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Chapter 1

Wnters on Ballybran were generally nild, so the fury of the first spring
stornms as they howl ed across the | and was ever unexpected. This first one
of the new season swept ferociously across the M| ekey Ranges, bearing
before its westward course the fleeing sleds of crystal singers like so
much jetsam Those | aggard singers who had tarried too long at their clains
were barely able to hold their bucking sleds on course as they bolted for
the safety of the Heptite Guild Conpl ex.

I nside the gigantic Hangar, its baffles rai sed agai nst the mach
wi nds, ordered confusion reigned. Crystal singers lurched fromtheir sleds.
hal f deaf ened by w ndscream exhausted by their turbulent flights. The
Hangar crew, apparently possessed of eyes in the backs of their heads,

m racul ously avoided injury as they concentrated on the primary task of
nmovi ng i ncom ng sleds off the Hangar floor and into storage racks, clearing
the way for the erratic |andings of the stream of incom ng vehicles. The
crash cl axon pierced even stormhow as two sleds collided, one to dip over
the baffle and | and nose down on the plascrete while the other veered out
of control like a flat rock skipping across water, conming to a crunpling
halt against the far wall. A tractor zipped in to fasten grapples on the
upsi de-down sled, renmoving it only seconds before another sled skinmred over
the baffle.

That sl ed al nost repeated the nose dive, pulling up at the |ast
second and skiddi ng across the Hangar floor to stop just inches away from
the Iine of handlers carrying the precious cartons of crystal into
Sorting. Only a near miss, the incident was disregarded even by those who
had barely escaped injury.

Kill ashandra Ree energed fromthe sled, taking as a good onen the
fact that her sled had skidded to a halt so close to the Sorting Sheds. She
caught the arm of the next handler to pass her and firmy diverted himto
her cargo door, which she flung open. She didn't have much crystal, so
every speck she had cut was precious to her. If she didn't earn enough
credit to get off-planet this time . . . Killashandra ground her teeth as
she hurried her carton into the Sorting Shed.

As the man she had pressed into her service quite properly put her
carton down at the Hangar end of a line of ranked containers,

Kill ashandra's patience evaporated. "No, over here!" she shouted. "Not
there! I1t'll take all day to be sorted. Here."

She waited until he had deposited her carton in the indicated row
bef ore addi ng her own. Then she strode back to her sled for a second | oad,
conmandeeri ng two nore unencunbered handlers on the way. Only after eight
cartons were unl oaded did she permt herself to pause briefly, coping with
the multiple fatigues that assailed her. She had worked nonstop for two
days, desperate to cut enough crystal to get off Ballybran. Crystal pul sed
in her blood and bones, denying her rest in sleep, surcease by day, no
matter how she tried to tire her body. Her only respite was i mersion in
the radiant fluid bath. But no one cut crystal from a bathcube! She had to
get off-planet to ease the disturbing thrum

For over a year and a half, ever since the Passover storns had
shattered Keborgen's old claim she had searched unrenmittingly for a
wor kabl e site Killashandra was realist enough to admit to herself that the
probability of finding a new claimas inportant and val uabl e as Keborgen's



bl ack crystal was very low. Still, she had every right to expect to find
some useful, and reasonably lucrative, crystal in Ballybran's Ranges. And,
with each fruitless trip into the Ranges, the credit bal ance she had
amassed from her original cutting of Keborgen's site and fromthe
Trundonoux bl ack crystal installation had eroded beneath the conti nuous
charges the Heptite CGuild exacted for even the nost mnor services rendered
a crystal singer.

By fall, when everyone el se she knew -- Rinbol, Jezerey and Mstra
-- had nmanaged to get off-planet, she had | abored on, unable to nmake a
worthwhile claimin any color. During the mld winter, she had doggedly
hunted in the Ranges, returning to the Conmplex only | ong enough to
repl eni sh food packs and steep her crystal-weary body in the radiant fluid.

"You really ought to take a week or two up at Shanganagh Base, "
Lanzecki had said, intercepting her on one of her brief visits.

"What good would that really do?" she had replied, alnobst snarling
at himin her frustration. "I'd still feel crystal and |I'd have to | ook at
Bal | ybran."

Lanzecki had given her a searching look. "You're in no nood to
believe ne," and he paused to be sure that he had her attention, "but you
will find black crystal again, Killashandra. Meanwhile, the Guild has
pressing needs in any shade you can find. Even the rose you so despise." A
gl eam shone in his black eyes and his voice turned |ugubrious as he said,
"I amcertain that you will be distressed to |l earn that the Passover storms
destroyed Moksoon's site, too."

Kill ashandra had stared at hima nonment before her sense of the
ridicul ous got the better of her and she |aughed. "I aminconsol able!"

"I thought you mght be." Hs lips twitched with suppressed
anusenment. Then he reached down and pulled the plug on the radiant fluid.
"You'll find nore crystal, Killa."

It had been that cal mand confident statenent which had buoyed her
flagging norale all during the next trip. Nor had it been entirely
m spl aced. The third week out, after disregarding two sites of rose and
bl ue, she discovered white crystal but very nearly m ssed the vein
entirely. If she had not been bol stering her spirits with arousing aria,
causi ng the pinnacle under her hand to resonate, she night have nissed the
shy white crystal. Consistent with her long run of bad luck, the while
proved elusive, the vein first deteriorating in quality and then
di sappearing entirely fromthe face at one point, resurfacing half a nile
away in fractured shards. It had taken her weeks to clear the fault,

di gging away half the ridge before she got to usable crystal. Only the fact
that white crystal had such a variety of potentially lucrative uses kept
her goi ng.

Forewar ned of the spring storm by her synbiotic adaptation to
Bal | ybran's spore, Killashandra had cut at a frenzied pace until she was
too hoarse to key the sonic cutter to the crystal. Only then had she
stopped to rest. She had continued to cut until the first of the w nds
began to stroke the dangerous crystal sound fromthe Ranges. Reckl essly,
she had taken the nost direct route back to the Conmplex, counting on the
fact that she'd be the last singer in fromthe Ranges to protect her claim

She had al nost cut her retreat too fine: the hangar doors sl anmed
shut agai nst the shrieking stormas soon as her sled had cleared the
baf fl es. She could expect a reprimand fromthe Flight Oficer for her
reckl essness. And probably one fromthe Guild Master for ignoring the storm
war ni ngs.

She forced several deep breaths in and out of her |ungs, dredging
sufficient energy to conplete the final step necessary to | eave Ballybran
On the last breath, she grabbed the top carton and walked it into the
Sorting Room depositing it on Enthor's table just as the old Sorter turned
toward the shed

"Kill ashandra! You startled me." Enthor's eyes flicked from normal



to the augmented vision that was his adaptation to Ballybran. He reached
eagerly for the carton. "Did you find the black vein again?" Hs face fel
into lines of disappointnent as his fingers found no trace of the
sensations typical of the priceless, elusive black crystal

"No such luck." Killashandra's voice broke on weary disgust. "But |
devoutly hope it's a respectable cut." She half sat on the the table,
needing its support to keep on her feet, as she watched Enthor unpack the
crystal blocks fromtheir plastic cocoons.

"I ndeed!" Enthor's voice lilted with approval as he renoved the
first white crystal shaft and set it with appropriate reverence on his work
table. "Indeed!" He subjected the crystal to the scrutiny of his augnented
eyes. "Flawl ess. White can so often be nuddy. If | amnot nistaken -- "

"That' Il he the day," Killashandra nmuttered under her breath, her

voi ce cracking.

"Never about crystal." Enthor shot her a glance from under his
brows, blinking to adjust his eyes to normal vision. Killashandra idly
wonder ed what Enthor's eyes saw of human fl esh and bone in the augmented
node. "I do believe, ny dear Killa, that you' ve anticipated the narket."

"I have?" Killashandra pulled herself erect. "Wth white crystal ?"

Enthor lifted out nore of the slender sparkling crystal shafts.
"Yes, especially if you have matched groupi ngs. These are a good start.
What el se did you cut?" As one, they retraced their steps to the storage,
each coll ecti ng anot her carton.

"Forty-four -- "

"Ranked in size?"

"Yes." Enthor's excitenment triggered hope in Killashandra.

"Forty-four, fromthe half centimeter -- "

"By the centineter?"

"Hal f centineter."”

Ent hor beaned on her with alnost as nuch enthusiasmas if she had
brought hi m nore bl ack crystal

"Your instinct is remarkable, Killa, for you could not have known
about the order fromthe Optherians."

"An organ group?"

Ent hor gestured for Killashandra to help himdisplay the white
shafts on the workbench

"Yes, indeed. An entire nmanual was fractured." Enthor awarded her
anot her of his beanms. "Were are the rest? Quickly. Get them "If there's
so much as one with a cloud --

Ki | | ashandra obeyed, stunbling agai nst the sw nging door. By the
time the crystal was sparkling on the table, she was shuddering and had to
cling to the bench to keep upright. It took a century for Enthor to
eval uate her cut.

"Not a single cloudy crystal, Killashandra." Enthor patted her arm
and, taking up his little hamrer, cocked his ear to the pure sweet notes
each delicate rap coaxed fromthe crystal

"How much, Enthor? How nuch?" Killashandra was hangi ng onto the
tabl e, and consci ousness, with difficulty.

"Not as much, | fear, as black." Enthor tapped figures into his
termnal. He pulled at his lower |lip as he waited for the altered display.
"Still, 10,054 credits is not to be sneezed at." He raised his eyebrows,

anticipating a pleased response.

"Only ten thousand . Her knees were collapsing, the nmuscles in
her cal ves spasm ng painfully. She tightened her grip on the table's edge.

"Surely that's enough to take you off-planet."

"But not far enough or |ong enough away." Bl ackness was creeping
across her sight. Killashandra rel eased one hand fromthe table to rub her
eyes.

"Wuld Optheria be far enough?" a dry, amused voice asked from
behi nd her.



"Lanzecki she began, turning toward the Guild Master, but
her turn becane a spin, down into the darkness which would no | onger be
evaded.

"She's comi ng round, Lanzecki."

Ki Il ashandra heard the words. She could not understand their sense.
The sentence, and the voice, echoed in her mind as if spoken in a tunnel
At the softest repetition, conprehension returned.

The voice was Antona's, the Chief Medical Oficer of the Heptite
Quild.

Sensation returned then, but sensation was limted to feeling
somet hi ng under her chin and a restraint about her shoul ders. The rest of
her body was deprived of feeling. Killashandra tw tched convul sively and
felt the viscous resistance of radiant fluid. She was imersed -- that
expl ai ned the need for chin support and the shoul der restraint.

Openi ng her eyes, she was not surprised to find herself in the tank
roomof the Infirmary. Beyond her were several nore such tanks, two
occupi ed. judging by the heads visible above the rins.

"So. you've rejoined us, Killashandra!"

"How | ong have you been soaki ng nme, Antona?"

Antona gl anced at a display on the tank. "Thirty-two hours and
ni neteen rinses." Antona shook a warning finger at Killashandra. "Don't
push yourself like this, Killa. You' re stretching your synmbiont's
resources. Abuses |like this now can cause degeneration problens |ater on
And it's later on you really need protection. Renenber that!" A mirthless
smle crossed Antona's classic features. "If you can. Well, at least put it
in your nmenory banks when you get back to your room" she added, with a
sigh for the vagaries of singer recall

"When can | get up?" Killashandra began to withe in the tank
testing her linbs and the general response of her body.

Ant ona shrugged, tapping out a code on the term nal of the tank.
"Ch, anytinme now. Pulse and pressure readout's strong. Head cl ear?"

"Yes."

Antona pressed a stud and the chin support and shoul der harness
rel eased Killashandra. She caught the side of the tank, and Antona handed
her a | ong robe.

"Do | need to tell you to eat?"

Killashandra grinned wyly. "No. My stomach knows |'m awake and
it's runbling.”

"You've lost nearly two kilos, you know. Can you remenber when you
| ast ate?" Antona's voice and eyes were sharp wth annoyance. "No use
asking, is it?"

"Not the least bit." Killashandra replied blithely as she clinbed
out of the tank, the radiant fluid sheeting off her body, |eaving her skin
snoot h and soft. She pulled the robe on. Antona held up a hand to bal ance
her down the five steps.

