the couch's arnrests were an assortnent of nanua
over ride buttons. Al ongside the main hatch were the enpty brackets for the
crystal cutter; the instrunents were serviced after each trip to the ranges.
The main conpartnment was the Singer's inrange |iving accomobdations, adequate
i f conpact. A thick webbing separated the forward sections from cargo storage
and the drive section

Shi | | awn

Her supplier, to give the ancient man his proper title, was so deaf that
Kill ashandra had to shake himviolently to get his attention. However, once
she had asked a question (for his lip reading was good), she received an
encycl opedi ¢ answer and a history of the particular sled and its Singer. The
fellow m ght be elderly, but he worked so swiftly that Killashandra was
har d- pressed to do her share in the sane tine.

The supplier, for he admtted no nanme to Killashandra's polite inquiry,
seened to have a passion for orderly, gleanm ng, well-stocked vehicles.
Ki |l ashandra wondered at his dedication since the order he cherished would so
soon deteriorate to sline and shit.

"One can always get at crystal," the old man said. He invariably pointed
out the five hatches: the one into the main conpartmnment, the bottomthrough
the drive area, and the two on either side and the top of the storage

conpartnent. "Strongest part of the sled as well. On purpose, of course, since
it's crystal is inportant. If a Singer gets injured, or worse" -- and he
paused reverently -- "especially if Singer's injured, the crystal can be

sal vaged, and he isn't out of credit. Singers get very incensed, they do, if
they're done on crystal, you know. Maybe you will. You be a recruit, don't
you? So this is all newto you. Mght be the only time you see a sled. Then
again, it mght not -- no safety net is always fastened." He did the catches

hinself a mld reproof to her quickness in stowing the enpty crysta
containers. "Can't have these, full or enpty, bouncing about in flight or in a



storm"

He consulted his wist-unit, peering around at the hatch to confirmthe
sl ed nunber.

"Ch, yes, special orders for this one. Never eats animal protein.
Prefers non-acid beverages." He beckoned to Killashandra to follow himto
Stores. He took her past the sections fromwhich they had been restocking, and
into a blandly pink section. She rather hoped the food wasn't the sanme col or
It'd be enough to put her off eating entirely.

The sled's catering unit did not allow nuch diversity, but the supplier
assured her that the quality was always the best that was obtainable even if
the Singers sonetinmes didn't realize what they were eating in the frenzy of
their work.

Frenzy, Killashandra deci ded, was an i nadequate description of the state
i n which nost sleds had been left, though the supplier rem nded her tinme and
again that the stormthat had forced all the Singers in had caused sone of the
i nternal spillage.

After another wearying day, she had hel ped cl ean and stock ten sl eds,
three nore, her supplier noted, than he woul d have been able to do hinself.

Technically, the next day was a rest day, but the hangar officer told
the recruits that any who cared to continue would get double credit.

Shill awn shoved his hand up first; Rinbol, grimacing at Killashandra,
followed with his; and she, perforce, volunteered as well. The hangar officer
however, was surprised when all present signaled their willingness. He grunted
and then went back into his office.

"Way did we vol unteer?" asked Jezerey, shaking her head.

Thought s of double credits to be earned, staving off the pangs and
uncertainties of debt!"™ Rinbol rolled his eyes. "My supplier had a thing about
debt . "

"Mne did, too," Killashandra replied.

"At this rate" -- and Borton pulled across his shoul ders at aching
nmuscles -- "we'll be ahead of the Guild even before we get the fever."
"They'll charge us for tinme off then w thout due cause," said Jezerey

sourly.

"No," Shilawn corrected her. "All nedical treatnment is free."

"Except you don't get paid for work you can't do."

"May you never stand outside during a full Passover," said R nbol,
intoning his blessing in a fruity voice.

"I don't think I've worked this hard since | was a kid on ny father's
fishing trawer,” Borton continued. "And fishing on Argma is done in the
ooool d- f ashi oned way."

"Which is why you studi ed spaceflight?" asked Killashandra.

"Too right."

"Well. you're slaving again." said Jezerey, fatigue naking her sullen

"But we're Cuild menbers,"” Ri nbol nocked her

"Reducing our initial debt,"” Shillaw added with a sigh of relief.

"Al'l green and go!"

At Rinbol's quip, they reached the top of the ranp and the | ounge.

Ri mbol made drinking nmotions to Killashandra, smling wistfully.

"Not until I'mclean, really clean!"

"Me, too," Jezerey said, her whole body giving way to a shudder

They all nade for their private quarters. Carigana's red-lit door caught
Kill ashandra's gaze as she passed it.

"Don't worry about her, Killa. She's trapped by nore than just the
@Quild," R nbol said, taking her elbow to nove her on

"I"'mnot sorry for her," Killashandra replied, obscurely annoyed by
herself and Rinbol's remark

"No one's ever sorry about anything here,"” Shillawn comented al nost
sadly. "No one thanks anyone. No one has good manners at all."

This was very true, Killashandra thought as she wallowed in steanming --
hot, scented water, scouring the stench of the day's |abors from body and



br eat h.

The matter of debt stuck in her mnd, and the old supplier's obsession
with it. She pulled the consol e before her as she lay languidly on her bed
after her bath.

Suppliers earned nore than caterer's assistants. And bonuses for speedy
conpletion of their duty. She tapped for her own account and di scovered that
her | abors were covering her living expenses and eating away at the shuttle
fare. If she got double tinme for the next day and perhaps a speed bonus, she'd
be clear of debt. It was only then that she remenbered the two Guild vouchers.
If she submitted them she m ght even be able to pay for whatever equi pment
her post symnbiosis rank required. A soothing thought. To be one step ahead of
the Guild. Was that what pronpted the supplier?

Qut of curiosity, she asked for a roster of the @Guild in rank order. It
began with Lanzecki, Guild Master, then the chiefs of Control, Marketing, and
Research, and the names of active Singers followed. That information wasn't in
the formKillashandra wanted. She thought a nonment and then asked for
enlistment order. Barry MIlekey was the first menber of the Guild. The nanes,
with the planet of origin, rolled past on the display. They must all be dead,
she thought, and wondered that no such notation was nade. Once a Crysta
Singer, always a Crystal Singer? No, sone of these must have been support
personnel. If Borella's statistics were to be believed since the rate of
adaptability to the symbiont spore had been low in the early days of the
Quild. What did surprise her was that nearly every planet of the Federated
Sentient Planets inhabited by her life formwas represented on the Guild
roster. Several planets had nore than a fair share, but they were heavily
popul ated worl ds. There were even two Fuertans. That was an eye opener. \Wat
the listing did not show was when they had joined the Guild. The nanes mnust be
listed in order of menbership, for it was certainly not al phabetical
Borella's name flashed by, then Malaine's and Carrik's. She wondered if
Ent hor' s had passed al ready but, on cue, his appeared. He originated from
Hyperi on one of the first planets settled in Alpha Proxima in the Great Surge
of exploration and evaluation that forced the organi zati on of the Federated
Sentient Planets. Was he younger than Borella, Ml aine, or Carrik? O had he
joined as an ol der man? And the supplier, who wouldn't admit to a nanme -- when
had he joi ned? She shuddered. Sorter aptly fitted Anthor's skill, whereas
supplier was a glanorous title for a job that could have been done
nmechani cally and wasn't. Cutter, applied to a Crystal Singer, certainly didn't
i mply the rank the designation comranded.

She flipped off the console. Conputers hadn't changed all that nuch
since their invention; one still had to know what question to ask even the
nost sophisticated system The Guild' s trenendous data banks, using Ballybran
crystals with their naturally structured synapse like formation, stored data
nonvol atilely for indefinite retention, but Killashandra was far nore adept at
findi ng obscure conmposers and perforners than gal actic conundruns.

Later. she joined the others in the I ounge for a few drinks, wondering
if Shillawn had fathoned any startling interpretations fromhis tine with the
data banks. He was far too involved in figuring out a mechani cal neans of
cl eansing the sleds, and Killashandra was gl ad when Ri nbol tapped her arm and
wi nked.

"I think I"'mtoo tired for much, Killa," he said as they reached his
room "but 1'd like my arnms around sonething warm friendly, and in ny
decade. "

Killashandra grinned at him "M sentinents entirely. Can your account
stand a Yarran beer?"

"And one for you, too," he replied, deliberately msinterpreting her.

They slept soundly and in harnmony as if, indeed, the conpany kept was
mutual Iy beneficial. Wen the conputer woke them they ate heartily, without
much conversation but still in accord, and then reported to the hangar
officer. As they were the first to arrive, the man | ooked with sonme anxiety
back up the ranp.



"They'll be along,"” R nbol told him

"I"ve got sleds that must be ready by midday. You two start with these.
O her numbers will come up on the display boards when | find out which flaning
Singers will lift their asses out of the racks today."

Ki |l ashandra and Ri nbol hurried off, hoping to be out of his range if
the other volunteers didn't arrive. They had cl eaned and stocked ei ght sleds
by m dday. Nunbers had di sappeared periodically fromthe display, so
Kil I ashandra and Ri nbol knew that other recruits had gone to work.

Al most at the stroke of 1200 hours, raised voices, echoing in the
vast ness of the hangar, warned Killashandra and Ri nbol of the influx.

"I don't like the tone of that," she said, giving a final swipe to the
cutter brackets on the sled they had just readied.

"Sound of angry nmob in the distance,” Ri nbol said, and pulling her arm
urged her into the stock roonms and behind a half-enpty section where they had
a view of the rack beyond them as well as the hangar entrance.

Bangs, curses, netallic slanmngs, and the thud of plastic resounded.
Drive notors started, too fast for such an encl osed space, Rinbol told
Ki | ashandra. She plugged her fingers in her ears. R nbol grimaced at one
particularly |oud screech and foll owed her exanple. The exodus didn't take
| ong, but Killashandra was w de-eyed at the piloting and wondered that the
Singers didn't collide with such antics. As abruptly as the comotion had
started, it ended. The final sled had veered off to the Brerrerton Ranges.

"We did eight sleds?" R nbol asked Killashandra. "That's enough at

double time. Let's go. |I've had enough!"
When they reached the lounge, it was enpty. Carigana's door was red-lit
and cl osed. Rinmbol still held Killashandra's hand. Now he pulled her toward

him and she swayed agai nst his | ean body.

"I"'mnot tired now. Are you?"

Kill ashandra was not. Rinbol had a way about him for all his
i ngenuousness and decei vingly i nnocent appearance, that was charmngly
irresistible. She knew that he counted on this appeal, but as he didn't

di sappoi nt and gave no evi dence of possessiveness, she conplied willingly. He
was |ike his Yarran beer, cool, with a good mouth and a pl easant after taste:
satisfying without filling.

They joined the others as they straggl ed back to the | ounge, consoling
t hensel ves for their scraped and solution withered fingers with thoughts of
the double credits accruing to their accounts.

"You know what the @uild can do, though?" Shillawn began, seating
hi nsel f opposite R nbol and Killashandra. He swal |l owed and then sipped at his
own drink in quick gulps.

"Quild do what?" Borton and Jezerey asked, joining the others.

"About dossers like her." Shillawn nodded his head in Carigana's
direction.

"What ?" Jezerey asked, sliding into a |ounger, her eyes bright with
anti ci pation.

"Well, they can reduce her rations.”

Jezerey didn't think much of that discipline.

"And ot her anenities can be discontinued at random"

"Such as?" Jezerey realized that Shillawn's face was contorted nore by
anusenent than the effort to speak

"Well, such as cold water instead of hot: the sane with food. You know,
the cold hot and the hot cold. Then the computer takes to making noi ses and
shuffling the sleeping unit. Oher furniture collapses when | east expected,
and, of course, the door doesn't always respond to your print. And," Shillawn
was warmng to the delighted response of his audi ence "and since you have to
print in for any neals, and it wouldn't be accepted" -- he spread both arns
wi de and smirked again -- "all sorts of insidious, unconfortable, mserable
t hi ngs can happen.”

"How i n the name of any holy did you get the conputer to tell you that?"
Ki | | ashandra dermanded. Her request was seconded by the others.



"Didn't ask the conputer,” Shillawn adnmitted, casting his eyes away from
them "I asked the supplier | worked with yesterday."

Ri mbol burst out | aughing, slapping his thighs. "The best conputer is
still the human brain."

"That's about all ny supplier has left that's human,'’
di sgusted tone of voice.

"And that's happening to Carigan?" Jezerey asked, her expression
hopef ul .

"Not yet, but it could if she keeps up. Meanwhile, she's two days in
debt for bed and biscuits, and we're four ahead."

"Yet @Quild rules state -- " Borton began

"Sure" -- and Rinmbol chortled again -- "but they haven't deprived
someone of shelter or sustenance, just made them bl oody hard to acquire or
unconfortable.”

"I dread the thought of a future as a stockist or a supplier,"” Jezerey
sai d, echoi ng the unspoken anxiety in everyone, judging by the gl oomthat
settled over the quintet.

"Think positively," Shillawn suggested with a slight stanmer that
i npeded the advice. "W' ve been here eight days now. "

"Well, we ought to know fairly soon," Ri nbol said. "W've been here
ei ght days now. "

"Alnost nine." Shillawn's correction was autonatic.

"Tonorrow?" Jezerey's voice held a tinge of horror

"Coul d be nmuch | onger than ten days if | remenber what Borella said
about the incubation period,” Shillawn reassured her in a nock cheerful tone.

"That's enough, friend " Killashandra said firmy, and drained her
beaker. "Let us eat, drink, and be nerry -- "

"For tonorrow we die?" Rinbol's eyebrows shot upward.

"I don't intend to die," Killashandra replied. and ordered a double
beaker of Yarran beer for herself and Rinbol.

They had quite a fewrefills before they went to bed together. As
Ki | | ashandra woke in her own room she assuned they'd ended up there, but
Ri mbol was gone. The light was far too brilliant for her eyes, and she di nmed
t he plasglas on the unshuttered w ndows. After the stormand its attendant
hard | abor, it was pleasant to | ook out on the hills. She scoffed at herself
for mssing "a view.' The rain nmust have encouraged growth, for vivid
reddi sh-purpl e bloons tinged the slopes, and the gray-green vegetation was
brighter. Doubtless she would grow to | ove the seasonal changes of Ballybran
Until she'd gone with Carrik to see the sights of Fuerte, she hadn't quite
appreci ated natural scenery, too accustoned to the hol ograns used in
per f or mances.

Carigana was the first person she saw as she entered the | ounge.

Ki | | ashandra hoped the day would i nprove fromthat point. The space worker had
an ability to ignore people, so that Killashandra was not obliged to

acknow edge her presence. The woman's obstinacy annoyed her. No one had forced
her to apply to the Heptite Guild.

The recruits were laggard, and by the tine all had assenbl ed, Tukol om
was clearly inpatient.

"Muich to be done is this day," he said. "Basic | essons del ayed have been

Shillawmn said in a

"Well, it will be arelief to sit and relax," soneone said fromthe
center of the group

"Rel ax is not thinking, and thought nust earnest be," Tukolomreplied,
his eyes trying to find the irreverent. "Geography today's study is. Al of
Bal | ybran. Wen adjusted you are, another continent may you be sent to."

Carigana's exaggerated sigh of resignation was echoed by others, though
Tukol om stared only at her for such a public display of insolence. Carigana's
vocabul ary of nonosyl | abl es punctuated Tukolom s fluid explanations throughout
the norning until soneone hissed at her to stop it.

Whoever had organi zed the |l ecture material had had a sense of hunor, and



t hough Killashandra wagered with herself that Tukol om could not have been
aware of the amusing portions of his rote discourse, she, and others, waited
for these | eaveni ng phrases. The hunmor often enphasized the nore inportant
aspects of the | essons. Tukol om m ght be reciting what he had patiently

| earned or switching nental frames in an eidetic review, but he had al so

| earned to pace his delivery. Knowi ng the strain of uninterrupted speaking,
Ki |l | ashandra was al so i mpressed by his endurance.

"I wouldn't mind farmng in North Ballinteer," Ri nbol confided in her as
they ate lunch during the mdday break. "N ce productive life, snow sports in
the winter...'

Killashandra stared at him "Farmer?"

"Sure, why not? That'd be neters ahead of being a supplier! O a sorter
Qut in the open..."

"I'n mach storns?

"You heard your geography | esson. The produce areas are 'carefully
situated at the edge of the general stormbelts or can be shielded at need ."
Ri mbol imtated Tukol oms voice and delivery well, and Killashandra had to
| augh.

That was when she saw a group noving together with a nmenacing
del i beration, closing off one corner and its | one occupant. Noting her
preoccupati on, Rinmbol sw veled and cursed under his breath.

"I knew it." He swung out of his chair.

"Why bot her, Rinbol? She deserves it."

"She can t help being the way she is. And | thought you were so big on
Privacy on your world. On mine, we don't permt those odds."

Kill ashandra had to accede to the nmerit of that reply and joined him

"What do | care about that?" Carigana's strident voice rose above the
di screet murnur addressed to her by the group's | eader. "And why should you?
Any of you? They're only biding their tine until we get sick. Nothing matters
until then, not all your cooperation or attention or good manners or
vol unteering" -- and her scorn intensified -- to clean up nmesses in sleds. Not
me! | had a pleasant day -- What?" She snapped her head about to the
guestioner. "Debit?" She tossed her head back and | augher raucously. "They can
take it out of my hide -- later. Right now, | can get anything | want from
stores. If you had any intelligence, you' d do the sane thing and forget that
stuffed nmudhead -- "

"You hel ped unl oad crystal ..

Ki | | ashandra heard Jezerey's voi ce.

"Sure | did. | wanted to see this crystal, just |ike everyone
else...Only" -- and her tone taunted them-- "I also got wi se. They'll work
you at every nean, disagreeable, dirty grind they've got until the spore gets
you. Nothing will matter after that except what you're good for."

"And what do you expect to be good for?" Jezerey demanded

"Crystal Singer, like everyone else!" Carigana' s expression nocked them
for the anbition. "One thing sure. | won't be sorting or supplying or mucking
in mud or...You play along |ike good cooperative contributing citizens. I'lI
do what | choose while |I still have eyes and ears and a mind that functions
properly."

She rose quickly, pushing herself through the unsynpathetic crowd, then
pounded down the corridor to her room The red light flashed on

"You said sonething about Privacy?" Killashandra couldn't refrain from
asking Rinbol as they turned desultorily away fromthe silent group

"She does prove the exception,” he replied, unruffled.

"What did she mean about a mind that functions properly?" Jezerey asked,
joining them She was no |onger as confident as she had been when confronting
Cari gana.

"I told you not to worry about it, Jez," Borton said, com ng behind her
"Carigana's got space rot, anyhow. And | told you that the first time | saw
her."

"She's right about one thing," Shillawn added, al nmost unable to
pronounce the '"th'. "Nothing really does matter until the synbiont spore



wor ks. "

"I wish she hadn't said 'sick'," and Jezerey enphasi zed her distaste
with a shudder. "That's one thing they haven't shown us...the nedical
facilities..."

"You saw Borella's scar," Shillawn said.

"True, but she's got full adaptation, hasn't she?"

"Anyone got headache, bellyache, chills, fever?" R nmbol asked wth
brightly false curiosity.

"Not tine yet." Jezerey pouted.

"Soon. Soon." Rinmbol's tone became sepul chral. Then he waved his hand in
a silencing gesture and jerked his thunb to indicate Tukolom s return. He gave
a heavy sigh and then grinned because he inadvertently echoed Carigana. "I'd
rat her pass time doing sonmething..."

That was the unani nous nood as the recruits turned to their instructor
The ordeal of synbiotic adaptati on was no | onger an explanation delivered in a
renote and antiseptic hall on a nobon base: it was inmmnent and pal pable. The
spore was in the air they breathed, the food they ate, possibly in the contact
of everyone they'd worked with over the past ten days.

Ten days, was it? Killashandra thought. Wio would be first? She | ooked
about her, shrugged, and forced her mind to foll ow Tukol om s words.

Who woul d be first? The question was in everyone's eyes the follow ng
nmorni ng when the recruits, with the exception of the obdurate Carigana,
assenbl ed for the norning neal. They sought each other's conpany for
reassurance as well as curiosity. It was a bright clear day, the colors of the
hills mell ower, deeper, and no one raised any objection when Tukol om announced
that they would visit the succession houses on the Joslin plateau where
del i caci es were grown.

When they arrived in the hangar for transport, they wi tnessed the return
of a heavy-duty wecker, a tw sted knot of sled dangling fromits hoist. The
only portion of the air sled that resenbled the original shape was the storage
area, though the under and right hatch were buckl ed.

"Do they plan all this?" Rinbol quietly asked Killashandra in a troubl ed
Voi ce.

"The recovered sl ed? Perhaps. But the storm-- C non now, Ri nbol
Besi des, what function would such a display serve? W're stuck here, and we'll
be Singers...or whatever." Killashandra spoke severely, as much to reassure
hersel f as Ri nbol

He grunted as if he had divined her anxiety; then jauntily he swing up
the ranp to their transport vehicle w thout another glance at the weck.

They sat together, but neither spoke on the trip, although Killashandra
began several tinmes to point out beautiful clusters of flowering shrubs with
vivid, often clashing, shades of red and pink. The gray had conpletely
di sappeared fromthe ground cover, and its rich deep green was now tinged wth
brown. Ri nbol was renote, in thought, and she felt that fancies about flora
woul d be an invasion of his privacy.

The moi st hunmidity and | ush aromas of the huge hothouses rem nded
Kill ashandra of Fuerte's tropical area, and Carri k. The agronom st
denonstrated the baffles that deflected the mach winds fromthe plasroofs as
wel | as the hydroponics systemthat could be continued w thout human
assistance. He also lectured on the variety and diversity of fruits,
veget abl es, grasses, lichens, fungi and exotics available to the Guild
caterers. When he went on to explain that research was a part of the Agronony
Departnment, inproving on nature wherever possible in sweetness texture, or
size, he led them outside the controlled-climte units.

"We nust al so inprove on nature's whinsy," he added just as the recruits
noticed the work crews and the damage to the next buil di ng.

Ki |  ashandra exchanged gl ances with Ri nbol, who was grinning. They both
shrugged and joined the agronom sts in finishing the stormrepairs.

"At least, it's only finishing," R nbol muttered as he pressed a trigger
on a screw gun. "What do they do when they haven't got three decades of



recruits to fill up work gangs?"

"Probably draft suppliers and sorters and anyone el se unoccupi ed. At
| east, here everyone takes a turn," she added, noticing that both Tukol om and
t he chi ef agronom st were heaving plastic as willingly as Borton and Jezerey.

"There, now, you can let go, Killa." He stood back to survey the pane
they had just secured. "That ought to hold...until another boul der gets
casual |y bounced of f the corner

Shi el ding her eyes fromthe glare of the sun to her left, Killashandra
peered northerly, toward the crystal ranges.

"Don't even think about it," Rinbol said, taking her hand down and
turning her. He gathered up his tools. "I wonder what's in store for us
t onmor r ow?"

He had no banter on the return trip, nor had anyone el se. Killashandra
wi shed she'd thought to ask the agrononi st about the ground-cover plants and
shrubs. And anused hersel f by wondering if he bothered with such comon
varieties.

Tensi on put an effective danmper on recruit spirits that evening, a
danper unrelieved even by sone noderate drinking. R nmbol, who had been the
class wit, was not disposed to resunme that mantl e.

"Are you all right?" Killashandra asked himas he stared into his
hal f-enpty beer.

"Me?" He raised his eyebrows in affected surprise at her question
"Sure. I'"'mtired. No nore than the accunul ation of nore hard work in the past

few days than |'ve had to do in years. Student living softens the muscles.™

He patted her arm grinning reassuringly, and finished his beer

politely ending that subject. Wen she returned with a refill of her own
beaker, he was gone. Wll, she thought sadly, he has as nuch right to Privacy
as |, and neither of us is good conpany tonight.

Sl eep did not come easily that night for Killashandra. She doubted she
was al one in her insomia, though that was no consol ation. Her mnd
continually reviewed the synptons Borella had described for the onset of the
adapt ati on. Fever? Wuld she recogni ze one, for she'd never had a severe
systemc illness. Nausea? Well, she had had bad food now and again or drunk
too much. Diarrhea? She'd experienced that fromover eating the first sweet
yellow nmel ons as a girl. The thought of being conpletely hel pless, weak in the

thrall of an alien invasion -- yes, that was an appropriate description of the
process -- was abhorrent to Killashandra. Cold swept across her body, the
chill of fear and tension

It had all seened so easy to contenplate on Shankill: synmbiosis with an

alien spore would enrich her innate abilities, endow her with mracul ous
recuperative powers, a much increased life span, the credit to travel
| uxuriously, the prestige of being a nenber of a truly elite Guild. The
attractive parts of a felicitous out cone of her adaptation to the spore had,
until this dark and lengthy night, far out wei ghed the unenphasized
alternatives. Deafness? She woul dn't have sung professionally anyhow, not
after what the judges had said about her voice, but the choice not to sing had
to be hers, not because she couldn't hear herself. To be a sorter, like
Enthor, with his augmented vision? Could she endure that? She'd bl oody have
to, wouldn't she? Yet Enthor seemed content, even jealous of his ability to
val ue crystal

Had she not desired to be highly placed? To be first sorter of the
exclusive Heptite Guild qualified. How long would it take to becone first
sorter? Wth lives as long as those the inhabitants of Ballybran could | ead?

How | ong woul d it have taken her to becone a Singer of stellar rank
much | ess sol o perforner anywhere, had her voice passed the jury? The thoughts
nocked her, and Killashandra twi sted into yet another position in which to
find sleep.

She was well and truly caught and had no one to blame but herself.
Caught ? What was it the ol der Singer had asked Borella on the shuttle? "How
was the catch?" No, "Much of a catch?" "The usual ," Borella had replied. "One



can never tell at this tine."

Cat ch? Pools |like herself, warned by Carrik and Maestro Valdi, not to
mention the FSP officials, were the catch, those who would trade solid reality
for illusion -- the illusion of being wealthy and powerful, feared, and set
apart by the tremendous burden that came with crystal singing.

And no guarantee that one woul d become a Singer! Carigana had been
right. Nothing would matter until adaptation, for none of the lectures and
wor k had been specifically oriented toward the role of the Singer: nothing had
been expl ai ned about the art of cutting crystal fromthe face, or howto tune
a cutter, or where in the ranges to go.

Tossing, Killashandra recalled the contorted features of Uyad, arguing
for credit to take himoff-planet: the stained Singers stunbling fromtheir
sl eds across the wi nd-battered hangar -- and the condition of those sleds that
gave an all too brutal picture of the conditions that Singers endured to cut
enough crystal to get off the planet.

Yet Borella's voice had held | ongi ng when she spoke of returning to the
crystal ranges...as if she couldn't wait.

Woul d singing crystal be anal ogous to having the lead role in a top-rank
interstellar company?

Killashandra flail ed her arns, shaking her head fromside to side.
Anyt hi ng was better than being classed as an anonynous chorus | eader. Wasn't
it?

She rearranged her |inbs and body into the classic position for
nmedi tati on, concentrated on breathing deeply and pushing back all extraneous
and i nsi di ous conjectures.

Her head was heavy the next morning, and her eyes felt scratchy in their
sockets. She'd no idea how |l ong she had slept finally, but the brightness of
the norning was an affront to her mental attitude; with a groan, she darkened
the wi ndow. She was in no nood to adnmire hillsides.

Nor was anyone el se in a nmuch better state, ordering their breakfasts
quietly and eating al one. Nonethel ess, Killashandra was di sgusted not to have
noticed the absences. Especially Rinbol's. Later, in a wallow of private
guilt, she rationalized that she had been groggy with |l ack of sleep and
certainly not as observant as usual. People were straggling into the I ounge.
It was Shillawn, stamrering badly, who first noticed.

"Ki |l ashandra, have you seen Rinbol yet? O Mstra?" Mstra was the
sl ender dark girl with whom Shillawn had been pairing.

"Overslept?' was her imediate irritated reaction

"Who can sl eep through the waking buzz? He's not in his room It's --
too enpty."

"Enmpt y?"

"Hi s gear. He had things when he came. Nothing's there now. "

Killashandra half ran to Rinbol's room It was, as Shillawn had said,
very enpty, without the hint of a recent occupation, antiseptically clean

"Where is Rinbol, former occupant of this roon?" Killashandra asked.

"Infirmary," a detached voice said after a negligible pause.

"Condi tion?"

"Satisfactory."

"M stra?" Shillawn managed to ask.

"Infirmary."

"Condi tion?"

"Satisfactory!"

"Hey, look, you two" -- and Borton diverted the attention of the group
waiting in the corridor -- "Carigana' s gone, too."

The forbidding red light on that door was off.

Shi |l awn gul ped, gl anced apol ogetically at Killashandra. Carigana's
condition, too, was satisfactory.

"I wonder if dying is considered satisfactory,"” Killashandra said,
seething with frustration.

"Negative," replied the conmputer.



"So we get whisked away in the night and never seen again? Jezerey
asked, clinging to Borton's hand, her eyes dark and scared.

"Di stress being noted by sensitive nonitors, proper treatment
i Mmediately initiated," Tukolom said. He had arrived w thout being noticed.
"Al'l proceeds properly." He accorded them an al nbst paternal smile that faded
quickly to an intense scrutiny of the faces before him Apparently satisfied,
he beckoned themto follow himto the | ounge.

"He nakes nme feel as if | ought to have cone down sick, too," Jezerey
murmured so that just Killashandra and Borton heard.

"I wish the hell | had,"” Killashandra assured her. She tried not to
i magi ne Ri nbol tossing feverishly, or convul sed.

"Today concerns weat her," Tukol om announced portentously and frowned at
t he groans from hi s audi ence.

Kill ashandra hid her face and gripped her fingers into fists until her
nails dug painfully into her palns. And he has to pick today to tal k about
weat her.

Sone of what he said on the subject of neteorology as that science
applied to Ballybran and its nobons penetrated her depression. In spite of
hersel f, she learned of all the safety devices, warnings, visual evidences of
i mmi nent turbul ence, and the stormduties of CGuild nmenbers. Al available
personnel were marshaled to unl oad Singers' air sleds, not just unclassified
recruits.

Tukol om t hen gui ded his nmeek students to the nmet section of the Guild
control rooms, and there they were able to watch ot her people watching
satellite pictures, noon relays, and the printout of the diverse and sensitive
i nstrumentation recordi ng tenperatures, suspended particles, w nd speed and
direction fromthe sensor network on the planet.

Kill ashandra didn't think much of herself as a met worker. The swirling
cl ouds nesnerized her, and she found it difficult to remenber which noon view
she was supposed to observe. The conputer translated the data into forecasts,
constantly updated, conpared, overseen by both human and machi ne. Anot her sort
of symbiosis. One she didn't particularly care to achieve.

Tukol om shepherded them down to the hangar again, to acconpany a
mai nt enance crew to one of the nearby sensor units. They were filing aboard
the transport when Jezerey went into a spasm dropping to the plascrete, her
face flushed. She npaned as a convul sion seized her

Borton was on his knees beside her, but two strangers appeared as if
teleported, inserted her into a padded cocoon, and bore her off.

"Entirely normal are such nmanifestations of the adaptation,”™ Tukol om
said, peering into Borton's face as the man stared anxiously after his friend.
"Del ay these technicians |onger we may not."

"They don't bl oody care,” Borton said in a savage tone, bouncing into
the hard seat next to Killashandra. "She was a package to them They're gl ad
to see us get sick."

"I'"d rather come down than watch others," Killashandra replied,
softeni ng her voice out of conpassion for his distress. She already m ssed
Rimbol 's irreverent comments and his sustai ning good hunmor. Borton had been
paired with Jezerey all during their long wait on Shankill

"Not knowi ng 'when' gets to you."

Borton stared out at the hills passing under the transport, imersed in
hi s concern, and she did not invade his privacy.

Jezerey's coll apse cast a further pall over the remaining travel.
Shillawn, sitting across the aisle fromKillashandra, swallowed with such
rhyt hm c nervousness that she couldn't look in his direction. The habit had
always irritated her: now it was a major aggravation. She |ooked in the other
direction past Borton, to the swiftly changing view The colors of the brush,
the stunted trees, even the glancing lights the sun struck from exposed rock
formati ons forned a delightful visual display. Though she had al ways been
acutely aware of stage notion, rhythm and flow, Killashandra had not had nuch
opportunity to view the natural state. The surface of this rugged, unkenpt,



anci ent pl anet enphasized the artificiality of the performng arts world and
its continual enphasis on the "newest" form of expression. She had once

consi dered the performng arts the be-all and end-all of anbition. Ballybran
inits eternal struggle for survival against gigantic natural forces, appeal ed
to another instinct in her

The recruits exam ned the weather station, its sensors fully extended
and the thick trunk of the unit conpletely extruded fromthe installation into
which it retreated |ike a burrow ng animal during "inclenent weather." Their
gui de' s phrase occasioned wy laughter. He even smiled at their response.

Bal | ybraners had struck Killashandra as a hunorless crew, and she wondered if
the fever would west her sense of the ridiculous fromher. R nbol wouldn't be
t he sane person w thout his funning.

Tukol om t hen announced that they would assist the technician by applying
to the weather station a protective filmagainst gale-flung particles. The
recruits had first to scrape off the previous application, not an arduous job
since the gale had renoved nost of the substance, which was not a jelly, a
lubricant or a true paint.

Ki | ashandra found the scrapi ng and pai nting soot hing occupations, for
she had to concentrate on keeping her brush strokes even. Overl appi ng was
better than skinping. She could see where the alloy of the arm she worked on
had been scored in thin lines that argued ot her workers had not been as
consci enti ous. Concentration kept her fromdisturbing reflections such as
Ri mbol ' s being "satisfactory" and Jezerey's convul sions.

Borton demonstrated his anxieties by being loud in conplaint on the
return journey, nagging at Tukolom for nore details than the "satisfactory”
prognosi s. Although Killashandra synpathized with the former shuttle pilot's
concern for his friend, his harangues began to irritate. She was sorely
tenmpted to tell himto turn it off, but the scraping and painting had tired
her, and she couldn't sunmon the energy to speak

When the transport settled back at the hangar, she made sure she was the
| ast to descend. She wanted nothing nore than a hot bath and quiet.

Nor was she refreshed at all by the bathing. She dialed for a Yarran
beer and for information on Ri nmbol. He was continuing "satisfactory," and the
beer tasted off. A different batch, she thought, not up to the standard of the
Quild at all. But she sipped it, watching the dying day color her hillside
with rapid shifts into the deepest purples and browns of shadow. She left the
hal f-fi ni shed beer and stretched out on her bed, wondering if the fatigue she
felt was cunul ative or the onset of the synmbiotic fever. Her pul se was normal,
and she was not flushed. She pulled the thernmal cover over her, turned on her
side, and fell asleep wondering what woul d be found for the remai nder of the
recruits to do on the norrow

The waki ng buzz brought her bolt upright in the bed.

"Lower that narding noise!" she cried, hands to her ears to nuffle the
i ncredi bl e din.

Then she stared about her in surprise. The walls of her quarters were no
| onger a neutral shade but sparkled with many in the all-too-brilliant norning
sun. She turned up the wi ndow opacity to cut the blinding glare. She felt
extraordinarily rested, clearer of mind than she had since the norning she
realized she didn't owe Fuerte or the Music Center any further allegiance. As
she made for the toilet, the carpeting under her bare feet felt strangely
harsh. She was aware of subtle odors in the facility, acrid, pungent, overlaid
by the scent she used. She couldn't remenber spilling the container |ast
ni ght. The water as she washed her face and hands had a softness to it she had
not previously noticed.

When she shrugged into her coverall, its texture was oddly coarse on her
hands. She scrubbed them together and then deci ded that perhaps there'd been
somet hing abrasive in the paint she had used the day before. But her feet
hadn' t pai nted anyt hi ng!

Noi se struck her the moment the door panel opened. She flinched,
reluctant to enter the corridor, which she was startled to find enpty. The



commotion was coming fromthe | ounge. She could identify every voice,
separati ng one conversation from another by turning her head. Then she noticed
the guide stripe at the far end of the corridor, a stripe that was no | onger
dull gray but a vivid bluish purple.

She stepped back into her roomand cl osed the panel, unable to
conprehend the i mense personal alteration that had apparently transforned her

over ni ght .

"Am | satisfactory?" she cried out, a wild exultation seizing her. She
threw her arnms about her shoulders. "lIs My condition satisfactory?"

A tap on her door panel answered her.

"Cone in."

Tukol om stood there with two Guild medics. That did not surprise her
The expression on Tukoloms face did. The mentor drew back in astonishment,
expressions of incredulity, dismay, and indignation replacing his customary
di ffidence. It struck Killashandra as peculiar that this man, who had
undoubt edly witnessed the transformati on of thousands of recruits, should
appear displ eased at hers.

"You will be conducted to the infirmary to conplete the synbiosis.”
Tukol omtook refuge in a rote fornula. His hand left his side just enough to
i ndi cate that she should | eave with the nedics.

Thor oughly anmused at his reaction and quite delighted with herself,

Ki |l | ashandra stepped forward eagerly, then turned with the intention of
pi cking up the lute. Now that she knew she'd have her hearing the rest of her
life, she wanted the instrument.

"Your possessions to you will be later brought. Go!" Tukol om s anger and
frustration were not overt. Hs face was suffused with red.

There was not the |east physical or philosophical resenbl ance between
Tukol om and Maestro Val di, yet at the noment Killashandra was remni nded of her
former teacher. She turned her back on Tukol om and foll owed her guides to the
ranp. Just as she emerged fromthe corridor, she heard Tukol om perenptorily
calling for attention. 4 ancing back over her shoul der, she saw that every
head was turned in his direction. Once again, she had made a major exit
wi t hout an audi ence.

CHAPTER 6

It was bad enough to be whisked away as if she'd conmtted a crine, but
the neditechs kept asking if she felt faint or hot or cold, as if she was
negl i gent when she deni ed any physical disconfort. Therefore, she could
scarcely admt to a sense of vitality she had never previously experienced, to
the fact that everything about her, even their plain green tunics, had taken
on a new luster, that her fingers twitched to touch, her ears vibrated to
m nute sounds. Mbst of all, she wanted to shout her exultation in octaves
previously inpossible for the human voice.

The extrene anticlimx cane when the chief meditech, a graceful wonman
with dark hair braided into an el aborate crown, wanted Killashandra to submit
to the physical scanner.

"l don't need a scanner. | have never felt so wel|!"

"The synbi ont can be devious, ny dear Killashandra, and only the scanner
can tell us that. Do please lie down. You know it doesn't take |ong, and we
really need an accurate picture of your present physical well-being."

Killashandra stifled her sudden wi sh to scream and subnitted. She was in
such euphoria that the claustrophobic feel of the helmet didn't bother her
nor did the pain threshold nerve jab do nore than make her giggle.

"Well, Killashandra Ree," Antona said, absently smoothing a strand into
her coronet, "you are the lucky one." Her snile as she assisted Killashandra
to her feet was the warnmest the young woman had seen froma full Guild nmenber.
"We' || just nake certain this progress has no set backs. Come with nme and I'|
show you your room "



"“I"'mall right? | thought there'd be sonme fever."

"There may be fever in your future,"” Antona said, smling encouragingly
as she guided Killashandra down a wi de hall.

Ki |l ashandra hesitated, winkling her nose against the odors that
assail ed her now dank sweat, urine, feces, vonit, and as pal pable as the
ot her stenches, fear.

"Yes," Antona said, observing her pause, "I expect it'll take time for
you to becone accustomed to augmented ol factory senses. Fortunately, that's
not been one of ny adaptations. | can still snell, would have to in ny
prof essi on, but odors don't overwhelmme. |'ve put you at the back, away from
the others, Killashandra. You can programthe air conditioner to nmask al
this."

Noi ses, too, assaulted Killashandra. Despite thick sound deadeni ng
wal | s, she recogni zed one voice

"Rinmbol!" She twisted to the right and was opening the door before
Antona coul d stop her.

The young Scartine, his back arched in a convul sion, was being held to
the bed by two strong neditechs. A third was adnministering a spray to Rinbol's
chest. In the tw days since she had seen him he had | ost weight, turned an
odd shade of soft yellow, and his face was contorted by the frenzy that
gri pped his body.

"Not all have an easy time," Antona said, taking her by the arm

"Easy time!" Killashandra resisted Antona's attenpt to draw her fromthe
room "The fax said satisfactory. Is this condition considered satisfactory?"

Antona regarded Killashandra. "Yes, in one respect, his condition is
satisfactory -- he's maintaining his own integrity with the synbiont. A
massi ve change is occurring physically: an instinctive rejection on his part,
a mutation of the synbiont's. The conputers prognosis gives Ri nbol an
excel | ent chance of making a satisfactory adjustnent.”

"But..." Killashandra couldn't drag her eyes fromRi nmbol's withing
body. "WIIl | go like that, too?"

Ant ona ducked her head, hiding her expression, an evasion that irritated
Ki I I ashandr a.