"How much crystal resonance do you experience now?" Antona poised
her fingers above the tank's small termn nal

Killashandra |listened attentively to the noise between her ears.
"only a faint trace!" Her breath escaped her lips in a sigh of relief.

"Lanzecki said that you cut enough to go off-world."

Kill ashandra frowned. "He said sonmething else, too. But | forget
what . " Somet hi ng i mportant, though, Killashandra knew

"He'll probably tell you again in good time. Get up to your
quarters and get sonme food into you." Antona gave Killashandra's shoul der
an admoni tory squeeze before she turned away to check on the other
patients.

As Killashandra made her way up fromthe Infirmary level, deep in
the bowels of the Guild Compl ex, she puzzled over the nenory | apse. She had
been reassured that nost singers had several decades of uninpaired recal



before nmenory deteriorated, but no fast rule determ ned the onset. She had
been | ucky enough to have a M1l ekey Transition ending in full adaptation to
Bal | ybran's spore, an adaptation that was necessary for those inhabiting
thc planet Ballybran. That kind of Transition held many benefits. not the

| east of which was avoiding the rigors of Transition Fever, and was
purported to include a | onger span of uninpaired menory. In this one

i nstance, she could, perhaps, legitimately blanme fatigue.

As the lift door opened on the deserted | obby of the main singer
I evel, not a singer was in sight. The storm had bl own itself out. She
paused to gl ance through to the dining area and saw only one | one diner
Pulling the robe nore tightly about her, she hurried down the corridor to
t he bl ue quadrant and her apartnent.

The first thing she did was call up her credit bal ance, and felt
the knot that had been tightening in her belly dissolve as the figures
12,790 rippled onto the screen. She regarded the total for a | ong nonent,
then tapped out the all-inportant query: how far away from Ballybran woul d
that sumtake her?

The nanes of four systens were di splayed. Her stomach runbl ed. She
shifted irritably in her chair and asked for details of the anenities in
each system The replies were not exciting. In each systemthe Terran-type
pl anets were purely industrial or agricultural, having, at best, only
conservative leisure facilities. Fromcoments she had overheard,

Ki | ashandra gathered that because of their proximty the |locals had seen
qui te enough of their neighbors fromBallybran and tended to be either
credit crunchers or rude to the point of dueling offense.

"The only thing that's good about any of them" Killashandra said
with disgust, "is that | haven't been there yet."

Ki | | ashandra had thought to take her |ong-overdue holiday on Maxi m
the pleasure planet in the Barderi system Fromall she'd heard, it would
be very easy to forget crystal resonance in the sophisticated anmusenent
parks and houses of hedonistic Maxim But she hadn't yet the credit to
i ndul ge that whinsy.

Exasper at ed, she rubbed her palnms together, noticing that the thick
calluses fromcutter vibrations had been softened by her |ong inmrersion
The nunerous small nicks and cuts that were a singer's occupational hazard
had healed to thin white scars. Wll, that function of her synbiont worked
efficiently. And the white crystal would assure her some sort of an
of f - pl anet hol i day.

VWhite crystal! Enthor has said sonething about a fractured nanual
Opt heri an sense organs used white Ballybran crystals and she had cut
forty-four fromthe half centineter on up in half-centinmeter gradients.

Lanzecki had asked her a question.

"Wul d Optheria be far enough?" The words, renenbered in his deep
voi ce, sprang to m nd.

She grinned with trenmendous relief at retrieving that question and
turned to the viewscreen to punch up his code.

" -- Killa?" Lanzecki's hands were poised over his own term nal
surprise manifested by his rai sed eyebrows. "You haven't used the catering
unit." He frowned.

"Ch, programmed to nmonitor that, did you?" she replied with a
genuine smle at that rem nder of their anorous alliance before her first
trip into the Ranges. On her return fromthe Trundomoux System they had
had only a few days toget her before Lanzecki was swanmped with work and she
had to venture back into the Ranges. Since then, she had returned to the
Conpl ex only to replenish supplies or wait out a storm Their reunions had
consequently been brief. It was reassuring to realize that he wi shed to
know when she was back

"It seened the ideal way to make contact. After thirty-two hours in
a tank, you should be ravenous. 1'll just join you. if I may . . ." \Wen
she nodded assent, he typed a quick nessage on his consol e and pushed his



chair back, snmiling up at her. "I'm hungry, too."

As further reassurance of her uninpaired nenory. Killashandra had
no troubl e renenbering Lanzecki's tastes. She grinned as she ordered Yarran
beer. Though her stomach gurgled inpatiently, she'd had no desire for food
in so long that she was as glad to be guided by Lanzecki's preferences.

She was just slipping a brilliantly striped robe over her head when
her door chimed an entry request. "Enter!" she called. On the sane voice
cue, the catering slot disgorged her order. The aroma of the di shes aroused
her al ready voraci ous appetite.

She wasted no time in taking the steaning platters fromthe
di spenser, grinning a wel come at Lanzecki as he joined her

"The Conmi ssary has asked ne to relay a few well-chosen words of
conpl ai nt about the sudden fad for Yarran beer," he said, taking the
pi tcher and the beakers to the table. He seated hinmself before filling the
two gl asses. "To your restoration!" Lanzecki lifted his glass in toast, his
expression obliquely chiding her for that necessity.

"Antona's already scolded ne. but | had to cut enough marketabl e
crystal to get off-planet this tinme."

"You've certainly succeeded with that white."

"Don't | remenber you sayi ng sonething about Optheria just as |
passed out ?"

Lanzecki took a swallow of the Yarran beer before he replied.
"Quite likely." He served hinself a generous hel ping of fried Malva beans.

"Don't the Optherians utilize white crystal in that nulti-sense
organ of theirs?"

"They do."

So Lanzecki chose to be unconmunicative. Well, she could be
persistent. "Enthor said that an entire manual was fractured." Lanzeck
nodded. She continued. "And you did ask ne would Optheria be far enough?”

"1 did?"

"You know you did." Killashandra hung on to her patience. "You
never forget anything. And the inpression | got fromyour cryptic coment
was that soneone, and the inference was ne" -- she pressed her thunb into
her chest -- "would have to go there. Am1| correct?"

He regarded her steadily, his expression unreadable. "Not |ong ago
you gave me to understand that you would not undertake another off-world
assi gnment -- "

"That was before |'d been stuck on this fardling planet -- " She
noticed the wicked gleamin his eyes. "So, I'mright. A crystal singer does
have to nake the installation!"

It was a shocking incident," Lanzecki said diffidently as he served
hi nsel f nore Mal va beans. "The perforner who damaged the organ was kill ed
by the flying shards. He was al so the only person on the planet who could
handl e such a major repair. As is so often the case with such sensitive and
expensi ve equi pnent, it is a matter of planetary urgency to repair the
instrument. It's the largest on the planet and is essential to the
observances of Optheria's prestigious Sumrer Festival. W are contracted to
supply technicians as well as crystal." He paused for a nmouthful of the
crisp white beans. He was definitely baiting her, Killashandra knew. She
hel d her tongue. "While the list of those qualified does include your nane

"The catch can't be the crystal this tine," she said as he
purposefully let his sentence dangl e unfinished. She watched his face for
any reaction. "Wiite crystal's active, reflecting sound . . ."

" -- Anmong other things," Lanzecki added when she paused.

"If it isn't the crystal, what's the matter with the Optheri ans,

t hen?"

"My dear Killashandra, the assignment has not yet been awarded.”

"Awarded? | like the sound of that. O do 1? | wouldn't put it past
you, Lanzecki, to sucker me into another job like that Trundonmoux



installation."

He caught the finger she was indignantly shaking at him pulling
her hand across the laden table to his lips. The faniliar caress evoked
fam liar responses deep in her groin and she tried to use her irritation
with his nethods to neutralize its effect on her.

Just then a communit bleep startled her. Wth a fleeting expression
of annoyance, Lanzecki lifted his wist unit to acknow edge the sunmons.

A tinny version of Trag's bass voice issued fromthe device. "I was
to informyou when the prelinmnary testing stations reported,” the
Admi nistration Oficer said.

"Any interesting applicants?"

Al t hough Lanzecki sounded diffident, even slightly bored, the
curious tension about his |ips and eyes alerted Killashandra. She pretended
to continue eating in a courteous disregard of the exchange, but she didn't
|l ose a syllable of Trag's reply.

"Four agronom sts, an endocrinol ogi st from Theta, two
xenobi ol ogi sts, an at nospheric physicist, three former spacers" --

Kill ashandra noted the slight w dening of Lanzecki's eyes which she
interpreted as satisfaction -- "and the usual flotsam who have no
recomendati ons from Testing."

"Thank you, Trag."

Lanzecki nodded his head at Killashandra to indicate the
i nterruption was concluded and finished off the dish of fried Malva beans.

"So what is the glitch in the Optherian assignment? A |ousy fee?"

"On the contrary, such an installation is set at twenty thousand
credits.”

"And 1'd be off-world as well." Killashandra was quite inpressed
with the latitude such a credit bal ance would give her to forget crystal

"You have not been awarded the contract, Killa. | appreciate your
willingness to entertain the assignnent but there are certain aspects which
nmust be considered by the Guild as well as the individual. Don't conmit
yoursel f rashly." Lanzecki was being sincere. His eyes held hers steadily
and a worried crease to his brows enphasized his warning. "lIt's a | ong haul
to the Optherian system You'd be gone from Ballybran nearly a full year

"All the better . . ."

"You say that now when you're full of crystal resonance. You can't
have forgotten Carrik yet."

Hi s rem nder conjured flashing scenes of the first crystal singer
she had met: Carrik laughing as they swamin Fuerte's seas, then Carrik
wracked by withdrawal fever and finally the passive hulk of the man,
shattered by sonic resonance.

"You will in tine, |I've no doubt, experience that phenonenon,"”
Lanzecki said. "I've never known a singer who didn't try to push hinself
and his synbiont to their Iimts. A major disadvantage to the Optherian
contract is that you woul d | ose any resonance to your existing clains."

"As if | had a decent claimanong the lot." Killashandra snorted in
di sgust. "Rose is no good to anyone and the blue petered out after two
days' cutting. Even the white vein skips and junps. | cut the best of the
accessible vein. Wth the kind of luck I've been enjoying, the storm has
probably made a total bollix of the site. I amnot -- not, | repeat --
spendi ng anot her three weeks in a spade and basket operation. Not for
white. Wiy can't Research develop an efficient portable excavator?"

Lanzecki cocked his head slightly. "It is the firm opinion of
Research that any one of the nine efficient, portable and durable," a
significant pause, "excavators already field-tested ought to performthe
task for which it was engineered . . . except in the hands of a crysta
singer. It is the opinion of Research that the only two pieces of equi pnment
that do not tax the nechanical aptitude of a singer are his cutter --

t hough Fi sherman does not concur -- and his sled, and you have al ready



heard section and paragraph fromthe Flight Engi neer on that score. Haven't
you?"

Kill ashandra regarded himstolidly for a few nonents, then
remenbered to chew what was in her nouth.

"Overheard him" she said, with a malicious grin. "Don't try to
distract me fromthis Optherian business."

“"I'mnot. | ambringing to your notice the several overt
di sadvant ages to an assignnent that involves a | ong absence from Bal |l ybran
for what might, in the Iong run, be inadequate conpensation.” His

expression changed subtly. "I'd rather not be professionally at odds with
you. It interferes with ny private life."
H s dark eyes caught hers. He reached for her hands, lips curved in

the one-sided smle that she found so affecting. She no | onger shared a
table with her Guild Master hut with Lanzecki the man. The alteration
pl eased her. On nunerous occasions, during sleepless nights in the MI ekey
Ranges, she had fondly remenbered their |ove-maki ng. Now, seated opposite
the charismatic Lanzecki, she found that her appetite for nmore than food
had been conpletely restored.

Her smle answered his and together they rose fromthe little table
and headed for the sl eepingroom

Chapter 2

Ki |  ashandra pushed herself back fromthc term nal and, bal ancing on the
base of her spine, stretched arnms and |l egs as far from her body as bone and
tendon permitted. She had spent the norning i Mmersed in the Optherian entry
of the Encycl opedia Gal acti ca.

Once she had got past the initial exploration and eval uation report
to the rel ease of the Ophiuchine planet for col onization, and the
hi gh-fl own | anguage of its charter -- "to establish a colony of Mankind in
conpl ete harnony with the ecol ogi cal bal ance of his adopted planet: to
ensure the propagation thereon of the Species in its pure, unadulterated
Form" She kept waiting for the fly to appear in the syrupy ointnment of
Opt heria's honey pot.