"I don't think that you will, Killashandra, so don't fret. The results
of the l|atest scan nust be anal yzed, but ny initial reading indicates a smooth
adaptation. You'll be the first to know ot herwi se. Scant consol ati on, perhaps,
but you would barge in here.™

Ki |l ashandra ignored the rebuke. "Have you computed how |l ong he'll be
i ke that?"

"Yes, another day should see himover the worst of the penetration.”

"And Jezerey?"

Ant ona | ooked blankly at Killashandra. "Ch, the girl who collapsed in
t he hangar yesterday? She's fine -- | amend that." Antona smled
conciliatorily. "She is suffering froma predictable bout of hypertherm a at
the nmonent and is as confortable as we can nake her."

"Satisfactory, in fact?" Killashandra was consuned by bitterness for
t hat m sl eadi ng category but allowed Antona to | ead her out of Rinbol's room

"Satisfactory in our terms and experience, yes. There are degrees, you
must understand, of severity with which the synmbiont affects the host and with
whi ch the host rejects the synbiont." Antona shrugged. "If we knew all the
ram fications and deviations, it would be sinple to recruit only those
candi dates with the requisite chronpsones. It isn't that sinple, though our
conti nuous research gets closer and closer to defining exact paraneters." She
gave Killashandra another of her warmsniles. "W're much better at selection
than we used to be."

"How | ong have you been here?"

"Long enough to know how | ucky you are. And to hope that you'll continue
so fortunate. | work generally with self treating patients, since | find the
hel pl ess depress nme. Here we are.”

Ant ona opened a door at the end of the corridor and started to retrace



her steps. Killashandra caught her arm
"But Rinbol? | could see hin®"

Anot her expressive shrug. "If you wi sh. Your belongings will be along
shortly. Go settle in," she said nore kindly. "Programthe air conditioner and
rest. There's nothing nore to be done now 1'Il informyou of the analysis as
soon as | have the results.”

"O I'lIl informyou," Killashandra said with wy hunor.

"Don't dwell on the possibility,"” Antona advi sed her

Killashandra didn't. The room the third she'd had in as many weeks, was
designed for ease in dealing with patients, though all paraphernalia was
absent. The lingering odors of illness seeped in fromthe hall, and the room
seened to generate antiseptic maskers. It took Killashandra nearly an hour to
find a pleasant counter odor with which to refresh her room 1In the process,
she I earned how to intercept fax updates on the conditions of the other
pati ents. Never having been ill or had occasion to visit a sick friend, she
didn't have nuch idea of what the print out nmeant, but as the patients were
desi gnated by room nunber, she could isolate Rinbol's. H's nonitor showed nore
activity than the person in the next room but she couldn't bring herself to
find out who his nei ghbor was.

That evening, Antona visited her room head at a jaunty angle, the warm
smile on her face.

"The prognosis is excellent. There'll be no fever. We are keeping you on
a few days just to be on the safe side. An easy transition is not always a
safe one." A chime wiped the smle fromher face. "Ah, another patient. Excuse
ne."

As soon as the door closed, Killashandra turned on the medical display.
At the bottom a w nking green line warned of a new adnmi ssion. That was how
Kil | ashandra canme to see Borton being wheeled into the facility. The foll ow ng
day, Shillawn was admtted. The fax continued to display "satisfactory" after
everyone's condition. She supposed she agreed, having becone fascinated with
the Iife-signal graphs until the one on Ri nbol's nei ghbor unexpectedly
regi stered nothing at all.

Kill ashandra ran down the hall. The door of the roomwas open, and half
a dozen technicians could be seen bent over the bed. Antona wasn't anong them
but Killashandra caught a glinpse of Carigana's w de-eyed face.

VWhirling, she stormed into the chief nmedic's office. Antona was hunchi ng
over an el aborate consol e, her hands graceful even in rapid notion on the
keys.

"Why did Carigana die?" Killashandra demanded.

W thout |ooking up fromthe shifting lights of the display, Antona
spoke. "You have privileges in this @iild, Killashandra Ree, but not one gives
you the right to disturb a chief of any rank. Nor nme at this time. | want to
know why she died nmore than you possibly could!'"

Ri ghtly abashed, Killashandra left the office. She hurried back to her
room averting her eyes as she passed the open door to Carigana's. She was
ashaned of herself, for she didn't genuinely care that Carigana was dead, only
that she had died. The space worker had really been an irritant, Killashandra
t hought candidly. Death had been a concept dealt with dramatically in the
Musi c Center, but Carigana was Killashandra's first contact with that reality.
Deat h coul d al so happen to her, to Ri nmbol, and she would be very upset if he
died. Even if Shillawn died.

How | ong Killashandra sat watching the |ife-signs' graphs, trying to
i gnore the discontinued one, she did not know. A courteous rap on the door was
i medi ately foll owed by Antona's entrance, and her weary expression told
Kill ashandra that quite a few hours must have passed. Antona | eaned agai nst
the door frane, expelling a | ong sigh

"To answer your question -- "'

"I apol ogi ze for ny behavior --

"We don't know why Carigana died,”" Antona went on, inclining her head to
accept the apology. "I have a private theory with no fact to support it. An



intuition, if you will that the desire to be acceptable, to surrender to the
synmbiont is as necessary to the process of adjustnent as the physical stam na
whi ch Cari gana had, and those chronosones whi ch we have established as npst
liable to produce a favorabl e adaptation. You did want to become a Crysta

Si nger very nmuch, didn't you?"

"Yes, but so do the others."

"Do they? Do they really?" Antona's tone was curiously w stful

Kill ashandra hesitated, only too aware of the inception of her own
desire to become a Crystal Singer. If Antona's theory held any nerit,

Ki | ashandra shoul d al so be dead, certainly not so blatantly healthy.

"Carigana didn't |ike anything. She questioned everything," Killashandra
said, drawn to give Antona what confort she could. "She didn't have to becone
a Crystal Singer."

"No, she could have stayed in space."” Antona smiled thinly, pushed
herself away fromthe wall, and then saw the graphs on the display. "So that's
how you knew. Well" -- and she tapped the active graph in the | eft-hand corner
-- "that's your friend, Rinbol. He's nore than just satisfactory now. The
others are proceeding nicely. You can pack your things. |'ve no medical reason
to keep you here longer. You'll be far better off |earning the techniques of
staying alive in your profession, my dear, than sitting death watch here.
Oficially, you re Lanzecki's problem now. Soneone's com ng for you."

"I"mnot going to get sick?"

"Not you. You've had what's known as a M|l ekey transition. Practically
no physical disconfort and the maxi num adjustnent. | w sh you | uck
Killashandra Ree. You'll need it." Antona was not smling. Just then, the door
opened wi der. "Trag?" The chief meditech was surprised, but her affability
returned, that nonment of severity so brief that Killashandra wondered if she
had imagined it. "I shall undoubtedly be seeing you again, Killashandra."

She slipped out of the roomas an unsniling man of medi um build entered.
Hs first ook at her was intent, but she'd survived the scrutiny of too nany
conductors to be daunted.

"I don't have much to pack," she said, unsniling. She slid off the bed
and swiftly gathered her bel ongings. He saw the lute before she picked it up
and something flickered across his face. Had he once played one? She stood
before him carisak over her shoul der, aware that her heart was thunping. She
gl anced at the screen, her eyes going to Rinbol's graph. How nuch | onger
bef ore he was rel eased? She nodded to Trag and followed himfromthe room

Kil | ashandra was soon to learn that Trag was reticent by nature, but as
they made their way down the infirmary corridors, she was relieved to be
conducted in silence. Too nuch had happened to her too fast. She realized now
that she had feared her own life-signs would suddenly appear on the nedica
di spl ay. The sudden reprieve fromthat worry and her pronotion out of the
infirmary dazed her. She did not appreciate until later that Trag, chief
assistant to the Guild Master in charge of training Crystal Singers, did not
normal Iy escort them

As the lift panel closed an the infirmary level, Trag took her right
hand and fastened a thin netal band around her wri st

"You must wear this to identify you until you've been in the ranges."

"ldentify nme?" The band fitted wi thout hindering wist novement, but the
alloy felt oddly harsh on her skin. The sensation di sappeared in seconds, so
that Killashandra wondered if she had i nagi ned the roughness.

"Identify you to your colleagues. And adnmit you to Singer privacies."

Sone inflection in his voice made the bl ood run hot to her cheeks but
his expression was diffident. At that point, the lift panels opened.

"And it permits you to enter the Singer levels. There are three. This is
the main one with all the general facilities." She stepped with himinto the
vast, vaulted, subtly Iit |obby. She felt nerves that had been strung taut in
the infirmary begin to relax in nmoments. Massive pillars separated the |evel
into sections and hallways. "The lift shaft,” Trag continued, "is the center
of these levels of the conplex Catering, |arge-screen view ng, private dining,



and assenbly roons are i mmedi ately about the shaft. Individual apartnents are
arranged in color quadrants, with additional smaller [ifts to all other levels
at conveni ent points on the outer arc. Your roons are in the blue quadrant.
This way." He turned to the left and she foll owed.

"Are these ny permanent quarters?" she asked, thinking how many she had
had since nmeeting Carri k.

"Wth the Guild, yes."

Once again, she caught the odd inflection in his voice. She supposed it
nmust have something to do with her being out of the infirmary before any of
the others of her class. She was curiously disjointed. She had experienced
t hat phenomenon before, at the Miusic Center, on days when no one could
renenber lines or entrances or sing in correct tenpi. One sinply got through
such times as best one could. And on this, certainly a nonentous one in her
life, acquiescence was difficult to achieve.

She nearly ran into Trag, who had halted before a door on the right-hand
side of the hall. She was belatedly aware that they had passed recesses at
i nterval s.

"This apartnment is assigned to you." Trag pointed to the |l ock plate.

Ki |l ashandra pressed her thumb to the sensitized area. The panel slid

back.

"Use what is left of the morning to settle in and initiate your persona
program Use whatever code you wi sh: personal data is always voice coded. At
1400 hours, Concera will escort you to the cutter technician. He'll have no
excuse not to outfit you quickly."

Kill ashandra noted the cryptic remark and wondered if everyone woul d
address her comments she coul dn't understand yet apparently ought to. As she
mused on what "ought to" had acconplished for her, Trag was striding back down
the hall.

She cl osed the panel, flicked on the privacy light, and surveyed her
permanent Cuild quarters. Size mght denote rank here as on other worlds. The
mai n room here was twice the size of her anple recruit accomodati on. To one
side was a sl eeping chanber that was apparently all bed. A door on one wall
was open to a nmirrored dressing area that, in turn, led into a hygi ene unit
with a sunken tank sprouting an unusual nunber of taps and dials. On the other
side of the main roomwas a storage closet |larger than her student room on
Fuerte and a conpact dining and self-catering area.

"Yarran beer, please." She spoke nore to make noise in the sterile and
ringingly quiet place. The catering slot opened to present a beaker of the
di stinctive ruddy beer.

She took the drink to the main room sipping as she frowned at the
utilitarian furnishings. Laying her lute carefully on a chair, she let her
carisak slip off her shoul der and onto the floor, seized by an urge to throw
her possessions around the stark apartment, just to make it look lived in.

Here she was, Killashandra Ree, installed in spacious grandeur
achieving status as a Crystal Singer, that fearsome and awful being, a
silicate spider, a crystal cuckoo with a |uxurious nest. This very afternoon
she was to be tuned to a Cutter that would permt her to slice Ballybran
crystal, earn stunning totals of galactic credits, and she would cheerfully
have traded the whole nmess for the sound of a friendly voice.

"Not that I'mcertain | have a friend anywhere," she said.

"Recor di ng?"

The i npersonal voice, neither tenor nor contralto, startled her. The
full beaker of beer trenbled in her hand.

"Personal program" That was what Trag had nmeant. She was to record
those facts of her life that she wished to renmenber in those future tinmes when
singing crystal would have scranbl ed her nenory circuits.

"Recor di ng?"

"Yes, record and store to voice print only."

As she gave such facts as her date and place of birth, the names of her
parents, grandparents, sisters, and brothers, the extent and scope of her



education, she stal ked about the main room trying to find exactly the right
spot in which to display her lute.

"On being awarded a grant, | entered the Music Center." She paused to
| augh. How soon did one begin to forget what one w shed to forget?
"Ri ght now"

"Recor di ng?"

"End of recording. Store." And that was that. She knew she coul d
reconsi der, but she didn't want to renenber those ten years. She could now
wi pe themout. She would. As far as she would be ever after, hence forth, and
forever nmore concerned, nothing of noment happened after the grant award unti
she encountered Carri k. Those ten years of unremtting | abor and dedication to
anbiti on had never occurred to Killashandra Ree, Cutter in the Heptite CGuild.

To cel ebrate her emancipation froman inglorious past, Killashandra
di al ed anot her beer. The digital indicated an hour remai ned before Concera was
to take her to the appointnment. She ordered what was described as a hearty,
nouri shing soup of assorted | egunes. She checked her credit, sonething she
must not forget to do regularly, and found herself still in the black. If she
were to enter the rest of the @uild voucher and her open ticket, she would
have quite a healthy bal ance. To be consunmed by the equi pment of a Crysta
Singer. She'd keep those credits free.

That rem nded her of Shillawn, and of other credit-debit discussions.
She keyed the Guild' s conmi ssary, ordered additional furnishings, rugs of the
Ghni weavers, and by 1400, when Concera touched her door chinme, Killashandra
had wal | -screens that mi xed the npbst unlikely elenments froman ice-world to
the raving flora of the voraci ous Eobaron planets. Startling, but a conplete
change fromsterility.

Concera, a woman of nedi um hei ght and sl ender build, glided into the
mai n room exclainmed at the sight of the wall-screens, and | ooked
guestioningly at Killashandra.

"Ch, aren't you clever? | would never have thought of comnbining
different worlds.” Do conme right along. He has such a tenper at the best of
times, but without his skill, we, the Singers | nmean, would be in a terrible
way. He is a superior craftsman, which is why one hunors his odd tenper. This
way. "

Concera covered quite a bit of ground with her gliding gait, and
Kill ashandra had to stretch her legs to keep pace.

"You'll get to know where everything is very soon. It's nice to be by
oneself, | feel, instead of in a pack, but then different people have
different tastes,” and Concera peered sideways at Killashandra to see if she
agreed. "OF course, we cone fromall over the galaxy, so one is bound to find
someone compatible. This is the eighth | evel where nost of the technical work
is done -- naturally the cutters are nade here, as they are the nost technica
of all. Here we are.”

Concera paused at the open entrance and, with what seemed unexpected
courtesy, pushed Killashandra ahead of her into a small office with a counter
across the back third and a door |leading into a workshop. Her entry nust have
triggered an alarmin the workroom for a man, his sun reddened face set in
sour lines, appeared in the doorway.

"You're this Killashandra?" he demanded. He beckoned to her and then saw
Concera following. "You, | told you you' d have to wait, Concera. There's no
point, no point at all, in making you a handle for three fingers. You'll only
outgrow it, and there's all that work could be put to better use."

"I thought it might be a challenge for you -- "

"I"ve all the challenges |I need, Concera." He replied with such
vehenence that when he returned his stare to Killashandra, she wondered if his
di sagreement with the woman would spill over on to her. "Let nme see your
hands. "

Kill ashandra held them pal mup, over the counter. He raised his
eyebrows as he felt with strong i npersonal fingers across the palm spread her
fingers to see the |lack of webbing fromconstant practice, the hard nuscle



along the flat of the hand and thunmb pad.

"Used your hands right, you have." He shot another gl ance at Concera.

It was only then that Killashandra noticed that the first two fingers on
Concera's |l eft hand had been sheared off. The stunps were pinkish white,
heal ed fl esh but oddly shaped. It occurred to Killashandra in a rush that made
her stomach queasy that the two missing digits were regenerating.

"I'f you stay, you be quiet. If you go, you won't be tenmpted. This'|
take two -- three hours."

Concera elected to | eave, which had no positive effect on the norose
technici an. Killashandra had naively assuned that tuning a cutter would be a
sinmple matter, but it was a tedious process, taking several days. She had to
read al oud for a voice print fromboring printout on the history and
devel opnent of the cutting devices. She | earned nore than she needed to know
-- some of the nore conplicated mechani snms proved unreliable in extremes of
weat her; a once-popul ar nodel was bl amed for the high-voltage di scharge which
had carboni zed the corpse Killashandra saw on Shankill. The nost effective and
reliable cutter, refined fromBarry M| ekey's crude original, required that
t he user have perfect pitch. It was a piezoelectric device that converted the
Crystal Singer's vocal note and rhythminto hi gh frequency shock waves on an
i nfrasonic carrier. The cutting edge of the shock wave was pitched by the
Singer to the dom nant tone of the "struck" crystal face.

Once set to a voice pattern, the infrasonic device could not be altered.
Manuf acture of such cutters was restricted to the Quild and saf eguarded yet
agai n by conputer assenbly, the program coding known only by the Guild Master
and his executive assistant.

As Concera had nentioned, the technician was a tenperanental man. Wen
Ki |  ashandra was readi ng al oud, he was conpl ai ni ng about various grievances
with the Guild and its nmenbers. Concera and her request for a three fingered
handl e was currently his favorite gripe -- "Concera is cack-handed, anyway,
and always splitting her grips." Another was that he ought to have had anot her
three weeks fishing before returning to work. The fish had just started to
bite, and would she now sing an octave in C.

"She sang quite a few octaves in various keys and decided that there
wer e worse audi ences than apparently receptive audition judges. She hadn't
used her voice since the day she met Carrik; she was sore in the gut from
supporting tone and aware the sound was harsh

When Concera glided into the room Killashandra was overwhel m ngly
relieved.

"Back tomorrow, sane tine. |'lIl do casts of your good ten fingers." And
the man sent an arch gl ance at Concera.

Concera hurried Killashandra out of the workshop and the office.

"He does like his little jokes," she said, |eading the way down one
corridor and left at the next. "I only wanted a little favor so | could go
back into the ranges without wasting so nuch time." She entered a room | abel ed
"Training," sighing as she closed the door and flicked on the privacy light.
"Still" -- and she gave Killashandra a bright smle, her eyes sliding froma
direct contact -- "we have your training to take in hand." She waved
Kill ashandra to one of the hal f-dozen chairs in the roomfacing a |arge
hol ogram proj ector. She picked up a rempte control unit froma shelf,
dar kening the roomand activating the projector. The outsized lettering of the
@Quild' s rules, regulations, and precepts hovered before them "You may have
had a Ml ekey transition, but there's no easy way to get over this."

"Tukol om -- "

"Tukol om handl es only basic information, suitable for anyone joining the
@Quild in any capacity." Concera's voice had a note of rancor. "Now you nust
speci ali ze and repeat and repeat." Concera sighed. "W all have to," she

added, her voice expressing patient resignation. "If it's any consolation to
you, |I'd be doing this by nyself and |'ve always found it much easier to
explain than menorize." Her voice lightened. "You' |l hear even the ol dest

singers muttering regs and restricts any night in the Coormons Hall. O course,



you'll never appreciate this drill until it's vital! Wen you reach that
poi nt, you won't remenber how you know what you do. Because that's when you
really know not hing else."

Despite Concera's persuasive tone, Killashandra found the reasoni ng
speci ous. Having no choice in study program or teacher, Killashandra set
herself to menorize regul ati ons about working clains, claimng faces,
interference with clainms, reparations and retributions, fines and a clutter of
other rules for which she could see no need since they were obvious to anyone
wi th any sense.

When she returned to the privacy of her quarters and the anonalies of
her wal |l -screens, she checked with the infirmary and was told that Ri nbol was
weak but had retained all his senses. Shillawn, Borton, and Jezerey were
sati sfactory, in the proper use of that word. Killashandra al so managed to
extract fromdata retrieval the fact that injured Singers |ike Concera and
Borell a undertook the rol e of preceptor because of the bonus involved. That
expl ai ned the spiteful remarks and anbi val ent poses.

The next norning, when Concera drilled her on her understandi ng of each
section of the previous day's subjects, Killashandra had the notion that
Concera silently recited paragraph and section just one step ahead of her
pupi | .

The afternoon was spent unconfortably, in the workshop of the fishernan,
where casts were made of her hands. The Fi sher maundered on about having to
make hundreds of casts during a Singer's lifetime. He told her she wasn't to
conplain to himabout blisters fromhand grips an affliction that he all eged
was really caused by a nmuscling up that wasn't any fault of his. Killashandra
spent that evening redecorating her room

She had a norning drill with Concera, spent a half hour with the Fisher
who grunbl ed i ncessantly about a bad nmorning's fishing, the inferiority of the
plastic he had to work with, and the privileges of rank. Killashandra deci ded
that if she were to ruffle at every cryptic remark tossed her way, she'd be in
a state of constant agitation. The remai nder of the afternoon, Concera
revi ewed her on crystal shapes, tones, and the conbinations that were
mar ket abl e at the nonment: black crystals in any form al ways having the hi ghest
val ue. Killashandra was to review the catal og, commit to nenory whi ch shape
was used for what end product, the range in price, and the parameters of val ue
variation in each color. She was taken through the research departnments, which
sought new uses for Ballybran crystal. There she noticed several people with
t he eye adjustnment of Enthor.

In the days that foll owed, she was given instruction in the
sl ed-simul ator, "flying" against mach stormw nds. By the end of the first
| esson, she was as battered, sweaty, and trenbling as if the flight had been
genui ne.

"You'll have to do better than that," the instructor conmented
unsynpat hetically as she reeled out of the sinulator. "Take a half hour in the
tank and cone back this afternoon.”

" Tank?"

"Yeah, the tank. The radiant fluid. Left-hand taps. Go on! I'Il expect
you back at 1500."

Killashandra nuttered the terse instructions all the way back to her
roonms, shedding her clothes as she made her way to the tank. She turned on the
| eft-hand taps, and a viscous |iquid oozed out. She got the temperature she
want ed and dubiously |owered herself into the tank. In mnutes, tension and
stress left her nuscles, and she | ay, buoyed by the radiant bath, until the
stuff cool ed. That afternoon, her instructor grudgingly adnmtted that she had
i mproved.

A few days later, half a morning through a solo training flight across
the Wiite Sea where thermal patterns made good practice, every visual warning
device on the controls turned red, and a variety of sirens, klaxons, bells,
and nerve-tinglers was activated. Killashandra i medi ately veered northeast to
the @uild Conpl ex and was relieved when half the nonitors desisted. The rest



bl ared or blinked until she had | anded the sled on its rack and turned off the
power. When she conpl ained to her instructor about the warning overl oad, he
gave her a long, scathing | ook

"You can't be warned too often about the approach of turbul ence," he
said. "You Singers mght be as deaf as sone of us no matter how we rig
cautions. Wile you renmenber advice, renenber this: a mach stormwon't give
you a second chance. W do our fardling best to insure that you have at | east
one. Now change your gear for cargo handling. A blow s on the way!"

He strode off, waving to attract attention froma cluster of hangar
per sonnel

The stormwas not rated Severe and only the sout heast section of the
continent had been alerted. Forty Singers had | ogged out in that general area,
and thirty-nine straggled in. The flight and hangar officers were conferring
toget her as Killashandra passed t hem

"Keborgen's missing. He'll get hinself killed!"

"He's been braggi ng he was out for black. If he managed to renenber
where the claimis..."

Ki | ashandra had no excuse to linger near the two at that point, but
when the ot her ships had been cleared and racked, she stayed on after the rest
of the unl oaders had been di sni ssed.

The wi nd was not strong enough at the conplex to require the erection of
the baffles, so Killashandra stationed herself where she could watch the
sout hern quadrant. She al so kept an eye on the two officers and saw t hem
abandon their watch with a shrug of shoul ders and shakes of the head.

| f Keborgen had actually cut black crystal, she would ve liked to have
unl oaded it. She wasn't needed on the sorting floor. She consoled herself with
t he know edge that she had racked up some danger credit already, and wasn't
much in the red for decorating her roomand days of uncredited instruction
Being a recruit had had advant ages.

She was crossing the hangar to return to her quarters when she heard the
sound, or rather felt it, like a thread dragged across exposed nerve ends. She
wasn't yet accustoned to her inproved vision, so she shook her head and
bl i nked, expecting to clear the spot on the right retina. It stayed in
position in the | ower right-hand quadrant, dipping and swaying. Not a shadow
in her own eye but a sled, obviously on course for the conplex. She was
wondering if she should inform anyone when w ecker personnel began to scranble
for the heavy hoist sled. In the hustle, no one noticed that Killashandra had
joined the team

The wrecker didn't have far to go for the sled plowed into the hills
forty klicks fromthe conplex. The contech could get no response fromthe
sled' s pilot.

"Bl oody fool waited too long," the flight officer said, nervously
slapping his fingers against his thigh. "Warned hi mwhen he went out, not to
wait too long. But they never listen. He repeated variations of those
sentiments becom ng nore agitated as the wecker neared the sled and the
damage was vi si bl e.

The wrecker pilot set his craft down four long strides fromthe Singer's
sl ed.

"You others get the crystal,"” the flight officer shouted as he plunged
toward the crunbled bow of the sled, which was half buried in | oose dirt.

As Killashandra obeyed his order, she glanced back on the sled s path.
She coul d see, in the distance, two other slide marks before the crashing sled
had bounced to a stop

The storage conpartnent had w thstood inpact. Killashandra watched with
interest as the three nmen rel eased the nearest hatch. As soon as they energed
wi th cartons, she darted in. Then she heard the nmoans of the injured Crystal
Si nger and the drone of curses fromthe flight officer and medic attendi ng
hi m

The nonent she touched the nearest carton, she forgot the injured nan,
for a shock, mld but definite, ran along her bones fromhead to heel to head.



She gripped the carrier firmy, but the sensation dissipated.

"Move along. Cotta get that guy back to the infirmary," she was told by
returni ng crewren.

She picked the carton up, ninding her steps, ignoring the exhortation of
t he crewren who passed her out. She crouched by the carton as the cocoon of
the injured Singer was deftly angled into the wecker.

During the short trip back to the conpl ex, she wondered why there was
such a fuss. Surely the symbiont would repair the man's injuries, given the
time to do so. She supposed that the symbiont relieved pain. Borella hadn't
appeared unconfortable with her awful thi gh wound, and Concera, given to
conpl aints, had said nothing about pain in her regenerating fingers.

As soon as the wecker |anded, the Singer was hurried to waiting
nmedi t echs. Huggi ng the carton that she devoutly hoped contai ned bl ack crystal
Ki |  ashandra wal ked straight through the storage area into the sorting room
She had no problemfinding Enthor, for the man al nost bunped into her

"Ent hor," she said, planting herself and pushing the carton at him "I
think this has black crystal."

"Bl ack crystal ?" Enthor was startled; he blinked and peered frowningly
at her. "Ch, it's you. You?" His |lensed eyes wi dened in surprise. "You? \Wat
are you doing here?" He half turned in the direction of the infirmary and then
up to the recruits' level. "No one's been cutting black crystal -- "

"Keborgen ni ght have been. He crashed. This is fromhis sled." She gave
the carton an urgent shove against his chest. "The flight officer said he had
been out to cut bl acks."

Qut of habit, Enthor took hold of the carton, quite unable to assinilate
ei t her her explanation or her sudden appearance. Killashandra was inpatient
with Enthor's hesitation. She did not want to admt to the contact shock she
had felt in Keborgen's sled. Deftly, she propelled Enthor at his table, and
t hough still perplexed, he presented the ident to the scan. H s hands hovered
briefly but dropped away as he twi sted toward Kill ashandra.

"Go on," she said, annoyed by his dithering. "Look at them™

"I know what they are. How did you?" Enthor's indecision was gone, and
he stared, alnpbst accusingly, into her eyes.

"I felt them Open it. What did Keborgen cut?"

H s unearthly eyes still on hers, Enthor opened the box and lifted out a
crystal. Killashandra caught her breath at the sight of the dull, irregular 15
centimeter segment. Consciously, she had to nake her |ungs expel air as Enthor
reverently unpacked two additional pieces that fit against the first.

"He cut well," Enthor said, scrutinizing the trio keenly. "He cut very
well. Just missing flaw. That would account for the shapes.”

"He has cut his last," the deep voice of the Guild Master said.

Startled, Killashandra whirled and realized that Lanzecki mnust have
arrived monments before. He nodded to her and then beckoned to soneone in the
storage area.

"Bring the rest of Keborgen's cut."

"I's there nore black in it?" Enthor asked Killashandra as he felt
carefully about in the plaspacking.

Kill ashandra was vibrantly aware of Lanzecki's intense gaze.

"I'n that box or the cargo?"

"Either," Lanzecki said, his eyes flickering at her attenpt to
t empori ze.

"Not in the box," she said even as she ran her hand al ong the pl asfoam
si de. She swal |l owed nervously, glancing sideways at Lanzecki's inmposing
figure. Hi s clothing, which she had once thought dull, glinted in a richness
of thread and subtle design very much in keeping with his rank. She swal | owed
a second time as he gave a brief nod of his head and the six cartons from
Keborgen's sl ed were deposited on Enthor's table.

"Any nore black crystal ?" Enthor asked.

She swallowed a third tinme, renmenbered that the habit had irritated her
in Shillawn, and ran her hands over the cartons. She frowned, for a curious



prickle rippled across her pal ns.

"Nothing like the first one," she said, puzzled.

Ent hor raised his eyebrows, and she could only have inmagi ned his eyes
twi nkling. He opened a box at random and renoved, carefully, a handful of
cloudy slivers, displaying themto Lanzecki and Killashandra. The ot her boxes
held simlar slivers.

"Did he cut the triad first or |ast?" Lanzecki spoke softly as he picked
up a finger-long splinter, examning its irregularities.

"He didn't say?" Enthor ventured quietly.

Lanzecki's sigh and the brief novenment of his head answered that
guesti on.

"I thought the precious synbiont healed --
bef ore she knew she was going to speak

Lanzecki's eyes halted her outburst.

"The synbiont has few linmtations: deliberate and constant abuse is one.
The age of its host is another. Add the third factor -- Keborgen stayed too
long in the range, despite stormwarnings." He turned back to | ook at the
t hree pieces of black crystal on the weighplate and at the credit valuation
bl i nki ng on the display.

| f Keborgen was dead, who inherited the credit? She junped as Lanzeck
spoke agai n.

"So, Killashandra Ree, you are sensitive to the blacks, and you have
enjoyed a M| ekey transition."

Ki |l ashandra could not avoid the Guild Master's disconcerting appraisal
He seened neither as renote nor detached as he had the day she had; arrived at
Shankill with Carrik. Hi s eyes, especially, were intensely alive. A nearly
i npercepti bl e upward novenent of his |ips brought her restless gaze to his
mout h. Wde, well-shaped lips evidently reflected his thoughts nore than eye,
face, or body. Did she amuse hinf? No, probably not. The Guild Master was not
known for his hunor; he was held in great respect and sone awe by nmen and
worren who were awed by little and respected nothing but credit. She felt her
shoul ders and back stiffen in automatic reaction to the flick of anusenent.

"Thank you, Killashandra Ree, for your pronpt discovery of that triad,"
Lanzecki said with a slight inclination of his head that reinforced his
gratitude. Then he turned and was gone, as quickly as he had arrived.

Exhal i ng, Killashandra | eaned agai nst Enthor's table.

"Al ways good to know bl ack when it's near you." Enthor paused as he
gi ngerly unpacked shards. He blinked his eyes to focus on the wei ght display.
"Trouble is finding it in the first place.”

"What's the second pl ace?" she asked inpudently.

Ent hor blinked his lens into place and gave her a shrewd | ook.
"Remenbering where the first place was!"

She left him wal king back through Sorting to Storage and out onto the
hangar deck, the shortest way back to an arc lift down to her quarters. Hangar
personnel were busy dismantling Keborgen's weck She grimaced. So a damaged
ship was repaired as long and as often as necessary during its owner's
lifetime -- and then stripped. Had Carrik's sled been di smenbered?

She halted at a sudden notion, wheeled and stared out at the hills in
the direction of Keborgen's erratic last flight. She half ran to the Hangar
Ready Room for a | ook at the met printout, continuously displayed and updated
by the m nute.

That stormto the southeast? It's dissipating?

The weat her officer glanced up, a frowm on his face. Forestalling
rejection, Killashandra held up her wist-band. He i mMmedi ately tapped out a
replay of the satellite recording, which showed the formation of the storm and
its turbulent progress along the coast of the mamin continent and the M ekey
Ranges. The gal e had bl own up quickly and, as unpredictably as nmost Ballybran
storms, caressed one |large sector of the range and then roil ed seaward across
the edge of the Long Plain where warmair had net its col der mmss.

"I was on the wecker which brought Keborgen in, but | nust have dropped

Ki | | ashandra bl urted out



my wist-unit there. Can | use a skimer?"

The nmet officer shrugged. "For all of ne you can have a skimer. No
weat her to speak of in our zone. Check with Flight."

Fl i ght thought her cack-handed to have dropped equi prent and assi gned
her a battered vehicle. She paused | ong enough to note that the recovery
pattern of the wecker was still displayed on the energency screen. Once she
left the office, she nade notes on her wist unit.

She unracked the skinmrer and | eft the hangar at a sedate pace entirely
consistent with a routine errand, then flewto the crash site. She was
i ncreasi ngly possessed by the thought that Keborgen, trying to out run the
storm surely nust have come back to the conplex by the nost direct route.
Though Concera had maundered on and on about how careful Singers were to
protect their clains by using devious routes to and from Keborgen night just
as easily have flown straight in the hope of reaching safety. Hi s sled had
cone in well behind the others fromthe same area.

G ven that possibility, she could establish fromdata retrieval the
exact second when the storm warni ng had been broadcast, conpute the nmaximm
speed of his sled, the direction of flight at the tine of his crash, and
deduce in what general area he had cut black crystal. She night even do a
probability computation on the length of tinme Keborgen had del ayed at his
claimby the span of tine it had taken the other thirty-nine Singers to
return.

She hovered the skimer over the crash site. The sharp nounds were
beginning to soften as a brisk breeze shifted the soil. Skew ng the skimer,
she [ ocated the next skid mark and two nore before she spotted the raw scrape
across the bare rock of a higher slope. She | anded to exam ne the nmarks
closely. The scar was deeper on the north side, as if the sled had been
defl ected by the contact. She stood in the mark and took bearings through her
wrist unit. Then she returned to the skimer and quartered the sector, | ooking
for any other evidence of Keborgen's faltering, bunping last flight.

Shadows and sunset nade it inadvisable for her to continue her search
Ki |  ashandra checked her bearings and then returned to the conpl ex.

CHAPTER 7

Kill ashandra | eaned back fromthe termnal in her room noted that the
time display marked an early-norning hour. She was tired, her eyes hot wth
fatigue, and she was ravenous. But she had every bit of data she could extract
fromthe Guild s banks that m ght be useful in narrowi ng her search for
Keborgen's bl ack-crystal claim She keyed the programinto the privacy of her
personal record, then stood and wal ked stiffly, arching against the ache in
her back, to the catering unit where she dialed for a hot soup. Though she had
stored the data, she couldn't stop thinking about her plan. And all the
obstacles to its inplementation

Keborgen was dead. Hi s clains, wherever they had been, were now open
according to the vast paragraphs on "C ains, the making and marki ng thereof,
penalties for msappropriation, fines and restrictions,"” and al
subpar agr aphs. However, the claimfirst had to be found. As Enthor had said,
that was the first problem Killashandra m ght have theories about its
| ocation, but she had neither sled to get there and | ook nor cutter to take
crystal fromthe "open" face. Her research reveal ed that Keborgen had worked
the claimfor at |east four decades and anal ysis proved that twel ve black
crystal cuttings had cone fromthe same face, the next to | ast one sonme nine
years previously. The second problem as Enthor had so pithily stated, was
rememnberi ng.

To relieve the tediumof drill. Killashandra had asked Concera how
Singers found their way back to clains after an absence, especially if nenory
was so unreliable.

"Ch," Concera had replied airily, "I always remenber to tell ny sled



what | andmarks to |l ook for. Sl eds have voice print recorders so they're dead
safe."” She hesitated, |ooking in an unfocused way that was habitual with her
"Of course, stornms do sonetines alter |landmarks, so it's wiser to record
contour |levels and valleys or gorges, things that aren't as apt to be
rearranged by a bad blow. Then, too," she continued in a brighter voice, "when
you've cut at a particular face a few tunes, it resonates. So if you can
recall even the general direction and get there, finding the exact spot is
much easier."”

"It isn't so much singing crystal then, as being sung to by crystal,"

Ki Il ashandra had not ed.

"Ch, yes, very well put,’
soneone who hadn't understood.
Ki |l ashandra finished the soup and wearily shuffled to the bedroom

sheddi ng her coverall. She wasn't unsatisfied with the information she'd
accunul ated. She could narrow the search to older claimmarkings in the
geographi cal area dictated by the top speed of Keborgen's elderly sled, the
time the stormwarning was i ssued, and the regi stered stormw nd speed.

She fretted about one point. Keborgen's sled recorder. She had seen the
sl ed being disnmantled, but would the Guild technicians have rescued the record
for the data that might be retrieved? She wasn't certain if anyone had ever
broken a voice code. It hadn't been so nmuch as whispered that it was possible.
Though the rules did not state the Guild was able to take such an action, a
terrible breach of privacy under FSP rights, the Charter didn't specifically
deny the Guild that right, either, once the nenber was dead. On the ot her
hand, Trag had said that private personal records were irretrievable.

The darkness and absol ute silence of her bedroom conpounded her sudden
doubt. The @uild could and occasionally did exhibit a certain ruthl essness.

For sanity's sake, she had better decide here and now whether or not the Guild
adhered faithfully to its stated and endlessly cited principles. She took a
sudden confort in the very length of the Charter. Its vol um nous paragraphs
and sections obviously reflected contingenci es and energenci es that had been
dealt with over four hundred years of usage and abuse.

Wth a sigh, Killashandra turned over. Avoiding restrictions and defying
| aws were conpletely in the human condition. As the Guild prohibited, it also
protected or the bl oody planet woul d have been abandoned to the spores and
crystal .

She woke later in the norning to the insistent buzz of her terminal. She
was i nformed that her cutter was now ready and she was to collect it and
report to training room47. Goggy frominsufficient sleep, Killashandra took
a quick shower and ate a good meal. She found herself directing glances to the
conput er console, alnost as if she expected last night's data to spring from
t he cover and expose itself.

Conputers had to deal with fact, and she had one advantage that woul dn't
conpute: a sensitivity to black crystal -- Keborgen's black crystal. Conputers
did not volunteer information, either, but she had few doubts that with the
news of Keborgen's death, the opening of his rich claimwould be w dely known.
Only 39 Singers had conme in fromthat same storm She coul dn't know how many
other Singers had returned fromleave and were avail able to search. She knew
that the odds against her finding the claimwere good on the one hand and
unlikely on the other. The delivery of her cutter she took as propitious.

She was waiting for the lift when she heard her nane called in an
i ncredul ous shout.

Concera said with the fal se cheerful ness of

"Killashandra! I'mrecovered. I'ma Singer, too."

Hersel f astoni shed, she turned to find R nbol striding toward her

"Rimbol!" She returned his enthusiastic enbrace, acutely aware that she
hadn't given himany thought at all in several days.

"I was told you'd got through the transition satisfactorily, but no one
el se's seen you. Are you all right?" Rinbol held her fromhim his green eyes
searching her face and figure. "Was it just the fever, or did you cone see ne
at one point?"



"I did at several points," she replied with perfect truth and
instinctive diplomacy. "Then | was told that | was interfering with your
recovery. \Who el se is through?”

Ri mbol ' s expression changed to sorrow. "Carigana didn't rmake it.
Shillawn is deaf and has been assigned to research M stra, Borton, Jezerey,
bless the pair; in total twenty-nine nade it. Celee, the spacer, made only a
tol erabl e adjustment, but he's got all his senses, so he's been shunted to
shuttle piloting. | don't think that goes against his grain, anyway."

"And Shillawn? Does he mi nd?" Killashandra knew her voice was sharp, and
Ri mbol 's face cl ouded until she hugged him He was going to have to |earn not
to care so nuch about people now "I really think Shillaw will be happier in
research than cutting. Celee was already a pilot, so he's |ost
not hing...Antona told nme Carigana wouldn't surrender to the spore."

Ri mbol frowned, his body stiffening so that she rel eased him

"She rebell ed agai nst everything, Rinbol. Didn't you ask Antona?"

"No." Rinmbol ducked his head, a silly grin on his face. "I was afraid to
whi |l e others were going through transition."

"Now it's all over. And you're installed on Singer |evel.'
wri st-band and showed himhers. "Were 're you bound for now?"

"To be fitted with my cutter." Hi s green eyes brightened with
ent husi asm

She saw t he

"Then we can go together. I'mto collect mine. They had entered the
lift, and Rinbol half turned in surprise.

"Collect it?"