Opt heria was an old planet in geological terms. A near-circular
orbit about an aging sun produced a tenperate clime. There was little
seasonal change since the axial "wobble" was negligible, and nodest
gl aci ers capped both poles. Optheria was inordinately proud of its
self-sufficiency in a civilization where nmany planets were so deeply in
debt to mercantile satellites that they were al nost charged for the
at nosphere that encapsul ated them Optherian inports were m ninmal
with the exception of tourists seeking to "enjoy the gentler pleasures of
old Terra in a Totally Natural Wrld."

Kill ashandra, reading with an eye to hidden significance's, paused
to consider the inplications. Al though her experience with planets had been
limted to two -- Fuerte, her planet of origin, and Ballybran, she knew
enough of how worl ds wagged to sense the iron idealismthat probably
supported the Optherian propaganda. She tapped a question and frowned at
the negative answer: Optheria's Charter Signers were not proselytizers of a
religious sect nor did Optheria recogni ze a federal church. As many worl ds
had been col oni zed for idealist forns of government, religiously or
secularly oriented, as for purely conmercial considerations. The guiding
principle of foundation could not yet be considered the necessary criterion
for a successful subculture. The variables involved were too nunerous.

But the entry made it clear that Optheria was considered
efficiently organized and, with its substantial positive galactic bal ance
of payments, a creditably adm nistered world. The entry concluded with a
statement that Optheria was well worth a visit during its annual Summer
Festival. She detected a certain hint of irony in that bland comment. Wile
she woul d have preferred to sanple sonme of the exotic and sophisticated



pl easures available to those with credit enough, she felt she could
tolerate Optheria's "natural" pastinmes in return for the sizeable fee and a
| ong vacation from Bal | ybran

She consi dered Lanzecki's diffidence about the assignnent. Could he
be charged with favoritismif he gave her another choice off-world
assi gnment ? Who woul d remenber that she had been away during the horrendous
Passover Storns, much | ess where? She'd been perenptorily snatched away by
Trag, shoved onto the noon shuttle, and without a shred of background data
about the vagaries of the Trundomoux, delivered willy-nilly to a naval
autocracy to cope with the exigencies of installing mllions of credits
wort h of black communication crystal for a bunch of skeptical spartan
pi oneers. The assignment had been no sinecure. As Trag was the only other
person who had known of it, was he the objector? He very easily could be,
as Adm nistration Oficer, yet Killashandra did not think that Trag coul d,
or did, influence Guild Mster Lanzecki

A second wild notion followed quickly on the heels of that one.
Were there any Optherians on the roster of the Heptite @uild to whom such a
job mght be assigned? . . . The Heptite @uild had no Optherian nenbers.

From her ten years in the Misic Department of Fuerte's Culture
Center, Killashandra was famliar with the intricacies of Optherian sensory
organ instrunents. The encycl opedia enlarged the picture by stating that
nmusi ¢ was a planetwi de mania on Optheria, with citizens conpeting on a
pl anetary scale for opportunities to performon the sensory organs. Wth
that sort of environnent, Killashandra thought it very odd indeed that
Opt heria produced no candidates with the perfect pitch that was the Heptite
Quild' s essential entry requirenent. And, with conpetitions on a worl dw de
scal e, there woul d be thousands di sappointed. Killashandra sniled in sour
synmpat hy. Surely some would | ook for off-world alternatives.

Her curiosity titillated, Killashandra checked other Cuilds.
Optherians did not go into the Space Services or into galactic nercantile
enterprises, nor were enbassies, consulates or |legates of Optheria listed
in the Diplomatic Registers. There she | ucked out by discovering a
qualifier: As the planet was nearly self-sufficient and no Optherians |eft
their home world, there was no need for such services. Al normal inquiries
about Optheria had to be directed to the Ofice of External Trade and
Conmer ce on Opt heri a.

Ki | | ashandra paused in perplexity. A planet so perfect, so bel oved
by its citizens that no one chose to | eave its surface? She found that very
hard to believe. She recalled the encyclopedia's entry on the planet,
searching for the code on Naturalization. Yes, well, citizenship was
readily available for those interested but could not be rescinded. She
checked the Penal Code and di scovered that, unlike many worlds, Optheria
did not deport its crimnal elenent: any recidivists were accommopdated at a
rehabilitation center

Ki | | ashandra shivered. So even perfect Optheria had to resort to
rehabilitation.

Havi ng del ved sufficiently into Optheria's history and background
to satisfy her basic curiosity, she turned to research the procedure
necessary to replace a fractured manual. The installati on posed no overt
probl ems as the bracketing was remarkably simlar to that required by the
bl ack conmuni cations crystal. The tuning would be nore conpl ex because of
t he broad-frequency variabl e output of the Optherian organ. The instrument
was simlar to early Terran pipe organs, with four nmanuals and a term na
wi t h hundreds of stops, but a performer on the Optherian organ read a score
containing ol factory, neural, visual, and aural notes. The crystal manua
was i n permanent handshake with the multiplex denmodul ator, the synapse
carrier encoder, and the transducer term nal networks. O so the nanua
said; no schematic was included in the entry. Nor could she renenber one
fromher days at the Fuerte Miusic Center.

Dedi cated Optherian players spent lifetines arrangi ng nusic



enbel | i shed and ornanented for reception by many senses. A skilled

Opt heri an organi st could be mass-psychol ogi st and politician as well as
nmusi ci an, and the effect of any conposition played on the fully augnented
i nstruments had such far-reachi ng consequences that performances and
practitioners were subject to Federal as well as artistic discipline.

Bearing that in mnd, Killashandra wondered how t he manual coul d
have been fractured -- let alone have killed the performer at the sane
time, especially as that person had al so been the only one on the planet
capabl e of repairing it. Was there perhaps a spot of rot on the Optherian
appl e of Eden? This assignnent could be interesting.

Ki |l ashandra pul l ed her chair back to the consol e and asked for
visual contact with the Travel O ficer. Bajorn was a long, thin man, with a
thin face and a thin nose with pinched nostrils. He had preternaturally
long, thin fingers, too, but nuch was redeened by the cheerful snile that
br oke across his narrow face, and his conplete willingness to sort out the
nmost difficult itinerary. He seened to be on the npbst congenial terns with
every transport or freight captain who had ever touched down at or veered
cl ose to the Shanganagh Mbon base.

"Is it difficult to get to the Optherian System Bajorn?"

"Long old journey right now -- out of season for the cruise ships
on that route. Sumer Festival won't be for another six months gal actic.
So, traveling now, you'd have to make four exchanges -- Rappahoe, Kunjab,
Mel orica, and Bernard's Wirld -- all on freighters before getting passage
on a proper liner."

"You're sure up to date."

Bajorn grinned, his thin lips alnbst touching his droopy ears.
"Shoul d be. You're the fifth inquiry |I've had about that system What's up?
D dn't know the Optherians went in for the sort of kicks singers like."

"Who're the other four?"

"Well, there's no regulation against telling. "Bajorn paused
di screetly, "and as they've all asked, no reason why you shouldn't be told.
You," and he ticked names off on his fingers, "Borella Seal, Concera,
Gobbai n Tekla, and Ri nbol ."

"I ndeed. Thank you, Bajorn, that's real considerate of you."

"That's what Rinbol said, too." Bajorn's face sagged nournful ly. "
do try to satisfy the Guild's travel requirenents, but it is so depressing
when ny efforts are criticized or belittled. | can't help it if singers
| ose their menories . . . and every shred of comon courtesy.”

“I"1l programeternal courtesy to you on ny personal tape, Bajorn.”

“I'd appreciate it. Only do it now, would you, Killashandra, before
you forget?"

Prom sing faithfully, Killashandra rang off. Lanzecki had said
there was a list. Were there only five nanes! Borella Seal and Concera she
knew and she woul dn't have mi nded doi ng them out of the assignment; CGobbain
Tekla was a total stranger. Rinbol had been cutting successfully, and in
t he darker shades just as Lanzecki had predicted. Wiy would he want such an
assi gnment ? So, four people had been interested enough to check Travel.
Were there nore?

She asked for a list of unassigned singers in residence and it was
depressingly long. After some names, including her own, the capital | --
for Inactive -- flashed. Perhaps unwi sely, she deleted those and still had
thirty-seven possible rivals. She twirled idly about in the ginbal ed chair,
wondering exactly what criterion was vital for the Optherian assignnent.
Lanzecki hadn't mentioned such minor details in the little he had
di scl osed. From what she had already | earned of the planet and the
nmechani cs of installation, any conpetent singer could do the job. So what
woul d wei gh the bal ance in favor of one singer?

Ki Il ashandra reexam ned the |list of her known rivals: Borella and
Concera had both been cutting a long tine. Gobbain Tekla, when she found
his position on the Main Roster, was a relative newoner; Rinbol, |ike



Kill ashandra, was a rank tyro. Wen she inquired, she discovered that each
of the others had been a redundant or a failed nusician. Perhaps that was
the necessary requirenent. It certainly made sense for the installer to
have an instrumental background. She rephrased her question to apply to al
thirty-seven avail able singers. Nineteen fit that category.

Lanzecki appeared reluctant to offer her the assignnent but she
oughtn't to fault him She was acutely aware of past concessions from her
Qui l dmaster. She had no right to expect an interrupted flow of benefits
simply because he chose to share his bed with her. Nor, she decided, would
she jeopardize their relationship by referring to the assignnent again.
Lanzecki mght well be doing her a favor by not recomrendi ng her. She nust
keep that aspect of the situation firmly in mind. She might not be thrilled
to vacation on the four systens to which her available credit would take
her, but that was another string in her deplorable |uck. She would get a
rest fromcrystal and that was the essential requirenent.

Her reawakened appetite rem nded her that it had been sone hours
since breakfast. During lunch, she'd decide where to take herself. Wen
refreshed and revitalized, she returned to her labors for the Heptite
@Quild, she'd find a fresh vein of black crystal and then she'd get to the
pl anet Maxi m

Bef ore she could plan her vacation in any detail, Antona rang her
fromthe Infirmary. "Have you eaten, Killa?"

"I's that an invitation or a professional query? Because | just
finished a very hearty lunch."

Antona sighed. "I should have |iked your conpany for lunch. There's
not much doi ng right now down here. Fortunately."

"If it's just the conpany you want while you eat . . . .

Antona smiled with genuine pleasure. "I do. | don't enjoy eating by
nmyself all the time. Could you drop down here first? You're still listed as
i nactive and you'll want that status anended."

On her way down to the Infirmary level, Killashandra first worried
then chi ded herself for fearing there was nore to Antona's request than a
sinmple record up-date. It mght have nothing to do with her fitness to take
on the Optherian job. Nor would it be discreet to inply that she knew such
an assignnent was available. On the other hand, Antona would know nore
about the amenities of the nearby worlds.

The nedical formality took little tine and then the two wonen
proceeded to the catering section of the main singer's floor of the Guild
Conpl ex.

"It's so depressingly enpty,"” Antona said in a subdued voice as she
gl anced about the dimy lit portions of the facility.

"I found it a lot nore depressing when everyone el se was
celebrating a good haul,"” Killashandra said in a glumtone.

"Yes, yes, it would be, | suppose. Oh, fardles!" Antona quickly
diverted Killashandra toward the shadowy side. "Borella, Concera, and that
si mp, Gobbain," she nurnured as she nade a hasty detour

"You don't Iike then?" Killashandra was amnused.

Ant ona shrugged. "One establishes a friendship by sharing events
and opi ni ons. They renenber nothing and consequently have nothing to share.
And less to tal k about."

Wt hout warning, Antona caught Killashandra by the arm turning to
face her. "Do yourself a sterling favor, Killa. Put everything you've
experienced so far in your life, every detail you can recall fromcutting
expedi tions, every conversation you' ve had, every joke you' ve heard, put
everything" -- when Killashandra affected surprise, Antona gave her arma
pai nful squeeze -- "and yes, | do nean 'everything,' into your persona
retrieval file. Wat you did. what you said, what you felt" -- and Antona's
fierce gaze challenged Privacy -- "how you've | oved. Then, when your mi nd
is as blank as theirs, you can refresh your nmenory and have sonething wth
which to reestablish you!"™ Her expression becane intensely sad. "Ch, Killa.



Be different! Do as | ask! Now Before it's too late!"

Then, her customary conposure restored, she rel eased the arm and
seened to draw the intensity back into her straight, slimbody. "Because
assure you," she said as she took the last few steps into the catering

area, "that once your brilliant wit and repartee becone as banal and
mal i cious as theirs," she jerked her thunb at the silent trio, "I'll seek
ot her company at lunch. Now," she said, her fingers poised over the
catering termnal, "what are you havi ng?"

"Yarran beer." Killashandra said the first thing that came to mnd
being slightly dazed by Antona's unexpected outburst.

Antona rai sed her eyebrows in nock surprise, then rapidly dialed
their orders.

They were served quickly and took their trays to the nearest
banquette. As Antona tackled her meal with good appetite, Killashandra
si pped her beer, digesting Antona's renarkable advice. Till then
Ki | I ashandra had had no opportunity to appreciate the viewpoint of a
col | eague who woul d not | ose her nmenory as an occupational hazard.
Stubbornly, Killashandra preferred to forget certain scenes in her life.
Li ke failure

"Well, you don't have long to wait for a fresh supply of cluttered
m nds,"” Killashandra said at |ast, blotting the beer foam from her upper
lip and deferring conversation on Antona's unsettling advice.

"A new class? How did that privileged informati on seep out? You are

only just out of an Infirmary tank. Well, you won't be allowed to brief
themif that's what you had in mnd, Killa."
"Wy not ?"

Ant ona shrugged and daintily sanpled her nicely browned casserol e
before replying. "You've no injury to display. That's an inportant part of
the briefing, you see -- the visible, undeniable proof of the rapid tissue
regeneration enjoyed by residents of Ballybran."

"Irresistible!" Antona gave Kill ashandra a sharp glance. "Ch, no
conplaints fromme, Antona. The @uild can be proud of its adroit recruiting
program"

Antona fastened a searching gl ance on her face and put down her
fork. "Killashandra Ree, the Heptite Quild is not permitted by the
Federated Sentient Planets to 'recruit' free citizens for such a hazardous
profession. Only volunteers -- "

"Only volunteers insist on presenting thenselves, and so many of
t hese have exceedingly useful skills . . . ." She broke off, nonmentarily
di sconcerted by Antona's al nost fierce gl ance.

"What concern is that of yours, Killashandra Ree? You have
benefited i mensely fromthe . . . selection process."

"Despite ny unexpected inclusion."

"A few odd ones slip through no matter how careful we are," Antona
said all too sweetly, her eyes sparkling.

"Don't fret, Antona. It's not a subject that | would discuss with
anyone el se.™

"Particularly Lanzecki."

"I"'mnot likely to get that sort of an opportunity,” she said,
wondering if Antona knew or suspected their relationship. O if her advice
to remenber |oves and enotions had nmerely been a general warning to include
all experience. Wuld Killashandra want to renmenber, decades from now, that
she and Lanzecki had briefly been | overs? "Advise nme, Antona, on which of
our nearer spatial neighbors | should plan a brief vacation?"

Antona grimaced. "You m ght just as well pick the nane at random
for all the difference there is anong them Their only advantage is that
they are far enough away from Bal |l ybran to give your nerves the rest they
need. "

Just then a cheerful voice hailed them



"Killa! Antona! Am| glad to see soneone el se alive!" R nbol
excl ai med, hobbling out of the shadows. He grinned as he saw the pitcher of
beer. "May | join you?"

"By all means," Antona said graciously.

"What happened to you?" Killashandra asked. Ri mbol's cheek and
forehead were liberally decorated by newly heal ed scars.

"M ne was the sled that did a nose dive over the baffle."

"It did?"

"You didn't know it was ne?" Rinbol's mouth twisted in nock
chagrin. "The way Mal aine carried on you'd' ve thought 1'd placed half the
i ncoming singers in jeopardy by that flip."

"Did you rearrange the sled as creatively as your face?"

Ri nbol shook his head ruefully. "It broke its nose, mne was only
bl oody. At that it'll take longer to fix the sled than for nmy leg to heal
Say, Killa, have you heard about the Optherian contract?"

"For the fractured manual ? That could pay for a lot of repairs.”

"Ch, | don't want it," and he flicked his hand in dism ssal
"Why ever not ?"
Ri nbol took a long pull of his beer. "Well, |'ve got a claimthat

was cutting real well right now Optheria's a |long way away from here and
|'ve been warned that | could | ose the guiding resonance being gone so
[ ong. "

"And because you remenbered that | haven't cut anything worth
packing -- "

"No." Rinmbol held up a hand, protesting Killashandra's accusation
"I mean, yes, | knew you've been unlucky lately -- "

"Who do you think cut the white crystal to replace the fractured
Opt heri an manual ?"

"You did!" Rinbol's face brightened with relief. "Then you don't
need to go either." He raised his beaker in a cheerful toast. "Where d'you
plan to go off-world?"

"I hadn't exactly nade up ny nmind . Ki | | ashandra saw t hat
Ant ona was busy serving up the last of her casserole.

"Why don't you try Maximin the Barderi system" Rinbol |eaned

eagerly across the table to her. "l1've heard it's sonething sensational
['"lIl get there sonmetime but 1'd sure like to hear your opinion of it. |
don't half believe the reports. 1'd trust you."

"That's sonething to renenber,"” Killashandra nurmured, glancing
si deways at Antona. Then, taking note of Rinmbol's querying | ook, she asked
snoot hly, "What've you been cutting lately?"

"Greens," Rinbol replied with considerable satisfaction. He held up
crossed fingers. "Now, if only the stormdamage is minimal, and it could be
because the vein's in a protected spot, | mght even catch up with you on
Maxi m You see . " and he proceeded to el aborate on his prospects.

As Rinmbol rattled on in his anusing fashion, Killashandra wondered
if crystal would dull the Scartine's infectious good-nature along with his
menory. Wul d Antona give himthe same urgent advice? Surely each of the
newest crystal singers had sone unique quality to be cherished and
sustai ned throughout a lifetime. Antona's outburst had been sparked by a
long frustration. To how many singers over her decades in the Guild had she
tendered the sanme advice and found it ignored?

". . . Sol came in with forty greens," R nbol was saying with an
air of achievenent.

"That's dammed good cutting!" Killashandra replied with suitable

fervor.

"You have no trouble rel easing crystal ?" Antona asked.

"Well, | did the first time out,"” Rinmbol admitted candidly, "but I
renenbered what you'd said, Killa, about packing as soon as you cut. I'lI
never forget the sight of you locked in crystal thrall, right here in a

noi sy crowded hall. A kindly and tinely word of w sdom "



"Ch, you'd have caught on soon enough,"” Killashandra said, feeling
atrifle enbarrassed by his gratitude.

"Some never do, you know," Antona remarked.

"What happens? Do they stand in statuesque paral ysis until night
comes? O a |oud stornP"

"The inability to release crystal is no joke, R nbol."

Ri nbol stared at Antona, his nobile face losing its anused
expression. "You nmean, they can be so enthralled, nothing breaks the
spel | ?" Antona nodded slowly. "That could be fatal. Has it been?"

"There have been instances."

"Then |'m doubly indebted to you, Killa," Ri nbol said, rising,
this round's on ne."

They finished that round, refreshed by food, drink, and
conver sati on.

"OfF the four, | think you' d prefer Rani in the Punjabi system™
Antona told Killashandra in parting. "The food's better and the climte
| ess severe. They have marvel ous mineral hot springs, too. Not as
ef ficacious as our radiant fluid but it'll help reduce crystal resonance
You need that. After just an hour in your conpany, the sound off you makes
the hairs on my armstand up. See?"

Ki |  ashandra exchanged gl ances with Ri nbol, before they exani ned
t he proof on Antona's extended arm

Antona | aughed reassuringly, laying gentle fingers on
Killashandra's forearm

"A perfectly normal phenonmenon for a singer who's been out in the
Rangers steadily for over a year. Neither of you would be affected but, as
I don't sing crystal, I am Get used to it. That's what identifies a singer
anywhere in the Galaxy But the Rani hot springs will dimnish the effect
consi derably. So does time away from here. See you."

As Killashandra watched Antona enter the lift, she felt Rinbol's
hand sliding up her armaffectionately.

"You feel all right to ne," he said, his blue eyes twinkling with
anusenment. Then he felt her stiffen and suppress a nmovenent of withdrawal.
He dropped his hand. "Privacy -- sorry, Killa." He stepped back

"Not half as sorry as | am Rinbol. You didn't deserve that. Chal k
it up to another side effect of singing crystal that they don't include in
that full disclosure.” She managed an apol ogetic smle. "I'mso wred
coul d broadcast."

"Not to worry, Killa. | understand. See you when you get back."
Then he made his wobbly way into the yellow quadrant to his quarters.

Killashandra stared after him irritated with herself for her
reaction to a casual caress. She'd had no such reaction to Lanzecki. O was
that the problen? She was very thoughtful as she wal ked slowy to her
quarters. Fidelity was an unlikely disease for her to catch. She certainly
enj oyed making |l ove with Lanzecki, and definitely he exerted an intense
fascination on her. Lanzecki had unequivocally separated his professiona
life fromhis private one.

"Rani, huh," she murnmured to herself as she put her thunb to the
door | ock. She entered the room closing the door behind her, and then
| eaned against it.

Now, in the absence of background sounds, she could hear the
resonance in her body, feel it cascading up and down her bones, throbbing
in her arteries. The noi se between her ears was |ike a gushing river in
full flood. She held out her arns but the static apparently did not affect
her, the carrier, or she had exhausted that phenonmenon in herself. "M neral
bat hs! Probably stink of sulfur or sonething worse."

| mredi ately she heard the initial phluggg as radiant fluid began to
flowinto the tank in the hygi ene room Wndering why the room conputer was
on, she opened her nouth to abort the process, when her nane issued from
t he speakers.

SO



"Kill ashandra Ree?" The bass voi ce was unm stakably Trag's.

"Yes, Trag?" She switched on vision

"You have been restored to the active list."

"I"'mgoing off-world as soon as | can arrange transport, Trag."

Expressi onl ess as ever, Trag regarded her. "A lucrative assignnment
is available to a singer of your status."

"The Optherian manual ?" As Trag inclined his head once,

Kill ashandra controlled her surprise. Wy was Trag approachi ng her when
Lanzecki had definitely not wanted her to take it?

"You're aware of the details?" For the first time Trag evinced a
flicker of surprise.

"Rinmbol told nme. He also said he wasn't taking it. Was he your
first choice?"

Trag regarded her steadily for a noment. "You were the |ogica
first choice, Killashandra Ree, but until an hour ago you were an
I nactive. "

"I was the first choice?"

"Firstly, you are going off-world in any event and do not have
sufficient credit to take you past the nearer inhabited systems. Secondly,
an extended | eave of absence is recomended by Medical. Thirdly, you have
al ready acquired the necessary skills to place white crystal brackets. In
the fourth place, your curriculumvitae indicates |atent teaching abilities
so that training replacenment technicians on Optheria is well wthin your
scope. "

"Not hi ng was said about training technicians. Borella and Concera
bot h have consi derably nmore instructional experience than |."

"Borella, Concera, and Cobbain Tekla have not exhibited either the
tact or diplomacy requisite to this assignnent.”

Ki | | ashandra was anused that Trag added Gobbain to the list. Had
Bajorn told Trag who had inquired about transport to Optheria?

"There are thirty-seven other active Quild menbers who qualify!"

Trag shook his head slowy twice. "No, Killashandra Ree, it nust be
you who goes. The Quild needs sone information about Optheria -- "

"Tactfully and di plomatically extracted? On what subject?"

VWhy the Optherian governnent prohibits interstellar travel to its
citizens."

Killashandra | et out a whoop of delight. "You nean, why, with their
obsession for nmusic, there isn't a single Optherian in the Heptite Guil d?"

"That is not the relevant issue, Killashandra. The Federated
Sentient Council would be obliged if the Guild' s representative would act
as an inpartial observer, to deternmine if this restriction is popularly
accepted -- "

"A Freedom of Choice infringenment? But wouldn't that be a matter
for -- "

Trag held up his hand. "The request asks for an inpartial opinion
on the popul ar acceptance of the restriction. The FSC acknow edges t hat

i sol ated individual s nmight express dissatisfaction, but a conplaint has
been issued by the Executive Council of the Federated Artists Association.”