"They did tell you how |l ong you' ve been ill. didn't they?" Killashandra
knew her quick question was to give herself tinme. Rinbol's eyes mrrored
surprise and then perplexity. "Oh, | lucked out. | had what Antona calls a

M1 ekey transition, so they pushed ne out of the infirmary to nake room for
someone el se and put nme into training to keep ne out of mschief. Here we are,
and don't nmind the technician's manner. He hates to be kept fromhis fishing."

They had conme to the cutter office and found Jezerey, Mstra, and two
ot hers.

"Ki |l ashandra! You nmade it!"

Ki |  ashandra t hought there was a note of unwel cone surprise in Jezerey's
voi ce. The girl |ooked gaunt and had | ost her prettiness.

"Quiet out here," the Fisher said, his voice cutting through
Killashandra's attenpt at reply. He had a cutter in his hand, patently new

"You Killashandra," and he beckoned her brusquely to the counter as the
ot hers stepped back

Ki | ashandra was unconfortably aware of the attention focused on her as
she accepted the device. Then she curled her fingers around the power grip,
the right hand on the guide, and forgot enbarrassnent in the thrill of being
one step closer to the Crystal Ranges. She gave a little gasp as she saw t hat
her name had been incised in neat letters on the plas housing that covered the
i nfrasoni c bl ade.

"Bring that back to be serviced after every trip, D you hear? O herw se
don't fault ne when it doesn't cut proper. Understand?"

Ki |l ashandra woul d have thanked him but he had turned to the others,
beckoning to Borton. Cutter in hand, Killashandra turned and saw the
i ndignation in Jezerey's eyes, the hurt, surprise, and betrayal in Rinbol's.

"Antona tossed ne out of the infirmary," she said, nore to Ri nbol than
the others, but they all seened to accuse her, "So the Guild put ne to work."

Hol di ng her head high, she gave themall a polite smle and left the
of fice.

As she marched down the hall to the lift shafts, she was perversely
angry with herself, with their ignorance, and with the Guild for thrusting her
ahead of the others. She renenbered sinilar scenes in the Miusic Center when
she had achieved a role or an instrunental solo after unremtting practice and
knew that the mpjority of her peers had favored another. Then she had been
responsi bl e. Now, though she had done nothing, consciously, to provoke her



fellow recruits, she was being faulted because she'd had a bit of |uck, just
as she'd been blanmed at the Music Center for hard work. What was the use!

"Watch that fardling cutter!" A savage tone interrupted her nortified
self-pity, and soneone shoved her to the right with unnecessary force. "I
said, watch it!"

The man backed hastily away from her, for Killashandra had instinctively
rai sed the cutter at the aggressive voice. Her confusion was further
conplicated by the know edge that she had been carel ess and now was acting the
fool. To be brought to task did not inprove her tenper.

"I't'"s not on."

"I't's bl oody dangerous, on or off. Haven't you had the proper gui dance
with that?" The tall man glaring at her was Borella's conmpanion fromthe
shuttl e.

"Then complain to Borella! She instructed us."

"Borell a?" The Singer stared at her with a perplexed frown. "Wat has
she to do with you?"

"I was one of her recent 'catch,' | believe was her word."

H's frowm increased as his eyes flicked over her, pausing at the
wri st band.

"Just received your cutter, ny dear?" He sniled now with supercilious
condescension. "I'Il forget any charge of discourtesy.”" Wth a slight bow and
a sardonic grin, he strode on to the workshop

She stared after the man, aware again of the strange magneti sm of the
Crystal Singer. She'd been furious with him and yet her anger had been
partially fed by his diffidence and her wish to inpress him Had Carrik once
been |ike that, too? And she too green to know?

She continued to the Iift and entered. The encounter with the Singer had
restored some perspective to her. \Whatever else, she was a Crystal Singer
nore of one than the rest of her class by a physical anonmaly and a tine factor
that were no connivance of hers.

As she entered training room47, she received another surprise. Trag was
t here, |eaning agai nst a heavy plastic table, arns fol ded across his chest,
obvi ously awaiting her

"I"'mnot |ate?" she asked, and experienced a second jolt of confusion
for the tones of her question seened to echo sourly in the room Then she saw
t he unm st akabl e pl asfoam cartons on the table behind Trag. "Oh, how curious?"

"Soured crystal," he said, his deeper voice resounding as hers had. Then
he extended his hand for her cutter.

She released it to him sonewhat reluctantly since it was so recent an
acquisition. He inspected every part of the device, even unsheathing the
i nfrasoni c bl ade, which he gave the keenest scrutiny. He noved to her left
side, proffering the cutter and watching as she took it by the grips. He
checked her hand position and nodded.

"You are famliar with the control s?" he asked, although he nust have
known that the Fisher had carefully explained them "And the process of
tuni ng?" She nodded again, inpatient with the catechism

Now with a disregard for its contents that nade her catch her breath, he
dunped onto the plastic table a crystal carton. Trag grinned.

"This is soured crystal. Sent to us fromsonme of the nearer systens
whi ch never bother to enploy tuners. These will teach you how to | earn that
weapon you carry."

For one horrified second, Killashandra wondered if Trag had been a
wi tness to her encounter with the other Singer. She glanced down at the device
whi ch she realized, could be used as a weapon.

Fromthe carton, Trag took five octagons of rose crystal. Wth a hamer
simlar to the one Enthor had used, he tapped each in turn. The third crysta
was sour, off significantly.

"Now the five nmust be retuned to match. | suggest you sing thema ful
note bel ow this" -- and he tapped the faulty octagon -- "and shave the top of
this until it rings pure against the infrasonic cutter." He placed the soured



crystal in an adjustable standing vise. He tightened the braces and tugged to
be sure the crystal was secure. "Wen this sings properly, you nmerely recut
the others in scale.”

"How did it go sour?"

"Bracket flaw. Comon enough in rose quartz."

"Dom nant or m nor?"

"Mnor will be acceptable."

He nodded at her control grip, and she turned on the cutter, remenbering
to brace her body agai nst the power that would surge through the handle. Trag
tapped the sour crystal with his hamer, and she sang the m nor note bel ow,
twirling the tuner with her thunmb until the sound of the cutter matched her
pitch.

The crystal screaned as she laid the blade against it. It took every
ounce of self-control she had not to pull away.

"Slice it evenly," Trag conmanded, his abrupt order steadying her

The rose scream blended into a purer tone as the infrasonic cutter
conpleted its surgery. Trag signaled her to turn off the cutter, ignoring her
trenbling hold. He tapped the crystal, and it sang a pure A mnor. He tapped
the crystal next in line. A major

"Go to the Gmnor," he said, fastening the second octagon in place

Killashandra found it took an effort to erase the echo of the major note
fromher mnd. Turning on the cutter, setting the tuner to Gmnor, this tine
she was ready for the power surge and the cry of crystal. It was not as
shrill, but the rose octagon seemed to resist the change in note as she drew
the bl ade across it. Trag tapped the recut G minor and nodded approval,
setting the third in the vise.

Wien Killashandra had recut the five, she felt drained and, in a bizarre
fashion, elated. She had actually cut crystal. She | eaned agai nst the table,
wat chi ng Trag repack them and nake appropriate notations on the carton. Then
he reached for a second container. Bracket rub again, and Trag made a few
derogatory comrents on technicians who did not recognize that proper
bracketing prol onged the life of crystal

"How woul d beginners Iike ne learn if soneone didn't nake such
m st akes?" she asked. "You surely don't use fresh crystal fromthe ranges.”

"Those octagons were relatively new. They ought not need tuning yet. |
object to carel essness in any form'

Ki |l ashandra rather thought he would and determ ned to give himno cause
to conpl ai n about her.

She recut the contents of nine boxes, twelve sets of crystal, blue,
yel l ow, and rose. She had earnestly hoped that one of the boxes m ght revea
bl ack crystal and as the |last box was unpacked to expose two squat bl ue
dodecahedrons, one with a vertical split, she asked if black never had to be
recut.

"Not within ny service," Trag said, glancing at her keenly. "That is
partly because the segnments are separated and partly because their
installation is handl ed by technicians of inpeccable training and standard.

Bl ack does not suffer from bracket erosion or mshandling. Black crystal is
too valuable." He put the danaged blue into the brace, split side exposed.
"This will require a slightly different technique with your blade. If you
slice off the damaged portion entirely, you will have destroyed the symetry
of the form Therefore, the entire piece nust be reshaped, scaled down in the
dodecahedron. Ordinarily, one goes frommajor to mnor, nmnor to major down
the scale. This time, you nmust drop at least a sixth to achieve a pure note.
As blues are nearly as common as rose, error presents no great |oss. Rel ax.
Proceed. "

Kill ashandra had felt unequal to such an exercise, but Trag's inference
that she could err with inpunity stiffened her resolve. She heard the sixth
bel ow t he noment she tapped the blue, set her cutter, and was slicing before
he had time to step out of her way. She nade the next two cuts w thout
hesitation, listening to the change of pitch in the crystal. Curtly, she



nodded for himto turn the dodecahedron in the vise and did three nore passes.
Only when she had conpleted the recutting did she turn off her device. Then
she stared challengingly at Trag. Blandly, he placed the second crystal in the
grips, tapped it and then the recut dodecahedron. They were in tune with each
ot her.

"That is sufficient for one day, Trag."

At the unexpected voi ce behind her, Killashandra whirled, the cutter
again rising in automatic defense, as Lanzecki finished speaking. Wth the
slightest nmovenent of his lips, he eyed the blade turned broadside to him
Instantly, she lowered it and her eyes, enbarrassed and agitated by her
reaction, and utterly wearied by the norning's intense concentration

"I'"d always heard that Fuerte was a pacific planet," Lanzechi said.
"Neverthel ess, you take to cutting well, Killashandra Ree."

"Does that nmean | can get into the ranges soon?"

She heard Trag's snort at her presunption, but Lanzecki did not reflect
his chief assistant's attitude. The brown eyes held hers. Meeting that
apprai sing stare, she wondered why Lanzecki was not a Crystal Singer: he
seened much nore, so rmuch nore than Carrik or Borella or any of the other
Crystal Singers she had net or seen

"Soon enough not to jeopardize a prom sing career. Soon enough
Meanwhi | e, practice makes perfect. This exercise" -- and Lanzecki gestured to
t he boxes of tuned crystal -- "is but one of several in which you nust exce
bef ore you chal |l enge the ranges."

He was gone in one of those fluid novenents that was swift enough to
make Killashandra wonder if Lanzecki had actually made his visit. Yet his
bri ef appearance was undeni abl e by the effect he had on her and Trag.

The assistant CQuild Master was regarding her with covert interest.

"Take a radi ant bath when you reach your quarters." Trag said. "You are
schedul ed for sled simulator practice this afternoon.” He turned away in
di sm ssal

The training pattern held until the next rest day, though she w shed the
two el ements could have been reversed, with the sled simulation in the norning
when her reflexes were fresher and the cutting in the afternoon so she could
col l apse. There proved to be a reason for that apparently irrational schedul e.
As she would invariably be flying the sled after she had cut crystal, she nust
learn to judge blunted reactions.

The radi ant baths, the viscous liquid a gentle pressure on her tired
body, its thick whirling like the nost delicate of massages, did freshen after
a norning's intense cutting drill. She checked with the conputer and
di scovered that she was being paid a tuner's wage for her norning work but
charged for the flight officer's instruction in the afternoon

After six days of such an exhausting routine, she |ooked forward to a
day of relaxation. A lowpressure ridge was noving in fromthe Wite Sea, so
rest day might be cloudy with rain. She had begun to devel op the Ballybraners
preoccupati on with neteorol ogy, encouraged by Trag's invariabl e questions
about weather conditions at the start of each training session

Her flight instructor also pressed heavily on weather w se acunen. H s
i nsi stence made nore sense than Trag's since a good deal of her simulation
drill involved coping with turbul ence of varying degrees and types. She began
to distinguish among the tonal differences of the warning equi prent w th which
the sinul ator was equi pped. Sound could tell her as clearly as the net display
the kind and scope of the gale her practice flights trained her to survive.

Privately, Killashandra decided the warnings were an over kil
situation; after being banged at, rung out, and buzzed, your mnd would turn
of f nost of the noise. The nerve tingler, last of the series of cautionary
devi ces, couldn't be ignored.

Meanwhi | e, her practice performance devel oped fromnerely adequate to
perfect automatic reaction as she sinulated flights over every sector of
Bal | ybran, | and, sea, and arctic ice. She learned to identify, wthin seconds
of their being displayed on her plan board, the major air and sea currents



everywhere on the pl anet.

As she practiced, so she | earned confidence in her vehicle. The sled was
hi ghl y maneuverable with VIOL capabilities and a variety of assists to the
basic crystalline drive, which had been highly refined for Ballybran's unusua
condi tions.

Ki | ashandra had had only glinpses of the other menbers of O ass 895.

Ri mbol had waved cheerfully at her froma di stance, and she saw Jezerey
scooting across the hangar floor once, but Killashandra woul dn't count on her
tol erance unless the girl's tenper had markedly inproved since the last tine
they'd met. Jezerey night be nore anenable now that she and the others were in
full training.

She saw Borton first as she wandered into the Commons hall of the
Singers' level. It was an eveni ng when nost of the Guild's full menbers could
rel ax. No storms were expected despite the | ow pressure ridge, and Passover --
t he om nous conjunction of the three noons that produced the fiercest storns
-- was nine weeks away. Borton didn't see Killashandra, for he and the others
in the lounge with himwere on the far side. Augnented vision had advant ages:
see first; plan ahead.

She ordered Yarran beer, a beaker for herself and a pitcher for the
group. She was annoyed with herself for anticipating a need for subtle
bribery, but an offer nmade in good faith was unlikely to be refused.
Especially of Yarran beer.

Borton saw her com ng when she was about twenty neters away. Hi s
expression was of mild surprise, and he beckoned to her, speaking to soneone
hi dden from view by the high back of the seating unit. A stir, exclanations,
and Ri mbol energed, neeting her with a wide grin. The sense of relief she felt
caused the pitcher to wobble.

"Don't waste a drop of good Yarran," he adnoni shed, rescuing it. "Not
everyone's down. Sone are flaked out in radiant tanks. Shillawn has been
transferred to the North Helton continent. That's where they do nost of the
pure research. Wuld you believe it, Killa? He doesn't stamer anynore."

" No!

"Antona said the synbiosis nmust have corrected the fault in his palate.’
Ri mbol was being deterninedly affable, Killashandra thought as she took a
pl ace on the wi de seating unit. Jezerey, seated in a corner of the unit,
acknow edged Killashandra's arrival with a tight smle, Mstra nodded, and
Cel ee and two ot her nen whose names she couldn't call to mind greeted her. Al
of them | ooked tired.

"Well, | can't really say I'"'msorry Shillawn didn't nmake it as a Singer
because he certainly won't be wasted in research,” Killashandra said, raising
her beaker in a circular toast to him

"You mean, you haven't cut crystal yet?" Jezerey asked, a strident note
in her voice as she pointed to the wistband evident as Killashandra nade her
t oast.

"Me? Bl oody no!" The disgust and frustration in her tone made R nbol
| augh, head thrown back

"I told you she hadn't got that far,'
collected the cutter the day we net her."

Kill ashandra overtly eased the band on her wist, aware now that it
constituted her passport to friendship as well as to Singer |evels.

"Furthernore, Jezerey," she went on, letting resentment sharpen her
words, "I'Ill be spending weeks nore tuning crystal and simulating gale flights
before I"'m so much as allowed to put ny nose past skinmer chart range. And by
then there'll be Passover storns!”

"Ch, yes." Jezerey's attitude brightened, and her smile was conpl acent.
"We'll all be storm bound then."

Kill ashandra was sensitive to the perceptible change of the atnosphere
around her and decided to secure the advantage.

"I may be a little ahead of you in training -- you do know that injured

he said to Jezerey. "She only



Singers take it on only for the bonuses? Good. Well, once you've got those
wretched cutters, you'll know what 'tired" neans. Cut in the norning, then
they send you on sinulator flights, and when you're not doing either of those,
it's drill; regs, rules, clains, fines -- " Goans rose fromher |isteners.
"Ah, | see you're getting the drills."

So what other jollies are we to get? Rinbol asked, his eyes sparkling
with an al nost malicious delight.

Most of those present were interested in any details she'd give
concerning the retuning of crystal. She explained as best she coul d,
truthfully if not fully, for she said nothing about Lanzecki's flattering
appear ances, her enpathy with black crystal, and the rapid progress she seened
to be nmaking in cutting difficult forms. She found it took an effort to be
di screet, for she had never practiced tact in the Miusic Center. She'd be
spending the rest of a very long life with these people, had nearly lost their
friendship once through circunstances beyond her control, and she wasn't
knowi ngly going to jeopardize it again.

Sufficient beer and other intoxicants were consunmed by the recruits to
make it a convivial evening. Killashandra found herself ready to be on old
terms with Rinbol, and many of the tensions that had built over the past few
weeks were dissolved in that nost harnoni ous of activities.

When t hey woke, rested, they continued, although Killashandra was a
trifle surprised to find that they had ended up in Rinbol's quarters. Location
made little difference, as the apartnments were in every respect simlar. He
had done little to furbish his roons and solicited Killashandra's assi stance.
In this way. they passed agreeable hours and virtuously ended with a gane
review ng rules and regulations fromthe clue of a phrase. In the gl ow of
utter relaxation, Killashandra canme very close to nentioni ng Keborgen's bl ack
crystal to Rinmbol, rationalizing her evasion later by her desire not to burden
her friend with unnecessary detail

The next week, she suggested to Concera that she join the others in
their classes rather than hold Concera up. The Singer's two fingers were
conpl ete except for nails.

"You're not holding ne up," Concera replied, her eyes sliding past
Killashandra's, her mouth pursing with angry frustration. "Those others
evidently have priority over a Singer of nmy |long standing. Besides, | only
accepted you as a favor, | much prefer single teaching to group |earning. Now
let's go on to clains and counterclains."

"I know those paragraphs sideways, frontw se, and backward."

"Then let's start in the mddle of one," Concera said with unexpected
levity.

As Killashandra really could rehearse clainms and counterclains as well
as she boasted, she could also |let her mnd deal with her biggest problens:
how to get her sled, howto get Lanzecki's attention and obtain clearance to
cut crystal rather than chant about it. Wth the prodigi ous Passover storms
| oomi ng only nine weeks off, she had to speed up. Research in the data banks
about post -- Passover problens indicated that it would be weeks before a new
Singer would be permitted to claimhunt in ranges nade nore dangerous than
ever by the ravages of Passover. Keborgen's claimcould be so altered that her
sensitivity to his black crystal m ght be nullified. Mach storms coul d damage
or substantially alter an exposed crystal face, flaw ng deep into the vein and
rendering it useless. She had to get out soon

Lanzecki had been in the habit, over the preceding two weeks, of
appearing as if teleported, generally when Killashandra was retuning crysta
under Trag's scrutiny. Once Lanzecki had sat in the observer's seat of the
sled simulator while she flew a particularly hazardous course. Instead of
maki ng her nervous, his presence had nade her fly with hei ghtened perception
Lanzecki al so roamed through the Conmmons in the evenings, stopping for a word
with this or that group, sorter, or technician. Now, when she very nuch wi shed
himto materialize, he wasn't anywhere to be seen

The fourth day, she casually asked Concera if she'd encountered the



@Quild Master and was told that Trag woul d know better where to find him Trag
was not the easiest person to question or converse with at all except in the
handl i ng of cutter or about incisions into crystal. Gathering all her

sel f-assurance, Killashandra resorted to stratagem on the sixth day.

Trag had her shaving cones: she had ruined three the day before and
quite expected to spend the norning's | esson avoiding future failures. After
she had made a cut, she would | ook behind her. The fourth time, Trag frowned.

"Your attention span has been longer. Wat's the matter?"

"I keep thinking the Guild Master will appear. He does, you know, when
| east expect it."

"He's on Shankill. Attend to your business."

She did, with | ess enthusiasmthan ever, deeply grateful that the norrow
was a rest day. She had half prom sed to spend that evening and the next day
with Rinbol: half prom sed because her urgency to reach the ranges was in no
way shared by the young Scartine. Trag rel eased her at the end of the
gruelingly precise session, his inpassive face giving her no indication that
she had |l earned to cut cones properly, though she felt in every nuscle of her
achi ng hands that she had achi eved sone proficiency.

She considered a radiant bath before the afternoon's flight practice.
Instead, she put in a call for Rinbol: his conpany woul d be a soot hi ng anodyne
for her increasing frustration. Waiting for his answer, she had a quick hot
shower. She paced her apartment, wondering where in hell's planets R nbol had
got to. Her nealtinme was nearly gone, and she hadn't eaten. She ordered a
qui ck meal fromthe catering unit, bolting the hot food, adding a seared mouth
to her catal og of grievances before she went to the hangar |evel.

She was now one of many using the sled sinmulator so she had to be on
time. She knew the flight was only an hour long, but this one, a conplicated
wi nd and ni ght problemthat kept her preternaturally alert and made her wish
she' d taken the radiant bath instead of the shower, seened endl ess. She was
very pleased to avoid several crashes and energe unscathed fromthe sinulator
She waved inmpudently at the flight training officer in his booth above the
sl ed and passed the next student, Jezerey, on her way.

"He's either crash happy or he hates ne," Killashandra commented to
Jezerey.

"Hin? He's crazy. He killed me three tinmes yesterday."

"Kill or cure?"

"That's the GQuild's notto, isn't it?" Jezerey replied sourly.

Ki |l ashandra watched the girl enter the sinmulator, wondering. She hadn't
been killed yet. She thought of going to the ready room and watching Jezerey's
flight. No one else was in the ready room so she dialed a carbohydrate drink
to give her blood sugar |evel a boost. She was watching Jezerey take off when
she becanme consci ous of someone in the doorway. She turned and saw the Guild
Mast er .

"I understand you' ve been looking for nme," he said to conmpound her
ast oni shnent .

"You're on Shankill. Trag told ne so this norning."

"I was. | am here now. You have finished your afternoon's exercises?"

"I think they've about finished ne."

He stood aside to indicate she should precede him

"The severity of the drills may seem excessive, but the reality of a
mach stormis far nore violent than anything we can simulate in the trainers,"”
he said, noving toward the Iift while touching her elbow to guide her. "W
nmust prepare you for the very worst that can occur. A mach stormwon't give
you a second chance. W try to insure that you have at |east one."

"l seemto hear that axioma lot"

"Renenber it."

Kil |l ashandra expected the lift to plumet to the Singers' |evel.
Instead, it rose and, tired as she was, she swayed uncertainly. Lanzeck
st eadi ed her, hand cupped under her el bow.

"The next bad stormis Passover, isn't it?" She was maki ng conversation



because Lanzecki's touch had sent ripples along her arm H s appearance in the
ready room had al ready unnerved her. She gl anced si deways at him as
unobtrusively as possible, but his face was in profile. Hs lips were rel axed,
giving no hint of his thoughts.

"Yes, eight weeks fromnow is your first Passover."

The Iift stopped, and the panels retracted. Killashandra stepped with
himout into the small reception area. No sooner had he turned to the right
than the third door opened. The large roomthey entered was an office, with
one wall covered by a conplex data retrieval system Printout charts hung
neatly fromthe adjacent wall. Before it, a form dable console printed out fax
sheets that neatly folded into a bin. Several confortable chairs occupied the
center of the room one centered at the nine screens that displayed the
nmet eorol ogy transmi ssions fromthe planet's main weather installations and the
t hree noons.

"Yes, eight weeks away," Killashandra said, taking a deep breath, "and
if I don't get out to the ranges before it cones, it will be weeks, according
to every report |'ve scanned -- "

Lanzecki's laugh interrupted her

"Sit." He pushed two chairs together and pointed a comrandi ng finger to
one.

Amazed that the Master of the Heptite Quild | aughed and infuriated
because she had not been able to state her case, she dropped wi thout nuch
grace into the appointed chair, her self-confidence pricked and drai ned.
Presently she heard the famliar clink of beakers. She | ooked up as he handed
one to her.

"I like Yarran beer nyself, having originated on that planet. |'m
obliged to the Scartine for remnding me of it."

Ki |  ashandra masked her confusion by drinking deeply. Lanzecki knew a
great deal about C ass 895. He raised his glass to her

"Yes, we nust get you out to the ranges. |If anyone can find Keborgen's
claim it's likely to be you."

Feel i ng the beaker slip through fingers made nervel ess by shock, she was
grateful when he took the glass and put it on the table he swung before her

"Conceit in a Singer -- voice or crystal -- can be a virtue
Kill ashandra Ree. Do not |et such single-mndedness blind you to the fact that
others can reach the sane conclusions fromthe sane data."

"I don't. That's why I've got to get out into the ranges as soon as
possi bl e." Then she frowned. "How did you know? No one followed ne that night.
Only you and Enthor knew |'d reacted to Keborgen's crystals."

Lanzecki gave her a long | ook that she decided nmust be pity, and she
dropped her gaze, janm ng her fingers together. She wanted to pound hi m or
stanp her feet violently or indulge in sone release fromthe huniliation she
was experienci ng.

Lanzecki, sitting opposite her, began to unlock her fingers one by one.

"You pl ayed the pianoforte as well as the lute,” he said, his finger
tips gently exam ning the thick rmuscle on the heel of her hand, the |ack of
webbi ng between her fingers, their flexible joints and callused tips. If this
hadn't been her @Quild Master, Killashandra woul d have enjoyed the semni caress.
"Didn't you?"

She nmunbl ed an affirmative, unable to remain quite silent. She was
relieved, taking a deeply needed breath as he | eaned back and took up his
drink, sipping it slowy.

"No one did follow you. And only Enthor and |I knew of your sensitivity
to Keborgen's black crystal. Very few people know the significance of a
M| ekey transition beyond the fact that you sonehow escaped the disconforts
they had to endure. What they will never appreciate is the totality of the
symbi oti ¢ adj ustnent."

"I's that why Antona w shed ne | uck?"

Lanzecki smiled as he nodded.

"Does that have sonething to do with ny identifying black crystal so



easily? Did Keborgen have a M| ekey, too?"

"Yes, to both questions.”

"That totality didn't save his life, did it?"

"Not that tine," he said mldly, ignoring her angry, inmpudent question
Lanzecki voice-cued a display screen, and the guild s chronol ogi cal roster
appeared. Keborgen's nane was in the early third. "As | told you that evening,
t he synbiont ages too, and is then limted in the help it can give an ancient
and abused body."

"Why Keborgen must have been two hundred years old! He didn't look it!"
Ki | ashandra was aghast. She'd had only one glinpse of the injured Crysta
Singer's face, but she never would have credited twenty decades to his age.
Suddenl y, the pressure of hundreds of years of life seened as depressing to
Killashandra as her inability to get into the ranges.

"Happi ly, one doesn't realize the passage of tine in our profession
until sonme event displays a forcible conparison.”

"You had a Ml ekey transition." She shot her guess at himas if it were
undeni abl e.

He nodded affirmation

"But you don't sing crystal ?"

"l have."

"Then...why..." and she gestured around the office and then at him

"Quild Masters are chosen early and trained rigorously in all aspects of
t he operation.™”

"Keborgen was...but he sang crystal. And you have, too." She sprang to
her feet, unable to assinilate the inmpact of Lanzecki's quiet words. "You
don't mean...l have to train to be...You' re raving!"

"No, you are raving," Lanzecki replied, a slight smle playing on his
face as he gestured her to her seat and pointed at her beer. "Steady your
nerves. My only purpose in having a private talk with you is to reassure you
that you will go out into the ranges as soon as | can arrange a shepherd for
you. "

" Shepher d?"

Ki | | ashandra was generally quick enough of wit to absorb the unexpected
wi t hout floundering, but Lanzecki's singular interest in her, his awareness of
intentions that she had kept utterly private, and his disclosures of the past
few minutes had | eft her bew | dered.

"Ch? Concera neglected to nention this facet of training?"

"Yes, a shepherd, Killashandra Ree, a seasoned Singer who will permt
you to acconpany himor her to a worked face, probably the |east val uabl e of
his clains, to denonstrate in practice what, to that point, has been theory."

"I"ve had theory up to ny eyeballs.”

"Above and behind themis better, ny dear, which is where your brain is
| ocated, where theory nust becone reflex. On such refl exive know edge may lie
your survival. A successful Crystal Singer nust have transcended the need for
t he consci ous perfornmance of his art."

"I"ve an eidetic menmory. | can recite --

"I'f you couldn't, you wouldn't be here." Lanzecki's tone remn nded
Ki | ashandra of her conpanion's rank and the inportance of the matter under
consi deration. He took a sip of his beer. "How often has Concera told you
t hese past few weeks that an eidetic nmenory is generally associated with
perfect pitch? And how often that nenory distortion is one of the cruel facets
of crystal singing? Sensory overload, as you ought to know, is altogether too

frequent an occurrence in the ranges. | amnot concerned with your ability to
renmenmber: | am concerned with how nuch nmenory distortion you will suffer. To
prevent distortion, you have been subjected to weeks of drill and will
continue to be. | amalso vitally concerned in a recruit who has nade a

Ml ekey transition, retunes crystal well enough that Trag cannot fault her
who drives a sled so cleverly that the flight officer has given her patterns
he woul dn't dare fly, and a person who had the wit to try to out smart as old
a hand at clai mhiding as Keborgen."



Lanzecki's conplinments, though delivered as dry fact, disconcerted
Kill ashandra nore than any other of the afternoon's disclosures. She
concentrated on the fact that Lanzecki actually wanted her to go after
Keborgen's claim

"Do you know where | shoul d | ook?"

Lanzecki smiled, altering the unconprom sing planes of his craggy face.
He crossed one armon his chest, supporting the el bow of the other, sipping at
hi s beer.

"You' ve been doing the probability programr ng. Wiy don't you retrieve
the data you' ve been accumul ati ng?"

"How do you know what |'ve been doing? | thought ny private voice code
was unbreakabl e!' "

"So it is." The sardonic | ook on Lanzecki's face reproved her for
doubting. "But your use of data retrieval for weather, sled performance, and
the tine you have recently spent progranm ng was notable. In a general way,
what recruits or newly conval esced Singers do is unregarded. However, when the
person in question is not only sensitive to black crystal but signs out a
skimer to track the crash of a sled known to have transported bl ack crystal
a quiet surveillance and a performance check are justified. Don't you agree?
My dear girl, you are a very slow drinker. Finish it up and call up your
program on Keborgen." He stood and indicated that she was to sit at the big
console. "I'll get nore beer for us and sonething to munch." He sauntered off
to the catering unit.

Ki | ashandra qui ckly took her place at the console, voice coding the
program Though she m ght have doubted before now, Lanzecki's reproof
reassured her. Nor did she doubt that he wanted nore black crystal from
Keborgen's claim and if she offered the Quild the best chance of retrieving
the I oss, he would support her.

"Did you know Keborgen?" she asked, then realized that this nmust sound a
stupid query to his Guild Master

"As well as any man or worman here did."

"Part of ny theory" -- and Killashandra spoke quickly, tapping for the
par anmeters she had stored on sled speed, warning tine, and storm w nds
vel ocity based on Keborgen's crash line -- "is that Keborgen flew out direct."

Lanzecki put a fresh beaker on the | edge of the console, a tray of
steanmi ng norsels beside it, and smiled indulgently at her

"No consideration, even his own safety, would have wei ghed nore with
Keborgen than protecting that claim"”

"I'f that was what was expected of him mghtn't he once, in his
desperate situation, choose the straight course?"

Lanzecki considered this, |eaning against the consol e edge.

"Remenber, he'd left escape to the last mnute, judging by his arrival,"”
Ki | | ashandra added earnestly. "The sl ed was not mal functioning: the nedica
report postul ated that he was suffering fromsensory overl oad. But when he set
out, he would have known fromthe nmet that the stormwould be short. He would
have known that everyone el se woul d have cl eared out of the ranges so a direct
route woul dn't be observed. And he hadn't cut that claimin nine years. Wuld
t hat be inmportant?"'

"Not especially. Not for someone who had sung as | ong as Keborgen."
Lanzecki tapped his forehead significantly and then | ooked down at the display
where her paraneters overlaid the chart of the area. "The others are searching
west of your proposed site."

"Qthers?" Killashandra felt her nouth go dry.

"It's a valuable claim my dear Killashandra; of course, | have to
permt search. Don't be overly anxious," he added, resting one hand lightly on
her shoul der. "They've never sung bl ack."

"Does being sensitive to it give an advant age?"

"I'n your case quite likely. You were the first other person to touch the
crystal after Keborgen cut it. That seens to key a perceptive person to the
face. Seens, | enphasize, not does. Miuch of what we should like to know about



cutting crystal is locked within paranoid brains; silence is their defense
agai nst detection and their eventual destruction. However, one day, we shal
know how to defend them agai nst thensel ves." He was standi ng behi nd her now,
cuppi ng her shoulders with his hands. The contact was distracting to

Ki | ashandra, though she fancied he meant to be reassuring. O supportive,
because his next words were pessimistic. "Your greatest di sadvantage, mny dear
Killashandra, is that you are a total novice when it comes to finding or
cutting crystal. Where" -- and his blunt forefinger pointed to the rough
triangle on the map "woul d your projected flight place his clain®"

"Here!" Killashandra pointed w thout hesitation to the spot, equidistant
fromthe northern tip of the triangle and the sides defined.

He gave her shoul ders a brief squeeze and noved off wal ki ng sl owy
across the thick carpeting, hands behind his back. He tilted his head up, as
if the blank ceiling nmight give himback a clue to the tortured reasoning of a
dyi ng Crystal Singer.

"Part of the Mlekey transition is a weather affinity. A spore always
knows storm though its human host may choose to trust instrunentation rather
than instinct. Keborgen was old, he'd begun to distrust everything, including
his sled. He would have been inclined to rely on his affinity rather than the
war ni ng devi ces." Lanzecki's bland expression cauti oned her against such
i gnorance. "As | told you, the synbiosis loses its capabilities as the host
ages. What you haven't accounted for in your programis Keborgen's desperate
need to get off-planet during Passover -- and he hadn't quite enough credit to
do so. A cut of black crystal, any size, would have insured it. Those shards
woul d have been sufficient. My opinion is that, having cleared them he found
he had a flaw ess cut. He ignored both the sled' s warnings and his synbiont
and finished the cut. He lost tine."

He paused behind Killashandra agai n, put both hands on her shoul ders,
| eani ng slightly against her as he peered at the overl ay.

"I think you're nearer right on the position than the others,
Killashandra Ree." Hi s chuckle was vibrant, and the sound seened to travel
t hrough his fingers and down her shoulders. "A fresh viewpoint, unsullied as
yet by the devious exigencies of decades spent outwitting everyone, including
self." Then, rel easing her when she did not wish himto, he continued in a
conpletely different tone of voice. "Did Carrik interest you in the Guild?"

"No." She swung the consol e chair about and caught a very curious and
unr eadabl e movenent of Lanzecki's nouth. Hs face and eyes were
expressionl ess, but he was waiting for her to elaborate. "No, he told me the
last thing | wanted to be was a Crystal Singer. He wasn't the only one to warn
me off."

Lanzecki raised his eyebrows.

"Everyone | knew on Fuerte was against ny leaving with a Crystal Singer
in spite of the fact that he had saved many lives there." She was bitter about
that, nore bitter than she had supposed. \Wile she knew it had not been
Maestro Valdi's fault, if he hadn't initiated the hold on her, Carrik and she
woul d have been well away from Fuerte and that shuttle crash; Carrik m ght
still be well. But would she have becone a Singer?

"Despite all that is runored about Crystal Singers, Killashandra, we
have our human nonents."

She stared at Lanzecki, wondering if he nmeant Carrik's saving lives or
war ni ng her agai nst singing.

"Now, " and Lanzecki wal ked to the console and touched a key. Suddenly,
the triangle of P4A2NWdown to FA3NWin which Killashandra hoped to search was
magni fied on the big display across the room "Yes, there's plenty of range
totally unmarked."

At that magnification, Killashandra could also discern five paint
spl ashes. Wthin the five-klick circle centering on the paint splash, the
tumbl ed gorges and hills were under claim A Singer could renounce his claim
by listing the geographi cal coordinates, but Concera had told Killashandra
that such an occurrence was rare.



"You coul d search an entire ravine and still miss the hoard inside the
face," Lanzecki said, staring at the target area. "Or come a cropper with the
claims rightful owner." He reversed the magnification, and slowy the area
was reduced until it faded into the rocky winkl es surroundi ng the bay.

"Monday you will go out. Mksoon is not willing. He never is. But he's
trying to get off-planet; with a decent cut and the bonus for shepherdi ng, he
could make it this tine.

"Ki | I ashandr a?"

"Yes, | go out on Monday. Mksoon is not willing but for the bonus --

"Kill ashandra, you will find the black crystal!" Lanzecki's eyes took on
an uncanny intensity, reinforcing his nmessage and the strength of his
conviction that Killashandra Ree was an agent he coul d comand.

"Only if I'"mbloody |ucky." She | aughed, recovering her equilibrium as
she gestured to the vast area she'd have to conb.

Lanzecki's eyes did not |eave hers. She was rem nded of an anci ent piece
of drama history: a man had hypnotized a girl, a nusical idiot, into voca
performances wi thout peer. She couldn't recall the nane, but to think of
Lanzecki, Resident Master of one of the nost prestigious Quilds in the
Federated Sentient Planets, attenpting to...ah...Svengali her into |ocating
the nardy precious black crystal was ludicrous. Only she couldn't suggest that
to Lanzecki, not when he was regarding her in so disconcerting a fashion

Suddenly, he threw up his head and started to | augh. He abandoned his
whol e body to the exercise, his chest caving in, his ribs arching, his hands
spread on his thighs as he bent forward. If anyone had told her five mnutes
before that Guild Master Lanzecki was capable of hunor at all, she'd have
t hought them mad. He coll apsed into a seating unit, his head lolling against
its back as he roared.

H s | aughter had an oddly infectious quality, and she grinned in
response. Then | aughed, too, to see the Guild Master so reduced in dignity by
mrth

"Kill ashandra..." He gasped her nane as the |aughter subsided. "I do
apol ogi ze, but the | ook on your face...|l've thrown the reputation of the
entire Quild into jeopardy, have I not?" He w ped noisture fromthe corners of
his eyes and straightened up. "I haven't laughed in a very long tine."

A wistful quality in that last remark nade Kill ashandra change her
reply.

"They used to say at Fuerte that |'d have been a good com c singer if |
hadn't been so hi pped on | eads."

"I find nothing com c about you, Killashandra," he said, his eyes
sparkling as he held out his hand.

"Dramati c?"

"Unexpect ed. "

He took the hand she had unconsciously extended, caressing the palmwth
the ball of his thunb before turning her hand over and dropping a kiss in it.

She caught her breath at the spread of sensation from her pal mthrough
her body to the nipples on her breasts. She wanted to snatch her hand fromhis
but saw the tender smile on his |ips as he raised his head. Lanzecki had his
eyes and face under control; his nmouth betrayed him

The pressure he exerted on her hand to draw her to himwas as inexorable
as it was gently and deftly done. Wth her across his thighs, her body against
his, and her head in the crook of his arm he brought her hand again to his
nmout h, and she cl osed her eyes at the sensuality of that delicate kiss. Her
hand was pl aced pal m down agai nst warm skin, and she felt him stroke her hair,
letting one curl wap round his finger before he dropped his hand to her
breast, lightly and with skill.

"Kill ashandra Ree?" Hi s | ow whi sper asked a question that had nothing to
do with her name but everything that pertained to who she was.

"Lanzecki !"

H s mouth covered hers in so light a caress that she was at first
unawar e of being kissed. It was so with the rest of her first experience with



the Guild Master, a loving and sharing that paled into insignificance any
ot her encounter.

CHAPTER 8

When she gradual |y awakened the next norning, she found his fingers
lightly clasping her upturned hand. Her slight novenment of surprise caused his
fingers to tighten, then caress. Opening her eyes, she turned her head toward
him to neet his eyes, sleepily narrow They were |ying, she on her back, he
on his stomach, stretched out, the only point of contact the two hands, yet
Killashandra felt that her every nuscle and nerve was in tune to himand his
to her. She blinked and sighed. Lanzecki smled, his |ips relaxed and full
H's smle deepened, as if he knew of her fascination with his nouth. He rolled
to his back, still holding her right hand, now pulling it up to kiss the palm
She cl osed her eyes against the incredible sensation the |lightest touch of his
lips created within her.

Then she noticed the fine white Iines across his bare arm and chest,
parallel in some places, criss-crossed in others.

"I believe | nmentioned that | sang crystal," he said.

"Cut crystal would be nearer the truth fromthe | ook of you," she said,
rai sing her upper body to see the rest of his well-nuscled torso. Then she
frowned. "How do you know so accurately what |'mthinking? No one nmentioned a
tel epathic adaptation to the spore.™

"There is none, dearling. | have nmerely becone adept at reading
expressions and body | anguage over the decades."

"I's that why you're Guild Master instead of Singer?" She had heard, and
savored, the endearnent.

"There nust be a Guild Master,"

"Trag woul d never make it."