Killashandra let out a |l ow whistle. The Stellars thensel ves
protested? Well, if Optherian conposers and performers were invol ved, of
course the Executive Council would protest. Even if it had taken them
decades to do so.

"And since the Guild' s representative would certainly cone in
contact with conposers and performers during the course of the assignnent,
yes, I'd be nmore than willing to volunteer for that facet." Was that why
Lanzecki had been agai nst her going? To protect her fromthe iron idealism
of a parochial Optherian Council? But, as a nenber of the Heptite CGuild,
whi ch guaranteed her inmunity to local |law and restrictions, she could not
be detai ned on any charges. She could be disciplined only by her Guild.
That any formof artistry might be limted by | aw was anat hema. "There've



been Optherian organs a long tine .

"Popul ar acceptance is the natter under investigation."

Trag was not going to be deflected fromthe official wording of the
request.

"Al'l right, | copy!"

"You'll accept this assignnent?"

Kill ashandra blinked. Did she inmagi ne the eagerness in Trag's
voi ce, the sudden rel ease of tension fromhis face.

"Trag, there's something you' ve not told me about this assignnent.
| warn you, if this turns out to be like the Trundie -- "

"Your famliarity with el enents of this assignment suggests that
you have al ready done consi derabl e background investigation. | have
i nforned you of the FSC request -- "

"Why don't you leave it with ne for a little while, Trag," she
said, studying his face, "and I'Il consider it. Lanzecki gave nme the
di stinct inpression that | shouldn't apply for it."

There. She hadn't imagined that reaction. Trag was perturbed. He'd
been deliberately tenpting her, with as subtle a brand of flattery as she'd
ever been subjected to. Her respect for the Administration Oficer reached
a new |l evel for she would never have thought him so devious. He was so
conpl etely devoted to Guild and Lanzecki

"You're asking ne w thout Lanzecki's know edge?" She did not m ss
the sudden flare of Trag's nostrils nor the tightening of his jaw nuscles.
"Wy, Trag?"

"Your name was first on the list of qualified avail able singers.™

"Stuff it, Trag. Wy nme?"

"The interests of the Heptite Quild are best served by your
acceptance." A hint of desperation edged Trag' s voice.

"You object to the relationship between Lanzecki and ne?" She had
no way of knowi ng in what way Trag had adapted to Ballybran's synbiont or
i n what way he expressed thought that such respect required additiona
outlets. If jealously pronpted Trag to renove a riva

"No." Trag's denial was acconpanied by a ripple of his facial
muscles. "Up till now, he has not allowed personal consideration to
interfere with his judgnent."

"How has he done that?" Killashandra was genui nely perpl exed. Trag
was not conpl ai ning that Lanzecki had awarded her anot her val uabl e
assignment. He was perturbed because he hadn't. "I don't follow you."

Trag stared at her for such a |l ong noment she wondered if the
screen had nal functi oned.

"Even if you just go to Rani, it will not be far enough away or
| ong enough. Lanzecki is long overdue for a field trip, Killashandra Ree.
Because of you. Your body is so full of resonance he's been able to del ay.
But your resonance is not enough. If you're not available, he will be
forced to cut crystal again and rejuvenate his body and his synbiont. If
you have a real regard for the man, go. Now. Before it's too late for him"

Kill ashandra stared back at Trag, trying to absorb the various
i mplications-forenost was the realization that Lanzecki was genuinely
attached to her. She felt a wave of exultation and tenderness that quite
overwhel med her for a nmonment. She'd never considered that possibility. Nor
its corollary: that Lanzecki would be reluctant to cut crystal because he
m ght forget his attachment. A man who'd been in the Guild as |Iong as he
had woul d be subject to considerable nemory loss in the Ranges. Had he
| earned his duties as @uild Master so thoroughly that the know edge was as
ingrained in himas the rules and regulations in a crystal-nmad brain |ike
Moksoon' s? It was not Lanzecki's face that suddenly dom nated her thoughts,
but the crisscross tracings of old crystal scars on his body, the
i nexplicable pain that occasionally darkened his eyes. Antona's cryptic
admi ssi on about singers who could not break crystal thrall echoed in her
head. She puzzled at the assortnment of inpressions and suddenly understood.



She sagged agai nst the back and arns of her chair for support. Dully she
wondered if Trag and Antona had been in collusion. Wuld the subject of
crystal thrall have come up at that |unch hour even if Kinmbol had not
arrived?

There was little doubt in Killashandra's m nd that Antona knew of
Lanzecki's circunstances. And she did doubt that the wonman knew about their
rel ati onship. She al so doubted that Trag would mention so personal an
aspect of the Guild Master's business. Wiy couldn't Lanzecki have been just
anot her singer, like herself? Wiy did he have to be Guild Master and far
too val uable, too essential to be placed in jeopardy by unruly affection?

Why, the situation has all the trappings of an operatic tragedy! A
genui ne one-sol ution tragedy, where hero and heroine both | ose out. For she
could now admt to herself that she was as deeply attached to Lanzecki as
he was to her. She covered her face with both hands, clasping themto
cheeks gone chill.

She thought of Antona's advice, to put down everything -- including
love -- Killashandra withed in her chair. Antona couldn't have known t hat
Ki |l ashandra woul d so shortly be faced with such an enotional decision
Which, Killashandra realized with a flicker of ironic amusenent, was one to
be as deeply and quickly interred and forgotten as possible.

One thing was sure -- no matter how |l ong the journey to Optheria,
it wouldn't be long enough to forget all the wonderful noments she had
enjoyed with Lanzecki the man. She squeezed her eyes shut against the pain
of encountering himwhen she returned, and, perhaps, finding no
recol l ection of her in his dark eyes. Nor feel his |ips again on her hand

"Kill ashandra?" Trag's voice recalled her to his watching presence
on the viewscreen

"Now that | know the ram fications of the assignnment, Trag, | can
hardly refuse it." Her flippant tone was belied by the tears rolling down
her cheeks. "Do you go with himto break the thrall?" she asked when her
t hroat opened enough to speak again.

At any other time, she would have counted Tag's startled | ook as a
signal of victory. Maybe if she found soneone to sing with. she would al so
find such a passionate and unswerving loyalty. She rnust renenber that.

"When's the next shuttle to Shanganagh, Trag?" She rubbed her
cheeks dry with an urgent inpatience. "Tell Lanzecki -- tell him.
crystal resonance drove me to it." As she spun off her chair, she heard
herself give a laugh that verged on the hysterical. "That's no nore than
the truth, isn't it?" Driven by the need just to do sonething, she began to
cramcl othes into her carisak.

"The shuttle leaves in ten mnutes, Killashandra Ree."

"That s great." She struggled to secure the fastenings on the
bul gi ng sak. "WIIl you see ne aboard again, Trag? That seens to be your
especi al duty, rushing ne onto shuttles to Shanganagh for unusua
assignments all over the galaxy." She was unable to resist taunting Trag.
He was the author of her msery and she was being strong and purposeful in
a nonent of deep personal sacrifice and | oss. She glanced up at the screen
and saw that it was dark. "Coward!"

She haul ed open her door. She decided that slammng it was a waste
of a grand gesture. She had just enough tine to get to the shuttle.

"Exit Killashandra. Quietly. Up stage!"

Chapter 3

Trag had tinmed Killashandra's departure well for she and the three crates
of white crystal were on board a freighter bound for the Rappahoe Transfer
Satellite within four hours of their confrontation. She didn't think about
it at the time for she was totally imersed in the strong enoti ons of
self-sacrifice, renorse for her effect on Lanzecki, and a perverse need to



redeem herself in Trag's eyes. Even though she had pernitted herself to be
borne on the tide of circunstance, she kept hoping that Lanzecki m ght
somehow get wi nd of her defection and abort the m ssion

To insure that her whereabouts were known, she rummaged through the
shoppi ng area of Shanganagh Base |ike a mach storm She bought necessities,
fripperies, and foodstuffs, acconpanying each purchase with a running
di al ogue at the top of her voice and spelling out her name for every credit
entry. No one could fail to know the whereabouts of Killashandra Ree. After
adding a few itenms of essential clothing to the garments she had stuffed
into her carisak, her keen instinct for survival asserted itself in the
base's victual ers. She had vivid nenories of the nonotonously nutritious
diet on the Selkite freighter and the stodge supplied by the Trundonmoux
cruiser. She did have to consider her pal ate and digestive system

Sadly, no deferential shopkeeper tapped her on the armto tell her
of an urgent call fromthe Guild Master. In fact, people seened to keep
their distance fromher. A chance glinpse of her gaunt, harrowed face in a
mrror provided one explanation -- she'd have needed no cosnetic aids to
play the part of any one of a nunber of harried, despairing, insane
heroi nes. At that point her humor briefly reasserted itself. She had often
t hought that the nake-up recommended for, say, Lucia, or Lady Macbeth, or
Testuka and Isolde was totally exaggerated. Now, at |ast having had
personal experiences with the phenomenon of |osing one's great |ove through
sel fless sacrifice, she could appreciate the effect which grief could have
on one's outward appearance. She | ooked awful! So she purchased two
brilliant nultihued floating kaftans of Beluga spider-silk, and hastily
added their fingerlength cases to her bul ging carisak, then a travel -case
of fashionable cosnetics. She'd nine days to travel on the first freighter
and it would only be civil to renmedy her appearance.

Then the boarding call for the Pink Tulip Sparrow was broadcast and
she had no option but to proceed to the loading bay. In an effort to del ay
the inevitable, she wal ked at a funereal pace down the access ranp.

"Singer, we've got to get noving! Now, please, hurry along."

She made an appearance of haste but when the Mate tried to take her
armand hurry her into the |ock, her body arched in resistance. Abruptly he
let go, staring at her with an expression of puzzled shock -- his arnms were
bare, and the hairs on them stood erect.

“I"'mawai ting purchases from Stores." Killashandra was so desperate
for a last-minute reprieve that any del ay seemed reasonabl e.

"There!" The Mate conveyed frustrated di sgust and inpati ence as he
pointed to a stack of odd-size parcels littering the passageway.

"The crystal s?"

"Cartons all racked and tacked in the special cargo hold." He nmade
a nove as if to grab her arm and yank her aboard, but jingled his hands
with frustration instead. "W've got to make way. Shanganagh Authority
i nposes heavy fines for nissed departure wi ndows. And don't tell ne,

Crystal Singer, that you've got enough credit to pay "em" Abruptly she
abandoned all hope that Lanzecki, |ike the |egendary heroes of yore, would
rescue her at the last nmonent from her act of boundl ess self-sacrifice. She
st epped aboard the freighter. The airlock closed with such speed that the
heavy external hatch brushed agai nst her heels. The ship was noving from

t he docki ng bay before the Mate could | ead her out of the | ock and cl ose
the secondary iris behind them

Ki | | ashandra experienced an al nost overpowering urge to wench open
the airlock and leap into the bl essed oblivion of space. But as she had
depl ored such extravagant and mel odramatic actions in performances of
historical tragedy, integrity prevented suicide despite the extrenme anguish
whi ch tormented her. Besides, she had no excuse for causing the death of
the Mate who seened not to be suffering at all

"Take me to ny cabin, please." She turned too quickly, stunbled
over the many packages in the passageway and had to grab the Mate's



shoul der, to regain her balance. Ordinarily she woul d have cursed her

cl unmsi ness, and apol ogi zed but cursing was undignified and i nappropriate to
her mood. Fromthe pile, she chose two packages with the victualer's |ogo,
and waved negligently at the remainder. "The rest may be brought to ny
cabi n whenever convenient."

The Mate wended a careful passage through the tunbled parcels as he
passed her to |l ead the way. She noticed that the hair on his neck, indeed
t he dark body hairs that escaped the sl eevel ess top he wore, were piercing
the thin stuff, all at right angles to his body.

This was no | onger an anusing mani festation. Just anot her
fascinating aspect of crystal singing that you don't hear about in that
al l egedly Conplete Disclosure! It should be renamed "A Short Introduction
to what's really in store for you!" One day, no doubt, she would be in the
appropriately damaged state to give Al the Facts.