"Now who is tel epathic?"

"Well, you'd better watch your mouth.”

"My nouth said nothing about Trag's future."

"It didn't have to. So, are recruits deliberately sel ected?"

H s mouth gave nothing away to her. "Where did you get that idea
Kil | ashandra Ree?" H s eyes were |aughing, denying her renenbrance of
Borella's conversation to the other Singer on the shuttle from Shankill

"The notion had occurred to ne fromthe pounds of prevention FSP applies
to keep people fromjoining the Guild

"The FSP" -- and Lanzecki's nouth drewinto a thinner line -- "is also
the | argest purchaser of crystal. Especially black crystal.” He rolled back to
her, his eyes on her nouth. "This is ny rest day, too. | earnestly desire to

relax in your good conpany." He was indeed as earnest as she could have w shed
and exceedingly obliging. Wile they paused to eat, she asked hi m how t hey had
nmoved fromhis office suite to his apartnent on the Singer |evel.

"Private lift." He gave a careless shrug of his cicatriced shoul ders as
he sought norsels of food in the rich spicy sauce. "One of my perquisites.”

"I's that how you do your appearing act?"

Lanzecki grinned at her, delighted in an unexpectedly boyi sh way -- that
put her guiltily in mnd of Rinmbol -- that he had disconcerted her

"I often have need to 'appear' unexpectedly."

"\Why 2"

"I'n your case?" His smle altered slightly, his lips taking a bitter
twist. "Serendipity. | liked your msplaced loyalty to Carrik. | w shed you
wel | away fromthe Scoria system Once you passed the entrance requirenents,
you becane ny responsibility."

"I'sn't everyone in the Guild?"

"More or less. But you, Killashandra Ree, had a M| ekey transition."

"You do this every time?..." She was piqued by his candor and gestured
with all the contenpt of an outraged opera heroi ne around the bedroom



"OfF course not," he said with a burst of |aughter. He caught her hand
and ki ssed her palmwi th the usual effect, despite her indignation. "This is
not one of my perks, dearling. It is a privilege you have granted ne. | did --
and have no doubts on that score for the duration of your nenmory -- want to
know you before you went into the ranges."

"Before?" She caught that subtle enphasis.

He nade an untidy pile of their dishes and shoved theminto the disposa

sl ot.

"Before singing crystal has stung your blood."

He turned back, and she could see the sadness in the droop of his nouth.

"But you've sung crystal ?"

He put both hands on her shoul ders, |ooking down at her. There was no
expression in his eyes; the planes of his face were still, the line of his
nmout h unconpr oni si ng.

"Do you mean that after | have sung, | won't be any good. O any nore
good to you?" She flung the options at him

Instead of repudiating either, he caught her resisting body up in his
arnms, |aughing as he swung her around and around tight against him

"My darling, | shall make love to you until tonorrow norning when I
shal I ...shepherd...you to your sled and to Mdksoon. You shall endeavor your
best, once Mksoon has denonstrated the Cutter's art on an actual face, to
find Keborgen's claim Wen you return fromyour first trip" -- and he gave an
enigmatic laugh -- "I shall still be Guild Master. But you" -- and here he

ki ssed her-"will be truly a Crystal Singer."

He did not let her speak then; nor did they return to the subject of
t heir occupati ons.

The foll owi ng norni ng, Lanzecki was conpletely the Guild Master when she
met him and the petul ant Moksoon in the flight officer's ready room She had
been out in the hangar checking her sled, putting her cutter in its brackets
with a loving snap, aware of the acrid, chenical tang of new plastic and netal
fromthe run-in of the drive.

Moksoon was not Killashandra's notion of a shepherd for her first trip
into the dangerous M| ekeys. That he was as dubi ous about her was unni stakabl e
in the sidelong glances he gave her. A slightly built man who had probably
al ways had a w zened appearance to his face, he | ooked old, odd enough in a
Crystal Singer. He al so | ooked thoroughly annoyed, for the maintenance officer
was suavely explaining why it had taken so long to repair his sled. Since
Lanzecki had explained to her that Mksoon's nost inportant qualification as
her gui de was that he was known to be cutting in the Bay area, Killashandra
knew that the del ay had been contrived.

"Remenber, of course, Mbksoon, that the bonus al one sees you safely
of f-planet." Lanzecki said, deftly entering the conversation. "This is
Ki |l ashandra Ree. Master recorder on! Mksoon, this will be on continuous
replay in your cabin. You are shepherding Killashandra Ree in accordance wth
Section 53, Paragraphs one through five. She is cognizant of the fact that she
is entitled to nothing that she may cut under your direction at your claim

She is entitled to stay with you two worki ng days when she will depart to seek
a claimof her own. She will never make any attenpt to return to your claim
under Section 49, Paragraphs 7, 9, and 14. Killashandra Ree, do you..." And

Ki |l ashandra found hersel f repeating, affirm ng, avow ng, under the strict
penal ties inposed by the Heptite Guild that she woul d obey the strictures of
the two sections and the paragraphs cited. Mksoon was al so required to repeat
his willingness, which was forced, above and beyond the bonus offered, to
instruct her in the cutting of crystal for the two day period as all owed by
@uild rules and regul ati ons.

Moksoon's repetition was so marred by | apses into silence and pronpts
from Lanzecki and the flight officer that Killashandra had half a mnd to
revoke her contract. Lanzecki caught her eye, and her rebellion ended.

The official recording made, replicas were patched into the
conmuni cations units of both sleds. The flight officer escorted Mdksoon to his



vehicle, slightly canted to the left and battered in spite of fresh paint that
attenpted to blend the nbost recent repairs into the ol der dings. Lanzeck
strode beside Killashandra to her brand new sl ed.

"Use the replay whenever he falters. Your switch is rigged to activate
his."

"Are you sure that Mksoon is the right -- "

"For your purpose, Killashandra, the only one." Lanzecki's tone all owed
no argunent. "Just don't trust him about anything. He's cut crystal too |ong
and sung too |l ong al one."

"Then why -- " Now Killashandra was totally exasperated

Lanzecki cupped her el bow and half lifted her into her sled.

"His hands will automatically do what you need to see. Watch how he
cuts, what he does, not what he says. Heed your inner warnings. Watch your nmet
report as often as you think of it. Fortunately, you'll think of it often
enough the first trip out. Passover's in seven weeks. Storns can bl ow up days
before the actual conjunction. Yes, | know you know all this, but it bears

repeating. He's in and belted. No time now. Follow him The charts of the Bay
area have been put on instant review. Be sure to pack crystal as soon as you
have cut, Killashandra!"

He had snoothly engi neered her departure, Killashandra thought, giving
her no time for regrets and none for personal farewell. Yesterday, she
rem nded herself, he had been Lanzecki the man. Today he was Guild Master
Fair enough

Moksoon took off just as she switched on her sled' s drive. His craft
canted even in the air, a distinctive silhouette, like that of a person with
one shoul der higher than the other. Despite her severe doubts about Mksoon
Ki | | ashandra experienced a rush of elation as she drifted her sled fromthe
hangar. She was going to cut crystal at last. At last? She was first out of
Cl ass 895. She thought of Rinbol and grimaced. She ought at |east to have |eft
a call for him explaining her absence. Then she remenbered that she had
placed a call to himthat hadn't been answered. That could suffice!

Bol  ux, but that fool Mksoon was running like a scared nushman! She
i ncreased the speed of her sled, closing to a proper follow ng distance. In a
pecul i ar change of direction, Mksoon now headed due north and dropped to a
lower altitude, skimming the first folds of the M| ekey Range. As she was
above him she caught his second, easterly shift, and then he di sappeared over
a high fold. She decelerated to a near hover, scanning both ends of the drop
as she approached it. He was hovering on the north end of the fault. She
caught the nmerest glint of sunlight on the orange of his sled, then flew on to
the next ravine as if she hadn't spotted himand nmimcked his tactics until he
showed at the southern edge, just as she'd expected.

"Twithead's forgotten |I'm supposed to follow him" she said, and sl apped
on the replay. The one in his sled would project its nessage. She sighed
deeply, resigned to a long and difficult day, but suddenly his sled popped up
into sight, and Moksoon nade no i mmedi ate attenpt to evade her

She checked his new headi ng, south at four, which was an honest
direction for Mksoon's eventual destination. She wondered how | ong she coul d
trust the reinforcement of the replay. A direct flight would get themto the
Bay area in two hours at the reasonabl e speed Moksoon was mai ntaini ng. She
m ght not know where he was | eading her, but she had the advantage over himin
a new sl ed capabl e of speed and naneuverability.

Even on a direct course, Mksoon was an erratic flyer. There shoul dn't
have been thermals or violent air currents at his level, but his sled bounced
and lolled. Was he trying to nake her air sick follow ng?

Why had Lanzecki chosen this man? Because of his faulty menmory! Because,
once Moksoon had achieved his desired trip off-planet, he would not, in the
fashion of Crystal Singers of |long service, renenber that he had shepherded
one Killashandra Ree into the Bay's range. Well, that was |ogical of Lanzecki
provi ded she could also find Keborgen's claim Before the others who were
| ooking for it. Patently, Lanzecki was backing her



"Once a Singer has cut a certain face, she only needs to be in its
general area and she'll feel the pull of the sound,"” Concera had said. "Your
augrmented vision will assist in distinguishing the color of crystal beneath
stormfilm base rock, and flaw. Catch the sun at the right angle and crysta
cuttings are blindingly clear.™

Phrases and advice fl ooded through Killashandra's mnd, but as she
| ooked down at the undulating folds of the M| ekey Ranges, she entertained
serious doubts that she would ever find anything in such a hompbgeneous | and.
Kilometers in all directions flowed in sinilar patterns of fold, ridge,
val | ey, gorge

A sudden stab of piercing light made her clutch the yoke of the sled to
steady herself. She peered down and saw an orange slice of sled top, half
hi dden by an overhang and deep in the ravine, only its |um nescent paint and
her altitude disclosing it. On the highest of the surrounding ridges was the
spl ash of paint indicating a claim

That crystal flash, as unlikely as everything else that had been
happening to her recently, confirmed that some of the other inprobables m ght
al so be true on Ballybran

Fardl es! Where had Moksoon got to? During her brief inattention, the old
Singer's orange sled had slipped fromview She speeded up and caught a
glinpse of the orange stern wi nding through a deep ravine. Wthout changing
altitude, she matched pace with his cautious forward nmovenment, her view screen
on magni fy. Since she had his sled well in view, she did not reactivate the
tape. He might just as easily slaminto one of the odd stone buttresses that
lined the canyon if she startled him

She checked the headi ng; Mksoon had gone north by 11. Suddenly, he
oozed up and over a ridge, down into a deeper, shadowed valley. She dove,
noting quickly that the deep went south. Unless he flipped over the
i ntervening fold, Mksoon would have to foll ow the southerly course. That
gorge continued in its erratic fashion stubbornly south by 4. She couldn't see
Moksoon in the shadows, but there was no place el se he could be.

The I ong wi nding of the gorge ended in a bl ockage of debris, the erosion
of a higher anticline. There was no sign of Mksoon. He had to be in the
gorge, hiding in shadow. Then she saw the faded claimblaze on a ridge. Even
in Ballybran's climate, the stuff was supposed to take decades to deteriorate
so nmuch. A rel eased claimalways had the piss-green countermark -- not that
she'd seen any of those during her pursuit of Mksoon

Cautiously, she guided her sled down the rock slide and into the gorge.
In sone places, the sides nearly net; in others, she had a view of ranges
fol ding beyond. Something glinted in the little sunlight that penetrated. She
i ncreased the magnification and was surprised to see a thin stream neanderi ng
t he base of the gorge. There had been no | ake at the bl ocked point, so she
assuned that the little streamwent underground in its search for an outlet to
t he Bay.

She was beginning to feel anxious when an oxbend reveal ed a wi der
val l ey; the orange sled was parked on the right, on a shadowed | edge that
woul d have been invisible fromall except a direct search of this particular
canyon.

She keyed the replay and turned up the volunme so that Lanzecki's voice
was echoing off the rock walls as Mksoon slipped and slid toward her, the
crystal cutter held safely above his head.

"Claimjunper! daimjunper!” he shrieked, stunbling to the | edge on
whi ch she had rested her sled. He turned on the cutter, held it well in front
of him as he approached her sled door

"In accordance with Section 53, Paragraphs 1 through 5..." the replay
roared.

"Lanzecki!" He's with you?" Mksoon glanced wildly around and above him
searching for another sled.

"Pl ayback," Killashandra yelled through Lanzecki's anplified words. "I1'm

not claimjunping. You' re shepherding me. You get a bonus." She used her voice



training to shoot her nessage through the pauses in the recording.

"That's me?" Moksoon pointed accusingly at her sled fromwhich his own
hesi tant voi ce enanat ed.

"Yes, you made the tape this norning. You pronised to shepherd nme for
t he bonus."

"Bonus!" Mksoon | owered the cutter, though Killashandra adroitly
maneuvered herself farther fromits point.

"Yes, bonus, according to Section 53, Paragraphs 1 through 5.
Remenber ?' '

"Yes, | do." Modksoon didn't sound all that certain. "That's you speaking
now. "

"Yes, promising to abide by Section 49, Paragraphs 7, 9 and 14. I'mto
stay with you two days only, to watch an expert cut crystal. Lanzeck
recomended you so highly. One of the best."

"That Lanzecki! Al he wants is cut crystal."’
condemnat i on

"This time you'll have a bonus to get you off-world."

The cutter pointed down now, the fingers of the tired old man so sl ack
on the grip, Killashandra hoped he wouldn't drop it. She'd been told often
enough how easily the wetchedly expensive things damaged.

"I gotta get off Ballybran. | gotta. That's why | said |I'd shepherd."
Head bent, Mksoon was talking to hinmself now, ignoring the replayed
affirmations.

Suddenly, he swung the tip of his cutter up and advanced towards her
nmenaci ngly. Killashandra scooted back as far as she could on the | edge.

"How do | know you won't pop right back in here when |I'moff-world and
cut ny clain?"

"I couldn't find the bl oody place again," she said, exploding,

di scretion no advantage in dealing with the fanatic. "I haven't a clue where
am | had to keep ny eyes on you, zipping here and dropping there. Have you
forgotten how to pilot a sled? You sure have forgotten a perfectly valid
agreenment you made only five hours ago!"

Moksoon, his eyes little slits of suspicion, |lowered the cutter
fractionally. "You know where you are."

Moksoon snorted in sul ky

"South at four is all | bloody know, and for all the twists and turns in
this ruddy gorge, we could be north at ten. Wat in damation does it matter?
Show me how to cut crystal and I'Il leave in an hour."

"You can't cut crystal in an hour. Not properly.’
contenptuous. "You don't know the first thing about cutting crystal

"You're quite right. I don't. And you'll get a huge bonus for show ng
nme. Show ne, Mksoon."

Wth a conbinati on of cajolery, outrageous flattery, constant repetition
of words |ike "bonus," "Lanzecki expects," "off-world," and "brilliant
Cutter," she pacified Mksoon. She suggested that he eat something before
showi ng her how to cut and let himthink she was fooled into offering from her
own supplies. For a slight man, he had a very hearty appetite.

Wl| fed, rested, and having filled her with what she knew nmust be a | ot
of nonsense about angles of the sun, dawn, and sunset excursions down dark
ravines to hear crystal wake or go to sleep, Mksoon showed no inclination to
pick up his cutter and get on with his end of the bargain. She was trying to
think of a tactful way of suggesting it when he suddenly junped to his feet,
throwing both arms up to greet a shaft of sunlight that had angled down the
ravine to strike their side just beyond the bow of his sled.

A peculiar tone vibrated through the rock on which Killashandra was
sitting. Mksoon grabbed up his cutter and scranbled emtting a joyous cackle
that turned into a fine, clear ringing A sharp below nmiddle C Mksoon sang in
t he tenor ranges.

And part of the ravine answered!

By the time she had reached him he was already slicing at the pink
quartz face his sled had obscured. Wiy the old --

Moksoon was scat hi ngly



Then she heard crystal crying. For all his other failings, Mksoon had
an astoni shing lung capacity for so old a man. He held the accurate note even
after his pitched cutter was excising a pentagon fromthe uneven extrusion of
quartz, which flashed fromdifferent facets as the sunlight shifted. The
di ssonance that began as he got deeper into the face was an agony so basic
that it shook Killashandra to her teeth. It was rmuch worse than retuning
crystal. She froze at the unexpected pain, instinctively letting |loose with a
cry of masking sound. The agony turned into two notes, pure and clear

"Sing on!" Mksoon cried. "Hold that note!" He reset his infrasonic
cutter and nmade a second slice, cropped it, sang again, tuned the cutter, and
dug the blade in six neat slashes downward. Hi s thin body shook, but his hands
were amazingly steady as he cut and cut until he reached the edge. Wth an
exul tant note, he junped to a new position and nade the bottom cut for the
four matched crystals. "My beauties. My beauties!" he crooned and, laying the
cutter carefully down, dashed off to his sled, reenerging seconds later with a
carton. He was still crooning as he packed the pieces. There was a curious
anbi val ence in his notions, of haste and reluctance, for his fingers caressed
the sides of the octagons as he put them away.

Ki |l ashandra hadn't noved, as stunned by the experience of crystal as
she was by his agile performance. Wen she did sigh to rel ease her tensions,
he gave an inarticul ate shout and reached for his cutter. He m ght have sliced
her arm off, but he tripped over the carton, giving her a head start as she
raced back to his sled, stunbled into it, and hit the replay button before she
slid the door closed. It caught the tip of the cutter

And Lanzecki had suggested she go with this raving nmaniac? Lanzecki's
voi ce rolled out, reverberated back, and nmade a section of the rock face above
the sled resonate.

"I"'msorry, Killashandra Ree," Mksoon said, a truly repentant note in
his voice. "Don't break ny cutter. Don't close that door."

"How can | trust you, Mksoon? You've nearly killed me tw ce today."

"I forget. | forget." Moksoon's tone was a sob. "Just rem nd ne when |I'm
cutting. It's crystal makes nme forget. It sings, and | forget."

Kil Il ashandra cl osed her eyes and tried to catch her breath. The man was
so pitiful

“I'"ll show you howto cut. Truly I will."

Moksoon's recorded voice was duly affirmng his willingness to shepherd
her, Section 53. She could break his cutter with one nore centineter of
| everage on the door. Her own voice dinned into her ears, affirmng and
averring to abide by section and paragraph

"You' d better be able to show nme sonet hing about cutting crystal that I
couldn't learn at the Conplex."

"I'"ll show you. 1'Il show you howto find song in the cliffs. 1'Il show
you how to find crystal. Any fool can cut it. You've got to find it first.

Just don't close that door!"

"How do | keep you fromtrying to kill ne?"

"Just talk to me. Keep that replay on. Just talk to ne as |I'mcutting.
G ve nme back ny cutter!”

"I"'mtal king to you, Mksoon, and |I'm opening the door. | haven't
damaged the cutter." The first thing he did when she eased up the pressure was
exam ne the tip. "Now, Mksoon, show nme howto find song in the cliffs.”

"This way, this way." He scrabbled to the outcropping. "See..." and his
finger traced the faultline, barely discernible. "And here." Now a glint of
crystal shone clearly through the covering dirt. He rubbed at it, and sunlight
sparkled fromthe crystal. "Mostly sunlight tells you where, but you gotta
see. Look and see! Crystal lies in planes, this way, that way, sonetines the
way the fold goes, sonetinmes at right angles. You sure you can't find your way
back here?" He shot her a nervous gl ance.

"Positivel"

"Rose al ways drops south. Depend on it." He ran his finger tips lightly
down the precipice. "I hadn't seen this before. Wiy didn't | see this before?"



"You didn't |ook, did you, Mksoon?"

He ignored her. At first, Killashandra thought a breeze had sprung up
hi ghly unlikely though that was in this deep gorge. Then she heard the faint
echo and realized that Mdksoon was hummi ng. He had one ear to the rock wall.

"Ah, here. | can cut here!"

He did so. This time, the crystal cry was expected and not as searing an
experi ence. She al so kept herself in Mksoon's view, especially when he had
conpleted his cuts. She got a carton for him carried it back and stored it,
all the tinme talking or making himtalk to her. He did know how to cut
crystal. He did know how to find it. The gorge was |layered in southerly strips
of rose quartz. Mksoon could probably cut his claimfor the rest of his Guild
life.

When the sun dropped beyond the eastern lip of the gorge, he abruptly
stopped work and said he was hungry. Killashandra fed himand listened as he
ranbl ed on about flaw lines and cuts and intruders, by which he neant
noncrystal rock that generally shattered the crystal vein.

Since she recalled Enthor's poor opinion of rose quartz, she asked
Moksoon if he cut other colors. It was an unwi se question, for Mksoon had a
tantrum announcing that he'd cut rose quartz all his working life, which was
far | onger than she'd drawn breath, or her parents, or her grandparents for
that matter, and she was to mnd her own business. He stalked off to his sled.

Taki ng the precaution of |ocking her door panel, she made herself
confortable. She wasn't sure that she could endure, or survive, another day
wi th the paranoid Mksoon. She didn't doubt for a nmonent that the uneasy
rapport she had finally achieved would fade overnight in his crystallized
brai n pan.

In the cool darkness of the gorge, where night made the rocks crack and
tzi ng, she thought of Lanzecki. He had w shed to know her, he said, before she
sang crystal. Now that phrase had both an overtone of benediction and a
decided inplication of curse. Wuld just one trip to the Crystal Ranges alter
her so much? O had their night, and day together occurred to form sone bond
between then? If so, Lanzecki was going to be very busy over the next few
weeks, cementing |inks between Jezerey, Rinbol -- and then Killashandra's
sense of hunor over ruled vile whinsies. Lanzecki m ght be devi ous but not
t hat dammed devi ous!

Besi des, none of the others had nade M| ekey transitions or appeared
sensitive to black crystal. It was a concatenation of circunmstances. And he
had said that he |iked her conpany. He, Lanzecki, |iked her company. But
Lanzecki the Guild Master had sent her out with crazed Mbksoon

Ki |l ashandra set her waki ng buzz for sunrise so that she'd be out of the
gorge before Mksoon woke.

CHAPTER 9

She woke to darkness and a curious pinging. Cautiously, she put her head
out the sled door, checking first in Mdksoon's direction. Not a sign of life
there. She | ooked upward, between the steep walls of the gorge, to a
lightening sky. After her hide-and-seek with Mksoon the day before, she
appreci ated the navigational hazards of senidark. She also didn't wish to be
around when the old Crystal Singer roused.

She checked that all her |ockers were closed and secure, an autonatic
action | earned during her sinulated-flight instruction. Fortunately, she had
made "dar k" |andings and take offs in imaginary shall ow canyons and deep
val | eys, though she w shed she'd paid nore attention to the terrain just
beyond Mksoon's claim She couldn't risk retracing yesterday's circuit to the
aval anche.

She strapped into her seat, turned the drive to m ni mum power, easing up
half a nmeter by the vertical and out ten horizontal, then activated the top
scanner to be sure of her clearances.



The sky was |ight enough for her purposes but not as yet touched with
the rising sun. She lifted slowy, carefully, her eyes on the scanner to be
sure she didn't bounce off an unexpected outcropping.

Abruptly, she was above the gorge and hovered, quickly switching the
scan to under-hull and magni fy. Her departure had not aroused Mksoon. Wth
l uck, he would have forgotten that she'd been there until he received his
bonus. And how she had worked for that!

The notion that one day she night be as Mksoon now was crossed her
m nd, but that, she firmy assured herself, was a long tinme in the future.
She'd make it as future as possible.

She proceeded with fair haste to the FA2NW43NW where five ol d paint
spl ashes nade an irregular pattern on Lanzecki's aerial map. The sun was
ri sing, an awesone sight at any tine, but as it gilded the western folds and
hei ghts of the M| ekey Range, it was truly magnificent. She settled the sled
on a flattened, eroded syncline to enjoy the spectacle of norning breaking as
she ate breakfast. It was a lovely clear norning, the |light breeze tainted
with sea, for the Bay was not far. She checked neteorol ogy, which indicated
that the clear, dry weather was confirned for the next six hours.

She woul d cone in over F42NWat altitude and proceed to FA3NW just to
get an overall picture. If her hunch was right, and Lanzecki's privileged
i nformati on had only confirmed it, one of those five clainms had to be
Keborgen's bl ack crystal

From hei ght, the area | ooked desolate -- valleys and ravines, blind
canyons, few with water, and not so nmuch as a glint of crystal shine in the
nmorni ng sun. Furthernmore, one of the painted claimmarks was newer than the
others. The sun reflected off the mark. Had one of the other Singers actually
found Keborgen's clain? She rem nded herself sternly that none of the others
had come this far north. One new claimmark anong five. But Lanzecki's
original aerial scan had displayed five old marks.

Ki |  ashandra caught her breath. Keborgen had not been to this claimin
ni ne years. Because he couldn't renenber where it was? He had garnered useful
shards and splinters and a triad, worth a fortune of credit. M ght he not have
used up his margin of tine between storm warning and escape to repaint his
claimso he could find it nore easily after the storn?

Ki | | ashandra searched her mnd about clains and clai mjunping. Nothing
prevented her from checking the circunscribed area. Lifting or cutting crysta
was the fel ony.

She reduced her altitude and swept round the claimin a circle roughly
five kicks in dianeter fromthe brightly painted ridge mark. She could see no
ot her sled, though she hovered over several shadowed | edges and over hangi ng
cliffs to be sure. She also noted no spark or glint of sun struck crystal
After the initial survey, she landed on the ridge. The paint was new, only
scored here and there by the last storm She could see edges of the old where
t he new had been applied in haste. Then she found the paint container, wedged
in sone rocks where it had been thrown or wi nd-swept. She hefted it, smling
in exultation. Yes, Keborgen didn't want to forget this claim He'd wasted
time to preserve it.

She | ooked out across the ridges and nearest gullies and wondered where.
Fromthis vantage point, she could see the five klicks in every direction

Si nce Keborgen had obviously cleared the crystal shards fromhis site,
there'd be none to indicate where he'd worked. But he woul d have had to hide
his sled fromaerial observation, as Mksoon had done.

So Killashandra spent the rest of the norning flying search patterns
over the circle. She found five |l ocations; tw partial hides in the south on 7
guadrant, an undercut in west 10, a very narrow blind valley in 4, and two
shadowed gorges in north 2. On her master chart, she noted each | ocation by
some di stinguishing contour or rock and the angle at which she had been flying
to discern it.

She had no further support fromthe weather, for a drizzle began md
afternoon. There'd be no sunset flashes to | ead her, no sun-warned crystal to



speak. She saw no advantage in sitting on the claimridge, either. There were
ot her Singers |ooking for Keborgen's claim No sense being so visible.

"Eena, neena, pitsa teena," she chanted, pointing at one site on each
syllable. "Al'l oo bunbarina, isha gosha, bunbarosha, nineteen hundred and one!"

"One" was the west 4 undercut.

As she approached fromthe south, she noticed that the ridge was
curiously slanted. Since it was protected on all sides by higher folds, the
erosi on had not been caused by wi nd. She | anded the sled as well as she could
on uneven ground beside the over hang. She would inspect first. As she pulled
on wet -weat her gear, she noticed that debris had showered on either side of
the | edge, which was, in fact, just the right length for a sled.

Mich heartened, she went out and prow ed around. The rock falls were of
| ong residence, well chinked with grit and dirt. The | edge was solid, but at
one end het erogeneous rocks had been tanped in for critical reinforcenment. A
little scrape of orange paint along the inside wall was her final reassurance.
A sl ed had parked there. She parked hers with a sense of acconplishnent.

She was not so happy after she had clinbed to the highest point above
the blind valley. She stared about her in the drizzling gloom The valley was
in the formof a blunted crescent, any part of which was an easy hi ke fromthe
undercut. Crystal Singers exerted thenselves only to cut crystal, not heft it
any di stance. Keborgen's claimhad to be somewhere in the valley.

She slithered down the rocky side, adding nore rubble to what was
scattered about. \Wen she returned to her sled, she checked the nmet report.

C oud cover ending mdday, unless the cold front noving up fromthe southern
pol e pi cked up speed. She'd probably have a cl ear afternoon and Sun on the
southern tip of the valley. Rain or not, she told herself, she'd be out at
first light. Keborgen had made two obvi ous m stakes: fresh claimand old sled
pai nt .

Keborgen's cutting eluded her the entire danp gray norning as she
searched the crescent for any signs of cutting, rubbed her hands and fingers
raw scraping at stone. The valley's walls varied in height, on the |onger
curve up to 10 neters, sloping down to a dip alnost directly across fromthe
undercut. Fromthe bottom of the valley, she couldn't see any signs, even
accounting for the fact that Keborgen had taken crystal rubble with him

She cl anbered back to her sled for sonething to eat, totally
di scouraged. She mght just as well have braved Mdksoon another day for al
she had acconplished on her own.

A sudden gleamof light attracted her attention to the w ndow. C ouds
were scuttering across the sky to the north, and she saw patches of bright
sky. As she left her sled, a light breeze blew directly into her face.
Suddenl y, sunlight shafted fromthe clouds, blinding after al nost two days of
di smal gray.

Wth sun, she might just he lucky enough to catch crystal flash -- if
she was turned in the right direction at the exact nmoment. Keborgen's cut
could not have built much dirt cover after the short storm

The sun was nore west than east. She'd have a better chance if she was
facing the west. She scranbled up the valley side to the ridge, turning to her
right and stopped. Wth the sun shining, she could discern what the rain had
hi dden the day before, a clear if uneven and w nding path of packed dirt,
suitable for an agile pair of feet. The path had been worn by a | ong-I|egged
man, and as she eagerly followed it, she occasionally had to hop or stretch
She was so rmuch occupied with her footing that she would have tripped into the
fault if she had not first noticed the tanped-down flat space 2 nmeters from
t he edge. Just where soneone could | eave crystal cartons. It could have been
excitement at first, but Killashandra felt a prickling along her |egs. Then
she heard the soft sighing, nore noise than so light a breeze should nmake. It
was as if someone distant were humming softly, and the sound floated to her on
the breeze. Only this sound emanat ed ahead of her

Trenbling, she took the last two steps and | ooked down into a trench, a
V shape, slanting down toward the valley floor, some 10 nmeters bel ow t he



| owest armof the V. Miuddy water oozed off the V point. Water had collected in
a too obviously geonetric puddl e hal fway down the uneven side. Uneven because
Keborgen had |l eft foot rests for easy access to the heart of his claim As she
descended, she could feel black crystal surrounding her. \When she reached the
bottom she knelt by the symretrical pool, a fingertip deep, and felt its
sides. Snmooth. Her fingers tingled.

Ri sing, she | ooked around. Roughly 6 nmeters long, carefully cut to
mai ntai n that rough, natural |ook, the V opened to a width of 4 neters on the
ravi ne side. Reverently now, she took a waste-cloth and brushed nud away. The
dull shine of cold black crystal was reveal ed. Using the cloth, she nopped
away the water. Keborgen's triad had been cut true, but to thenselves, not to
the angle of the vein, leaving this little wedge to accurmul ate water. No, this
little piece was flawed, storm damage, nore than likely. She caressed it,
feeling the roughness of the flaw. Then she began excitedly to clean the
| edge, to find out where the flaw stopped, where was the good bl ack crystal
Ah, here, at the side, just where Keborgen had stopped cutting when the storm
arrived.

How bi g, how deep, how wi de was this crystal vein? This treasure store?
Killashandra's el ati on overwhel med her initial caution |aughing, she scrubbed
at first this spot in the opposite wall, then along the slanty arms of the V,
nmoppi ng the disguising grit and nud fromthe crystal and giggling softly to
herself. Her titter echoed back to her, and she began to | augh, the | ouder
sound reverberating.

She was surrounded by crystal. It was singing to her! She slid to the
floor, oblivious of the mud, stroking the crystal face on either side of her
trying not to giggle, trying to realize, get it through her dazed brain, that
she, Killashandra Ree, had actually found Keborgen's black crystal claim And
it was hers, section and paragraph

Ki | | ashandra was unaware of the passage of time. She nust have spent
hours | ooki ng around the claim seeing where Keborgen had cleared fl awed
crystal fromthe outside. He had undoubtedly expected to return once the storm
had bl own out. He was cutting froma shelf a neter above the hi gher arm of the
V. He was an astute Cutter, for he hadn't ravaged crystal but worked for
flawl ess cuts, the triads, and quartets, the |larger groupings that would
conmand the highest price fromthe greedy FSP who were eager to set up the

crystal links between all inhabited planets. Keborgen had kept a natural-fault
look to his claim allowing the foot of the V to gather nud and dirt that wi nd
and water would spill naturally across the |ower part. By conparison, Mksoon

was a very lazy Cutter, but then he had only rose quartz.

The crystal around her began to crackle and tzing soft reassuring
noi ses. As if, Killashandra thought fancifully, it had accepted the transfer
of ownership. Enchanted, she listened to the soft sounds, waiting al nost

breathl ess for the next series until she al so becane aware of chill, that she
sat in true dark, not shadow.
Rel uctantly and still benused by the crystalline chorus, she hoisted

herself fromthe claim retracing the rough path to her sled.

Rel ative sanity returned to her in the cl ean newness of her vehicle. She
sat down and nmade a drawing of the claim testing her recall of the
di rensions, jotting down her assunptions on Keborgen's work routine.

She'd get an early start in the nmorning, she thought, |ooking at her
cutter. She'd have several clear days now.

"I"l1l have several clear days?" The certainty of her thought on that
score astoni shed her. She snapped on the net forecast. Tonorrow would be fair,
with a likelihood of several nore to cone.

What had Lanzecki said about a weather affinity in the MI ekey
transition? That she could trust her synbiont? Distrust of the nechanical had
brought about Keborgen's belated start to safety. Ah, but if he'd stopped to
repaint his claimmark, he had listened to sone warning.

Ki |  ashandra hugged her arnms tightly to her. In theory, the synbiotic
spore was now part of her cellular construction, certainly no part of her



conscious nmnd nor a restless visitor in her body. At least until she called
upon its healing powers. O resisted its need to return to Ballybran

She made a voi ce-coded note on the recorder about her instinctive
know edge of the weather. She could keep a check on that.

She remenbered to eat before she lay down, for the excitenments of the
day had fatigued her. She set her buzz alarmfor twenty m nutes before
sunri se. Breakfasted, and refreshed by her sleep, she was on the summit path
as the sun's first rays found their way over the top of the far range, cutter
slung over her shoul der, carton swi nging fromher free hand.

She left the carton where Keborgen had left his -- how | ong woul d echoes
of the dead acconpany her in this site? -- and stepped down into the claim
Sun had not yet reached even the higher point of the V. It would be easier to
cut now, she thought, before the crystal started its nmorning song. She w ped
cl ean the protuberance she nmeant to cut, roughly 50 centimeters | ong by 25
centimeters high and varyi ng between 10 and 15 centimeters wi de. She had to
follow the ridges left by Keborgen's last cuts. Wiy ever didn't he just make
straight lines? Flaws? She ran her hands across the surface, as if apol ogi zi ng
for what she was about to do. The crystal whispered under her touch

Enough of this, she told herself severely. She imgined that both Trag
and Lanzecki were watching, then struck the shelf with the tone wedge. Sound
poured over her like tsunam . Every bone and joint reverberated the note. Her
skull seened to part at its seanms, her blood pulsed |ike a metronone in tine
with the vibrations. Echoes were thrown back to her fromthe other side of the
claimand, oddly soured, fromcrescent valley.

"Cut! You're supposed to tune your cutter to the note and cut!"

Ki |l ashandra shouted at herself, and the echo shouted back

Not hi ng as devastating as this had occurred when Mdksoon had sung for
note. Was it because she was sensitive to the black, not pink, nor attuned to
his clain? He had al so not been standing in the center of his claimbut on
granite. Nor was this experience like the screamof retuned crystal: there was
no agony, no resentment in that glorious resonance, overpowering as it was.

She did not have to strike the crystal again. The A was | ocked in her
head and ears. She hesitated just once nore as she steadied the infrasonic
bl ade to make the first incision. As well, for only an unconsci ous resol ve, an
obstinacy that she had never had to invoke, kept her cutting. Sound envel oped
her, an Ain chords and octaves, a ringing that nmade every nerve end in her
body vibrate in a state that wasn't painful, was oddly pl easurabl e but
curiously distracting. She felt the bl ade sound darken and pulled it out. She
made t he second vertical cut just before Keborgen's mark. This bl ock woul d be
shorter than the others and narrower. It couldn't be hel ped. She gritted her
teeth against the coursing shock as bl ade nmet crystal and sound met nerve. Her
hands seenmed to respond to the endl ess hours of drill under Trag's direction
but she didn't consciously tell herself to stop the second vertical cut. Sone
practiced connection between hand and eye stopped her. She let that instinct
assist her in making the horizontal slice that would sever the crystal from
the vein. Its cry was not as fierce.

Carefully, she put the cutter down, awed by the thread thin separation
she had caused. Wth hands still shaking fromthe effort of guiding the
cutter, she tipped the rectangle out and held it up. Sun caught and darkened
t he obl ong, showing to her wondering eyes the slight deviation froma true
angle. She couldn't have cared |l ess and wept with joy as the song of
sun-warmed bl ack crystal, nowtruly matte black in response to heat, seeped
t hrough her skin to intoxicate her senses.

How | ong she stood in awed thrall, holding the rectangle into the sun
i ke an ancient priestess, she would never know. A cloud, one of the few that
day, briefly obscured the Iight and broke the song. Killashandra was consci ous
then of the ache in her shoulders from hol di ng wei ght al oft and a nunbness in
fingers, feet, and |l egs. She was strangely unwilling to rel ease the crystal
"Pack crystal as soon as you have cut." The echo of Lanzecki's advice canme to
her. Mksoon, too, had packed as soon as he had cut. She renmenbered how



reluctant the crazed old Singer had seenmed to release the rose into the
carton. Now she appreciated both advice and exanpl e.

Only when she had snuggled the crystal block into its plastic cocoon did
she realize her debilitation. She |eaned, drained of strength, against the
crystal wall and sank slowy to the floor, marginally aware of the rurnmuring
crystal agai nst which she rested.

"This will never do," she told herself, ignoring the faint, chined echo
of her voice. She took a food packet from her thigh pouch and mechanically
chewed and drank. The terrible | ethargy began to ease.

She gl anced at the sky and realized that the sun was dropping to the
west. She rmust have spent half a good cl ear day admiring her handiwork.

"R di cul ous!"

The scoffing "d" sound spat back at her

"I wouldn't nock if |I were you, nmy friend," she told the claimas she
eyed the cuts for the second bl ock. She'd want to get this one squarer or
she'd end up with a suspiciously symetrical puddl e as Keborgen had done.

She didn't need to tap for pitch the A was seared into her mnd. She
turned on and adjusted the cutter, nerving herself for the crystalline
response. She was al nost overset by the pure, unprotesting note given back
I mensely relieved, she made the two vertical cuts, watching to keep the
cutter blade straight. She nmade the third, horizontal slice and cursed herself
for unconsciously following the pattern of her first, uneven cut. Sensation
pal pably oozed off the cut black, but this tine she knew crystal tricks and
quickly buried it beside its mate in the carton

The third crystal ought to have been the easiest. She made the first cut
deftly, pleased with her expertise. But the vertical incision to sever the
rectangle fromthe face went off the true pitch. She halted, peered in at the
grayi sh, pale brown nmass, touched it and felt, not tactilely, but through the
nerves in her finger tips that she was cutting on flaw. If she noved a half
centimeter out...The block would not match the other two but the crystal cried
clear. She turned it over and over in her hands, her back carefully to the
sun, inspecting the block for any other sign of flaw. This was, she told
herself sternly, an excuse to caress it with fingers that delighted in the
snoot h, soapy texture, the whisper of sound, the sensations that reached her
nerves as delicate as...as Lanzecki's kiss in her paln?

Ki |  ashandra chuckl ed, her |aughter tinkling back fromall sides.
Lanzecki, or recollections of him would seemto constitute an anchor in this
exotic arena of sound and sensation. Wuld he appreciate that rol e? And when
or if, she returned to Lanzecki's arns, would she renmenber crystal in then?

Thoughts of himeffectively blotted the lure of the third rectangl e that
she packed away. She was then aware of a cool ness, a light breeze, where

before the air had been warm and still. Looking westward, she realized that
she had once nore been crystal -- tricked. The day was al nost over, and she'd
only three black crystals to show for sixteen hours' work -- or nental

aberration. There was a whole side to be cut.

Qovi ously there was nuch about the cutting of crystal that could not be
expl ai ned, programed, or theorized. It had to be experienced. She hadn't
acqui red enough tips or tricks or insights from watching Moksoon. She had
| earned a good deal from observing Keborgen's cutting. Intuition suggested
that she would never learn all there was to the cutting of crystal. That ought
to make a long life as a Singer nore eventful. If she could just handle the
frustration of |osing hours in contenplation of her handi work!