The Mate had stopped, flattening hinmself against the bul khead, and
gestured toward an open door

"Your quarters, Crystal Singer. Your thunmbprint will secure the
door." He touched his fingers to a spot above his right eye and di sappeared
around the corner as if chased by Galorms

Ki | | ashandra pressed her thunb hard into the door |ock. She was
pl easantly surprised by the size of the cabin. Not as big as any
acconmmodati on she had enjoyed on Ballybran but |arger than her student room
at Fuerte and ruch nore spaci ous than that closet on the Trundonmoux
cruiser. She slid the door shut, locked it, and put the packages down on
the narrow witing | edge. She | ooked at the bunk, strapped up to the wall
inits daytime position. Suddenly she was |ight-headed with fatigue. Strong
enotion is as exhausting as cutting crystal, she thought. She rel eased the
bunk and stretched herself out. She exhaled on a | ong shuddering sob and
tried to relax her taut nuscles.

The hum of the ship's crystal drive was a counterpoint to the
resonance between her ears, and both sounds travel ed in waves up and down
her bones. At first her nind did a descant, weaving an i ndependent nel ody
t hrough the bass and alto, but the rhythm suggested a three-syllable word
-- Lan-zec-ki -- so she changed to an idiot two-note di ssonance and
eventual ly fell asleep

Once she got over the initial buoyancy of self-sacrifice aboard the
Pink Tulip Sparrow, Killashandra vacillated between fury at Trag and
wal lowi ng in despair at her "Loss." Until she concluded that her nisery was
caused by Lanzecki -- after all, if he hadn't nmade such a determ ned play
for her affections, he wouldn't have becone so attached to her, nor she to
him and she wouldn't be on a stinking tub of a freighter. Well, yes, she
probably would. If all Trag had told her about the Optherian assignnent was
true. In no nood to be civil to either the crew or the other passengers,
she stayed in her cabin the entire trip.

At Rappahoe Transfer Point, she boarded a second freighter, newer
and | ess unpl easant than the Pink Tulip Sparrow, with a | ounge for the ten
passengers it carried. Eight were nale and each of them including the only
attached man, stood quickly at her entrance. Plainly they were aware that
she was a crystal singer. Equally apparent was the fact that they were
willing to put scruples aside to discover the truth of the space flot about
singers. Three of them desisted after their first hour of propinquity. Two
nmore during the first evening's neal. To have one's hair constantly
standing on end seens like a little thing but so is a drop of water
patiently wearing away a stone. The bald Argulian was the nost persistent.
He actually grabbed her in the narrow conpani onway, pressing her close to
his body in an ardent enbrace. She didn't have to struggle for rel ease.

He dropped his arnms and slid away, flushing and trenbling. "You're
shocking." He scrubbed his arnms and brushed urgently at those portions of
hi s body whi ch had been in contact with her. "That's not a nice thing to do
to a friendly fellow like me." He | ooked aggri eved.



"It was all your idea." Killashandra continued on to her quarters.
And anot her singer |egend is spawned!

The femal e captain of the third freighter, which she boarded at
Mel orica, bluntly informed her that, under no circunstances, would she
tolerate any short termdisruption of the pairing in her all-female crew

"That's quite all right, captain. 1've taken a vow of celibacy."

"What for?" the captain denmanded, raking Killashandra with an
apprai sing scrutiny. "Religious or professional?"

"Neither. | shall be true to one man till | die." Killashandra was
pl eased with the infinitesiml trenor of pathos in her voice.

"No man's worth that, honey!" The captain's disgust was genui ne.

Wth a sad sigh, Killashandra asked if the ship's library had nuch
in the way of programs for single players and retired to her quarters,
whi ch had been getting smaller with each ship. Fortunately this was the
shortest | eg of her space hike to Bernard' s Wrld.

By the time Killashandra reached the Bernard's Wrld Transfer
Satellite, she entertai ned doubts about Trag's candor. The journey seened
incredibly Iong for a nodern space voyage, even allow ng for the fact that
freighters are generally slower than cruisers or liners. She'd |ogged five
weeks of interstellar travel and nust sonehow endure another five before
she reached the Optherian system Could Trag have done a subtle job
recruiting her because no other singer would consider the assignnent? No,
the fee was too good -- besides. Borella, Concera, and Gobbai n had been
trying for it.

In the orbital position of a small noon, the Transfer Satellite
i nscribed a graceful forty-eight-hour path about the brilliant
bl ue- and-green jewel of a planet. The satellite was a marvel of nobdern
engi neering, with docking and repair facilities capable of handling FSC
crui sers and the conmpound ships of the Exploration and Eval uati on Corps,
felicitously sited at the intersection of nine major space routes. Fresh
fruit and vegetables were grown in its extensive gardens, and high quality
protein was manufactured in its catering division: sufficient in quantity
and diversity to please the npst exacting clients. Stores of the basic
nutrients were available for five other star-roving species. Additiona
nodul es accomodated small industries and a thriving nedical research
| aboratory and hospital. In the transient quadrant, there were playing
fields, free-ball and free-fall courts, spacious gardens, and a zoo housing
a selection of the snmaller life forms fromnine nearby star systens. As
Ki |l ashandra perused the directory in her room she noted with considerable
delight that a radiant fluid tank was one of the anenities in the gymasi um
arc.

Al t hough she was certain that there had been sonme decrease of the
resonance in her body, she ached for the total relief provided by an hour
or so in the radiant fluid. She booked the roomand, fed up with the
reaction of "ordinary" people to her proximty, took the service route to
it. She had al so decided that she was not going to spend the five weeks on
the crui se ship enhancing crystal singer nyths. Just then her bruised and
aching heart had no roomfor affection, much | ess passion. And crysta
neutralized passing fancy or pure |ust

I f she could reduce the hair-standi ng phenonenon to a ninimum she
i ntended to adopt a new personality: that of an aspiring young rusician
traveling to Optheria's Sumrer Festival, and required by economics to
travel off-season and on the cheaper freight |ines. She had spent |ong
hours preparing the right make-up for the part, affecting the deneanor of
the very young, inexperienced adult and recalling the vocabul ary and i di om
of her student days. So much had transpired since that carefree tine that
it was like studying for an historic role. In such rehearsals, Killashandra
found that time passed quickly. Now if her wetched body woul d co-operate

After nine hours of imersions over the course of three days,



Ki |  ashandra achi eved her goal. She acquired a suitable nodest wardrobe. On
the fifth day on the Bernard's Wrld Transfer Station, in w de-eyed and

br eat hl ess obedi ence to the boarding call, she presented her ticket to the
purser of the FSPS Liner Athena, and was assigned a seat on the second of
the two shuttles leaving the station to catch the liner on its parabolic
route through the star system The shuttle trip was short and its single
forward viewscreen was domi nated by the massive orange hul k of the Athena.
Most of the passengers were awed by the spectacle, babbling about their
expectati ons of the voyage, the hardshi ps they had endured to save for the
experience, their hopes for their destinations, anxieties about hone-bound
relatives. Their chatter irritated Killashandra and she began to wi sh she
had not posed as a student. As the respected nenber of a prestigious Guild,
she woul d have been assigned to the star-class shuttle.

However, she'd made the choice and was stuck with it, so she grimy
di senbarked onto the econony | evel of the Athena and | ocated her single
cabin in the warren. This roomwas the sanme size as her Fuertan student
apartment but, she told herself philosophically, she wouldn't be so likely
to step out of character. Anyway, only the catering and |l ounge facilities
differed with the price of the ticket: the leisure decks were unrestricted.

The Athena, a new addition to the far-flung cruise line Gl actica,
Federated, was on the final leg of its first sweep round this portion of
the Gal axy. Sone of the oh's and ah's that Killashandra breathed were quite
genui ne as she and other econony class passengers were escorted on the
grand tour of the liner. A self-study conplex included not only the
school room for transient minors but small rehearsal roons where a broad
range of rmusical instruments could be rented -- with the notabl e exceptions
of a portable Optherian organ -- a miniature theater, and several |arge
wor kshops for handicrafters. To her astoni shment, the gymmasi um conpl ex
boasted three small radiant fluid tanks. Their guide explained that this
anenity eased achi ng nmuscl es, overcane space nausea, and was an economni ca
substitute for a water bath since the fluid could be purified after every
use. He rem nded people that water was still a rationed comodity and that
two liters was the daily allowance. Each cabin had a console and vdr,
linked to the ship's main conmputer bank which. their escort proudly told
them was the very |latest FBM 9000 series with a nore conprehensive library
of entertainnent recordings than many pl anets possessed. The FSPS At hena
was a true goddess of the spaceways.

During the first forty-eight hours of the voyage, while the Athena
was clearing the Bernard' s Wrld system and accel erating to transfer speed,
Kil | ashandra deliberately remai ned al oof, in her pose of shy student, from
the general ningling of the other passengers. She was amused and educated
by the pairings, the shiftings and realignnents that occurred during this
peri od. She made private wagers with herself as to which of the young wonen
woul d pair off with which of the young nmen. Subtler associations devel oped
anong the ol der unattached el enent.

To Killashandra's jaundiced eye, none of the male econony
passengers, young or old, |ooked interesting enough to cultivate. There was
one absolutely stunning man, with the superb carriage of a dancer or
prof essional athlete, but his classic features were too perfect to project
a hint of his character or tenperanent. He made his rounds, a slight snile
curving his perfect lips, well aware that he had only to nod to capture
whi chever girl, or girls, he fancied. Lanzecki m ght not have been handsone
in the currently fashionable formbut his face was carved by character and
he exuded a magneti smthat was |acking in the glorious young man.
Nevert hel ess, Killashandra toyed with the idea of luring the perfect young
man to her side; rejection mght inprove his character no end. But to
achi eve that end she woul d have had to discard her shy student role.

She di scovered an unforgivable lack in the Athena' s appoi ntnments
the first time she dialed for Yarran beer. It was not avail abl e, although
ni ne other brews were. In an attenpt to find a pal atabl e substitute, she



was trying the third, watching the energetic performa square dance, when
she realized soneone was standi ng at her table.

“"May | join you?" The man held up beakers of beer, each a different
shade. "I noticed that you were sanpling the brews. Shall we conbine our
efforts?"

He had a pl easant voice, his ship-suit was well cut to a tall Iean
frame, his features were regular but w thout a distinguished inperfection
his medium |l ength dark hair conmplinented a space tan. There was, however,
somet hi ng about his eyes and a subtle strength to his chin that arrested
Killashandra's attention

"I"'mnot a joiner nyself," he said, pointing one beaker at the
gyrating dancers, "and | noticed that you aren't, so | thought we m ght
keep each ot her conpany."

Ki |l ashandra indicated the chair opposite her

"My nane is Corish von Mttelstern." He put his beers down nearer
hers as he repositioned the chair to pernit himto watch the dancers.

Kill ashandra turned ever slightly away fromhim not all that confident of
the rem ssion of resonance in her body, though why she nade the instinctive

adj ustment she didn't know. "I hail from Rheingarten in the Beta Jungi sche
system |'m bound for Optheria.”

"Why, so am|I!" She raised her beer in token of a hand cl asp.
"Killashandra Ree of Fuerte. I'm-- I'ma nusic student."

"The Sunmmer Festival." Then a puzzl ed expression crossed Corish's
face. "But they have a Fuertan brew -- "

"Ch, that old stuff. I mght have to travel off-season and econony
to get to Optheria but I'mcertainly not going to waste the opportunities
of trying everything new on the Athena."

Corish smled urbanely. "lIs this your first interstellar trip?"

"Ch, yes. But | know a | ot about traveling. My brother is a
supercargo. On the Blue Swan Delta. And when Mdther told himthat | was
maki ng the voyage, he sent ne all kinds of advice" -- and Killashandra
managed a tinkling giggle -- "and warnings."

Corish smled perfunctorily. "Don't ignore that sort of advice.
Fuerte, huh? That's a |long way to cone."

"I think I've spent half nmy life traveling already," Killashandra
sai d expansively while she tried to conpute how | ong she ought to have been
traveling if her port of enbarkation had been Fuerte. She hadn't done
enough homewor k. Though she coul dn't inmagine that Corish would know if she
erred. She took a long sip of her beer. "This is a Bellemere, but it's too
sour for me."

"The best beer in the galaxy is a Yarran brew. "

"Yarran?" She regarded Corish with keener interest. If Corish cane
from Beta Jungi sche, he was a long way froma regular supply of Yarran
beer. Killashandra's curiosity rustled awake.