The three crystals were quiescent in their packing case, but her hands
lingered on it as she fixed the stowage webbi ng. She assenbled a | arge hot
meal for herself and a beaker of Yarran beer. Taking food and drink outside,
she strode to the dip and seated herself on a conveni ent boul der

She watched the sun set on her claimand the noons rise. The cooling
crystal cried across the blind valley that separated them

"You had your way -- " and Killashandra stopped her nocking sentence as
her first word was echoed back fromthe newy exposed crystal. "You who -- "



And the vowel cane back to her, in harnony. Anused by the phenonenon, she
pitched a second "you who" a third | ower and heard it chime in with the faint
reverberations of the first. She |aughed at her whinmsy. Crystal |aughed back
And the first stirrings of the night breeze as great Shankill noon rose

br ought counter harnonies to her solo.

She sang. She sang to the crystal; the wind | earned the tune, though
gradual ly the crystal chorus died as the last sun warnth left it, and only the
wi nd softly repeated her lyric |ine.

Shilnore rose and the night air brought a chill that roused her froma
trance of the kind that Maestro Val di nust have meant. He was right, she
t hought. crystal song could be addictive and was utterly exhausting. She
staggered back to the sled. Wthout shedding her coverall, Killashandra drew
the thermal sheet over her as she turned her shoulder into the mattress. And
sl ept.

A faint sound roused her. Not the buzzer, for she hadn't renenbered to
set an alarm G oggily, she raised her head staring in accusation at the
consol e, but there was no warning light and certainly no buzz. However,
somet hi ng had awakened her

Qut side, the sled the sun was shining. She pushed herself off the bed
and dialed a strong stinulant. The time display read m dnorning. She'd nmissed
five hours of cutting light! She'd a cranp in one shoul der, and her knees
ached. The heat of the drink flowed through her, dispersing the sluggishness
of her mind and easing her nuscles. She drank as quickly as she could, dialed
a second cup, shoved protein bars into her coverall pockets. Unbracketing her
cutter, she slung it across her back, got another carton, a handlight, and was
on her way to the claimten m nutes after waking. The sound that woke her had
been the crack of raw black crystal feeling the touch of sun

First she had to clear splinters that had fallen fromthe end of her
cut, the result of the night's chill and the norning's sun. Stolidly, she set
her mnd and collected the small pieces, dropping theminto the packing case.
Wth the handlight, she could now see where another flaw crazed the crysta
quartz on the hillside. Using the inner edge of the previous day's shelf,
however, she could make an interlocking group, four medium-- or five smaller
-- rectangles. She'd cut these now, let the chill crack off flaw. Alittle
expeditious trinmng on the ravine side and the tenperature would renove the
bl em shes. Tonorrow she'd have a rare day's cutting.

Kill ashandra set her nerves for the first incision of the infrasonic
cutter and was relieved to endure | ess shock. Relieved and di smayed. Was the
claimadmtting her right to it by lack of protest? O did one day attune her
body to the resonance? She had half wi shed to experience that pleasurable,
nerve-caressing distraction, as if a highly skilled | over were inside her
body.

She did not renenber, due to those reflections no doubt, to pack away as
soon as she'd turned off the blade She did remenber to shield the rectangle
fromthe sun as she stroked it, totally in rapport with her creation. She
admred the clever angle she had contrived to make an old cut --

And suddenly realized that she had been communing with the viol ated
crystal. She resolutely packed it away, and the next four were stowed as soon
as she laid the cutter down. She had to teach herself the automatic sequence.
"Habit," Concera had endlessly and rightly said, "is all that saves a Singer."

Kill ashandra set herself to clearing the ravine face, but the sun's
reflection off the quartz pained her eyes. She'd wasted too nmuch tinme in sleep
and in crystal thrall.

She woke in the night suddenly, an odd apprehension driving sleep from
her m nd. Uneasily, she checked the stored cartons, wondering if sonething had
caused themto resonate. Qutside the night was clear, the noons had set, and
t he range was deep asl eep. She glanced at the console and the storm al arns.
She cursed under her breath. She hadn't had a met reading. The printout showed
clouds noving in fromthe Wite Sea, sone turbul ence, but at an altitude that
m ght reach the dom nant easterly air current and dissipate. A pattern to



wat ch, to be sure

She sl ept uneasily until the first crack of |ight. Apprehensively she
dialed a net printout. The picture wasn't alarm ng, though cloud cover had
i ncreased in depth and speed. A high-pressure area was coming south, but no
stormwarni ng was issued for the Bay area. If a stormwere maki ng, she'd've
had a satellite warning by now.

The continual awareness of something out of kilter made cutting easier
She completed a cut of four large five-sided blacks, had stored all the
debris, when the pressure of her subjective anxiety becanme too intense to
continue. Operating on an intuition too powerful to be refused, she slung the
cutter over her shoul der, grabbed a carton in each hand, and started back to
the sled. Halfway there she heard the hooter and nearly tripped for |ooking up
at the still cloudl ess sky above her

She tapped out an update for the weather. The hooter was only the first
war ner: a wat ch-the-weat her-picture caution. Everything inside her head was
far nore alarmed than the @uild' s signal. The met displayed a brew ng
turbul ence that could bow either north or south, depending on the | ow pressure
ridge.

She stared at the display, not at all reassured. She did her own
calculations. If the very worst occurred, the stormcould boil across the tip
of the main continent and run across her position in four or live hours,
buil di ng speed at a tremendous rate once it acquired the inpetus of the
advanci ng ri dge.

"I thought you were supposed to warn us?" she shouted at the other
silent stormalerts. The hooter had automatically ceased bl ari ng when she had
programed the weather picture. "Four, Five hours. That doesn't give ne tine
to cut anything nore. Just sit here and stew until you | ot wake up to the
danger. Isn't anyone analyzing the nmet patterns? Wy all this rigmarol e about
di stant early warnings and weat her sensors if they don't bloody work?"

As she vented her tension in a one-sided tirade, she was al so rigging
her ship for stormrunning. The four precious canons of black crystal were
securely webbed in front of the nocking enpties. She changed her coverall and
realized fromthe grine on her wists and ankles that she hadn't bathed since
comng to the ranges. She wanted to reappear at the conpl ex | ooking
presentable. A quick wash was refreshing, and she ate a |ight meal as she did
some comput ations of deviation courses that woul d di sguise the direction from
whi ch she came and confuse other Singers called in by the storm She had just
conpl eted what would be a nost el aborate break-out when the first of the dead
earnest storm warnings came on

"About bl oody time! I came to that concl usion an hour ago."

Ai rborne, she skinmmed ridge and holl ow, heading north at 11 for half an
hour. She turned on a western leg for twenty minutes and was starting a
southern track when she flipped over a gorge that | ooked famliar. A blur of
orange in the shadows brought to m nd Mksoon and his wetched pink crystals.
The storm readings were insistent now She made anot her pass up the gorge and
saw Moksoon bent over his outcrop, two cartons beside him He ought to have
been heading out, not calmy cutting as if he had all day and a mach storm
wasn't bow i ng down.

She came in as quietly as she could, but the grating of her sled runners
on the | oose rock at the valley bottom warned Mksoon. He charged down the
sl ope, cutter held aggressively. She slapped on the playback, turned up the
vol ume, but he was caterwauling so | oudly about Section 49 that he couldn't
have heard it.

The wi nd however had picked up and made it difficult for himto sw ng
and keep his bal ance, though Killashandra doubted that the infrasonic bl ade
woul d do her sled nuch harm Break his cutter

"Storm you addl ed pink tenor!" She roared out the open wi ndow.

Despite the wind scream she could hear the hooter buzzer-bell systens
of his sled.

"Mach stormon the way. You've got to |eave!"



"Leave?" Panic replaced wath on Mksoon's face. He now heard her ship's

kl axons as well as his own. "I can't |eavel" The wind was tearing the sound
fromhis nouth, but Killashandra could read his lips. "I've struck a pure
vein. I've -- " He clanped his nmouth shut with caution and had to lean into a
particularly strong gust to keep from bei ng knocked over. "l've got to cut

just one nore. Just one nore." He raced up the slope to his site.

Unbel i evingly, Killashandra watched himraise his cutter, to tune it in
the teeth of a gale. Cursing, Killashandra grabbed up her hand Iight. Not as
sturdy a weapon as she'd' ve liked, considering the probabl e denseness of
Moksoon's skull, but used with the necessary force in the right spot, it ought
to suffice.

As she left her sled, she experienced a taste of what it would be Iike
to be caught in a mach stormin the crystal ranges. Sound, waves of di ssonance
and harnony, streaned through her head. She covered her ears, but the sound
mai nt ai ned contact through the rock under her feet. The keening wails masked
her slithering approach, and Moksoon was too preoccupied with cutting to see
anyt hi ng but the octagon he was excising. Just as she had braced herself to
slug him he laid the cutter down but caught a glinpse of her descendi ng hand
and flung hinself to the side. She grabbed up his cutter and pelted for his
sl ed, nearer than hers. He'd follow her for that cutter, she was positive. She
bounced into his sled, plastered herself against the wall, the brackets
digging into her shoul ders, w ncing against the shrill obligato of Mksoon's
unheeded war ni ng devi ces.

He was wilier than she'd credited him Suddenly, a strong hand grabbed
her left ankle and haul ed her | eg sideways, a rock com ng down to crush her
kneecap. But for the fact she still held his cutter, she would have been
crippl ed. She brought the cutter handle up, deflecting the rock, bruising
Moksoon's fingers. She pivoted on her captured foot and delivered a second
blowto the old man's jaw. He hovered a nonent until she thought she'd have to
club himagain, but it was the wind that supported him then I et himcrunple.

Automatically, Killashandra bracketed his cutter. She tapped for a
weat her printout, which silenced three of the nind-boggling alarnms. @ ancing
to the rear of the sled, she saw that Mksoon had not bothered to web his
packed cartons. She did so, ignoring the filth and di scarded food t hat
littered the living section. Then she renenbered that there were severa
cartons by his claim

Luckily, she hadn't any rocky height to negotiate from Modksoon's sled to
his claimor she wouldn't have made it back with the heavy cartons. Mksoon
showed no signs of reviving. She lugged himinto the sled, then deposited him
on the couch. He didn't so rmuch as groan. He was alive, though she was
revolted by the grease on his neck as she felt for a pulse.

It was then she realized her dilenmma. Two ships and one conscious pilot.
She tried to rouse Mksoon, but he was conpletely oblivious, and she coul dn't
find the ned-aid kit that contained stinulant sprays.

The alarms attai ned a new height of distress, and she recogni zed t hat
time was running out. She couldn't transport all of Mksoon's cargo to her
sl ed. She had four canons nmore precious than all of his. There nust be
something in @Quild rules about rescue and sal vage. She'd got two vouchers for
escorting Carrik, so she decided the wind had gotten her wits. She nade a
battered dash to her own sled, slung her cutter over her shoul der and grabbed
two cartons. The warnings in Mksoon's sled had clinbed several deafening
deci bel s toward the supersonic, but there was no way she could di mnish them
until she had taken off.

She staggered back to her sled, which was bouncing now fromthe gusting
wi nd. She wondered if she could secure her craft, somehow keep it from being
flung about the gorge, and deci ded agai nst wasting the tine.

She grabbed her remaining cartons and was glad of the weight to anchor
her feet to the ground. She was gasping for breath as she finally closed the
door of Moksoon's sled. He still lolled on the couch. She webbed her four
cartons and secured her cutter among his enpties. She strapped Mksoon tightly



to the couch and then took her place at the consol e.

Al sleds had simlar control panels, though Mksoon's was nuch the
wor se for wear.

Moksoon's cl ai mwas a dangerously encl osed area fromwhich to ascend
into awild storm She fought to keep the vertical, fought again to increase
the horizontal to clear the ridge top, then et the wind take the sled,
haul i ng as hard as she could on the yoke toward the west.

The mach-tuned di ssonance's were worse in the air, and she nmade a grab
for Moksoon's buffer helmet. It was stiff, dusty, and too small, but it
bl ocked the worst of the wind shriek. She'd not got it on a noment too soon
for the sled behaved like a crazed beast, plunging and diving wildly then
sliding sideways. Killashandra | earned appreciation of the simulation drills
sooner than she woul d have |iked.

It was as well she'd strapped Mbksoon down, for he regained
consci ousness before they'd quite cleared the M| ekeys and started raving
about pain. She felt quite enough jabbing at her nerve ends through the ear
pads.

Moksoon regai ned unconsci ousness after throwi ng his head agai nst the
duralloy wall, so the last hour into the Guild Conplex gave her sufficient
qui et to ease her own aggravated nerves.

She had reason to be proud as she brought Mksoon's canting sled up over
the wind baffles at the conplex and | anded it conveniently close to the racks.
She signal ed for nmedics, and as she pointed themtoward Mdksoon, one of the
hangar personnel grabbed her arm and gestured urgently toward the hangar
office. The information that Lanzecki awaited her was reinforced by that
nmessage on the green display, blinking inperatively.

Cargo personnel had opened the sled' s storage, and now Kill ashandra
nmoved to collect her precious cutter and to point out the four cartons which
hel d her bl acks.

"Enthor!" she roared at the handlers. "Take these imediately to
Ent hor!'"

Despite their obliging grins and nods, she wasn't sure they understood
her urgency. She followed them but half way there, someone matched pace with
her, tugging angrily at her arm

"Report to Lanzecki" the hangar officer yelled, pushing her away from
Storage. The look in his eyes was not reassuring. "You mght at |east have
saved the new sl ed!"

She jerked her armfree and, |eaving the man astoni shed at her
i mprudence, ran after her cartons. She saw the first handler just plop his
burden down on the stack. She grabbed it and roared at the others to foll ow
her into Sorting.

"Killashandra? Is it you?" a fam liar voice asked. Wthout checking her
determ ned forward march, she saw Ri nbol follow ng her, one of her cartons
hel d carefully agai nst his body.

Two absurdities inpinged on her thoughts as she rushed into Sorting:

Ri mbol was unaware of the fortune of black crystal he carried, and he had
troubl e identifying her.

"Yes, it's ne. What's the matter?"

"You haven't | ooked in a mirror lately, have you?" was Rinbol's reply.
He seened anused as well as surprised. "Don't scow. You're terrifying, you --
you crystal, you!"

"Be careful of that carton," she said, nore comandi ng than she shoul d
be of a friend, and Rinbol's welcomng snile faded. "Sorry, R nmbol. | had one
helluva tine getting in. That bollux Mdksoon wouldn't believe a storm was
com ng and hi m havi ng troubl e standi ng strai ght agai nst the gusts."

"You brought another Singer out of the ranges?" Rinbol's eyes w dened
with incredulity, but whatever he had been about to add was cut off as
Ki |l ashandra spi ed Enthor and call ed his nane.

"Yes?" Enthor's query was surprised. He blinked at her uncertainly.

"I"'mKillashandra Ree," she said, trying to keep the irritation out of



her voice. She couldn't have changed that nuch since she'd | ast seen Enthor
"I"ve black crystal!™
"Bl ack?"

"Yes, yes. Black! Here!"

"And how were so you fortunate as to find that which eludes so many?" an
i mpl acabl e voi ce demanded.

Kill ashandra was setting her carton down on Enthor's table, but the
cold, om nous tone paralyzed her. Her throat went dry and her mind nunb
because no consi deration was excuse enough for her to have ignhored the Guild
Master's summons, to make hi m seek her out.

"Well, it doesn't surprise nme that you have," Enthor said, taking the
box from her.

Lanzecki's eyes never left hers as he advanced. She let the sorting
tabl e support her shaking body and clutched its edge with nervel ess fingers.
Regul ations and restrictions that could be | evied agai nst a di sobedi ent nmenber
by the Guild Master sprang to her mind far nore vividly than the el usive ones
about rescue and salvage. His lips were set in a thin, hard line. The slight
flare of his nostrils and the quick lift of his chest under the subtle gl eam
of his shirt confirmed that he had appeared through effort, not magic.

"You coul d inprove on your acute angles," Enthor was saying as he
unpacked her triad. "However, the credit is good." Enthor blinked before he
peered approvingly at Killashandra. He noticed her imobility, |ooked around,
not unsurprised to see the @uild Master, and back to Killashandra, aware now
of the reason for her tension

"Which is as well for Killashandra Ree," Lanzecki said with deep
sarcasm "since she has not returned in her new sled."

"Moksoon is all right?" Killashandra asked, anything to be able to speak
in the face of Lanzecki's fury.

"His head will heal, and he will doubtless cut nore rose quartz!"

That Lanzecki's tone was not derisory did not signify. Killashandra
under st ood what was inplied. Nor could she break fromhis piercing stare.

"I couldn't very well leave him" she said, the solace of indignation
replacing fear. After all, Lanzecki had arranged for Mksoon to shepherd her

"Why not? He woul d have shown no compunction in | eaving you had the
circunstances been reversed."

"But...but he was cutting. Al the stormwarnings were on in his sled.
He woul dn't listen. He tried to slice ne with his cutter. | had to knock him
out before he..."

"You coul d be subject to claimjunping, Section 49, Paragraph 14,"
Lanzecki went on irreconcil ably.

"\What about the section dealing with rescue and sal vage?"

Lanzecki's eyelids dropped slightly, but it was Enthor who answered her
in a startled voi ce.

"There are none, ny dear. Salvage is always done by the @Quild, not a
Singer. | would have thought you'd been taught to know what exactly is in
rul es and regs. Ah, now these...these are very good indeed. Two a trifle on
the thin side."”

Ent hor had unpacked the quintet. For the first time, Lanzecki's
attention was diverted. He shifted his body slightly so that he could see the
wei ghplate. He lifted one eyebrow in surprise, but his lips did not soften
wi t h appeasenent.

"You may come out of this affair better than you deserve to,

Kill ashandra Ree," Lanzecki said. H s eyes still glinted with anger. "Unless,
of course, you |left behind your cutter."

"I could carry that, and these," she retorted, stung nore by his
anmusenent than his anger.

"Let us hope then that Mksoon can be persuaded not to charge you with
cl ai mjumpi ng since you preserved his weck of a ship, his skin, and his
crystal. Gatitude is dependent on nmenory, Killashandra Ree, a function of the
mnd that deteriorates on Ballybran. Learn that |esson now"



Lanzecki swept away from Enthor's table and wal ked down the Iong roomto
the farthest exit, thus enphasizing that he had come on discipline,

CHAPTER 10

Kill ashandra stayed with Enthor while he tallied her four cartons,

t hough she was hardly aware of what the old Sorter was saying to her. She kept
gl ancing toward the far door where Lanzecki had made his dramatic exit, aware
of the surreptitious Iooks in her direction fromother Sorters, aware of an
enotion nore intense than hatred, enptier than fear

"Now that'll buy you your two sleds.” Enthor's words penetrated her
sel f-absorpti on.

"What ?"

"Those bl ack crystals brought you a total of twenty-three thousand
credits.”

"How much?" Killashandra stared incredul ously at the displayed figures,
blinking green. "But a sled only costs eight thousand."

"There's the tithe, ny dear. Thirty percent does eat a hole in the
total. Actually, you have to pay for two sleds, the one you lost and the
repl acement. Still, 16,100 cl ear does hel p."

"Yes, it does." Killashandra tried to sound grateful

Ent hor patted her arm "You' d best take a good | ong radiant bath,

m dear. Always hel ps. And eat." Then he began to package her beautiful black
crystal .

She turned away, unexpectedly feeling the separation fromher first
experience of crystal. The weight of the cutter made her sag as she slung it
to her back. She would take it to be checked in the norning. She estinmated she
had just enough strength left to get her body back to her quarters and into
t he radi ant bath. She took the nearest door out of the Sorting room aware
margi nal ly that people were still rushing cartons in to Storage, that the how
of the wind was loud at this | evel even inside the conplex. She should be
grateful! She was too weary to | augh or snort at her inappropriate choice of
word. She got into the lift and its descent, though snooth, made her sink
toward the floor. She was able to prevent conplete coll apse only by hangi ng on
to the support rail

She wobbl ed to her room oblivious to the gaze of those in the Comons.
As she wal ked, the drag of the cutter pulled her to the right, and once she
caroned nunbly from a doorway.

When she finally raised her hand to her own door plate, she realized
that she still wore the ident wistband. She wouldn't need that anynore, but
she hadn't the strength to renove it. As she passed a chair, she dropped her
ri ght shoul der, and the cutter slid onto the cushioning. She continued to the
t ankr oom where she stared in dazed surprise at the filling tank. Did her entry
into the roomtrigger the thing? No, it was alnost full. Soneone must have
programed it. Enthor? Rinbol? Her mind refused to work. She tore at her
coverall, then her sweat liner, pulling her boots off with the |egs of her
coverall, and crawled up the three steps to the platformaround the tank. She
slid gratefully -- that word again -- into the viscous liquid, right up to her
t hroat, her weight supported by the radiant fluid. Fatigue and the ache of
crystal drained fromher body and nerves. In that suspension, she remained,
her mnd w t hdrawn, her body buoyed.

Sonetinme |later, the room announced a visitor, and she roused
sufficiently to deny entrance. She didn't want to see Rinbol. But the
i ntrusion and the necessity of making a decision aroused her from her
passivity. The fluid had provided the necessary anodyne, and she was acutely
awar e of hunger. She had pulled herself fromthe tank, the radiant liquid
dri pping fromher body, and was reaching for a wap when a hand extended the
garnment to her. Lanzecki stood there.

"I will not be denied twice!" he said, "though I will allow you coul dn't



know that it was | at your door."
Surprised at his presence, Killashandra wavered on the edge of the tank
and he imedi ately held out a steadyi ng hand.

"You can fill tanks and open doors?"

"One can be progranmed, and the other was not |ocked."

"It is now"

"It is," he said smoothly; his nouth, she quickly noticed, was amused.

"But that can be changed."

For a picosecond, she wanted to call his bluff. Then she renenbered that
he had said she nmight he |uckier than she deserved as Enthor tallied her cut.
He had inplied she had enough credit not only to buy a new sled but pay off
what she already owed the Guild. Lanzecki had renenbered the vouchers she
still held. Wth those, she would have just enough. Wat mattered was that
Lanzecki had renmenbered that margin at a tine when he was rightfully
infuriated by her disregard of her Guild Master's summons.

""1"mmuch too tired to change anything." She gathered the toweling
about her and extended her hand to him pal mup, sumoning a weary smle

He | ooked fromher snmile to her palm and his |ips curved upward. Now he
took a step forward. Placing both hands on her slender waist, he swng her
down fromthe tank platform She expected to be set on her feet. |nstead
Lanzecki carried her into the I ounge. The spicy aroma of a freshly cooked neal
was heady, and she exclainmed with pleasure at the steam ng dishes on the
tabl e.

"I expected you night be hungry."

Ki |  ashandra | aughed as Lanzecki deposited her in the chair, and she
gestured with the over blown gentility of an opera heroine for himto assune
the ot her seat.

Not that evening or ever did Lanzecki ask her if she had found
Keborgen's bl ack crystal, though he had occasions later to refer to her claim
Nei t her did he ask her any details of her first trip to the M| ekey Ranges.
Nor was she di sposed to volunteer any comment. Except one.

Havi ng teased her adroitly, Lanzecki finally gave her the caress she had
been anticipating so |l ong, and the sensation was al nost unbearabl e.

"Crystal touches that way, too," she said when she could talk.

"I know," he murmured, his voice oddly rough, and as if to forestall her
reply, he began to kiss her in a fashion that excluded opportunity.

She awoke al one, as she had expected, and nuch | ater than she had
pl anned, for the time was | ate eveni ng. She yawned prodi gi ously, stretched,
and wondered if another radiant bath would further her restoration. Then her
belly runbl ed, and she deci ded food was the nore i nmedi ate concern. No sooner
had she dialed for a hot drink than a message was di spl ayed on her screen for
her to contact the Cuild Master when convenient.

She did so pronptly before she consi dered conveni ence, expedi ence, or
opportunity.

Her reply was cleared i medi ately, and her screen produced a visua
contact with the Guild Master. He was surrounded by printout sheets and | ooked
tired.

"Have you rested?" Lanzecki asked. Belatedly, Killashandra activated her
own screen. "Yes, you | ook considerably inproved."

"I nproved?"

A slight smle tugged at his lips. "Fromthe stress and fatigue of your
dramatic return.” Then his expression changed, and Lanzecki became Guild
Master. "WII you please cone to ny office to discuss an extra-planetary
assi gnment ?"

"WIl," not "would," Killashandra thought, sensitive to key words.

"I"ll be there as soon as |'ve eaten and gotten dressed." He nodded and
br oke contact.

As she sipped the last of the drink, she took a long |ook at herself in
the mrrors of the tank room She'd never been vain about her appearance. She
had good strong face bones, w de cheeks, a high forehead, and thick



wel | - arched eyebrows, which she had not narrowed, as the natural enphasis made
a good stage effect. Her jaw was strong, and she was losing the jow nuscles
formed by singing. She slapped at the sides of her chin. No flab. Watever
produced the gaunt aspect of her face was reflected in her body. She noticed
how prom nent her coll arbones were. |f her appearance was now an i nprovenent,
according to Lanzecki, whatever had she | ooked |ike the previous day? Ri ght
now, she wouldn't have needed face paint to play Space Hag or Warp W dow.

She found sonething | oose and filmy to wear, with ends that tied about
her neck and wists and a long full skirt. She stood back fromthe nmirrors and
did a half turn, startled by her full-length reflection. Somnething had
changed. Just what she couldn't puzzle out; she had to see the Guild Master

She was alnpst to the lift shaft when a group energed fromthe Comons.

"Ki | I ashandr a?"

"Ri mbol ?" Kill ashandra nocked his surprised query with a light |augh
"You ought to know ne!"

Ri mbol gave her an odd grin that relaxed into his usual ingenuous smle
Jezerey, Mstra, and Borton were with him

"Well, you're nore like yourself this evening than you were yesterday,"
Ri mbol replied. He scratched his head in enbarrassment, grinning ruefully at
the others. "I didn't believe Concera when she kept saying singing crysta

makes a bi g change, but now | do."

"I don't think I've changed," Killashandra replied stiffly, annoyed that
Ri mbol and, by their expressions, the others could perceive what eluded her.

Ri mbol |aughed. "Well, you' ve used your mirror" -- and he indicated her
careful groom ng -- "but you haven't seen.”

"No, | haven't."

Ri mbol made a gri mace of apology for her sharp tone.

"Singers are notorious for their irritability," Jezerey said with an
uncordi al | ook

"Ch, pack that in, Jez," Rinbol said. "Killa is just in off the ranges.
Is it as bad as it's made out, Killa?" He couched that question in a quiet
t one.

"I would have been fine if | hadn't had to deal with Mksoon."

"Or the Guild Master." Rinbol was synpathetic.

"Ch, you stayed on?" Killashandra decided to brazen through that
epi sode. "He was quite right, of course. And | pass on that hard-I|earned
| esson. Save your own sled and skin in the ranges. WIIl you be around | ater
Rimbol ? I've got to see Lanzecki now " She allowed her voice to drop
expressing dread and | ooking for synpathy in their expressions. "I'd like to
join you later if you're in the |ounge."

"Cood | uck!" Rinbol said, and he nmeant it. The others waved
encouragi ngly as she entered the lift.

She had much to think about during the short drop, and none of it about
her interview with Lanzecki. How could she have changed so nuch in the past
few days just by cutting crystal ? Jezerey had never been overly friendly, but
she had never been antagonistic. She was annoyed with herself, too, for that
of f handed reassurance to Rinbol. "I would have been fine w thout Mksoon."
Yet how coul d she possibly have expl ai ned the experience that had anneal ed
her, confirmed her as a Crystal Singer? Maybe, alone with Rinbol, she would
try to explain, forewarn himthat once past the curious unpainful agony of the
initial cut, there was an elevation to a totally bizarre ecstasy that could
only be savored briefly or it overwhelmed m nd, nerve, and senses.

She sighed, standing before the door to the Guild Master's office. In
t he second between the announcenent of her presence and the panel's snooth
retraction, she renenbered how hard Concera had tried to explain sone facets
of crystal singing. She recalled the odd harsh tone in which Lanzecki had
adm tted know edge of the tactile feel of crystal

"Ki |l ashandra Ree." Lanzecki's voice cane fromthe corner of his |arge
of fice, and she saw himbent over a spotlighted work surface, |ayers of
printout in front of him He did not |ook up fromhis research until she



reached him "Did you have enough to eat?" he asked with nore than ordinary
courtesy and a cl ose scrutiny of her face.

"I had a high-protein and glucose cereal -- " she began because, as soon
as he nmentioned eating, she felt hungry again.
"Hmm A bow was all you had time for, |I'msure. You've slept sixteen

hours, so you've mi ssed considerabl e nouri shment already."

"I did eat in the ranges. Really | did," she protested as he took her
hand and led her to the catering console.

"You've still wit enough to feed yourself, but you can't know how
i Mmensely inmportant it is to replenish reserves at this point."

"I won't be able to eat all that." She was appalled at the nunber and
variety of dishes he was dialing.

"I get peckish nyself, you know," he said, grinning.

"\What happens that | need to eat nyself gross?" she asked, but she
hel ped himclear the catering slot of its first deposit, sniffing
appreciatively at the enticing m xture of aromas fromthe platters.

"You'll never see a plunp Singer," he assured her. "In your particular
case, the synbiont is only just settled into cell tissue. A Mlekey transition
may be easier on the host, but the spore still requires time to nultiply,

differentiate, and becone systenmatically absorbed. Here, start with this soup
Weat her and ot her considerations conpelled ne to direct you into the ranges
prematurely as far as the process of your adaptation is concerned.” He gave
her a sardonic glance. "You may one day be grateful that you had only two days
on your claim"

"Actually three. | didn't spend two with that tw thead Moksoon. He's
utterly paranoid!"

"He's alive," Lanzecki replied succinctly, with sufficient undertone to
make the statement both accusation and indictnent. "Three days! In ordinary
trai ning, you would not have gone out into the ranges until the others were
al so prepared.”

"They won't nake it out before the Passover storms now " Killashandra
was di smayed. |If she had had to wait that |ong..

"Precisely. You were trained, eager and cl ever enough to precipitate the
event."

"And you wanted that black crystal."

"So, ny dearling, did you."

The caterer chimed urgently to remind themto clear the slot for
addi ti onal sel ections. Lanzecki slapped a hold on the remainder of the
progranmed order.

"Even with your help, I'Il never eat all this," Killashandra said after
they had filled the small table and three nore dishes remained in the slot.

"Listen to me while you eat. The synbiont will be attenuated after
intense cutting. | could see that in your face. Don't talk. Eat! | had to be
sure you ate last night once the radiant fluid had eased your nerves. Your
nmet abol i sm nmust be efficient. I would have thought you' d been awakened by

hunger a good four hours ago."

"I was eating when | got your message."

He grinned as he inserted a steam ng, seeded appetizer into his nouth.
He |icked his fingers as he chewed, then said, "My nessage was programed the
nmonent your caterer was used." He stuffed another piece of appetizer into her
nmouth. "Don't talk. Eat."

VWhatever it was he fed her was exceedingly tasty. She speared anot her

"Now, several unexpected elenents are in display. One" -- and he ate a
spoonful of small brilliant green spheres -- "you brought in five medi um bl ack
crystals for which we have received an urgent request." He waved his enpty
spoon at the printout |ayers on his desk. "Two, you have no sled, nor can
Manuf act uri ng produce a replacenment before the Passover storms. Which, by the
way, were heral ded by that unpredicted blowin the Bay area. Short, hard, but
destructive. Even though conjunction occurs over the seas north and east of
this continent, Passover is going to be particularly nasty, as it coincides



with spring solstice. Weather is generally cyclical on Ballybran, and the
pattern which has been energing coincides with '63...2863GY, that is -- eat,
don't gawk. Surely you have wandered through data retrieval, Killashandra, and
di scovered how long |I've been a menber. Fuerte cannot have eradi cated human
curiosity, or you wouldn't be here."

She swal |l owed as the significance of his qualifying the century occurred
to her.

"But not how | ong you've been Guild Master."

He chuckl ed at her quick reply, passing a dish of stewed
orange-and-green mlsi stalks to her. "Excellent for trace minerals. The
Passover turbulence will be phenonenal even in ternms of Ballybran's
nmet eor ol ogi cal history. Wich, | mght add, goes back further than | do. Don't
choke now " he rose to give her a deft thunp between her shoul der bl ades.

"Even the Infirmary level will shake. You, so recently exposed to crystal for
the first time, will be severely affected by the stress. | can, as Guild
Master, order you off Ballybran,” and his face fell into harsh i mobile lines,
i mper sonal and i nplacable. But his mouth softened when he saw her determ ned
expression. "However, | would prefer that you cooperate. The five blacks you
brought in are currently, if you'll forgive the pun, being tuned and shoul d be
ready for shipment. | would like to assign you to take themto the Trundi noux
System and install them"

"This duty will provide me with the margin of credit for ny future

f ool i shness?"

Lanzecki chuckl ed appreciatively.

"Thi nk about the assignnent while you eat some fried steakbean

"It is, then, a suggestion?' she asked around a | arge nmouthful of tasty
| egune.

"It is -- now -- a suggestion." H's face, nouth, and tone were bl and.
"The storms will soon be hamering the ranges and forcing Singers in. Ohers
woul d undertake the assignment happily, especially those who haven't cut
enough crystal to get off-world at Passover."

"I thought Passover was an incredible spectacle.”

"It is. Raw natural forces at their nost destructive." Alift to his
shoul ders suggested that it was a spectacle to which he was inured and yet..

"Do you | eave during Passover?"

He gave her a keen glance, his dark eyes reflecting the spotlights over
hi s work desk.

"The @uild Master is always accessible during Passover." He offered her
some | emon-yel | ow cubes. "A sharpish cheese, but it conplenents the
st eakbean. "

"Hmm Yes, it does."

"Hel p yourself." He rose and took the next dishes fromthe catering
slot, which had been naintaining themat the appropriate heat. "WIIl you have
somet hing to drink?"

"Yarran beer, please." She had a sudden craving for the taste of hops.

"Good choice. I'll join you."

She glanced at him arrested by sone slight alteration of tone, but his
back was to her.

"Rinmbol's from Scartine, isn't he?" Lanzecki asked, returning with a
pi tcher and two beakers. He poured with a proper respect for the head of foam
"He should cut well in the darker shades. Perhaps black, if he can find a
vein."

"How coul d you tell?"

"A question of resonance, also of the degree of adaptation. Jezerey will
do lighter blues, pinks, paler greens. Borton will also tend to cut well in
the darker. | hope they team up."

"Do you know who will cut what?"

"I amnot in a position to inply anything, nmerely venture an inforned
guess. After all, the Guild has been operating for over four hundred years
galactic, all that time collecting and collating information on its nenbers.



It woul d show a scandal ous want of probity not to attenpt nore than nerely a
determ nation of probability of adjustrment to Ballybran spore synbiosis."

"You sound like Borella's cone-all-ye pitch,"” Killashandra replied.

Lanzecki's lips twitched in an anusenment that was echoed by the sparkle
in his brilliant eyes. "I do believe |I'mquoting -- but whom 1|'ve forgotten
How about some pepper fruit? Goes with the beer. 1've ordered sone ices to
clear the palate. A very old and civilized course but not one taken with
beer." As he passed her the plate, the tangy scent of the long, thin furry
fingers did tenpt her to try one. "As | was saying, by the tinme candidates are
t hrough the Shankill checkpoint, as many variables as can be resol ved have
been." He began to pile enpty plates and dishes into one untidy stack, and she
realized that while he had sanpl ed everything, she had eaten far nore. Yet she
didn't feel unconfortably full. "You ought to have been shown the probability
graph,” he said, frowning as he rose. He tossed the discards deftly into the
wast e chute before pausing yet again at the catering slot.

"W were." She nibbled at another pepper fruit while wondering why his
face showed no trace of aging. He wasn't singing crystal anynore, but that was
t he ostensible reason for the specious youthful ness. "W were told nothing
about individual capabilities or forecasts."

"'Why should you be? That would create all sorts of unnecessary
problems." He set two dishes of varicol or sherbets, two wi ne glasses, and a
frosty bottle on the table.

"I couldn't eat another thing."

"No? Try a spoonful of the green. Very settling to the stonach and
clears the nmouth." He seated hinself and poured the wine. "The one critica
point is still adaptation. The psychol ogical attitude, Antona feels, rather
than the physical. That space worker, Carigana, should not have died."
Lanzecki's expression was one of inpersonal regret. "W can generally gauge
the severity of transition and are prepared for contingencies."

Ki |  ashandra t hought of the snmooth di sappearances of Rinbol and Mstra
during the night, of meditechs collecting Jezerey before she had fallen to the
pl ascrete. She also recalled her indignation over "condition satisfactory.

"How do you like the w ne?"

"Does it have to be so mechani cal ?"

"The w ne?"

"The whol e process.”

"Every care is taken, ny dear Killashandra," and Lanzecki's tone
rem nded her incontrovertibly that he was Guild Master and that the procedure
she wished to protest was probably of his institution

"The wine's fine."

"I thought you'd appreciate it." H s response was as dry as the w ne.
"Not much is left to chance in recruiting. Tukolom rmay be a prosy bore, but he
has a curious sensitivity to illness which makes himespecially effective in
his role as tutor."

"Then it was known that | -- "

"You were not predicted." He used the slightest pause between each word
for enphasis, and raising his glass to her, took a sip.

"And..." It was not coquetry in Killashandra that caused her to pronpt
hi m but the strongest feeling that he had been about to add a rider to that
surprise coment .

"And certainly not a MIekey, nor resonant to black crystal. Perhaps" --
and his quick reply did, she was positive, mask thoughts unspoken -- "we
should initiate handling crystal with recruits as soon as possible. But" --
and he shrugged -- "we can't program conveni ent storms which require
al | -menber participation.”

"Ri mbol said you couldn't have planned that storm"”

"Perceptive of him How did those ices go down?"

"They went." She was surprised to find dish, bottle, and w ne gl asses
enpty.

"Fine. Than we can start on nore."



"More?" But already a pungent spicy odor emanating fromthe caterer had
shar pened her appetite. "I'Il bloat."

"Very unlikely. Had you gone out with your class, this is exactly what
woul d have been served on your return fromthe ranges. Yarran beer, since you
have cultivated a taste for it, would be appropriate to wash down the
spicefish." He dialed for nore. "Beer has also, for nillennia, had another
normal effect on the alinentary system™

H s comment, delivered in a slightly ponpous tone, nade her |augh. So
she ate the spicefish, drank the beer, responded to certain natural effects of
it, and, at one point, realized that Lanzecki had coaxed, diverted, bullied
her into continuously consunmi ng food for nearly three hours. By then, her
satiation was such that when Lanzecki casually repeated his suggestion that
she install the black crystal, she agreed to consider it.

"I's that why you've stuffed and drunken me?" she demanded, sitting erect
to feign indignation.

"Not entirely. | have given you sufficient food to restore your synbiont
and enough drink to relax you." He smled away her defective grammar and any
accusation of coercion. "I do not w sh you to endure Passover's mach storns.
You m ght be ten |evels underground, buffered by plascrete a neter thick, but
t he resonances cannot be" -- he paused, averted his face, searching for the
preci se word -- "escaped." He turned back to her, and his eyes, dark and
subtly pained, held hers, his petition heightened by the uncharacteristic
difficulty in expressing his concern.

"Do you ever...escape?"

The delicate bond of perception between themlasted sone tinme, and then
| eani ng across the table, he kissed her question away.

He escorted her back to her quarters, nade certain she was confortable
in the bedroom and suggested that in the norning she take her cutter down to
be checked and stored, that if she was interested in weather history, she
could revi ew ot her phenonmenal Passover stornms in the nmet control the next day
at el even and see sonething of Storm Control tactics.

The next norning, she reflected during her shower and notably hearty
breakfast on Lanzecki's extraordinary attentions to her, sensual as well as
Quild. She could see why Lanzecki, as @uild Master, would exploit her
eagerness to get into the ranges and secure Keborgen's priceless claim She'd
succeeded. Now, in an inexplicable reverse, Lanzecki wanted her off-planet.
Wl |, she could decide this norning when she wat ched the weat her history,
whet her that was the man or the Guild Master tal king. She rather hoped it was
the former, for she did |ike Lanzecki the man and adnmired the Cuild Master
nore than any man she had so far encountered.

What had he nmeant when he said she was unpredicted? Had that been
flattery? The Guild Master indul ging a whinmsy? Not after he had assisted her
in getting out into the ranges; not after she had successfully cut black
crystal ? Especially, not after Lanzecki had very forcefully defined to her in
the Sorting Roomthe difference between the nan and the Guild Master

She wi nced at the nenory. She had deserved that reprinmand. She coul d
al so accept his solicitousness for her health and well -being. He wanted nore
bl ack crystal -- if that was his notive. Al right, Killashandra Ree, she told
herself firmy, no section or paragraph of the Charter of the Heptite Guild
requires the Master to explain hinself to a menber. Her ten years at Fuerte
Musi ¢ Center had taught Killashandra that no one ever does a favor without
expecting a return. Lanzecki had al so underscored sel f-preservati on and
self-interest with every object |esson that was presented.

She didn't really want to | eave Ballybran, though it was probably true
that she could use the credit nmargin of an off world assignnent. She | ooked up
t he payment scale: the credit offered was substantial. Perhaps it would be
better to take the assignnment. But that would nmean | eaving Lanzecki, too. She
stared grimy at her reflection in the mrror as she dressed. Departing for
that reason might also be wise. Only she'd better mend her fences with Ri nbol.

Grateful that she would not have the additional expense of replacing the



cutter or facing the Fisher with that request, she brought the device up to
Engi neering and Training. As she entered the small outer office, she saw two
famliar figures.

"I"mnot going to be caught here again during Passover,'
saying to the Singer Killashandra renenmbered fromthe shuttle.

"Doi ng your bit again on recruits, Borella?" the man asked, negligently
shoving his cutter across the counter and ignoring the technician's sour
excl amati on.

"Recruits?" Borella stared bl ankly.

"Remenber, dear" -- and the man's voice rippled with nockery --
"occasionally, you pass the time briefing the young hopeful s at Shanki l
station.”

Borell a was

"OfF course, | remenber," Borella said irritably. "I can do better than
that this time, din," she went on snugly. "I cut greens in octave groups.
Five of them Enough for an Optherian organ. Snall one, of course, but you
know that that addiction will last a while."

"I"'mrather well off, too, as it happens.” din spoke over her | ast
sent ence.

Borella nurnured sonething reassuring to himas she handed over her
cutter to the technician, but showed a shade nore concern for the device. Then
she linked her armthrough din's. As they turned to | eave, Killashandra
nodded politely to Borella, but the woman, giving Killashandra's cutter a hard
stare, wal ked past with no nmore sign of recognition than tightening her clasp
on din's forearm

"OfF course, there are those unfortunate enough to have to stay here."
Her drawl insinuated that Killashandra would be of that nunmber. "Have you seen
Lanzecki lately, Ain?" she asked as they left the room

For a nonent, Killashandra was stunned by the double insult, though how
Borell a woul d have known where the Guild Master spent his time was uncl ear.
She resisted the insane urge to denmand satisfaction fromBorella.

"Are you turning that cutter in or wealing it?" A sour voice broke
t hr ough her resentnent.

"Turning it in." She handed the cutter to the Fisher carefully, w shing
she didn't have to encounter himas well.

"Ki |l ashandra Ree? Right?" He wasn't | ooking at her but inspecting the
cutter. "You can't have used this nmuch," and he peered suspiciously at handle
and bl ade casing. "Were'd you damage it?"

"I didn't. I'mturning it in.

The Fisher was nore daunting than Borella and her rudeness.

"You could have left it in your sled, you know," he said, his tone not
quite so acerbic now that he had assured hinself that one of his newest
cutters had not been misused. "No one el se can use it, you know, " he added,
obvi ously maki ng al |l owance for her ignorance.

She was not about to admit to anyone that she had | ost the sled.

"I'"m going off-planet for Passover," she said and belatedly realized
that he had no such option

"Go while you can, when you can," he said gruffly but not unkindly. Then
he turned and di sappeared into his workroom

As she made her way back to the lift, Killashandra supposed she ought to
be relieved that sonmeone renenbered her. Possibly the Fisher was able to
associ ate her with a device he had so recently crafted. O perhaps it was
common know edge through the Guild that Lanzecki had berated a new Si nger

She shouldn't let the encounter with Borella rankle her. The worman had
i nadvertently confirmed Lanzecki's advice. Furthernore, if Mksoon coul d not
remenber Killashandra from nonent to nonent, how could she fault Borella? How
long did it take for a Singer's nenory to disintegrate? Killashandra nust
learn to overcone habits and val ues acquired on Fuerte in the Misic Center
There one sought to put people under obligation so they could be called in as
support for this role or that rehearsal room to forma trio or quartet, throw



a party on limted credit, all the myriad arrangenments that require
cooperation, good will! and...nmenory of favors past. As Lanzecki had pointed
out, "Gratitude depends on nenory." The corollary being "menory lasts a finite
time with a Singer." The only common bond for Crystal Singers was the Guild
Charter and its regulations, rules, and restrictions -- and the desire to get
of f Bal | ybran whenever one could afford that privilege.

Carigana shouldn't have di ed? Now why did that come to m nd
Ki | | ashandra wondered as she stepped out of the lift at Meteorol ogy. According
to the ceiling-border nessage panel, the viewing was already in progress in
the theater. As she hesitated, another lift, this one full of people, opened
its door, and she acconpani ed the group to their mutual destination

The theater was sem dark and crowded, people standing along the walls
when all seating was occupied. On the wi de angl e screen, cloud patterns forned
and reformed with incredible speed. At one point, Killashandra saw Ri nbol's
face illum ned; beside himwere Borton and Jezerey. She recogni zed ot her
nmenbers of C ass 895 and the weat her man who had taken themto the sensor
station. The turbul ence of the stormwas not audible. Instead a comment at or
droned on about pressure, mach-wi nd velocities, damnage, rain fall, snow,
sl eet, dust density, and previous Passover tenpests while a print display
under the screen kept pace with his nonol ogue. Killashandra managed to find
space against the far wall and | ooked over the engrossed audi ence for
Lanzecki's face. She hoped he hadn't made his offer of the off-planet trip to
anyone else. |If he was bei ng magnani nous, surely he would al so give her first
refusal .

Then she becane caught up in the stormvisuals, thinking at first they
nmust have been accelerated -- until she conpared wind velocities and deci be
readi ngs. She was aghast at the fury of the storm

"The mmj or Passover storm of 2898," voice and print informed viewers,
"while not as severe or as damagi ng as that of 2863, also fornmed in the
northeast, during spring solstice, and when Shil nore was over the G eat Ccean
i n advance of Shanganagh and Shankill. The inauspicious opposition of the two
nearest planets will enphasize the violence of this year's storm Seeding,

i mproved enul sions, and the new wave di srupter off the coasts of Bul and and
Hoyl and shoul d prevent the tsunam drive across the ocean whi ch caused such
wi despread havoc on the South Durian continent."

The screen switched frequently fromsatellite pictures to planetary
weat her stations where the wind shifts were marked by waves of debris flung in
vertical sheets. Killashandra fell into that nmesmerized state that can
befuddl e the mind, and for one hideous second she al nost heard w ndshriek. A
particularly frenzied cross-current of detritus shattered the trance by
i nduci ng notion nausea. She hastily left the theater, |ooking for a toilet.
The nonent she reached the soundproof stability of the quiet corridor, her
nausea waned, only to be replaced by the gnawi ng of severe hunger

"I had breakfast," she said through clenched teeth "I had plenty of
br eakf ast."

She entered a lift, wondering just how | ong the postrange appetite
remai ned critical. She punched for the infirmary | evel and swung into the sane
ant eroom she had entered barely four weeks before.

No one was on duty.

"I's anyone here?" she demanded acidly.

"Yes," the verbal address system responded.

"I don't want you. 1'd like to see -- "

"Ki |l ashandra Ree?" Antona wal ked t hrough the right hand door panel, an
expression of surprise on her face. "You can't have been injured?" The chi ef
medi ¢ took a small diagnostic unit from her thigh pocket and advanced toward
Ki I I ashandr a.

"No, but I'mstarving of the hunger."

Ant ona | aughed, slipping the instrunent back into her pocket. "Ch, | do
apol ogi ze, Killashandra. It's not the least bit funny! For you." She tried to
conpose her face into a nore severe expression. "But you put it aptly. You're



"starving of the hunger" for several reasons. Wile the others were

conval escing fromthe fever, we could administer nutritional assists. You had
no fever, and then you were sent out to cut. The appalling hunger, you
realize, is quite nornmal. No, | see you don't, and you |l ook hungry. |'mjust
about to have a norning snack. The lounge will be deserted, as everyone's
peering at |ast year's stornms. Join nme? | can think of nothing nore boring
than to be conpelled to eat nobuntains and gulp themdown in solitary

confinenent. You did renenber, of course" -- and by this time Antona had
gui ded her back to the Iift and, at their destination, down the |l ength of the
lounge to a catering area as she talked -- "that the synbiont takes twenty

weeks to establish itself thoroughly. W have never managed to find out the
average spore intake per diemsince so nuch depends on the individual's

nmet abolism Now, let's see..." Antona pressed nmenu review. "You don't mnd if
| order for you? | know exactly how to reduce that hunger and restore the
symbiont." Antona waited for Killashandra's agreenent and then toured the
catering area, dialing several selections at each post before signaling
Killashandra to take a tray and start collecting the itenms delivered.

Food enough for the entire final year student conplenent of the Misic
Center presently covered two |arge tables, and Killashandra ravenously started
to eat.

"If it's any encouragenent, your appetite will slack off especially
after the synbiont has prepared for Passover." She smiled at Killashandra's
groan. "Don't worry. You'll have no appetite at all during the height of
Passover -- the spore buries itself in crevices." Antona smiled. "In the Life
| ab, we have rock crabs and burrow worms over four hundred years old."
Antona's grin became wy. "I don't suppose that aspect of Ballybran's ecol ogy
figured in your orientation. There isn't nuch life on this nudball, but what
there is lives in synbiotic relation to the spore. That's how it keeps itself
alive, by increasing the survival nechani sns of whatever host it finds. It
behooves Us, the new dominant life form to study the indigenous."

As she ate, Killashandra found Antona's ranblings nore interesting than
Tukolom's lectures. It did cross her mind that Antona m ght just be indul ging
in the luxury of a captive audi ence. Antona was not lazy with fork and spoon
so her "nmorning snack" must have answered a real need if not as urgent as
Ki Il ashandra's.

"I keep trying" -- and Antona enphasi zed that word "to correlate sone
factor, or factors, which would once and for all allow us to recruit w thout
anxi ety." She paused and | ooked with unfocused eyes to one corner of the
dining area. "I mean, | knew what | was to do before | came here, but if | had
made the conplete adjustnent, |1'd ve been required to sing crystal." Antona
made a grinmace of dislike, then smled radiantly. "The prospect of having al
the tine in the world to delve into a life formand carry through a research
programwas such a gift -- "

"You didn't want to be a Crystal Singer?"

"Shards and shades, girl, of course not. There's nore to life here than
that."

"I had the inpression, that crystal singing was the function of this
pl anet . "

"Ch, it is," and Antona's agreenent rippled with laughter. "But the
Crystal Singers could scarcely function w thout support personnel. Mre of us
than you, you know. Takes five and three-quarters support staff to keep a
Singer in the ranges. Furthernore, the Guild doesn't have the tinme or the
facilities to train up nmenbers in every skill needed. There are plenty of
people fromthe Federated Sentient Planets quite willing to risk adaptation
and the possibility of having to sing crystal to come here in other
capacities.”

"I'ma little confused..."

"l shouldn't wonder, Killashandra. You do cone from Fuerte, and that
conservative governnment had off notions about self-determ nation. | did wonder
how you cane to be recruited, though you are one of our nicer surprises.”



Antona patted Killashandra's armreassuringly. "The Fuertans we've had in
previ ous decades al so made good hosts."” Suddenly, Antona frowned, eyeing

Ki |l | ashandra specul atively. "I really nust run your scans again. |'ve
devel oped five separate evaluation tests, two at the primary level, which, if
| say so myself -- and Antona smiled nodestly -- "have increased the

probability figures by 35%"

"I didn't think the Guild was permtted active recruiting,'
sai d, doggedly returning to that blithe conment.

Antona | ooked startled. "Oh, nothing active. Certainly |l ess blatant than
service prograns. The FSP definitely frowns on any sort of conditioning or
coercion due to the specific adaptation, you see. That's a direct
contradiction of the freedomof novenent in the FSP Charter. O course, when
FSP recruits, no one dares conplain but it's common know edge what Service
people do." She enmitted a sort of giggle. "Freedom of movenent, indeed. Mst
good citizens of the FSP never |eave or want to | eave their home worlds, but
they have to be able to do so according to FSP, and that forces us to use the
Shankill clearing point."

"Don't you mind being restricted to this planet?"

"Why should I?" Antona did not appear to be resigned.

"Singers seemvery keen to get off Ballybran," Killashandra said, but
her m nd was chaotic, renmenbering Carigana's intransigence, the farce of the
Shanki |l Mon Recruitment, R nbol's passing his "prelimnaries," Carigana and
her "trap," the way Killashandra found herself reacting to the suspicion that
Ant ona had confirned.

"Si ngers shoul d | eave Bal |l ybran whenever possible," she said, conpletely
sincere and nmuch at her ease. "It's a tense, demandi ng profession, and one
shoul d be able to...escape...fromone's work to conpletely different
surroundi ngs. "

"Escape.
Ant ona?"

"Me? OF course. My work is in the infirmary and the labs. | have the
whol e planet to roam and the nmoons if | wi sh a change of view"

"Even at Passover?"

Ki | | ashandr a

That was the verb Lanzecki had used. "Do you escape your work

Ant ona chuckl ed indul gently at Killashandra's jibe. "Wll, everyone
hol es up during Passover. O gets off the planet if possible." She | eaned over
to touch Killashandra's arm "For your own sake, | wi sh you hadn't cut so near
to Passover, but you can be sure I'll help you all | can.”

"Why shoul d I need hel p?" Killashandra had no troubl e affecting innocent
surprise. "lI've only cut once."

"The nmpost dangerous cut of themall. I'"'mreally surprised that Lanzeck
permtted it. He's so careful about his new Singers. | had to pass you over to
training, my dear. No point at all in keeping you with sick people. But this
Passover is the nost inconvenient one, and it will be ages before the weat her
settles and danage can be cleared. | suppose Lanzecki wanted to get as nuch
crystal cut as possible when he could. O course, repair won't concern you as
a Singer. You'll be sent out as soon as possible to check your clains for
stormalteration.”

"What will happen because | have cut crystal once?"

"Ch, dear." Antona inhal ed deeply and then exhal ed on a short,
exasperated breath. "I will blather on. Very well, then, I'd have to tell you

soon, anyhow. It's only |I don't like to al arm peopl e unnecessarily."

"You have unl ess you cone to the point."

"You' ve been told that stornms in the Crystal Ranges are |ethal because
the wi nds whi p resonance out of the nountains that produce sensory overl oad.
During Passover, the entire place, right down to its core, | sometines feel
quivers -- a noise, a vibration, multiple sonics are fornmed and transnitted
whi ch cannot be" -- Antona gave another shrug of hel pl essness -- "escaped.
W' || sedate you, and you can be harnessed safely in a radiant tub in the
infirmary, which has special shielding. Every possible care will be taken."

"I see.”



"No, you'll hear. That's worse. Now eat. Actually, at your stage, a
surfeit of food is the best cushion | could prescribe. Think of the sedation
as hibernation; the food is protection."

Ki |l ashandra applied herself to the untouched di shes, while Antona
silently and slowy finished her |ast portion

"Do the others go through this, too?" Killashandra flicked her hand at
the array of plates.

"Ch, we all start eating quantities now "

"WIl the others have to be sedated and --

"They'll be unconfortable, but so will anyone with hearing and quite a
nunber who are in other respects clinically deaf hear stormresonance. W
provi de maskers. The white noise relieves the tenporary tinnitus caused by
turbulence. W really do try to help."

"I"msure you do."

"Smal |l confort, you may think, but all things are relative. Just read
the early history of the Guild and the menbers' coments. Ch, dear, | don't
want to be caught here."

Antona's hasty rising caused Killashandra to | ook around. People were
streaming in fromthe lifts. "I'Il just slip out the back. You finish your
nmeal !'" She pointed inperatively at the remaining di shes and then retreated
into a dinmer area of the Commons.

Kil Il ashandra finished the mlsi stalks and regarded the final dish of
nut - covered cubes. People were lining up at the catering areas, the first
serving thensel ves with generous trays. So she wasn't the only hungry one.

"Here she is!" Rinbol's delighted cry startled her. She twisted in the
chair and saw the Scartine. Mstra, Jezerey, Borton, and Cel ee were close

behind him "I told you | saw her at the storm scan. You get hungry or
somet hing?" His eyes bright with m schief, Rinbol began to count the enpty
pl at es.

"You must have cut a lot of crystal to afford all that," Jezerey
comment ed. Her eyes were unfriendly.

"Antona's orders. | didn't have a conval escence like you lot, so |I'm
eating for two now "

"Yes, but you got out into the ranges, and we're stuck here!" Jezerey
was al nost savage. Borton shook her arm

"Cut that, Jez. Killa didn't do it to spite you, you know " Borton
| ooked across to Killa, his eyes entreating.

"Yes, you did get out into the ranges," Mstra said in her soft voice,
"and 1'd very much appreciate it, Killashandra, if you'd tell us what actually

does happen when you cut. |1've got the awful est notion that they don't tell us
all, for all they do tell."

"Here, get rid of the debris" -- R nmbol was shoveling dishes and pl ates
toget her -- "and sonmeone order beer and things. Then Killashandra can divul ge

trade secrets.”

Kill ashandra was not in a confessional nood, but the nmute appeal in
Mstra' s brown eyes, the wary concern in Rinbol's, and Borton's stiff, blank
expression could not be denied by a classmate, no matter what doctrine of self
preservation Lanzecki was preaching. Jezerey would find her own | evel; that
was certain. Rinbol, Mstra, and Borton were a different matter

Celee returned then with pitchers and beakers. "Look, since singing
isn'"t my trade, why don't | just shuttle food for you?" he asked
good-natured]y. He winked at Killashandra to enphasize his indifference to the
out come of his adaptation

Orders were given him and as he left, conplaining that his back woul d
be broken, the others settled at the table and | ooked expectantly at
Ki I I ashandr a.

"Mbst of what happens is explained, Killashandra began, not know ng
preci sely how to describe the phenonenon

"Theory is one thing. Where does it differ frompractice?" Mstra asked
gently.



"She doesn't say much but she gets to the point," Rinmbol noted while
raising his eyes in comc di smay.

Killashandra snmiled gratefully at M stra.

"Those stormsinulation flights -- the real thing can be worse. | didn't
cut squarely for all the practice | had retuning soured crystal. | suppose
your hands get stronger, but don't be surprised if your first block has a
reptilian outline.” She was rewarded with a chuckle from R nbol, who cl owned
wi th an exaggerated wiggle of his torso. "You know you've got to be
shepherded into the ranges by some experienced Singer? Wll, keep one fact
perfectly clear: he or she is liable to forget fromnonment to nonent that you
are legally supposed to be with him M ne damed near sliced ny leg off. Just
keep the tape playing on repeat so he can't forget it. Talk to himall the
time, keep yourself in his sight, especially after he's just cut crystal..."

"Yes, yes, we've been told that. But when you find crystal..." Jezerey
interrupted abruptly.
Ki |l | ashandra | ooked at her coolly. "Wen" the girl said. "It's if, not

when -- "

"But you found crystal. Black crystal," Jezerey began indignantly.

"Shut up, Jez." Borton pressed his fingers warningly into her shoul der
but she shrugged off his hol d.

"The unexpected starts when you cut your own crystal. You tap for the
note on the face and then tune the cutter and then..." Killashandra was back

inthe fault, the first black segnment, uneven cut line and all, weighing in
her pal nms, dazzling her with its slow change in sunlight fromtransparency to
the black matte of the thermally responsive crystal, losing herself in the

menory of that shimrering resonance, feeling the incredible rmusic in her blood
and bones. ..

An insistent tugging on her sleeve finally broke her trance.

"Killa, are you all right? Shall | get Antona? Killa?" Rinbol's urgent
and anxi ous questions brought her to dazed awareness of her present position
"You' ve been away for -- "

"Six mnutes, four seconds," Borton added, tipping his wist to see the

di spl ay.

"What ?"

"What ? she says" -- Rinmbol turned to the others with a teasing manner --
"when she's been visiting her claimon the sly. Look, friends, no visible
nmeans of contact and yet our fair lady -- Does it truly take that kind of a

hold on you, Killa?" He dropped his antic pose and touched her gently on the
arm his face concerned.

"Well, | didn't think it could get me sitting here with nmy friends, but
this advice | will freely give you, having just demonstrated. Cut, and pack
If you don't, you may stand there like | just was and comune wi th your
crystal until the storm breaks over you."

"Communing with crystal!l" Jezerey was inpatient, skeptical

"Well, it might not happen to you." Killashandra tried to speak mldly,
but Jezerey aggravated her. "Got your sled yet?" she asked Ri nmbol .

"Yes..." Rinbol said.

"But we're not allowed to use them" Jezerey finished, glaring at
Ki I I ashandr a.

"Whi ch m ght be just as well, considering your perfornmance on the
simul ator,” Borton said.

"So crystal singing is really addictive? How fast is the habit forned?"
Ri mbol was off in a seriocomc vein to lighten the tension that was
devel oping. "Can it be broken? Is it profitable?"

"Yes, fast, no, and yes," Killashandra responded. "Don't |let ne inhibit
your enjoyment of your rneal." She rose quickly, keeping Rinmbol fromrising by
a restraining hand on his shoulder. "See you tonight here?"

She hardly waited for his answer, for she had seen a figure entering the
Commons at the far end, nmoving with Lanzecki's unm stakable stride. She wal ked
to intercept him



He was Cuild Master, she realized, as he scanned the faces in the
| ounge. He barely paused as she reached him

"I'd I'ike that assignnent."

"I thought you would."

No nore than that and they had passed each other, he for the catering
area and she for the lifts.

CHAPTER 11

It was a relief to be back in her quarters. Sonehow the absurdity of the
bi zarre, tri-atnospheric wall-screen restored to her a sense of the absurd.
Her attenpt to verbalize her experience of crystal cutting to her friends and
its aftermath di sturbed her. How could nmenory, even of such an ecstatic
nmonent, dom nate mind and body so? She had broken that first comunion with
the crystal block by packing it. O had she? And whom coul d she ask? Was
addiction why it was so easy for a Singer to |lose the data retrieval function
of the m nd?

Had she hesitated over Lanzecki's offer because she actually didn't want
to be far fromthe ranges? She renenbered then the longing in Borella's voice
to return to the ranges when her wound had heal ed. On the other hand, Borella
could now not wait to get off the planet.

The anbi val ence, Killashandra deci ded, could be expl ai ned. Gddly enough
it was anal ogous to having the starring role in a |arge conpany. The appl ause
could be the crystal singing in your hand, fresh fromthe vein, stimulating,
ecstatic. The same enotional high every tinme you cut, until body and nind were
exhausted by the clanor, the concentration. The thrall of crystal confounded
by the urgent need of rest and relief.

She had seated herself by the computer keyboard, notivated to record
some of her reflections. The automatic tine display wi nked the change of hour.
Even thi nki ng about crystal took enormous hunks of time. She'd been back in
her room nore than two hours.

Briskly sitting upright, she keyed for the original entry she had nmade
and |istened di spassionately to her voice rehearsing the few facts she had
entered. Then she tapped the record tab

"I found an abandoned bl ack crystal vein and cut with success. The trick
with crystal is to pack it away before the song gets to you in the sun. | |ost
my sled trying to save ol d Moksoon. A waste of a good sled. Lanzecki is
generous, and | shall be installing the five interlocking segnents | cut in
t he Trundi moux System That way | avoid Passover storms which are expected to
be unusually violent."

She pl ayed back the terse synopsis of her last two weeks. Whuld the
bones of experience renm nd her of the degree and enotional heights at sone
later tinme? She sniggered at her own pretentiousness. Well, she never had
consi dered herself any sort of a playwight.

As she | eaned back in the console chair, she becane aware of runbling in
her belly.

"Not again!"

To deny the stimulus of hunger, she determinedly dialed a furniture
cat al og though she had nothing to put on tables or shelves since she had hung
her lute on the wall. She thought of playing the instrument which she hadn't
done in a long tinme, but the E string broke the nmonent she turned the pin.
Very carefully, she replaced the lute. Then, clenching her teeth, she made for
the caterer in angry strides to assuage her unacceptabl e appetite.

She was dialing vigorously when the comunit buzzed.

"Lanzecki here."

"Are you linked to my catering dial?"

"It is not coincidence. Guild Masters are allowed to eat when their
daily duties permt. May | join you?"

"Yes, of course." She sounded as genuinely wel com ng as she could after



her facetious greeting.

Lanzecki was, she supposed, as nmuch a victimto pre-Passover appetite as
anyone el se. Nor did she suppose himto be exploiting her by conveniently
di spatching her off world. O...taking the cup of protein broth she had dial ed
as Lanzecki's call came through, she went to the console and checked with
Mar keting. The display confirmed that the Trundi noux order for a five-place
conmuni cati ons systemutilizing bl ack-crystal conmponents had been received
five days before. The order was priority rated by the FSP sector chief. She
returned to the caterer and dialed enticing food for a tired, hungry man.

And it was Lanzecki the man who entered her apartnents as she was vainly
trying to squeeze plates, platters and pitchers onto the limted surface of
her table. She really ought to have got in nore furniture.

"I started," she said, waving her soup. "I didn't think you'd mnd." She
handed hi ma steani ng cup
"Nor do |I." As he smiled, the tension lines around his eyes and nouth

eased.

"I had a norning snack with Antona after hunger over cane ne during the
storm scan,” she said as he seated hinmself, stretching out his |egs.

"She undoubtedly reassured you that we're all eating heartily at this
nmonent . "

"She ate a lot, too."

Lanzecki |aughed. "Don't worry. You'll have no appetite during
Passover."

"But | won't be here."

"The instinct operates independently of your physical where abouts.
Especially, | regret to informyou, when your transition was so recent."

"So long as I"'mnot gorging like this while I'"minstalling the
crystals.” Some planets, particularly new ones |ike the Trundi moux systemw th
limted food supplies, mght consider a hearty appetite unbeconi ng

"No, more likely you'll be sleeping it all off." He finished his soup
and seened nore interested in picking out his next item "Tonorrow, Trag will
instruct you in installation procedures. W had a secondary comruni cation from
t he Trundi moux giving us the disposition of the five units. | understand that
the kindly call them Trundies; the informed style themthe Mux."

"The what ?" Killashandra demanded on a | augh, for she couldn't see
hersel f using either nicknane.

"Two crystals will be installed on nobile nining stations. Trundi moux
has three asteroid belts. That's how they can afford black crystal." Lanzeck
snorted. "They' ve fortunes in ore whirling about, waiting to be grappled. The
third unit is to be on the one habitabl e planet and one each on the |arge
satellites of the gas and the ice planets. Trundi noux m ning operations have
been seriously hanpered by | ack of real-tine comunications, so they nortgaged
hal f a belt and, | expect, will discharge that indebtedness in short order
Oiginally, the systemwas exploited nerely for the asteroid ores, with
several multihul ks hauling the netal to the nearest nmanufacturing system --
Balisdel, | think it is. The Balisdelians got greedy, Trundi moux niners
rebel l ed, settled the better planet and one of the outer nmoons. In less than
seventy-five years, they're a going concern.”

"Wth noney enough for black-crystal comrunications."

"They'd already a |inkage with Balisdel and two other systems, but this
will be their owm internal I|ink. Yarran beer?" Lanzecki rose to dial the
order.

Ki | I ashandra | aughed. "Wo drank Yarran beer before Ri nbol got here?
Besi des you. "

"The di scovery was by no means original with ne, either. Yarran beer is
as close to addictive as anything can be for us."

There was a heavi ness about Lanzecki this evening, Killashandra thought.
It wasn't fatigue, for he noved as easily as ever for a man of his build.

"I"d forgotten how pl easant the taste is," he went on, returning with a



pi tcher and two beakers.

"I's this Passover going to be that bad?" she asked. Lanzecki took a |ong
draught of the beer before he answered, but his eyes were tw nkling, and his
nmouth fell into an easier line.

"We always plan for the worst and generally are not disappointed. The
chal | enge thus presented by each new Passover configuration is irresistible,
forces that are changel ess and changi ng, as unpredictable as such natura
phenonena are."

Kill ashandra was startled by his unexpected phil osophi zi ng and wonder ed
i f she had been w ong about his nood.

"You actually enjoy this!"

"Hmm No -- 'enjoy' is not the appropriate word. Stimulated, | think
woul d be nmore accurate." He was teasing her. His lips told her that. Teasing,
but somet hing nore, sonething deeper, the el enent that caused the heavi ness
about him "Stop thinking and eat. |'ve ordered up a particular delicacy which
I hope you'll enjoy, too. Catering goes to great pains at this tine of
Bal | ybran's cycle, and we nust respond.™

Toni ght, his appetite equal ed hers as they sanpled the marvels of taste
and texture that had been conjured fromthe cuisine's of all the el egant and
exotic worlds in the Federation. Lanzecki knew a great deal about food and
prom sed her that one day he would personally prepare a neal for her fromraw
produce to finished dish.

"When eating is not a necessity, as it is now, but can be enjoyed," and
his eyes twinkled at the repetition of that word "in conplete |eisure.”

"We're not at |eisure now?"

"Not conpletely. As soon as | have satisfied ny synbiotic self, | nust
neet with the stormtechnicians again."

She suppressed an irrational disappointnent that their dinner was not a
prel ude to another | oving night.

"Thank you, dear heart," he said.

"Thank ne? For what ?"

"For being...aware."

She stared at Lanzecki for a | ong noment.

"You're certain telepathy is not in the synbiotic..."

"Absolutely not!" Lanzecki's assurance was sol enm, but she wasn't sure
about hi s nout h.

Ki |l ashandra rapidly catal ogued some of her responses to himand sighed.

"Well, | amsorry you're not staying!"

Lanzecki | aughed as he reached for her hand and kissed it lightly. Not
i ght enough so that she didn't respond to his touch

"I have never intended to invade your privacy, Killashandra, by watching
the shift and fl ow of your thoughts and enotions. | enjoy them | enjoy you.
Now' -- and he rose purposefully -- "if it were anything but stormtactics..."
He ki ssed her pal magain and then strode swiftly fromthe room

She let her hand fall back to her |ap, Lanzecki's graceful conpliment
echoing through her mnd. Quite one of the nicest she had ever been paid.

Qddly enough, that he had been invading a Fuertan's treasured privacy,
once her nost defended possession, did not distress Killashandra. If Lanzeck
continued to "enjoy" what he saw -- She took a |ong swall ow of beer. How much
she had changed since that aimess, aching ride on the pedestrian way to
Fuerte's spaceport! How nmuch of the change was due to her "synmbiotic self?"
That, too, had been an invasion of privacy to which she had, before
of ficialdomof the FSP, agreed.

Now t hat she had held crystal, vibrant in the pal mof her hand, 1ight
and sound coruscating off the sun-warnmed quartz, she felt no regrets for |oss
of privacy, no regrets for an invasion that had been entrance into a new
di mensi on of experience.

She | aughed softly at her whinmsy. She finished the beer. She was sl eepy
and satiated, and tonorrow would be a wearyi ng day. She hoped that Trag did
not get reports from Enthor on the raggedness of her first cuttings.



The next norning, after a sturdy breakfast, she reported to Trag in the
cutting room Oher nenbers of O ass 895 were al ready busy under the
supervi sion of Concera and another CGuild nenmber. Killashandra greeted Concera
and smiled at the others.

Trag jerked his head to a side door, and she foll owed him She
experi enced a doubl e shock, for there on the work table amd installation
brackets and pads were five black crystals. And she didn't respond to their
presence at all!

"Don't worry!" Trag picked up the nearest one and tossed it negligently
at her.

She opened her nouth to scald himw th an oath when the object reached
her hands and she knew it wasn't black crystal.

"Don't you ever frighten me that way again!" Fury was acid in her belly
and throat.

"Surely you didn't think we'd risk the black in practice." Trag had
enj oyed startling her.

"I"'mtoo new at this gane to know what is risked," she replied, getting
her anger under control. She hefted the block in her hand, wanting nore than
anything else to loft it right back at Trag.

"Easy now, Killashandra," he said, raising a protective hand. "You knew
it wasn't black crystal the nonment you wal ked into the room™

The coolness in Trag's voice reninded her that he was a senior CGuild
nmenber .

"I"ve had enough surprises in the ranges w thout having to encounter
them here, too, Trag." As she controlled panic and rage, she al so reni nded
herself that Trag had al ways been inpersonal! Her relations with Lanzecki were
cl oudi ng ot her judgnents.

"Coping with the unexpected nust becone automatic for a Singer. Sone
peopl e never learn how " Trag's eyes shifted slightly to indicate the room
behi nd them "You proved just now that your instinct for the blacks is
reliable. Now' -- and he reached out to take the block fromher hand -- "let
us to the purpose for which these were sinmulated."” He put the block anong its
nat es.

Only then did she realize that the five nmock crystals had been cast in
the i mage of those she had cut, w ggles, inproper angles and size.

"Thi s substance has the sane tensile strength and expansion ratio as
bl ack crystal but no other of its properties. You nust learn today to instal
crystal properly in its bracketing with enough pressure to secure it agai nst
vi bration but not enough to interfere with internolecular flow " He showed her
a printed diagram "This will be the order and the configuration of the
Trundi noux link." He tapped the correspondi ng bl ock as he pointed out its
position, repeating what Lanzecki had rattled through. "Nunber one and two,

the smallest, will be on mning stations, nunber three on the gas pl anet
satellite, nunber four on the ice planet satellite, and number five, the

| argest crystal, will be installed on the habitable planet. You and you al one
will handle the crystals.”

"I's that Guild policy?" How nmuch nore did she have to | earn about this
conpl ex profession?

"Anmong ot her considerations, no one in the Trundi moux Systemis
technically capable." Trag's voice was heavy w th di sapproval .

Ki Il ashandra wondered if he considered them "Trundi es" or "Mux."

"I woul d have thought Marketing would handle installation.”

"Cenerally." H's stiff tone warned her off further questions.

"Well, | don't suppose |'d've been saddled with the job if | hadn't | ost
nmy sled and if Passover weren't so near."

She got no visible reaction fromher rueful coment.

"Remenber that," Trag advi sed, and added with an unexpected wyness, "if
you can."

Installing crystal in padded cl anps was not as sinple as it had sounded,
but then, as Killashandra was | earning, nothing in the Heptite Guild was as



sinmple as it sounded. Neverthel ess, by evening, with arm neck, and back
muscl es tense and hands that trenbled fromthe effort of small, strong
noverent s, eyes hot from concentration on surface tension readings, she
bel i eved she understood the process.

She was phil osophi cal when Trag said they woul d repeat the day's
exerci se on the morrow, for she knew she nmust be notion perfect during the
actual installations. Guild nenbers had a reputation to maintain, and she
woul d be up to Trag's standard of performance even if this was the only
installation she ever made. Since her notion tallied with Trag's, she was
undaunt ed by his perfectionism

Lanzecki joined her again for her evening "gorge," but he excused
hi nsel f as soon as he'd finished. She didn't mnd so nuch that night because
she was very tired

By neal time the follow ng day, she had secured Trag's grudgi ng approval
for a deft, quick, and conpetent installation within a tine limt he had
arbitrarily set.

"Why not take nore tinme?" she'd asked reasonably. "lInstalling a Iink
bet ween peopl e ought to be an occasion."

"You won't have tinme," Trag said. "You'll be on an inbound gravity
defl ection course. There'll be no time to spare.”

He gave her no chance to query his enphasis on tine. Wth a curt nod, he
left the room Maybe Lanzecki would be in an expansive mood. If, she qualified
to herself, he joined her for dinner

D nner? She was starving for her nidday neal. As she passed through the
mai n training room Ri nbol had just finished naking a diagonal cut under
Concera's tutel age

"Are you eating soon?" she asked Ri nmbol and the O der Singer

"I"malways eating!" Rinbol's reply was half groan, half belch, and
Concer a | aughed.

"Finish the last cut," Concera told him

"Co save us a table."” R nbol shooed her off, then turned his attention
to his cutting.

Kill ashandra went directly to the Commons and found the dining area well
occupi ed, tables stacked with a variety of dishes that bore witness to the
probl em of synbiotic instinct. She was about to order sonething to sustain her
during the search for a free table when a | arge group vacated one of the
boot hs. She ordered hastily, dialing for beer in a pitcher and beaker and
setting them about the table to prevent occupation. She had retrieved her
first order and was already eating as Rinbol, Concera, and two others of C ass
895 j oi ned her.

The neal becane a convivial occasion, and all made suggestions of this
or that favored delicacy they'd discovered during what Concera styled "the
hunger . "

"It's so good to have new nenbers," she said in a giddy voice, waving

her beaker of beer, "to rem nd us of things we've forgotten. |I can't think, of
course, who it was the last time, but Yarran beer is so satisfying."

Ri mbol rose, bowed to the entire table. "Be upstanding all. Let us toast
to the brewers of Yarran beer. May they al ways be renenbered -- by somebody!"

As the company hastily stood, the table was knocked askew, and before
the toast could be made, the surface had to be nopped and nore beer dial ed.

Ki |l ashandra was suffused by a sense of canaraderie that she had often
observed in the Miusic Center but had never been part of. She supposed it was
Ri mbol 's special gift that, given half a chance, he coul d make an occasi on of
any gathering. She said little, smled nuch, and ate with a heartier appetite
for such good conpany.

As she sat facing the dispensing area, she found herself identifying
hi gh-ranking Guild nmenbers as well as Singers obviously just in fromthe
ranges, sone of whom were gaunt, nervous, and confused by the throng of
diners. O hers, despite the same noise-pollution disconfiture, appeared in
very good spirits. The nervous ones hadn't cut enough crystal to get



of f-pl anet, Killashandra thought, and the rel axed ones had. Certainly, when
Borella entered with din and another pair of Singers, they were a vivacious
group. Obstreperously so, Killashandra thought, for they woul d whi sper anong
t hensel ves, then burst into | aughter as they | ooked with nock
surreptitiousness at silent diners.

Though Ri nbol was joking with Concera and Cel ee, he had noticed
Borella's table.

"D you know?" he said in an undertone to Killashandra, "she doesn't
renenber any of us."

"I know. She has been out in the ranges since we were recruited.”

Ki |  ashandra knew she wasn't excusing Borella, and she didn't need to explain
to Ri nmbol

"I know, | know, but that was only a few nonths ago." Ri nbol's blue eyes
were clouded with worry. "Do we | ose our nenories that quickly?"

"Borella's sung a long tinme, Rinbol." Killashandra could not reassure
hersel f, either. "Have you started your personal file? Good. That's the way to
renmenber what's inportant.”

"I wonder what she considers inmportant." Rinbol |ooked at Borella with
narrowed eyes.

"Cetting off this planet during Passover!" Even to herself, Killashandra
sounded sharp. Rinbol threw her a startled | ook, and then he | aughed. "I only
know because | heard her talking to that tall fellow, Ain." Killashandra
added in an easier manner. "Say, have you been in contact with Shillawn at
al | ?"

"Sure have. In fact, we're nmeeting here tonorrow. Join us?"

Killashandra met Rinbol's mildly challenging stare.

"I'f I"'mfree. I'mscheduled to take sonme crystals to the Trundi moux
system Evidently, having cut crystal, 1'd be particularly susceptible to
Passover, so they're whipping ne off the planet."

"Once | thought 1'd have no trouble keeping up with you, Killa."

Ri mbol ' s expressi on was rueful

"What D you nean by that?" Killashandra was aware of a flurry of
unexpected feelings: anxiety, surprise, irritation, and a sense of |oss. She
didn't want to | ose her friendship with R nbol. She put her hand on his arm
"We're friends, renmenber. C ass 895."

"I'f we renmenber.”

"What is the matter with you, R nmbol? |'ve been having such a good
time." Killashandra gestured at the others |aughing and chatting, and the
evi dences of a hearty nmeal. "I haven't had a chance to see much of anyone
because of that wretched MIekey transition and bei ng shepherded out by that
soni c-shorted Mksoon -- "

"Not to mention finding black crystal."

She took a deep breath against her seething reaction to Rinbol's
inmplicit accusation

"When" -- she began slowly and in a taut voice -- "you have been in the
ranges | ooking for crystal, then you will know what | can not possibly explain
to you now. " She rose, the tenuous sensation of conradeship abruptly severed.
"Gve ny regards to Shillawn if you'd be so good as to renenber."

She excused hersel f and stal ked past a startled Concera, who tried to
protest Killashandra's exit.

"Let her go, Concera. She has matters of great inportance to attend."

Striding quickly into the main aisle, Killashandra nearly ran into Trag
just entering the dining area

"Ki |l ashandra? Don't you ever watch the call display?" Trag pointed to
the noving |line above the catering area, and she saw her nanme flashing. Trag
took her armand hurried her toward the lifts. "The Trundi moux ship is at
Shankill. W've been holding the shuttle for you."

"The Trundi moux ship? Leave?" Killashandra gl anced back at the table she
had so hurriedly left. Only Concera was |ooking in her direction. She gave
Killashandra a little wave for reassurance.



"They made time around their last sun and are here ahead of schedul e and
can not hold at slow much |onger or they'll |ose nmomentum"

"I'"l'l only need a few things..."