"The Yarran brewrasters have no peers. Surely your brother has
nmentioned Yarran beer?"

"Well, now it's possible that he has,"” Killashandra said slowy,
as if searching her nenory. "But then, he told ne so nmuch that | can't
renenmber hal f." She was about to giggle again and then decided that, not
only did her giggle nauseate herself but it mght repel Corish and she
wanted to satisfy this flicker of curiosity about him "Wy are you
traveling to Optheria?"

"Fam |y business, sort of. An uncle of mne went for a visit and
decided to becone a citizen. We need his signature on sonme fanily papers.
W've witten several times and had no reply. Now. he could be dead but I
have to have the proper certification if he is, and his print and fist on
the docunments if he isn't."

"And you have to conme all the way from Beta Jungi sche for that?"
"Well, there's a lot of credit involved and this isn't a bad way to
He enscribed a half circle with his beaker, including the ship as well

go.



as the dancers, and smled at Killashandra over the rimas he sipped. "This
Pilsner's not all that bad, really. Wat have you there?"

She went along with Corish's adroit change of subject and with the
beer sanpling. Al though singing crystal brought with it an inexhaustible
ability to metabolize al cohol w thout noticeable affect, she feigned the
synpt ons of intoxication as she confided her fake history to the Jungian
whenever necessary enbel lishing her actual experiences at the Arts Conpl ex.
Thus Corish learned that she was a keyboard specialist, in her final year
of training, with high hopes that the Optherian Festival would provide her
with sufficient data for an honors recommendati on. She had credentials of
sufficiently high caliber to gain entrance into the Federal Misic
Conservatory on Optheria where she hoped she'd be allowed to play on an
Opt heri an organ

"An hour is all | need," she told Corish, blinking in her
simul ati on of advancing inebriation, "for the purposes of my dissertation.”

"From what | hear about their precious organ, you' d be lucky to get
within spitting distance."

"Even half an hour."

"I hear that only Federal |icensed nusicians are allowed in the
organ loft."

"Well, they'll have to nake an exception in nmy case because | have
a special letter fromFuerte's President -- he's a friend of ny famly's.

And a sealed note from Stellar Performer Dal kay Mbgorog . She paused
deferentially at the nmention of that august personality, who was evidently
unknown to Corish, "and I'msure they'll concede. Even fifteen m nutes?"
she asked as Corish continued to shake his head. "Well, they'll just have
to! I haven't come all this way to be refused. |I'ma serious student of
keyboard instrunments. | won a scholarship to the Federated Sentient Planets
Conservatory on Terra. |'ve been permtted to play on a Mdartian clavier, a
Handel i an spinet, Purcell's harpsichord, a Bach organ, and a Beet hoven
pi anaforte and -- " She hiccuped to mask the fact that she was running out
of prestigious conposers and instrunents.

"So? Wiich beer do you prefer now?"

"Huh?"

Corish solicitously conducted her to her cabin and arranged her on
her bunk. As he drew a |ight blanket over her, she felt the static |eap
from her shoulder to his hands. He hesitated briefly, then quietly left.

As Killashandra gave himtine to | eave her passage-way, she
revi ewed her "performance" and decided that she hadn't dropped from
character, even if he had. It was rather nice of him too, not to have
"taken advant age" of her. Wen she felt secure, she slipped fromher cabin
and down to the gymmasiumlevel. At that hour, it was enpty and she enjoyed
an hour's luxuriating in the radiant fluid.

They nmet the next morning at the breakfast hour, Corish
solicitously inquiring after her health.

"Did | fall asleep on you?" she asked with w de-eyed di snay.

"Not at all. | just sawto it that you were safely in your own
cabin before you did."

Critically, she held her hands out in front of her. "Wl 1, at
| east, they're steady enough to practice."

"You're going to practice?"

"I practice every day."

"May | listen""

"Well . . . it can be quite boring-1 have to spend at |east an hour
on the prelimnary finger exercises and scales before | can do any
i nteresting music . "

"I'f 1"'mbored, I'll |eave."

As she led the way to the practice roons, she wondered if she had
slipped up in her characterization. Wy el se should he be curious enough to



want to listen to her practice?

Kill ashandra was rather chuffed to discover that the old drills
cane easily to her fingers as she addressed the keyboard with every
senbl ance of true authority. Corish departed after fifteen mnutes but she
left nothing to chance and pl ayed on, meking remarkably few errors for
someone who had not played in three years.

As she had established her credentials with him he continued to
project the inage of an ami able young man on a journey to protect famly
i nterests. He sought her out at nealtimes, hel ped her evade the organi zers
of team sports, directed her investigations of the caterer's potential with
t he armused tol erance of the mature travel er, and accomnpani ed her to
shi pboard activities. On one or two occasions, she had the urge to shock
himwi th her true identity just to see how he nmight react, but she
repressed that whinsy.

Then, after a particularly bibul ous evening, when she had taken an
extra long radi ant bath. she encountered himin the gymasium He was
sweat i ng profusely, working out against a hefty weight on the apparatus
wi th apparent ease. Stripped as he was for the exercise, Killashandra could
appreciate that Corish's lean frame was suspiciously well nuscled and fine
tuned for his public inmage.

"I didn't know you were a gymast!"

"It's only smart to keep fit, Killashandra Ree." He whi pped a towel
about his shoul ders and mopped his face. "\Were' ve you been?"

Ki | | ashandra managed a bl ush of enbarrassnment, dropping her eyes
and affecting nortification

"1 tried that radiant stuff. In the tank, " and she pointed
vaguely in the right direction. "That blonde girl from Kachachurian was
saying that it was good for hang-overs!" She kicked at the apparatus base

with her toe, eyes still downcast.

"Well, isit?"

"I think it is.” She allowed some doubt in her tone. "At |east that
awful spinning has stopped . . . and the nauseal!" She put one hand to her
head and the other to her stonmach. "I think | may have to go back to
Fuertan beer. | could always drink as nuch of that as | wanted. O is it
something to do with traveling in space? My brother did say sonething about
that . . ." She looked up at Corish. "Isn't this a funny time to be working
out ?"

"That's how | work al cohol out of ny system" Corish said, pulling
on his shirt. "I'll see you back to your cabin. You really shouldn't be
wanderi ng about the ship at this hour. Someone m ght get the wong
i mpressi on about you."

As Killashandra permitted himto escort her back, she wondered why
he was rushing her out of the gym She felt she had deftly accounted for
her presence. And naively accepted his explanation. Safely returned to her
cabin, she agreed to neet himas usual for breakfast the next norning, and
dutifully went to bed.

Waiting for sleep, she reflected on his extraordinary fitness and
the stealth in which he kept it. Could Corish possibly be an FSP agent? It
struck her as unlikely that the Federati on would choose to send only one
observer -- an inexperienced one at that -- into a planetary society that
was being investigated. She chuckled to think that, out of the eighteen
hundred passengers and crew on the Athena, Corish should attach hinmself to
her. O course, in her eager-student guise, she m ght constitute an
i ntegral part of his shipboard cover. Unless he had been advi sed of her
extra assignnent by his superiors. If he was a Federal agent, he would al so
know t he capabilities of crystal singers, and the subtler ways to identify
t hem

No matter! In her concentrated efforts to recall her days as an
i mpecuni ous and ardent music student, she had been able to shelve the nore
recent, painful episode. Seriously now, Killashandra considered Antona's



advice to record incidents in detail. Wi knew when she mght find it
necessary to adopt the role of the student again?

Chapter 4

As the Athena plunged toward the Optherian primary for the defl ected
hyperbolic pass that would bring it close to the one inhabited pl anet of
the system the passengers who were di senbarki ng went through the rituals
of leave-taking fromtheir shipboard acquai ntances. That strange magi c of
voyagi ng which could make total strangers into confidantes and | overs had
| ost none of its potency in the space age.

As they waited in the airlock for the shuttle that would take them
to the surface, Killashandra found herself prattling on at Corish about how
they nmust meet and share their adventures: that they couldn't part and
never meet again while they were on the sane planet. She'd want to know how
he'd nade out with his uncle and she hoped she'd be able to tell himof her
success, invading the Optherian rusical hierarchy. O course that sort of
chatter was in character with her role. Wat astonished Killashandra was
that she nmeant what she said.

"That's very sweet of you, Killa," Corish replied, patting her
shoul der in a condescendi ng fashion that returned her instantly to her own
personality.

“"If I don't get a place at the Music Center hostel, I'lIl go to the
Piper Facility," she said, ducking away from his hand as she funbled with
the fastening on the side pocket of her carisak. She tendered the small
plastic card distributed by the Facility with its comunit codes. "The
Opt herian Traveler's @uide says they' Il take nessages for visitors. You
could leave word for nme there." She smled up at himw th trenul ous
wi stful ness. "I know that once we | eave Optheria, we'll never neet again,
Corish, but at least while we're still on the same planet, | was hopi ng we
could stay friends." She broke off, ducking her head and dabbi ng at her
eyes which, on cue, had filled with noisture. She | et himhave just a
confirmng glinpse of her teary face, although why she was prolonging their
associ ati on, she hadn't a notion. One can get too wapped up in
rol e- pl ayi ng.

"I promise you, Killa, that I'lIl |leave word at the Piper for you."
And Corish put a finger under her chin and lifted her head to his gaze. He
had a rat her engaging half-smle, she thought, though it wasn't a patch on
Lanzecki's. She nmanaged to squeeze out a few nore tears on the strength of
that conparison. "No need for tears, Killa."

Just then the shuttle clanged agai nst the Athena's side and
conversation becane inpossible with the noise of |ock engagenent and the
excited crescendo of farewells. Then crewren were officiously directing
passengers to nmove to the port side of the lock. Killashandra was cramed
rather tightly between two | arge men and separated from Corish by anot her
si deways push.

"What's the del ay?" one of her cushi ons denanded.

"They' re | oadi ng some crates," was the indignant reply. "Mist be
somet hing special. There're seals and inpregtape all over them"”

"I shall conplain to the Cruise Agent. | was under the inpression
t hat peopl e got preference over commodities on this Line!"

As suddenly as it had begun, the press eased off and everyone was
shuffling toward the ranp into the shuttle. Killashandra didn't see Corish
anong the passengers already seated but she couldn't fail to nmiss three
| arge foam boxes that contained the white crystal, for they occupied the
first three rows of seats on the shuttle's starboard side.

"They nust be inmensely valuable,” the first cushion-man said.
"What ever could it be? Optherians don't inport much."

"Too right," his conmpanion said in an aggrieved tone. "Wy those
are Heptite Guild seals.”



The shuttle attendant had taken conplete control of seating
arrangenents, perenptorily filling the rows as he backed down the nmain
ai sle. He gestured Killashandra to an inside seat and the two cushions
obediently settled in the next two. She caught a brief glinpse of Corish as
he passed, but he was assigned a seat on the other side of the aisle.

"Not wasting any time, are they?" the first man said.

"Have none to waste in a parabolic orbit,” his friend replied.

"There nmustn't have been any out goi ng passengers.”

"Probably not. Optherians don't |eave their planet and the tourist
season hasn't really started.”

A rather ominous runbling, issuing fromthe floor plates, startled
them This was quickly followed by additional netallic conplaints, causing
further vibrations under their feet.

Two distinct thuds signaled the closing of the cargo bays. Then
Killashandra felt the air conpress as the main passenger |ock was shut and
secured. Through the skin of the hull beside her, she heard the snick of
the grapple rel ease so she was prepared for the stomach-w enchi ng notion of
the shuttle's falling away fromthe Athena. Her seatnmates were not and
gasped in reaction, clutching the armrests as the shuttle's engi nes took
hol d and pushed t he passengers into the foam of their seats.

The transfer fromliner to planetary surface was a relatively short
run, though Killashandra's seatmates conpl ained bitterly about the
di sconfort and duration all the way down. Killashandra accounted the
| andi ng snmooth but the two cushions found fault with that as well, so she
was i mensely grateful when the port opened again, flooding the shuttle
with the crisp clean cool air of Optheria. She inhal ed deeply, clearing her
lungs of the Athena's recycled air. For all the craft's nodern anenities,
it had not quite solved the age-old problemof refreshing air w thout the
taint of deodorizers.