Trag shook his head inpatiently and pushed her into a waiting lift.

"A Carisak is being prepared for you on the Base. Anything else you
requi re, your acconmpdations and expenses are to be met by the Trundi noux.
There's no tine to | ose now "

Killashandra's protests waned. Her initial confusion turned quickly to
resentment. Not only was she | eaving wi thout a chance to vindicate herself in
Ri mbol ' s opi ni on, she wasn't to see Lanzecki either. O perhaps he had pl anned
so hasty a departure to prevent her from enbarrassi ng hin? Soured as she was
by Ri nbol's accusations, it was easy to include Lanzecki

That M| ekey transition m ght have appeared to be a bl essing, but that
bit of "luck" had alienated her fromthe few friends she had ever nade and
I eft her vul nerable to speculations and subtly accused of harsh and
i ndef ensi bl e suspi ci ons.

"W were not expecting the Trundinmoux to arrive so soon," Trag said,
"but that may be fortuitous with Passover not |long away." He thrust a sheaf of
print out at her as she was puzzling that cryptic remark. "Antona said you
were to read this. Medical advice on synbiotic adjustment and repl eni shrment,
so examne it carefully. The crystals are already on board the shuttle and
| ocked in the supercargo's security hold. This is your Guild identification"
-- he offered her a slimfolder like the one Carrik had carried "and the Guild
band, " which he clasped around her right wist. "Wth these, you have access
to planetary governi ng organi zations, including the Session of the Federated
Sentient Planets. Though they're a boring lot, and | can not see this
assignment leading to a nmeeting, it's wise to be prepared for al
conti ngenci es. "

Access to the Session of the Federated Sentient Planets? Killashandra
did not think Trag woul d j oke about such a privilege. The stimulation of such
prestige and surprise lifted her depression

They had reached the hangar level, and Trag's hand under her arm
propell ed her forward at a good pace toward the waiting shuttle. At the ranp,
t he boarding officer was gesturing themurgently to hurry. Trag increased his
pace, and every inch of Killashandra wanted to resist as she gl anced around
t he i mense hangar area for one glinpse of Lanzecki

"Crmon! C non!" the boarding officer exhorted. "Stragglers can be |eft
for tonorrow s shuttle!"

"Quiet!" Trag turned Killashandra just as she put her foot on the ranp.
"The @uild Master has consi derabl e confidence in your abilities. | do not
think it is misplaced Lanzecki w shes you a good voyage and a safe return
Remenber ! "

Wth that, Trag whirled, leaving Killashandra staring after him his
| ast words echoing in her mnd.

"I can NOT close the ranp if you are standing on it,"'
of ficer exclainmed petul antly.

oedi ent in her confusion, Killashandra hastened into the shuttle. The
ranp retracted, and the shuttle's door slid with a ponderous whoosh and hiss
across the aperture.

"Don't just stand there. Get a seat." The boarding officer gave
Killashandra a little push toward the rear of the shuttle craft.

She strapped herself into a seat w thout thinking, holding her
identification folder and Antona's instructions with both hands resting on her
t hi ghs. She let her body relax to the notion of the shuttle as it lifted on
air cushions and glided fromthe hangar. Having no viewport, she endured what
seened hours before she felt the power surge as the crystal drive was engaged.
She was thrust back into the cushioning of her seat as the shuttle took off.
The pressure was wel cone as a source of minor disconfort. She wi shed that the
gravity drag pushing flesh and nuscl es agai nst resisting bone m ght squeeze
unwel corme t houghts from her head.

t he boarding



Then the shuttle was free of Ballybran's pull, and the relief of
wei ght | essness was acconpani ed by the return of common sense to Killashandra's
turmul t uous thoughts. She had built into a personal tragedy two totally
unrel ated incidents: Rinbol's curiously aggressive attitude during an
ot herwi se convivial occasion when she had felt particularly rel axed, and
Lanzecki's apparent dism ssal. She'd nuddl ed these about with her tendency to
dramatize and a subconscious guilt about her easy transition, the Keborgen
i nci dent, Lanzecki's unexpected friendship, her first over charged trip into
t he ranges, and pre-Passover sensitivity.

So. Deep breath and rationalize. R nmbol was also feeling pre-Passover
sensitivity. Not only had Trag personally escorted her to the shuttle, but he
had given her three different messages: the @uild Master had confidence in
her. So, unexpectedly, had Trag, whom Killashandra knew to be harder to pl ease
than any other instructor she had ever studied with. And Lanzecki w shed her a
good voyage and a safe return

Killashandra sniled to herself and began to relax. Wth the unstated
i mport as reassurance, she ceased to regard the precipitous departure as nore
than coi ncidence. Still she'd been on the handy end of coincidence rather much
recently. Fromthe nonent the sorters recruited her class to help with crysta
and Ent hor had chosen her; her sensitivity to black crystal; a MIekey
transition that, according to Antona, no one could predict. Chance had been on
Kill ashandra's side when she'd gone with the rescue teamto Keborgen. True, an
application of deduction and fact had hel ped her determ ne Keborgen's flight
path. Her premature introduction to the ranges had occurred at Lanzecki's
direction, governed by the Guild' s necessity to keep Keborgen's claim
operative. She might not have found it, might have been deterred by the fresh
cl ai mer paint. She wondered about the effect of Passover storns on paint.

Then she renenbered Antona's message, and shoving the Guild ident into a
hi p pocket, she unfolded the print sheet.

Ant ona had researched the foods avail able in the Trundi moux system and
listed the best for Killashandra's needs. The |ist was onmi nously short. Antona
rem nded the new Singer that her hunger woul d sl acken but that she mght al so
encount er consi derabl e drowsi ness as Passover point was reached. This effect
nost frequently occurred when synbi ont and host were adjusting. Antona advi sed
her to conplete the installations as quickly as possible and gave her a nild
stimulant to over cone | ethargy. Antona ended by advising Killashandra not to
return to Ballybran's surface until Passover was conpleted, and the farther
away fromthe system she stayed, the better

The nessage, typed by voice-printer, sounded |like Antona in a cheerful
way, and Killashandra was extrenely grateful for the thoughtful ness that
prompted it. Her uncertainties allayed, she nentally reviewed the installation
procedures in which Trag had drilled her. Both he and Lanzecki had confidence
in her. So be it.

The retrodrive and the swayi ng, dropping notion of the shuttle indicated
it was maneuvering to the base docks. She felt the inpact as the maneuver was
successful .

"Clunsy!" a famliar voice comrented several rows up from Kill ashandra.

"No doubt, one of your recruits showing off," the drawming voice of din
replied.

She nust really have been in a daze when she boarded the shuttle,

Ki | ashandra thought, if she hadn't noticed Borella and her conpanion
Ki |  ashandra had just unstrapped when she was surprised to hear her own nane
in Borella's unm stakably scornful voice.

"Ki |l ashandra Ree? Now how should | know whether she's on board or not.
| don't know her."

The cal cul ated indifference to what nust have been a courteous query
infuriated Killashandra. No wonder Crystal Singers had such bad reputations.

She nade her way to the shuttle door, comng to an abrupt halt as her
augrment ed vi sion was assaulted by the garishly uniformed pair standing to one
side of the dock port. On the chests of each man, enbl azoned in vivid,



i ridescent, and inharnonious colors, was a stylized synbol, a planet, two
moons |ined by three whirling asteroid belts. The novement, Kill ashandra
deci ded as she cl osed her eyes for a nmonent, nust be due to the men's norma
breat hi ng and sone special quality of the material

"I"'mKillashandra Ree," she said politely, but she could al nost
understand Borella's curt arrogance. To the nore sensitive eyes of an altered
human, the Trundi moux uniformwas visually unbearabl e.

"Star Captain Francu of the Trundi noux Navy, at your service, Quild
Mermber Ree." A stiff gesture introduced his conpanion. Senior Lieutenant
Engi neer Tall af . "

By narrowi ng her eyes, Killashandra could filter out the appalling color
and appreciate that these were very attractive nen, |ean as nost spacers were,
and equal | y obvi ous, unconfortable. Nervous?

The shuttle pilot, his casual coverall a conplete contrast to the
Trundi noux officers', energed fromthe |ock

"You're fromthe Trundy ship? Cargo's unl oaded on the | ower deck."

Ki |l ashandra noted Captain Francu's wince at the nickname and thought
that the |ieutenant was amnused.

"Seni or Lieutenant Supercargo Pendel is attending to that nmatter
Captain..."

"Senior Captain Anon, Francu. Pendel has been thoroughly briefed on the
crystal ?"

Francu stiffened.

"Where's your ship docked?" Amon continued, |looking at his wist-unit.

"Qur cruiser" -- and Francu enphasi zed the type of vessel in such a
ponpous tone that Killashandra had a presentinent that her voyage conpani ons
m ght be very dull -- "is in hyperbolic."

"Ch, your systemdid get the 78 then." Amon replied with such geni al
condescension that Killashandra nearly | aughed al oud. The two officers
exchanged startl ed gl ances.

"Well, you'd hardly have got here so fast in any of your old 59s. Quite
a conpliment to you, Killa, for themto send their newest."

To her know edge, Killashandra had never net Anon, but she didn't mss
the slight wink that acconpani ed the abbreviated form of her nane.

"I don't think the complinment is to ne, Amon" -- and she sniled
understandingly at the officers -- "but rather to the black crystals.”

"You Trundies are lucky to get the quintet,"” Amon went on; he, too, had
caught Francu's di sapproval of the nicknane.

"After all, there is an FSP priority for the Trundi moux system"
Killashandra interjected diplomatically. Amon night be getting sone pleasure
out of antagonizing Francu, but she was the one who had to travel with the
nman.

"True," Anmon replied, and smled affably. "Now, Killa, there are a few
details..." and he began to shepherd her toward the Guild exit.

"Captain Anon, we were assured that there would be no delays as soon as
the Guild -- " Francu's wist-unit blurted a noise. "Yes? They are? Secured?
W'll be in the cutter -- "

"Not until Killashandra has cleared Shankill authority, Captain. If
you'll just wait at -- which port is your cutter at?"

"Level 4, port 18." Francu yielded the information with a | ook
conpounded of anger and apprehension. "W are hyperbolic."

"This won't take long."

Amon hustl ed her through the Guild door, and she sniled back
reassuringly at the startled officers.

"What's all this nonsense about?" she demanded, breaking Anon's grip as
t he panel slid behind them "If they're on hyperbolic, we've only so nmuch tine
to catch up with their cruiser.”

"Over here!" He grabbed her hand again and pulled her into a side room
The odors of food that assailed her aroused an instant appetite. She groaned.

"Eat!" Amon exhorted her. "You' ve got to cramas nmuch as you can into



your belly." He shoved sone pepper fingers into her nmouth. "You won't get a
chance to eat while that cruiser is on interplanetary drive. Those 78s don't
carry luxurious catering devices, and the ness will be closed while they build
speed. You'd starve. | got the ship to fix up a necessaries kit for you.
know t he Trundi es have feral es on board, but it isn't right for a Singer to
wear their uniforms. Your eyes'd bleed. There're lenses in this kit to filter

the color intensities to the bearable level." Anon rattled through the
i nventory as he checked the items in the small bag. "Not much variety in
clothing but good quality. I'll put in sonme of this food, too. W really have

to hop if they're on hyperbolic. Bells and bollux, they nmust be separating
some expensive rocks in their asteroid belts if they could buy a 78." He
whistled. "I saw the length of the drone string they brought. However, if they
traded with the Guild, | know who cane out best. Here, try these nut neats.
Heard you liked Yarran beer. Have a gulp to wash the nmeats down. Good. Now,
anot her word of advice. Play Crystal Singer to the hilt with those belt
knockers. That captain's a bad print, and |I've seen enough to know Eat!

can't hold you up nmuch longer." He was covering the remai ning uneaten di shes

and stowing themin the kit. H's wist-unit bleeped. "Yes? Yes, | know Mere
formalities? Fardles, she was starving to death, shaft head. It is rising
Passover and you know cruisers. W'll be off in a pico." Anmon slung her kit

bag over her shoulder, thrust a bow of small crispy fried squares in one
hand, took up another dish and her beer in the other. "You can eat as we go,
but Francu's cutting up stiff with Authority about the delay. Bells and
bol l ux! Did anyone renenber to warn you about the sleepies?" Aron was guidi ng
her down the corridor to the peripheral lifts.

"Antona mentioned them 1've instructions and a stinulant.

"I put a strip of pink tablets in your stuff. Bollux! And you've only
just been in the ranges. It just isn't fair on you, you know "

"Trag trained me on installations."

"Trag? Ch, Lanzecki's shadow, " and Anon appeared inpressed. "It's not so
much what you have to do as where and with what. The Trundi es being a prine
exanpl e of Problem Here we go. Take a deep breath, girl, and you' re on stage
as Heptite @uild Menmber from now on. Good | uck!"

Amon whi pped the dish fromher hand as she faced the door panel
noti oned for her to wi pe her nouth, and then the door slid apart.

Ki |l ashandra blinked as the raucous colors on the stiffly attentive
escort of six men half blinded her. The haste with which she was then
propelled into the cutter was indicative of the tension she sensed in the
at nosphere. She barely had tinme to nmunbl e thanks to Anon before the cutter
airlock closed. Killashandra nearly fell over the crystal container
cross-tied in the center of the narrow aisle. She noticed the famliar Heptite
dodecahedron and the rather astonishing | arge Trundi moux symbol. Even the
stanp radi ated of fensive color. The captain indicated the seat she should
take, and the |ieutenant tested her seat webbing.

Rat her to her surprise, the captain took the control seat, Tall af
sitting second in the traditional |eft-hand place. The release formalities
were conpleted with Shankill Authority, and the |lock coupling to the cutter
was rel eased.

Francu was a conpetent driver, but Killashandra had the distinct notion
that cruiser captains rarely lifted lowy cutters from noon bases. O was this

a Trundie tradition? She nmust NOT fall into the habit of their nicknane.
The cutter was equi pped with external video caneras, so Killashandra
rat her enjoyed the spectacul ar views of Ballybran, little Shilnmore, and the

dazzling array of small and | arge nerchant craft attached to the | ocks of the
base or in synchronous orbit. Probably everyone was getting in for what
crystal was avail abl e before Passover. She wondered if Andurs's ship was in a
berth. As the cutter wended its way through the orbiting traffic, she didn't
see Rag Delta Blue Swan.

The crui ser becane visible early in the short trip. It was planet lit on
its long axis, which nade it seem|arger. She had half expected it to be



decorated in wild patterns, but the hull was the usual space orange. The
drones tethered to it were nmuch patched and dented. As the cutter was matching
speed for contact, she could not judge the cruiser's forward notion, but it
had that inevitable, inexorable, mlitary look -- "I amgoing in this
direction, and nothing is stopping nme." Wich, Killashandra nmused, was fair
enough since the vessel was traveling on a hyperbolic trajectory utilizing the
gravitational pull of whatever suns or planets that deflected it.

The captain made a clean insertion into the cruiser's dock, and a nonent
| ater the airlock bunped gently against the hull. The crewnen junped to their
feet. The captain, with Tallaf a half step behind, stopped abruptly at
Killashandra's seat. Hastily, she unbuckl ed her webbing, realizing that she
was holding up the landing drill.

Wth a hiss, the hatch swung open, and an incredibly high pitched whine
pi erced her skull. The noise stopped as quickly as it had started. Qutside,
two rows of stiffly attentive nen formed an aisle fromthe cutter to a |arger
hatch. There, nore officers, including two whose outlines were female, awaited
her .

A snap and scuff behind her, and fromthe corner of her eye,

Kill ashandra saw crewren lifting the crystal container. She felt another
twi nge of apprehension about this assignment. Even if getting off-planet
during Passover was vital to her, was this fuss and formality the right
envi ronment ?

She took a deep breath and noved forward, head hi gh, and stepped on to
the cruiser's deck with the dignity of a reigning queen of ancient tinmes.

The two fenal e subordinate officers, Tic and Tac, for she never could
get themto repeat their proper nanes above a munble, escorted her to
qgquarters, which made her student's cubicle at the Music Center seem spaci ous.
However, she told herself firmy as she was shown the ingeni ous disposition of
the tiny cabin's conveni ences, that Ballybran had gi ven her del usi ons of
grandeur. The cranped acconmodati on woul d defl ate her sense of self-inportance
to a manageable level. Tic and Tac denonstrated how the bunk coul d be
converted to a table, where the jug of water -- one per cabin -- was stored,

t he panel behind which the tri-d was |ocated and the ship's library code; they
rem nded her five times about water rationing. Atoilet facility was cleverly
tucked away but easily located by the chem cal odor

The hum of crystal through the deck plates gave Killashandra a chance to
suggest that they must have flight duties. She waited to place the lenses in
her aching eyes to tone down the revolting color around her. Also, in the
cl ose confines of the room the odors of her unfinished neal were apparent to
her, if not to them and she wasn't about to share. The few nouthfuls she'd
been able to bolt on Shankill had only sharpened her appetite.

Tic and Tac did respond to another ear-piercing sound, promsing to
return to satisfy her smallest wish, once full drive had been established.

G osing the cabin door with one hand and ki cki ng down the bunk were
si mul t aneously possible in her new accommodati ons. As Kill ashandra stoked her
symbiont's craving, she read the instructions on the |enses, pausing |ong
enough in her eating to slip themover her irises. The denonic shades of the
cabin settled into a bland wash. Ballybran had | ooked so dull to her at first!
She finished the food Anon had packed, then tried to calculate how long it
woul d be before her next neal.

She felt the drive taking hold, but the crystals were well tuned and
caused her no twi nges. She could do nothing nore at this stage of the
cruiser's journey, so she nade herself as confortable as possible on the
narrow bunk and fell asleep

Anot her ear-shattering whine brought her bolt upright on the bunk and
very wi de awake. Wuld there be any way for her to bl ock that dreadful noise
in her quarters?

"Journey speed achieved. Cruising drill is effective as of -- now Al
officers to the mess. WII Cuild Menber Killashandra Ree do us the honor of
joining the assenbl y?"



She woul d al so have to do sonet hi ng about receiving such ship-w de
announcenents.

"Quild Member Ree? Are you in hearing?"

"Yes, yes, of course,"” the @Guild Menber replied, hastily depressing the
toggle so quaintly placed at eye |l evel by her bunk. "Honored to join the
officers' mess."”

She enmptied the carisak on the bed, sorted through the tunics and
caftans, found the "sleep!' pills Amon had nentioned, and secured themin the
arm pocket of her coverall. Then she changed into the nore el aborately
decorated caftan and was wondering where the officers' ness would be | ocated
on a 78 when a brief rap on her door was followed by its being opened by Tic
or Tac.

"Privacy, sub, privacy. Never open ny door until | have acknow edged."

"Aye, aye, ma'am sorry, ma'am | nean -- " The girl had recoiled at
Kill ashandra's severity.

"Isn't there a Privacy light on this cabin?" Killashandra coul d not
contenpl ate easy access to her quarters with any equanimty either as a
Fuertan or a Cuild Menber.

"No light, ma'am This is an official vessel.'
regarded her with anxious trepidation

"Yes, of the Trundi noux system But | amof the Heptite Quild and expect
the courtesy of Privacy wherever | am"

"I"ll pass the word, ma'am None of us will forget."

Kill ashandra did not doubt that, but she must contrive the same respect
fromthe officers. Francu would be no threat, but Tallaf...As Killashandra
followed Tic to the officers' ness, she decided that she would retrieve a deck
plan fromthe library as soon as she had the opportunity. The cruiser was
obviously being refitted to Trundi nbux requirenments en route, for work parties
were busy at various corridors and levels, all pausing to inspect her as she
passed.

The officers' ness m ght have been a pl easant room but was poorly
furnished, its walls hung with diagrams and hard copy, suggesting that it
served a dual purpose. Francu formally introduced her to the nunerous
of ficers, sone of whomimedi ately excused thensel ves to take up their watch
duties. Those who renai ned were served a tiny cup of an inferior wi ne that the
captain enjoined themto take to the ness table.

In Killashandra's estimation, the occasion rapidly deteriorated into a
very bad comic opera in which no one had studied Iines or recognized cues.
Francu and his executive officer woul d never have advanced past prelimnary
auditions. The other flight deck officers seened to take turns asking her
conventionally stupid questions to which, piqued, she gave outrageous and
contradictory answers. Only Tallaf, seated at the other end of the table,
appeared to have a sense of hunor. The supercargo, also placed at an
i nconveni ent di stance fromher, was the only extrapl anetarian. Since he seened
as bored as she was, she made a note to cultivate himas soon as possible.

The food served was dreadful, although fromthe appetites of the younger
officers, it was evidently a feast. Killashandra could find nothing on the
table that matched the itenms on Antona's list and, with great difficulty,
chewed and swal | owed t he unappeal i ng st odge.

D nner ended with everyone's jumping to their feet and dedicating
t hensel ves to the further anbitions of Trundi noux System against all natura
obst acl es and phenonena.

Ki | | ashandra managed to keep her expression conposed during this
unexpect ed out burst, especially when she realized that the younger subs were
enotionally involved in their statenment. When Kill ashandra consi dered that the
system had managed to purchase a 78 as well as five black crystals, there
m ght be some merit to unswerving dedication. The Guild inspired its nenbers,
too, but toward selfish rather than selfless ains. Well, the Trundi noux
system s results were very good, but it was fromthe Quild that they made
their nost prestigious purchases.

The subordi nate officer



The table was cleared efficiently by the ness crew, and Kill ashandra
wat ched them there being nothing else to do. She could think of nothing to
say in the silence and dreaded the prospect of nore evenings like this.

"Wwuld you care for a drink, Quild Menber?" the supercargo asked as he
appeared at her side.

"Why, yes, a Yarran beer would top off that neal," she said with
consi derabl e irony, for beer would nore likely bring the stodge back up

To her utter amazenment, the super gave her a bright snile

"You" -- and his enphasis inplied that she should have been the | ast
person in the galaxy to have such tastes "like Yarran beer!"

"Yes, it's ny favorite beverage. Have you heard of it?"

"OfF course, I've heard of it," and the nman's good hunored chuckl e
i ncl uded those standing nearby. "I'm Yarran. Pendel's the name, ma'am You

shal | have a beaker fromny own keg!" He signaled to one of the nmess crew,

m ned the careful pouring of beer into a beaker, and held up two fingers.
"Quild Menber," the captain said, stepping in, "we have wines -- "
"Actually, Captain Francu, the Heptite Guild is partial to Yarran beer,"

she said, knowi ng that she was irritating the man, yet unable to resist. "If

' mnot depriving you, super -- "

"Depriving nme?" Lieutenant Supercargo Pendel was enornously amused by

t he suggestion. Nor did Killashandra m ss his quick glance at Francu or

Francu's di spleasure. "Not at all. My pleasure, | assure you | keep telling
"em how satisfying a good Yarran brew is, far and above the ordinary since
Terran malt and hops adapted well to our soil, but to each his own, | always
say."

The beakers were served, and Francu's disapproval grew as Killashandra
si pped with overt delight, though the beer was slightly flat, and she wondered
how long it had been in Pendel's keg. Perhaps the Guild brewrasters excelled
Yarra's own.

Pendel chattered away to her about different brews fromdifferent
pl anets. Killashandra was relieved to find at | east one travel ed person anong
the Trundi e belt-knockers. As long as they could stay on the subject of food
and drink, Killashandra could give Pendel the inpression of being widely --
travel ed herself.

"Do you renenber nuch about Yarra?" he asked, as he signal ed for another
round of beer.

The phrasing of that question startled Killashandra, though she wasn't
certain why, since Pendel's manner posed no threat.

"OF all the planets | have visited, it has the best brew and the nost
af fabl e popul ation. I wonder if the two are rel ated? Have you been | ong away?"

"Too | ong and not |ong enough,"” the Yarran replied, his jolly face
| engt hening into sadness. He sighed heavily, taking the fresh beaker and
sipping at it slowmy. How the nman coul d becone honesick on one glass of flat
beer, Killashandra wasn't certain. "However, it was of nmy choosing, and we
Yarrans make the best of everything, and everything of the best."

Unexpectedly the harsh buzzer that announced watch changes penetrated
the room Killashandra took that opportunity to excuse herself fromthe ness.

Tac, for she'd seen Tic go off with the duty crew, guided Killashandra
t hrough the maze of conpani onways to her cell. As she slipped out of her
caftan, she wondered how she was going to endure six days of this. And how was
she going to replenish her symbiont on the gundge that was served? She was
thinking that flat Yarran beer had a nore soporific effect than the proper
stuff as she fell asleep

The next norning, it abruptly occurred to her that if Pendel had Yarran
beer in his private supplies, he m ght have other delicacies, so she asked
Tic, then on duty, to lead her to the supercargo' s office.

She felt crystal as she passed a seal ed and barred hatch, grinning over
t he usel ess precautions. For who could steal crystal in space? O were the
Trundies afraid of crystal's ensnaring the unwary? She experienced a start of
amazenment as Tic, after nmerely rapping on the panel, pulled it aside and



entered. Presumably, Yarrans did not object to casual invasions of their
privacy. Pendel was on his feet and full of genial welcones in a cabin only
slighter larger than hers. Al three had to stand in close proximty to fit
besi de the bunk table. There were, however, a basket of fruit and a
hal f-fini shed beaker of Yarran beer on the shelf.

"How may | serve you?" Pendel asked, snmiling at Tic as he waved her out
and cl osed the panel behind her

Ki |  ashandra expl ained, giving himthe list of Antona's suggested diet.

"Ah, | can supply you with these and nore. Wat they choose to eat" --
and he waved his hand in the general direction of the control section
am dships -- "is well enough if one is not used to better. But you, Guild
Menmber -- "

"Ki |l ashandra, please..."

"Yes? Wl l, thank you, Killashandra. You have been accustoned to the
very best that the gal axy has to offer -- "

"So long as ny imedi ate dietary requirenents are net" -- and
Kill ashandra pointed to Antona's list -- "I will have no conplaint.” She could

not help eyeing the fruit basket w stfully.

"Haven't you eaten yet this norning?" Appalled, Pendel deposited the
basket in her hands, turning past her to haul back the panel and roaring at
Tic, standing on guard. "Breakfast, immediately, and none of the glop." He
glanced at the list. "Rations twenty-three and forty-eight and a second issue
of fruit."

Consternation at having to relay such an order warred with fear in Tic's
face.

"Go on, girl. Go on. I've given the order!" Pendel assured her.

"And | have seconded it!" Killashandra added firmy. Then she bit into a
red fruit to ease the gnawing in her belly.

Pendel slid the panel closed and smiled with anticipatory glee. "O
course, we'll have Chasurt down in a pico..." The super rubbed his hands
together. "Those rations are his. He's the nedic," Pendel grinmaced as he
added, "with far nore experience in space-freeze and | aser burn. The rations
contain just what your list specifies, high in trace nminerals, potassium
cal ci um and such Iike."

The food and the nmedic arrived at the same tinme. But for Pendel's snooth
intervention, Killashandra's breakfast woul d have been confiscated fromTic's
nervel ess hands by the irate Chasurt.

"Who gave orders to release ny rations?" Chasurt, a stolidly built,
bl ank-faced man of the |late nmiddl e decades, reninded Killashandra of Mestro
Val di in his outraged indignation

"I did!'" said Pendel and Killashandra in chorus. Pendel took the tray
fromTic's shaki ng hands and snoothly transferred it to Killashandra, who,
nmovi ng hersel f and Chasurt's rations to the farthest corner of the cabin, left
Pendel to inpede Chasurt's effort at retrieval

Eating with a speed not entirely generated by hunger, Killashandra
consunmed the hot cereal and nutneat conpound. Pendel was trying to get Chasurt
to exam ne Antona's list, and Chasurt was demanding to know what he was to do
if areal emergency were to occur, one in which sick people would need the
rations that this -- this -- obviously healthy woman was devouring. The nedic
did not approve of Killashandra's haste. That Pendel had the right to order
such rations seemed to infuriate Chasurt even nore, and by the tine
Ki |l ashandra had fini shed the second dish, she felt obliged to interfere.

"Li eut enant Chasurt -- "

"Captain! @uild Menber," and, puce with the added insult, the man
pointed to the rank enblem at his neck

"Al'l right, Captain." Killashandra accorded hi m an apol ogetic
inclination of her head, "Pendel is acting on ny behal f, obeying ny
i nstructions, which were firmy inpressed on ne by Chief Medical Research
O ficer Antona of the Heptite Guild Ballybran. It was understood by ny CGuild
Master and nyself that nmy requirenments would be net on this voyage. If | am



physically unfit to conplete the installations, all your efforts will have

been an expensive waste, and your systemstill incomrunicado. | amgiven to
understand that the journey to your systemis not a |long one, so | cannot
think that ny nodest dietary needs will seriously deplete the resources of a

new y conmi ssioned 78. WII they?"

Chasurt's face had reflected several enotions as she spoke, and
Ki |  ashandra, though not as adept as Lanzecki in readi ng body | anguage,
recei ved the inpression that Chasurt would have preferred the systemto |ose
the interplanetary link. But that was an irrational prenise, and she deci ded
t hat Chasurt nust be one of those officious people who nust constantly be
deferred to and flattered. She remenbered Anon's advice and realized its nerit
with this sort of personality.

"Not wishing to remind you, Captain Chasurt, that in the Federated
Sentient Planets' hierarchy, as a GQuild Menber traveling on Heptite Guild
busi ness, | outrank everyone on this ship, including Captain Francu, | will
suggest that you check your data retrieval under Crystal Singers and be thus
reassured in your dealings with ne on this journey. Now, just pass ne the
fruit."”

Chasurt had intercepted that basket, delivered during Killashandra's
reply.

"Trace mnerals are especially inmportant for us!" she said, snoothly
reaching out to take the basket. She had to secure it with a bit of a jerk.
Chasurt was livid. Killashandra nodded pl easantly at Tic and di snm ssed her
before closing the panel on Chasurt's fury.

Pendel raised his Yarran beer in salute to Killashandra as he | eaned
agai nst the wall.

"We' || have the captain next, you know. "

"You seemto manage themrather well," Killashandra said between bites
of the tangy redfruit.

"They can't get rid of ne." Pendel chuckled, pressing the side of his

nose and wi nking at her. "I'm enpl oyed by the M ning Consortium not the
Trundie Council. The MCis still keying the priorities. Ch, they're not bad
sorts for parochial chaps with metal on the nmind. They'll change. They'l

change now for sure."” Pendel swept his beaker fromher to the seal ed cabin
where the crystal was secured.

"Do | have the suspicion that not all concerned wi sh to change?"

Pendel gave a laugh. "And when has that been news?"

A peculiar squawk was emtted by the communit, and Pendel w nked at
Ki I I ashandr a.

"Captain here, super. What's this about special rations being issued
wi t hout consul tation?"

"Captain Francu" -- Pendel's tone was a draw, just short of insult --
"I believe the orders read that Guild Menmber Ree's requirenents are to be net
by the -- "

"They told nme she didn't require anything special.”

"Quild Menber Ree doesn't require anything special, but as |'ve been
telling you, the ness served on this ship isn't universally nourishing or
sati sfying. Chasurt has nore than enough in stores. | should know. | buy for
him"

There wasn't an audible click at the end of the exchange, but the
captain's conplaint had been dism ssed. Killashandra regarded Pendel with nore
respect.

"Hard worker, that Francu. Runs a tight ship. Never |ost a person. Just
the sort of man to trust the newest ship to." Pendel rubbed the side of his
nose, his broad grin inmplying all the negative facets of Captain Francu that
he did not voice.

"I appreciate your cooperation and support, Pendel, alnost as nmuch as
the beer. One nore favor, if it's possible. Do | have to listen to all the
shi p's busi ness?" Another harsh buzz punctuated her request.

"Just leave it with ne, Killashandra," Pendel said confortably. "I'll



send round sonme handy rations for you in the nmeantinme." He gestured

apol ogetically at the plates and chips piled on the printouts on his desk, and
she took the hint. She also took the second bow of fruit, w nking at Pende

as she left.

The man contrived well and shortly after Tic | ed her back to her dinky
cabin, the unnerving sounds of command were muted.

Tic arrived, tapping politely and waiting for Killashandra's
acknow edgnent, with parcels of plain plastic in both hands. One was a variety
of the special rations, the other an array of food. Tic kept her eyes averted
fromthat luxury, but Killashandra perceived that any generosity from her
woul d be ill advised. She thanked Tic and dism ssed her until evening ness.

Ki | ashandra knew that she had to put in at |east one appearance a day and
si ghed at the thought of such boredom While she nunched on Chasurt's prized
packages, she occupi ed herself by studying the deck plan of the 78. Even as
she watched, certain sections were updated and changed for purposes that
escaped her. Was this to be a cargo ship, a passenger liner, or a trading
vessel ? Its specifications neant nothing to her, but the Iength of the
nunerical s was i npressive.

She was duly escorted to the officers' ness, Chasurt and Prancu
merci fully absent, so she chatted with Tallaf, an agreeabl e enough young man
wi thout his captain's presence to inhibit him though when he got flustered,
his neck had the tendency to puff out. He adnmitted to being pl anet-bred,
educated for his duties as executive in theoretics rather than the practi cal
Most of the other officers and crew menbers were space or station born. His
tone was a shade wistful, as if he regretted the difference between hinsel f
and his shi pmates.

"I understand that your system has been isol ated due to poor
conmuni cations," Killashandra said conversationally.

Tal | af | ooked anxi ously around him

| also understand that a step forward is not generally popul ar.™

Tal | af regarded her with awe.

"Ch, cone now, Tallaf," Killashandra said in a teasing voice "that's
been obvious to nme since | boarded. | assure you, it's not an unusua
phenorenon. "

"Crystal Singers get to go everywhere, don't they?" An ingenuous envy
flickered across his face.

"Not necessarily. This is an unusual assignnment for an unusual world and
unusual circunstances." Tallaf preened a little at the inplied conplinent to
his system "Quite an achi evenent for an energent political unit" --
Killashandra was a little awed by her own el oquence -- "to purchase a 78 and
bl ack crystals."”

She watched Tal | af keenly as she spoke and deci ded that the young
engi neer was evidently for instant interstellar conmunications. She wondered
briefly how the split of support went -- spacers against planetaries or
parochi al s agai nst gal actics. She sighed, w shing someone had gi ven her nore
data on the Trundi es. Perhaps there just wasn't much in the gal actography.

Pendel arrived, smling pleasantly to the small groups of officers
standing around. It was then that Killashandra realized that she and Tall af
had fornmed a solitary pair. She smled nore graciously at Tallaf for his
fortitude as a crewran appeared fromthe galley with two beakers of Yarran
ale. Tallaf drifted away discreetly, and Killashandra toasted Pendel, whose
jolly self evidently nasked consi derabl e prestige.

Pendel chuckl ed. "Good boy, that Tallaf."

"He's for crystal ?"

"Ch, yes, indeed. That's why he's exec this trip. Hs first.'
affable smle was truly in place as he gl anced around the nessroom
Ki |l ashandra was certain he knew exactly who should be there and who wasn't.
"Not bad at all for a shake down crew. " Killashandra wondered what the
deficiencies were. "A man | ooks for certain goals at certain tines of his
life," and his eyes caught hers over the rimof the Yarran beer gl ass.

Pendel ' s



"Adventure brought nme to this systemtw and a half decades ago. My tinming was
right. They urgently needed an experienced supercargo. They were bei ng done
out of their sockets on cargo rates."” Pendel's tone was | aden with renmenbered
i ndi gnation. Then he snmiled. "Can't do business properly w thout proper

communi cation. "

"Which is why crystal and this 78 are so inportant!"” She tilted her
glass toward himas if Pendel had single-handedly acconplished all. "You
Yarrans are known for your perspicacity. Quite a few fromyour system have
become Crystal Singers..." She was subtly aware of Pendel's reaction. "OCh,
cone now, Pendel," she continued snoothly, for if she couldn't have this man's
support, she might well be left in Chasurt's hands, and that wouldn't suit.
"Surely you don't believe the spaceflot about Crystal Singers?" She contrived
a very amused gurgle of |aughter

"OfF course not," and Pendel shrugged negligently, though his snmile was
not quite as assured.

"Especially now you' ve net and tal ked with me and di scovered a Crysta

Singer is as human as anyone on board this ship. O" -- and Killashandra
gl anced about the nessroomand its subdued occupants -- "perhaps a bit nore
so. "

Pendel surveyed his fell ow officers and gri maced.

"At least | can appreciate a proper brew " Killashandra conti nued,

i nwardly suppressing both apprehensi on and anmusenent. Pendel was nowhere near
as cosnmopolitan as he liked to appear, though in contrast to the other

Trundi es, he was tolerably informed about the gal axy. Somehow Kill ashandra
must contrive to keep a friendly distance fromhim "I do give themcredit,"
and she gl anced around her with an air of conplinent.

"So evidently does the Heptite Guild." Pendel had recovered his basic
optimsm "But none of us expected a Crystal Singer would install the things.

"The Federated Sentient Planets have their own schedule of priorities.
Qurs not to reason why." Killashandra couldn't renenber where that |ine cane
from but it seemed to apply.

Fortunately, the steaming platters and trays of their eveni ng neal
arrived, and Killashandra noted that only she and Pendel were served the one
appeti zi ng sel ection

W thout the repressive presence of Captain Francu and Chasurt,

Ki |  ashandra managed to draw i nto conversation nost of the ol der officers.
Though the youngsters were far too shy to speak, she could sense that they
were |istening very closely and storing every word exchanged. The subs were
still malleable, and if she could influence them favorably and maintain
Pendel 's good will by judicious flattery, she'd have done nore than she'd been
contracted to do. And the Trundi es woul d need nore crystal

That night, as she stretched out on the appallingly hard bunk, she
revi ewed her extravagant performance of that evening. "Crystalline cuckoo" and
"silicate spider," Maestro Valdi had called Crystal Singers. She thought she
knew why now the survival instincts of the symbiont. And judging from
Pendel ' s subconsci ous reaction to her, she knew why the symnbiont remained a
trade secret. There were, she decided, nore invidious threats than giving
space and survival to a species that paid good value with the rent.

CHAPTER 12

Ki |  ashandra made good use of her next five days, having Tic or Tac |ead
her on exerci se wal ks about the cruiser, dropping hints about the exacting
nature of her work and how she had to keep fit. The silicate spider preparing
its web for a Passover sleep. She had a few unconplinmentary thoughts about the
@uild, mainly Lanzecki, for sending her anong the uninformed w thout a hint
that the Trundi noux were so parochi al

She did a great deal of listening to the subordinates when they rel axed
enough to talk in her presence and to the general conversations, nostly



good- nat ured sl aggi ng anong work teans. She | earned a great deal about the
short and awesone history of the Trundi moux system and stopped referring to
themas Trundies in the privacy of her thoughts.

As it had Pendel, the system had attracted nany restl ess and advent urous
peopl e, a percentage of themeither physically or tenmperanentally unsuited to
t he hazards. The survivors bred quickly and hugely, and natural selection
agai n di scarded the weaknesses and the weaker, some of whom could usefully
work in the relative safety of the larger mining units. The second generation
who survived the rigors of knocking likely chunks of the suburanic netals out
of orbit and jockeying their payloads into |ong drone strings, those hardy
soul s perpetuated their genes and becane yet another variant of human. This
systemwas, in its own way, as unique as Ballybran's, its entrance
requi rements as stringent and its workers as rigorously trained.

One night while juggling those elenents in her m nd the dangers of space
as opposed to the physical tests on Shankill -- Killashandra waxed
phi | osophi cal. The gal axy was not nerely physical satellites circling flam ng
primari es but overlapping and intertw ni ng netaphysical ones. She was
currently the bridge between two such star systenms and two totally opposite
nmental attitudes. She'd use the charmof one to survive in the other

The Trundi moux had al ready devel oped sonme strong traditions, the
evening's sol ermm dedication of the officers to their systems survival, the
wor ship of water, a callousness toward death, a curious distrust of out-system
manuf act ured equi pnent. This, Killashandra thought, was why they were so
assiduously altering the 78 s interior. Then, after she'd seen sone tri-di-s
of the mining stations and the spacebuilt edifices thensel ves, she understood.
In a spatial sense, the Trundi nbux were adapting constantly to the needs of
their hostile environment. In another, they were refusing to adnit that any
ot her system hers included, had something worthwhile to offer themthat
couldn't be inproved on

Killashandra |istened, too, to subtler opinions on the w sdom of instant
i nterstellar comruni cati ons. Some were skeptical that the crystals would work,
due, it was clainmed, to sone peculiarity of the Trundi moux systemthat was
designed to keep themisolated. Others thought it a shocking waste of tine,
effort, and precious netal -- credit. The division of thought split age
groups, first, and second generation representatives, and even contracted
extrapl anetaries on | ocal assignnent.

Meanwhi l e, the cruiser was fast closing with its hone systemon its
hyperbolic trajectory. Killashandra's appetite had |l eveled off, a relief to
herself as well as to Pendel's dw ndling supply of her requirements. Passover
was occurring over Ballybran, and conjunction was as inmnent as her first
installation. She judiciously kept the stimulant tabs on her person

The change in the crystal drive tone heral ded her first unexpected nap
Tic's insistent tapping on her door panel roused her

"Captain Francu's conplinments, Killashandra Ree, and would you follow ne
to the bridge?"

Tic was suddenly very formal, not so much as a shy answering smile to
Kil I ashandra's acknow edgnment. She followed the sub, much refreshed by her
sl eep, but she felt for the stimutabs in her sash pocket.

The bridge, a m snaned cavern m dship, was busy and full. Tic found the
captai n anong those circled about the dinmension tank, caught his attention
presented Kill ashandra, and retreated.

"I'f you will observe the tank, CGuild Menber," the captain began at his
nost over beari ng.

"I would if I could,"” Killashandra said, and smiling sweetly, inserted
her hip between two nmal e bodies and with a deft tw st pushed the men sideways
so that she occupied their previous vantage point. She left one officer
bet ween her and Francu, consoling the startled man with a soothi ng gl ance.
"Ah, yes, fascinating." She was fascinated, though she wanted to give the
distinct inpression that this was scarcely the first tine she had been on a
bridge or gazed at a di nmension tank. The cruiser was a very tiny blip,



coasting inward, past the orbit of the outernost planet, toward the prinary.
Blinking lights indicated major mning stations in the asteroid belts; two
tiny solid lights, the two nmoon bases. The bright planet, fourth fromthe
primary, exuded a supercilious superiority despite being the last to be
settled in the hard-working system

"W are coasting now, Guild Menber, if you haven't noticed the change of
the drive -- "

"A Crystal Singer is unusually sensitive to crystal drive, Captain -- an
occupational skill."

Francu set his jaw, unused to being interrupted for any reason

"We are traveling on a hyperbolic course that will intersect the orbit
of the two mining stations, which have deviated fromtheir courses to neet us

"Someti nes progress can be awkward --
Francu gl ared at her. "The noon bases provide no problemon their

rel ative planes, though Terris will require a |l onger shuttle flight -- "
"You will have a far nore difficult maneuver in catching up with your
pl anet, won't you?" and Killashandra poi nted.
"Not at all,"” and it was Francu's turn to be scornful. "Merely a

guestion of braking, using the planetary attraction, pick up the sun's
gravitic pull marginally, deflect away and on to our next destination."

"How very clever of you." Killashandra wi nced i nwardly, wondering why
the man's sinpl est expl anati on evoked the worst side of her nature.

"You must realize, @uild Menmber, how tight the schedule is. | was
i nfornmed that mounting the crystal takes no nore than six mnutes. W shal
need every spare second available to get you to and away fromthese
installation points -- particularly at the planet. You do understand the
spatial considerations?"

"It has al ways seened essentially sinple when expertly and efficiently
handl ed, Captain Francu. |I'msure there'll be no problem"™ Six mnutes. That
gave her quite a safety margin, or had Trag in mnd the | ethargy that woul d
soon over cone her? She gazed at the dinensional tank, smiling diffidently.
Problemwas, if she took I ess than six minutes installing at one point, it

still wouldn't affect her arrival at the next one. "Thank you, Captain. My I
have updated printout as we near each installation point?"
"Certainly. You will be given eighteen m nutes warning before each

shuttle run."

"As much as that?" Again, Killashandra was reacting to Prancu's grating
manner .

"Ah, yes, | have to take the crystal fromthe super's |ocked room"

"Real ly, Captain, no one will steal it in Trundi moux space and, unti
all the elements are installed, they are quite harnl ess. The contai ner can be
webbed in at the shuttle | ock for easier access now and give you that nuch
nore time to spare.”

Captain Francu's anxi ety about crystal itself warred with his tine
factors. He accorded her a stiff bow and turned resolutely back to
contenpl ati on of his dinensional tank

"Close to first objective and give nme a deviation check."

"How | ong before the first objective, Captain?"

"Five hours, six mnutes, and thirty-six seconds, Guild Menber."

Ki | ashandra nmoved away fromthe tank, her place quickly taken by those
she had ousted. She nodded to Tic, and the subbie, with an air of intense
relief, hurried to guide her away fromthe bridge.

She woul d have |liked to stay and watch the crui ser angle toward the
first mning station, a delicate and tedious affair since four
di rensions-five, really, if one considered the captain's obsession with the
tinme factor -- were invol ved.

Six mnutes in which to cenent or change the attitudes of an entire
system six minutes five tinmes gave her exactly one-half hour prine tine
Killashandra sniled to herself. The Trundi noux system had traditions already.



She'd add to theman extra stellar treat. She'd alter Francu's plan nmerely to
slipin and slip out to a significant occasion that should be one of the
greatest rejoicing for the Trundi moux -- they could talk with each ot her
surely a nonent for cerenony rather than secrecy. SIX mnutes wasn't much
time. She would see to it that it was enough, and a whol e new mass of runor
about Crystal Singers would circul ate.

Trundi noux clothing was wildly colored, and bits of netal were woven
into the fabric to refract whatever |ight was available. Even the |ife-support
units blazed with col or, shocking oranges and vi brant pinks. O fensive as such
hues were to Killashandra, they served a purpose for the Trundi moux space-bred
popul ati on.

While the cruiser jockeyed toward its first destination, the mning
station named Copper, she created her costune. Black for the crystal she would
carry: black and flowing to stand out agai nst the gaudy Trundimoux in their
tight-fitting garb. She wi shed for some of the cosnetics she had abandoned in
her student cubicle at Fuerte, but she was tall enough to stand out, in black
her hair | oose to her shoul der bl ades, unusual enough in a society of
space-goers with shaved or clipped hair.

Six mnutes! That tine bothered her even though she had mounted the nock
crystals in far less. Then she renenbered. Crystal was what she woul d be
handl i ng. She could get lost in touching crystal. She might, at that, be
grateful to Francu and his neat slots of tinme. She could count on himto break
a crystal trance. But she nustn't fall into one. That would spoil the image
she wi shed to create.

She worried about that problemuntil Tallaf arrived to escort her

"Cutter's ready and waiting, ma'am" he said, alertly poised and very
formal .

"And the crystal ?"

Tall af cleared his throat; his eyes avoided hers, although she rather
t hought that the young nan was amnused.

"Super cargo Pendel has conveyed the container to the | ock, awaiting your
arrival. Al webbed and secure.”

I ndeed the carton was, with a double row of alert guards standing as far
fromthe crystal as they could in the confines of the |ock. The sides and
bottom of the carton were webbed securely to the deck, but the top had been
unseal ed. One of the guards carried a seal-gun on his belt.

Kill ashandra strode forward, remenbering to keep her full skirts clear
of her toes.

"Open it," she said to no one in particular. There was a brief
hesitation, then Pendel performed that office, wi nking at her surreptitiously.
To her intense relief, the five crystals had been cocooned before
shi pnment. She did not need to handle raw crystal until she reached the actua
installation point. She picked up the small package, feeling the mld shock
with a double sense of relief. Crystal knew she was there and responded but
bided its time. And this was real crystal. She'd had a sudden horrid thought

that, in a crazy set of errors, the nock shafts had been sent instead.

She hel d the package straight-armed before her as she wal ked to the
cutter's entrance. No sooner was she seated than everyone seened to nove at
doubl e speed, webbing her in, taking their own places as the hatch was seal ed.
She was forced back into her cushions by the acceleration away fromthe
Crui ser.

"Are we running behind tinme, Tallaf?" she asked.

"No, ma'am precisely on tine."

"How far fromthe station |ock to the conmunications roonP"

"Exactly five minutes and twenty seconds."

"In free-fall?" Free-fall in this gown would be ridicul ous. She w shed
she' d thought of that aspect before.

Tal | af | ooked surprised.

"Al'l but the very small detector units have gravity, na' am"

The cutter fired retrorockets, again pushing her into the cushions.



"I thought we were on tine."

"W are, ma'am but we're correcting to match velocities."

A second spate of jockeying occurred, but the actual docking was no nore
than a cousinly kiss. The deck crew was agai n working double tine, and
i nfected by their pace, she rose and entered the first of the mning stations.
The five mnutes and twenty seconds of travel time wthin Copper was spent
twi sting down corridors and junping over security frames. She prided herself
on managi ng all the awkward bits wi thout stunbling or |osing her balance, the
cocoon of crystal held before her so that all could see. And many people were
gathered at intersections wanting a glinpse of the nomentous occasion

It is a shane, Killashandra thought as she was ushered into the
conmuni cati ons nerve center of the Copper Station, that this was not the
I i nkage point. Nothing really exciting would happen here or on the other
stations until the final shaft was fitted and their bondi ng woul d produce the
i nstant aneous | i nk.

Still, she was conscious of stares, hostile and thoughtful, as she was
directed to the installation point. It was on the raised outer |evel of the
huge room an excell ent vantage.

Ki |  ashandra nmounted the shall ow steps, her quick gl ance checking the
brackets to be sure they were correct, and then turned to the center of the
area. She stripped the plastic fromthe cocoon and held up the dull, nuddy
shaft. She heard the gasps as the assenbled saw for the first tinme what they
had nortgaged their systemto buy. Even as she heard their nunble, the crystal
warned in her hands, turning the matte bl ack, which gave it its nane. It
vi brat ed agai nst her hands, and before she could fall in trance, she whirled
and laid the crystal in its place. The pressure arns noved silkily at her
[ight touch. She brought the upper brackets to bear and, one finger on the
still darkening crystal, increased the pressure on each side carefully. The
crystal began to resonate along her finger, making her throat ache. She fought
the desire to caress the crystal and made her hands conplete the installation
As if burned, she snatched her hands back fromthe beautiful crystal mass. She
took the small hanmer and tapped the nounted Crystal. Its pure note sang
t hrough the room s sudden hush

Head hi gh, she strode fromthe chanber, Tallaf running to get ahead of
her, to |l ead her back to the cutter through the station's twists and turns.

Each step took her farther fromthe crystal, and she twisted with the
pai n of that separation. Another small matter no one had explained to her
before: that it would be so difficult to |l eave crystal she had herself cut.

The brief ride to the cruiser did ease that pain. And so did the
| ethargy that slowy over came her. It couldn't she decided, be fatigue from
that little bit of dramatization. It nust be the sl eepies that she'd been
war ned about. Conjunction was very near. Fortunately, she managed to stay
awake until she reached her quarters.

"Tic, if I amdisturbed for any reason what soever before the next
station, 1'll disnenber the person! Understood? And pass that on to Pende
just to nake sure."

"Yes, ma'am"” Tic was trustworthy, and Pendel had authority.

Killashandra slid sideways onto the hard bunk, pulled the thin cover
over her, and slept.

It seenmed no tinme at all before a thunping and Tac's anxi ous voi ce
called her politely but insistently.

"I'"'mcom ng. The next station has been reached!" She swall owed the
stimulant, forced her eyes wide in an attenpt to appear alert as she opened
t he door.

Tall af was there with a tray of food, which she inperiously waved away.

"You'll need sone refreshnent, Killashandra," the young officer said,
concern overcomng his previous formality.

"Are we at the next station?"

"I thought you'd need sonmething to eat first."

She reached for the Yarran beer, trying not to exhibit the revul sion she



felt at the snmell of what once woul d have been a tenpting neal. Even the beer
tasted w ong.

"Il just take this in my room" she said, closing the door panel and
wondering if the nausea was due to the pill, the beer, her synbiont, or
nerves. She made illicit use of drinking water and splattered her face. The
effect was salutary. Wthout a qualm she poured the Yarran beer down the
wast e di sposal. Pendel woul d never know.

Tal | af rapped at her door panel again. This time, Killashandra was
alert; the stimulant had taken effect. She swept forward, secure in the false
energy and aware that nore of the cruiser's crew were in evidence as she made
her way to the I ock.

Pendel was unl ashing the top of the crystal carton, stepping back to
gi ve her space to extract the next crystal. Holding it at armis length in
front of her, Killashandra was congratul ati ng herself on her snmooth routine
when she tripped getting over the cutter's hatch. She'd best raise the skirt a
trifle in front before the first noon installation. However, no one had
noti ced her slight gracel essness, and she settled down for the ride.

Station Iron was |larger than Station Copper but as haphazardly contrived
as far as conpani onways, hatches, and corridors were concerned.

"This is nore than five mnutes twenty seconds, Tallaf," she said in a
stern voi ce of conplaint, wondering how long the stinutab | asted.

"Just in here, now"

Conmuni cati ons obviously rated nore unfragnented space than any ot her of
the stations' functions. And the larger station was reflected in the |arger
crowmd that crammed into the area. Killashandra stripped the cocoon fromthe
bl ack crystal, held it up for all to see, and deposited it deftly inits
position before it could woo her from her duties. O nmaybe the stinul ant
hel ped counteract crystal's effect. Nonethel ess, Killashandra stil
experi enced the pain of |eaving behind her forever the shaft of darkening
crystal .

The stimul ant kept her functioning on the slightly |longer swing to catch
up with the cruiser. She graciously accepted Pendel's offer of Yarran beer
but, once alone, poured it down the drain. She squandered a day's water ration
to quench her thirst and reached her bunk before sl eep again overtook her

It was harder for her to wake up when Tic roused her at the first noon.
One stinulant kept her awake on the outbound trip, a second got her through
the installation, but Tallaf had to wake her to disenbark at the cruiser
Pendel insisted she eat something though she could barely keep her eyes open
She did have soup and some succulent fruit since her nouth was dry and her
skin felt parched. She ached for the crystal she had consigned forever to an
airl ess noon.

Three stinulants roused her sufficiently for the fourth installation,
and she had to sneak one into her nouth as she set the crystal inits
brackets. She was doing her high priestess routine by reflex, only
peri pherally aware of the blur of faces that foll owed her every novenent and
the thrilled sigh as the crystals pure note sounded in the comrunications
room

One thing she could say for the Trundi noux, when they found an efficient
structure, they kept repeating it. Al the comunications roonms were of the
same design. Blind, she could have found her way to the crystal nounting.
Wal ki ng back, she kept tripping on the skirt hemshe'd not had tine to alter
Then Tal | af put one armunder hers. She concentrated on sniling serenely at
the assenbled until she had reached the cutter. She collapsed with relief into
her seat.

"You're all right, Killashandra?" Tallaf was asking.

"Just tired. You've no idea how difficult it is to surrender crysta
you' ve cut yourself. They cry when you | eave them Let nme sleep."

But for that chance remark to Tallaf, Killashandra m ght have been
forced to endure the ministrations of Chasurt, for her alternate periods of
i ntense vivacity and somol ence had not gone unremarked. Nor were the



opponents of the crystal communications purchase inpressed by small
unscintillating blocks received in exchange for nassive drone | oads of
hi gh-qual ity netals.

The nonent he had seen Killashandra safely to her cabin, Tallaf had a
word with Pendel. Pendel spoke quickly to others, and Chasurt was summoned to
deal with a m nor epidenm c of food poisoning, investigate two other illnesses
that required lengthy tests, and then was required to consult, at ordinary
space- nessage exchange pauses, on a serious space-burn casualty.

Ki |l ashandra was roused for the |longer shuttle flight to the planet's
surface for the final installation. The extended sl eep had been benefi ci al
and al t hough she ran nervous fingers over the short |length of stimulant tabs
remai ni ng, Killashandra thought she could defer their use. She accepted the
fruit and glucose drink Pendel offered her, though she would dearly have | oved
water, even the stale recycled water the cruiser supplied.

She felt equal to this final scene until she saw the crystal container
Abruptly, she realized that this |argest piece would be the hardest to
surrender. She didn't dare have it on her lap all during the journey to the
pl anet's surface.

"Bring the container on board. The king crystal will be safer that way,"
she said, curtly gesturing. She entered the shuttle before anyone coul d
count ermand her instruction

Pendel and Tallaf hastily notioned the guard to conply, and the
cont ai ner was al ready aboard the shuttle, webbed tight, before Captain Francu
arrived. He stopped abruptly, stared with rage and shock at the carton, then
at Killashandra who sniled pleasantly at him

"You carried the other crystals, Guild Menber -- "

"Ah, but this is a longer journey, captain, and unless that crystal is
safely installed in your main comunications room all the others are usel ess
and this voyage of your cruiser an exercise in futility."

"Captain, the time factors -- " Tallaf stepped forward, his expression
one of cautious concern

Francu set his jaw, edged past the crystal to the stern of the cutter
She coul d hear the crack of netal tabs as he webbed hinmself in. She supposed
that she was lucky that, in his current frame of mnd, Francu wasn't the
pilot.

The shuttle disengaged itself fromthe cruiser, seemed to hang suspended
as the cruiser noved obliquely away fromit. Actually, before the view ports
were closed, Killashandra realized that the shuttle had done all the noving:
the crui ser was inexorably set in its direction, and nothing would deter it.

She had meant to stay awake, but the scream and heat of entry into the
pl anet's atnmosphere roused her from another irresistible snooze. She stared
about, nonentarily startled by the unfam liar surroundings. Hastily, she
swal | owed two stinutabs, smling serenely around as if she had only been
conservi ng her energy.

The shuttle had been brought to a conplete halt before the medicine took
ef fect, and she debated taking a third as the hatch was bei ng opened.

A | andi ng pl atform appeared at once, and from her seat, she could see
the vast crowd assenbl ed on both sides of a wide aisle |eading to the huge
conmuni cations building with its roof clusters of dish antennas, tilted |like
caps to the sky, caps raised to salute their own obsol escence.

"The crystal, Guild Menmber!" Francu's acid voice rem nded her, too, of
this final surrender.

She flipped open the carton and renoved the king crystal, took a deep
breath, and wal ked down the |anding ranmp, holding the crystal before her. She
al ways pl ayed best to a full house, she reninded herself. The other
installations were only rehearsals for this one.

The fresh air of the planet was naturally scented and crisp. She
breathed in deeply and would not be hurried in this cerenonial walKk.

Francu appeared at one side, Tallaf at her other, both muttering about
wal ki ng faster,



"It's so good to breathe uncontam nated air. My |lungs have been stifled.
| must breathe.”

"You must wal k faster," Francu said, a smile jiggling his checks as he
responded nervously to the presence of a large crowd of people in an open
space greater than his huge new cruiser

"I'f you can, Killashandra. W've a tinme boggle," said Tallaf, his voice
anxi ous.

"They're all here to see the crystal," Killashandra noted, but she
| engt hened her stride, holding the cocoon above her head, hearing the surprise
wave of exclamations, seeing the nearest draw ng back. Was the crowd here to
see crystal succeed, she wondered, or fail? This was not a receptive audi ence.
She' d faced enough to sense the aninpbsity and fear

She strode on to the building s entrance, slightly outdistancing the two
spacenen.

"W will have to hurry this, @Quild Menber," a man said, taking her arm
as she passed the doorway.

"Yes, we will, or we can't be responsible for your safety.”

She heard heavy metal doors thud shut behind her and a nmuffled noise
emanating from outsi de and becom ng | ouder

"I"ve been given to understand that this project is not universally
favored, gentlenmen. But one nessage sent and received will disperse that..."
and she indicated the crowd which had pressed in about the buil ding.

"This way, Quild Menber."

They were all al nost running now, and she was annoyed that the urgency
of the situation was going to ruin her performance. Ridicul ous! How absurd to
be put in such a position! Especially when she was possessed of an
overwhel m ng desire to go to sleep again. She shoved the crystal into the
crook of one arm-- there was no one to inpress with her theatrics in this
hurry -- and nanaged to stuff two nore tabs into her nouth.

Then she was whirled into the main chanber of the i mense buil ding,
where nervous technicians were nore interested in the outward-facing security
scanners than the printouts and displays comon to their business.

"Do hurry with this one, Killashandra," Tallaf urged as she took the
| ast few steps to the raised | evel and the enpty niche where the king crysta
woul d be nount ed.

She stripped the plastic away with nervous fingers and suddenly found
serenity and surcease as the bared crystal caressed her skin.

"Hurry!" Francu exhorted her. "If that thing won't give us a nessage
from Copper -- "

Killashandra withered himwi th a glance, but her dislike of himbroke
t he tenuous enchant ment she had been hoping to enjoy. Now she heard the noise
of the crowd, the increasing pitch of its excitement and frustration. She dare
not delay the mounting. Nor did she want to relinquish her black crystal to
this system of ignorant savages, this society of netal-nongers, this --

The bl ack crystal was nounted, turning matte black as it responded to
the heat of the room

"Hurry!" "Has somet hi ng gone wrong?" "It won't work!"

"OfF course, crystal will sing," said Killashandra, raising the little
hamrer and striking the king bl ock

The rich full A of the king crystal rang through the | arge room
silencing the irreverent babble. Killashandra was transfixed. The A becane the
| ouder note of the five-crystal chord, the two F and two E crystal s singing
back to her through the king. The human voi ce cannot produce chords. Wth the
pitch of the A dominant in her head, that was the note that burst from
Ki |l ashandra as the shock of establishing the |ink between the five crystals
envel oped her. Sound Iike a shock wave, herself the sound and the soundi ng
board, vision over vision, a fire in her bones, thunder in her veins, a
heart-contracti ng experience of pain and pleasure so intense and so total that
every nerve in her body and every convolution of her brain echoed. The chord
held Killashandra in a thrall nore absolute than her first experience of



crystal. Sustaining the note despite the agony of the physical nechanics of
breath, Killashandra was simultaneously in the comunications roonms of the two
m ning stations and the two nmoons. She splintered in sound fromone crysta

bl ock to the next, apart and indissoluble, a fragment of the first nessage
sent and instantly received and forever divorced fromit.

"Copper to home. Copper to home base!" She knew the nessage, for it
passed through her as well as the crystal. She heard the exultant reply and
t he incredul ous response to its simultaneity. She had cut the crystals for
this purpose, she had borne themto their various sites, and she had condemed
themto sing for others. No one had told her they woul d cause her to sing
t hrough themin a space crossing chord!

"Ki |l ashandra?" Soneone touched her, and she cried out. Flesh upon flesh
br oke her awesone comunion with the crystal link. She fell to her knees, too
bereft to cry, too stunned to resist.

"Ki |l ashandra!" Soneone raised her to her feet.

She coul d feel crystal power singing behind her through the king bl ock
but she was forever excluded fromits thrall.

"Cet her back to the shuttle.”

"Is it safe?"

"OfF course, it's safe. The link works! The whol e system knows that now "

"Through this door, lieutenant. You'll have to detour. The crowd is
bl ocki ng your way to the shuttle.”

"We don't have time to detour."”

"We' || break through the crowd. Carry her first. That'll make them give
way! "

"They can't be afraid of a woman!"

"She's not a wonan. She's a Crystal Singer!™

Kil | ashandra was aware of being carried through a dense crowd. She heard
arapid clattering, and |oud but jubilant cries and, sonewhere in the section
of her brain that recorded inpressions, she correlated sound and cheers wth
appl ause. So many people in such proximty was an unexpected torture.

"Cet me out of here,"” she whispered hoarsely, clutching the man who
carried her with desperate hands.

He sai d not hing but quickened his pace, his breathing ragged wth
effort. He could barely disentangle hinself fromher when a second man canme to
hi s assi stance.

"This delay may abort the whole intercept.”

"Captain, we'd no idea how feelings ran here. No warning that there'd be
such a crowd. W're al nost there now "

"If we've |ost the wi ndow -- "

"We'| | have a frigate standing by ready to catch up --

"Do shut up and let ne sleep. Stop joggling me so."

"Sl eep?" The indignation in Francu's voice roused her briefly from her
torpor. "Sleep she wants when -- "

"Just settle yourself in this seat, Killashandra. 1'll do the webbing."

"Drink. Need a drink. Anything. Water."

"Not now. Not now. "

"Yes, nowl | thirst."

"Captain, you fly. Here's water, Killashandra."

She drank deeply, aware that the substance was water, real water, crisp,
clear, cool water, used only this once, for her consunption. Sone of it
spill ed when she was jolted about, and she protested the loss, licking it from
her hands. She was shoved away fromthe water by a tremendous force and
pl eaded to be given nore to drink

She was soothed, and then finally the weight was lifted, and she was
gi ven as nmuch as she wanted to drink

"Are you all right now, Killashandra?" She rather thought it was Tall af
aski ng.

"Yes. Now all | need is sleep. Just let ne sleep until | wake."



CHAPTER 13

Waki ng up was a gradual and remarkably | anguorous process. Killashandra
felt that she was unfolding in sections, starting with her m nd, which sent
out sl eepy nmessages to her extremities that novement was possi bl e again. She
went through a long series of stretchings and yawni ngs, interspersed with
rather wild and vivid flashes. At first, she thought them picodreans but then
realized that all were fromone viewpoint: hers! And she was overwhel ned by
faces and appl ause and light flashing fromthe blackening crystal. An orgasmc
sensation in her loins conpleted her unfolding and brought her to sharp
consci ousness and regret. Those half dreams had been | ovely echoes of the
i nkage with bl ack crystal

Crystal! She sat up in bed and nearly caught her head on the bedside
shel f. She was on the wetched cruiser! She glanced at her wist-unit,
confirming it with the cabin tine display.

' Three days! |'ve been asleep three days!" Antona had warned her

Ki |l ashandra | ay back, easing shoul der and tighteni ng back nuscles. She
must have slept all three days in one position to have such cranps.

A soft scratching at her door panel caught her attention

"Yes?"

"Are you awake, Quild Menber?"

There were several answers she woul d have given if she hadn't recognized
Chasurt's voi ce.

"You may enter."

"Are you awake?"

"I certainly wouldn't be answering you in ny sleep. Conme in!'' As the
door panel slid open, she added, "And would you ask Pendel if he can supply ne
wi th sonet hi ng decent to eat?"

"I will ascertain if food is advisable,” the nman said, holding in her
direction a diagnostic tool simlar to Antona's.

"Not the stodge that's served in the cruiser's ness but liquid and fruit

"I'f you'll just be cooperative --

"I am" Killashandra felt that attitude rapidly changing. "This sort of
sl eep phase is perfectly normal -- "

"W haven't been able to contact Ballybran for specific instructions --

"For what ?"

"Proper treatnment of your prolonged coma --

"I wasn't in a coma. Did you not check the printout in your own nedica
library? | want something to drink. And eat."

"I amthe cruisers neditech -- "

"Who has never net a Crystal Singer before and knows nothing of ny
occupational hazards." Killashandra had pulled on the nearest piece of
clothing, her Guild coverall. Now she swung herself off the bunk and | urched
past Chasurt, who nade a vain attenpt to grab her. "Pendell" Killashandra
started down the corridor. She surprised herself that she coul d maneuver so
readily after the exhaustion that had over taken her. The synbiont night take,
but it al so gave.

"Quild Menber!" Chasurt was in pursuit, but she had the head start and
| onger | egs.

She turned again, into the super's corridor, and saw Tic at Pendel's
door, and then his head was visible.

"Pendel" |'mperishing for a glass of Yarran beer!" Please say you have
some fruit left? And possibly a cup of that excellent soup you served nme sone
time a hundred years ago?"

By the time she reached his door, Pendel handed her a hal f-enpty gl ass
of Yarran beer for one hand and a fruit for the other. She squeezed past him
and Tic, leaving themto bl ock Chasurt.



"There you are, Killashandra," Pendel said, standing across the doorway
so that Chasurt could not barge in. Tic noved staunchly in front of
Kill ashandra as the second |line of defense. "More fruit w thin hand. Now,
Chasurt, don't get yourself knotted. Cone with ne, and you can add whatever
nutrients and restoratives you feel are required to the soup |I'mgetting
Kill ashandra. Put those stupid sprays back into your pockets. Crystal Singers
don't ordinarily require any nmedi cation. Don't you know anyt hi ng beyond
space-freeze and | aser burn?"

Pendel hurried Chasurt away, signaling Tic to close the door and stand
guard. Killashandra had finished the beer and started on the fruit. She cl osed
her eyes with relief as juice and pul p soothed her parched nouth. She ate
slowy, an instinct inposed on her by the synbiont, which knew very well what
it required after fasting. Wth distaste, she renenbered the nad hungers of
pre- Passover and was grateful that the affliction had waned.

"Ma'an®. .. "

Kill ashandra only heard the soft whisper because there was no ot her
sound in the cabin but her chew ng.

"Tic?" It was the first tine the girl had addressed her

"Ma'am -- thank you for the crystal!" Tic blurted her words. "Conofficer
et me speak with ny nother on Copper. R ght away. No waiting. No worrying
that somet hing's gone wong and | wouldn't hear...Conoff says with crystals |
can call Copper any tinme | want!" Tic's eyes were round and liquid.

"“I'"'m happy for you, Tic. I'mhappy for you." Killashandra thought that
response a little gracel ess on her part, but Tic's awed response enbarrassed
her .

The panel was suddenly whi pped aside, and Tic tried not to fall into
Killashandra's |l ap as Captain Francu, radiating fury, stood in the opening.

"My nedic tells me that you have refused his assistance." The cubicle
was too small for his oppressive manner

"I do not need his assistance. | ama Crystal Singer --

"Whil e you are on board my vessel, you are under ny orders --

Kill ashandra rose, pushing Tic into the seat she had vacated, facing the
captain with a wath far nmore profound than his. From her thigh pouch, she
produced the Guild ident and shoved it at the captain.

"Even you nust recognize this authority!"

Pendel arrived at that nmonment, carrying a |aden tray.

"Federated Sentient Planet Sessions authority!" Pendel gasped as he
read, and the tray wavered in his grasp. "lI've only seen one other."

"You are clearly suffering from aberrant behavior follow ng a period of
deprivation -- " the captain began

"Nonsense. Hand nme that tray, Pendel. Thank you."

"Cuild Menmber, attend me!"

"I am but |I'malso eating, as ny body needs sustenance after mny |ong
rest."”

"You were in coma --

"I was doing what all Crystal Singers do, resting after a difficult and
exhausting assignnent. And that is all | wish to say until |'ve eaten."

"You are nentally affected, shoving an FSP authority at ne to obtain
food." Captain Francu was sputtering now.

"That authority will be invoked as soon as | find out the nearest
transfer station -- "

"You are to remain on this cruiser until the Five Systens' Satellite --

"I will remain on this cruiser only as long as it takes ne to call up a
shuttle or cutter or gig fromthe next system And ny authority permits nme to
do so. Right?"

"Right," Pendel affirned

The captain glared at himand stared for a noment |onger at
Ki | | ashandra, speechless with suppressed anger. Then he turned on one heel and
st anped down the corridor



Tic was regarding Killashandra in white-faced perturbation

"That's all right, now, girl," Pendel said to her soothingly. "You will,
of course, discuss this with no one no matter how you are pressed. | don't
think Captain Francu will care to renenber the incident."

"How soon can | get off this ship? No offense to you and Tic, of
course. "

Pendel edged hinself in front of his keyboard and tapped a code. It took
| onger than usual for the display to start rippling across the screen, and
there were only four I|ines.

"I wouldn't suggest that one. Drone tanker and prinitive food supplies.”
Pendel tapped again. The printout was denser. "Ah. W can arrange a transfer
to a small but adequate change over station for a Selkite direct to Scori a.

Odinarily, I wouldn't recommend Selkites for any reason, but you' d be the
only passenger in their oxygen |ife-support section."
"Grand! 1'Il take it."

"Means anot her three days aboard us."

"I"ll sleep a good deal of the time. Light nmeals when | need 'em

"There's just one thing," and Pendel cleared his throat, ducking his
head from her glance. "The Sel kite reaches Bal |l ybran just toward the end of
t he Passover storns. The original E. T.A. would I and you well after they'd

conpleted.”
"Ch, you've been doing sonme retrieving, have you?" Killashandra grinned.
Pendel w nked, laying his finger along his nose. "I did feel sone

objective information a wi se precaution.”

"So Chasurt decided the storms produced ny nmental aberrations?"

"Sone such concl usion. "

"No fool goes out in Passover storns. We |eave the planet if at al
possible. If not, sleep through it!"

"I had heard the runmor that Crystal Singers hibernated."

"Somet hing of the sort."

"Well, well. Have another Yarran beer, Killashandra."

What ever caused Pendel such satisfaction, he preferred to keep to
hi nsel f, but they enjoyed several glasses until drowsiness over canme her
agai n. Pendel escorted her back to her cabin where Tac stood very nuch on
duty. Small light nmeals were arranged, and Killashandra | ay down to sleep
fervently blessing the fore thought that had provided her with the FSP
authority. And what had Francu intended to do with her if he had managed to
over rule her? Gve her to Chasurt to find out why Crystal Singers are
different?

She wasn't well pleased to have to spend a few nore days on the cruiser
but she could sleep and rel ax, now that the pressures of installation were
behi nd her. And she had conpleted those well. Trag woul d be pleased with her
Even i f some percentage of the Trundi moux were not. Pity about that!

Still, they'd given her a big hand. She'd knocked herself out to give
thema new tradition. Her performance at the planet installation had turned an
angry nmob into a jubilant throng. Yes, she'd done well as a Crystal Singer

Wul d she ever again be able to experience that incredible surge of
contact as black crystal segnents |inked? That all-envel oping surge as if she
were aligned with every black crystal in the gal axy?

She shuddered with the aching desire. She turned fromthat thought.
There woul d be other such tinmes; of that she was now certain. Meanwhile, once
the storms of Ballybran were over, she could sing crystal

Sing crystal ? Sing?

Ki | ashandra began to | augh, recalling herself as she strode into the
pl anetary comuni cations building, stage center with a near riot occurring
around her. She, playing the high priestess, conpleting the ritual that |inked
the isol ated el ements of the Trundi moux! A solo performance if ever there was
one. And she had played before an audi ence of an entire system Wat an
openi ng note she had struck with crystal! \Wat an ovation! Echoes from distant
satellites. She had done exactly as she had once boasted she'd do, had



arrogantly proclainmed to her peers in Fuerte that she would do. She had been
the first Singer in this systemand possibly the only Crystal Singer ever to
appear in Trundi noux.

Kil I ashandra | aughed at the twi sted irony of circunstance. She | aughed
and then cried because there was no one to know except herself that she had
achi eved an anbiti on.

Kill ashandra Ree was a Singer, right enough. Truly a Crystal Singer

Repri se

What are you doi ng back now?" the | ock attendant demanded as she
ent er ed.

"Wugh? What sort of transport were you on? You reek."

"Selkite," Killashandra said grimy. She had become used to her own
fragrance within the Selkite's O breather quarters.

"There s some ships no one will travel on. Pity you weren't warned." He
was pi nching his nostrils closed.
"Il remenber, | assure you."

She started for the Guild' s transient quarters.

"Hey, there's no vacancies. Passover stornms aren't over yet, you know. "

"I know, but getting here was nore inportant than waiting the storns
out."

"Not if you had to travel Selkite. But there's plenty of space in the
regul ar quarters,"” and the man thunbed the archway that she had entered so
naively a few nonths before. "No travel ers here yet. Doesn't nake any
difference with your credit where you stay, you know "

Ki |  ashandra t hanked hi m and wal ked on through the blue-irised entrance
toward the hostel, trying to renmenber the girl she'd been at that point and
unable to credit how nuch had occurred since then. Including the sinultaneous
real i zation of two anbitions.

The aroma she exuded alerted Ford, still at his reception counter

"But you're a Singer. You oughtn't to be here." H's nose winkled, and
he shuddered, licking his lips. "Singers have their own quarters."

"Full up. Just give ne a roomand let nme fum gate nyself."

Ki | | ashandra advanced to the counter to put her wist unit to the plate.

"No, no, that won't be necessary!" Ford handed her the key, his arm
stretching out to keep as much di stance from her as possible.

"I know |I'm bad, but am | that bad?"

Ford tried to stamrer an apol ogy, but Killashandra | et the key guide her
to her quarters.

"I"ve given you the biggest we have." Ford's voice followed her through
t he hal | way.

The room was down a |l evel, and assuming that the | ock attendant had been
correct -- that there were no visitors at that time -- Killashandra began
ripping off her stinking clothes. The key warned at the appropriate room and
she shoved through the panel, shutting it and | eani ng agai nst the door to
shuck off her pants and footwear. She | ooked at the carisak and decided there
was no point in fumgating those things. She stuffed everything into the
di sposal unit with a trenmendous sense of relief.

The Shankill acconmodati on had only shower facilities but a decent array
of herb and fragrance washes. She stood under the jets, as hot as the spray
woul d cone, then | aved herself until her skin was raw. She stepped out of the
shower encl osure, snelling her hands and her shoul ders, bending to sniff her
knees, and deci ded that she was possibly close to decontam nated.

It was only drying her hair that she realized she didn't have any fresh
clothes to put on. She dialed the conm ssary and ordered the first coveral
t hat appeared on the fax then keyed for perfunmes and ordered a | arge bottle of
somet hi ng spicy. She needed sone spice in her life after the Sel kite vessel
Wl |, Pendel had tried to warn her. Conme to consider, even the Selkites were



better than remaining in the vicinity of Francu or that bonehead Chasurt.

Then she renenbered to take out her lenses and sighed with relief as
col or, decent soothing color, sprang up around the room

She ordered a Yarran beer and wondered how Lanzecki had weat hered
Passover. Inmured by herself in the Selkite ship, she had come to ternms with
lingering feelings of resentrment for the Quild Master and wanted very much to
continue in friendship with the man. Solitude was a great |eveler: stinking
solitude nade one grateful for renenbered favors and ki ndness. She owed
Lanzecki nore of those than accusations.

The beer was so good! She lifted her beaker in a toast to Pendel. She
hoped that for every Francu she net, there would be at |east one Pendel to be
grateful for.

The door chi ne sounded. She wrapped a dry towel around her, wondering
why her order was being delivered instead of sent by tube. She released the
door | ock and was about to slide the panel back when it was noved from
wi t hout .

"What are you doi ng back here?" Lanzecki stepped into the room | oom ng
angrily above her in the narrow confines. He closed the panel behind himand
| obbed a parcel in the direction of the bed.

"What are you doing on Shankill?" She tried to tighten the towel above
her breasts.

He brought both hands to his belt and stared at her, his eyes
glittering, his face set in the nmobst unconpronising lines, his mouth still.

"Shankill affords the nost strategic point fromwhich to assess the
stormflows."

"Then you do escape fromthe storms,"” she said with intense relief.

"As | wanted you to escape them but you're back here days early." He
swept an angry gesture with one armas if he wanted to strike her

"Why not?" Killashandra had to stand her ground before him "I1'd
finished the wetched installations. Wre the stornms as bad as predicted? |'ve
heard not hi ng. "

"You were scheduled to return on a confortabl e passenger frigate seven
days fromnow. " He scrutinized her closely. "The damage coul d have been
wor se, " he added grudgi ngly. She wasn't sure whether he referred to her or the
st or is.

"I took the Selkite freighter."

"I"'maware of that." His nostrils flared with distaste.

"I"'ve tried to decontaminate. It was awful. Wiy wasn't | told about
Sel kites? No, | was, but | wouldn't listen because | couldn't stay one nore
nmonent on that fardling Trundie cruiser."” The towel was com ng | oose as she
renenber ed Francu. "Why didn't you at |east warn ne about the Trundies?"

Lanzecki shrugged. "W didn't have nuch on them but you at |east had no
preconceptions or the residue of partial menories of other isolated systens to
prejudi ce your actions."

"They may never deal wth another Crystal Singer."

"They'l|l deal with the Guild." Lanzecki was smiling, his body rel axing,
hi s eyes warni ng.

"More inportant, Lanzecki" -- and she tried to step back, away from him
until she'd aired her grievances. "Wiy didn't you tell me about |ink-shock?
sang the king crystal, link and all, and they brought me to ny knees."

"Li nk-shock' s about the only thing that would." He put his warm hands on
her shoul ders and held her firmy, his eyes exam ning her face. "No one can
descri be link-shock. It's experienced on different |evels by different
personalities. To warn is to inhibit."

"I can certainly appreciate that!"

He chuckl ed at her sarcastic comment and began to draw her to him his
enbrace as nmuch of an apol ogy as he was ever likely to give her

"Some people feel nothing at all."

"I"'msorry for them" She was not sarcastic now

"For you, Killashandra, to link a set of crystals you yourself cut binds



you cl oser to black crystal." He spoke slowy, again with the hidden pain that
she had once before heard in his voice. She let herself be drawn against his
strong body, realizing how keenly she had m ssed hi meven as she had dammed
him grateful now to give and receive confort. "The Guild needs bl ack-crysta
Si ngers. "

"I's that why you've personally guided ny career, Lanzecki ?" She reached
her hand to his lips, feeling themcurve in anusenent.

"My professional life is dedicated to the Guild, Killashandra. Never

forget that. My personal life is another matter, entirely private." His lips
nmoved sensuously across her fingers as he spoke.
"I like you, Lanzecki -- damm your nouth." She bubbled with |aughter and

the joy of being with him again.

He took her hand and kissed the palm the contact sending chills through
her body.

"I'n the decades ahead of us, Killashandra, try to keep that in mnd?"