No sooner had the first passengers filed into the arrival area than
t he public address system began a recorded announcenent, scrolling through
the sane nessage in all major Federated Pl anets | anguages Passengers were
requested to have travel docunents ready for inspection by Port
Authorities. Please to forma line in the appropriately marked al phabetic
or numeric queues. Aliens requiring special life support systems or
supplies woul d pl ease contact a uniforned attendant. Visitors with health
problems were to present thenselves, imediately after C earance, to the
Port Authority Medical Oficer. It was the hope of the Tourist Bureau of
Optheria that all visitors would thoroughly enjoy their holiday on the
pl anet .

Kill ashandra was relieved to see that she would be able to present
her I.D. in some privacy, for the Inspectors presided in security booths.
Those waiting their turn in the queue could not observe the process. She
kept glancing to the far right of the Iine where Corish should be waiting
but he was not inmmediately visible. She caught sight of himjust as it was
her turn to approach the Inspector

Ki | | ashandra suppressed a malicious grin as she slid her arm and
its |.D. bracelet under the visiplate. The bl ank expression of the
I nspector's square face underwent a remarkabl e change at the sight of the
Heptite Seal on his screen. Wth one hand he pressed a red button on the
termnal in front of himand with the other urgently beckoned her to
proceed. Quitting the booth, he insisted on relieving her of her carisak

"Pl ease, no fuss,"” Killashandra said.

"Gracious Cuildnenmber," the Inspector began effusively, "we have
been so concerned. The cabin reserved for you on the Athena -- "

"I travel ed econony."

"But you're a Heptite Cuil dmenber!"”

"There are tinmes, Inspector,” Killashandra said, bending close to
hi m and touching his arm "when discretion requires that one travel
i ncognito." The hair stood up on the back of his hand. She sighed.



"Ch, | see." And clearly he did not. He unconsciously snoothed the
hair back down.

They had wal ked the short distance to the next portal, which slid
apart to reveal a welconming committee of four, three men and a woman,
slightly breathless. "The Guil dnenber has arrived!" The Inspector's
triunphant announcenent left the distinct inpression that he hinself had
somehow conj ured her appearance.

Ki | ashandra stared apprehensively at them They had a
di sconcerting resenbl ance to each other, not only a sanmeness of hei ght and
build but of coloring and feature. Even their voices were pitched in the
same sonorous tinmber. She blinked, thinking it mght be some trick of the
soft yell ow sunshine pouring in fromthe nmain reception area. Then she gave
herself a little shake: all were governnent enpl oyees, but could any
bur eaucracy, Optherian or other, hire people on the basis of their uniform
appear ance?

"Wl come to Optheria, Guildmenber Ree,"” the Inspector said, beam ng
as he ushered her past the portal, which whispered shut behind them

"Wl conme, Killashandra Ree, | am Thyrol," the first and ol dest man
sai d, taking one step toward her and bow ng.
"Wel come, Killashandra Ree, | amPirinio," said the second,

followi ng the exanple of the first.

I n unvaryi ng cerenony, Polabod and M rbethan made thensel ves known
to her. Had they practiced | ong?

"I amtruly welcomed," she said with a gracious sem bow. "The
crystal? It was aboard the shuttle.”

Al four |ooked to her right, left hands rising fromtheir sides at
the sane instant, to indicate the float appearing through a second portal
Nul | gravs suspended float and cartons above the gol d-fl ecked marble fl oor
but proper guidance apparently required six attendants, each wearing an
anxi ous frown of concentration. A seventh man directed their efforts,
dancing fromone side to the other to be certain that nothing inpeded their
progress. These citizens of Optheria were reassuringly msmatched in size,
form and feature.

"We four," Thyrol began, indicating his conpanions with a tw st of
his hand, "are to be your guides and nentors during your stay on Optheria.

You have only to state your wi shes and preferences and we -- Optheria --
wi |l provide."

The four bowed again, like a wave fromright to left. The Inspector
besi de her al so bowed. Thyrol lifted one eyebrow and the |nspector, bow ng

again as he surrendered Killashandra's carisak to Pirinio, formally receded
until the portal hissed apart and then closed. Killashandra wondered if the
I nspector's euphoria would extend to | esser breeds, those w thout Guild

affiliation, when he resumed his booth in Immgration

"I'f you will step this way, Cuildnmenber Ree."
of his graceful gestures.

When she noved to wal k beside him he altered his stride to keep a
deferential meter fromher. The others fell in behind. Killashandra
shrugged, accepting the protocol. Not having to chat with her escort gave
her a chance to glance about the shuttle port. The facility was functiona
and decorated with nmurals of Life on Optheria: the main attraction of the
Sunmer Festival -- the organ -- was not depicted. Nor did the vaulted
arrivals hall appear to have any catering areas apart from one narrow bank
for beverage di spensing. Conspicuous by their absence were curio and
souvenir booths. Not even a ticket bank was to be seen. And only one | ounge
area. At the wide exit, the doors sighed aside for Killashandra and Thyrol
who qui ckly wal ked down the wi de shallow steps to a broad, intricately
patterned apron of flat stones. Beyond was the roadway where the crew had
just finished stowing the three foamcrates in a |large ground effect
machi ne.

Thyrol made anot her

Suddenly an arc of light flashed on behind Killashandra and a mnuted



al arm sounded. Guards materialized frominconspi cuous booths on both sides
of the main entrance and approached the three Optherians of the reception
conmittee who were wal ki ng behind Killashandra and Thyr ol

"Pl ease do not be disconcerted, Quildnmenber Ree." Thyrol waved to
the guards and they retreated back into their stations. The arc of |ight
di sappear ed.

"What was that all about?"

"Merely a security precaution.”

"For my leaving the shuttle port?"

Thyrol cleared his throat. "Actually, for Optherians |eaving the
shuttle port."

"Leavi ng?"

"This is our vehicle, Quildmenber," Thyrol said, snoothly urging
her across the flagstone plaza. She allowed herself to be diverted because
it was obvious that, whoever left the Shuttle Port was first obliged to
enter: the alarmwould work in both directions. But how coul d the device
di stingui sh Optherians from ot her humans? No nutation had been nentioned in
her perusal of the Encyclopedia Galactica entry for the planet: nost
i ngenious for a warning device to differentiate between residents and
nonresi dents. But surely it got a bit noisy and confusi ng when Optheri ans
were escorting tourists to the shuttle port. O was that the reason for
this broad flagstone area? She woul d have to check on FSP regul ati ons about
security neasures restricting citizens of their planets.

As her vehicle glided forward, the first of the shuttle passengers
began to energe. On cue, fat accommodati on buses filed out of the parking
area to the flagstone curb. Craning her neck slightly, Killashandra took
due note of the fact that the security systemdid not respond to the
foreigners' exits.

Al ready the vehicle was clinbing out of the valley which contained
the shuttle port and the clutter of maintenance buil dings. The place | ooked
bl eakly ordered and preternaturally neat in conparison to what Killashandra
recal l ed of Fuerte's busy space port. Perhaps when the tourist season
started . . . Even the clunps of trees and bushes which softened the harder
lines of the buildings had a regul ated | ook. Killashandra wondered how
often the plantings had to be replaced. Shuttle emanations had a disastrous
ef fect on nobst vegetation

"Are you confortable, uildmenber?" Mrbethan asked from her seat
behi nd Kill ashandra.

"Of necessity the shuttle port was placed close to the Gity,"
Pirinio took up the conversation, "but is screened by these hills which
al so absorb nmuch of the noise and bustle.”

Noi se and bustle, his tone of voice told Killashandra, were the
unpl easant conconitants of space travel. "How w se of you," Killashandra
replied.

"Optherian's founding fathers planned for every contingency,"
Thyrol said smugly. "No effort has been spared to conserve our planet's
natural beauty."

The vehicle had reached the top of the gap and Kill ashandra had an
uni npeded vi ew of the broader valley below them in which nestled the
felicitous arrangenment of pastel col ored buil dings, dones, and round towers
that comprised Optheria's capital settlenment, known as the Cty. Fromthat
hei ght, the inpressive view drew a surprised exclamation from Kill ashandra.

"It is breathtaking!" Thyrol chose to interpret her response his
way.

Beauti ful was a fair adjective, Killashandra thought, but
br eat ht aki ng, no! Even at that distance sonething was too primand proper
about the City for her taste.

"None of the indigenous trees and bushes were rempoved, you see,”
Thyrol expl ai ned, gesturing with his whole hand rather than a single
finger, "when the City was constructed, so that the natural, unspoiled



| andscape coul d be retained."

"And the river and that | ake? Are they natural features?"

"But of course. Nature is not distorted on Optheria."

"Which is as it should be," Polabod added. "The entire valley is as
it was when Man first | anded on Optheria."

"The City Architect planned all the buildings and dwellings in the
unoccupi ed spaces,” Mrbethan said proudly .

"How exceedi ngly clever!" Killashandra was wearing the contact
| enses recomrended for Optheria's sunlight and wondered if the planet would
be i mproved, viewed via augnmented Bal |l ybran vision. Just then it was very,
very, blah! Killashandra had to delve a | ong way for an adequate expression
whi ch, tactfully, she did not voice. Wuld Borella have restrai ned hersel f?
Wul d she have noticed? Ah, well, Beauty is said to be in the eye of the
behol der! For Optheria's sake, she was gl ad that soneone loved it.

VWhile it mght have been | audabl e of the Founding Fathers to w sh
to preserve the entire valley as it was when Man first landed, it nust have
given the architects and construction crews a helluva | ot of trouble.
Bui | di ngs wr apped around copses of trees, straddl ed brooks, incorporated
boul ders and | edges. Probably the floors on upper levels were even but it
must have been bunpy going at ground | evel. Fortunately the airfoils of her
vehicle were up to the uneven surface in the suburbs but the ride becane
rat her bouncy as they proceeded deeper into the GCity.

Pausing at the intersection of a huge open square -- open except
for the many thorn bushes and scrawny trees -- Killashandra could not fai
to notice that the ground floor of one corner building nade uneven arches
over repul sively greasy-I|ooki ng bushes whose thorny branches were obviously
a hazard to pedestrians; something was to be said for the curtail ment of
natural "beauty." She could learn to hate the City quite easily. No wonder
sone of the natives were restless. Just how did the Summer Festival
conpensate for the rest of the Optherian year?

Once past the open square, the road clinbed gently to a cluster of
bui | di ngs evidently uninhibited by natural beauties, for they seenmed to
have an architectural integrity so far lacking in the City.

"It was necessary," Thyrol said in a nuted voice, "to add the
nmerest trace of a ranp to ascend to the Miusic Center."

"I wouldn't have known it if you hadn't told ne," Killashandra
said, unable to restrain her facetiousness.

"One ought to approach on foot," Pirinio went on in a repressive
tone, "but sonme latitude is permtted so that the audi ence may assenble
punctual ly." Hs gesture called Killashandra's attention to the nmany small
swi t chback paths to one side of the pronontory.

Ki |l ashandra repressed a second facetious remark which Pirinio's
tone provoked. It wouldn't be the installation on Optheria, not the organ
nor the planet which were hazardous: once again it was the inhabitants. Was
she always to encounter such intolerant, inflexible, renorseless
personalities?

"What sort of local brew do you have here on Optheria?" she asked,

keepi ng her tone casual. If the reply was "none," she'd book out on the
next available craft.

"Well, ah, that is, possibly not at all to your taste,
Gui I dmenber. " Mrbethan's startled reply was hesitant. "No beverages can be
imported. |I'msure you saw the notice in the Port Authority. CQur
brewrast ers produce four distinct fernented beverages: quite potable, I'm
told. Spirits are distilled fromthe Terran grains which we have nmanaged to
adapt to Optherian soil, but |I've been told that these are raw to educated
pal ates."

"Opt heria produces excellent wines," Pirinio said rather testily,
with a reproving glance at Mrbethan. "They cannot be exported and indeed,
some do not travel well even the relatively short distance to the City. If
wine is your preference, a selection will be put in your quarters."



"Il try sone of the brews, too."

"W ne and beer?" Pol abod exclained in surprise.

"Crystal singers are required to keep a hi gh bl ood-al cohol content
when absent from Ballybran. 1'll have to decide which is the best for ny
particul ar requirenent." She sighed in patient forebearance.

"I wasn't inforned that menbers of your Quild required special
diets." Thyrol was clearly perturbed.

"No special diet," Killashandra agreed, "but we do require |arger
i ntakes of certain natural substances fromtine to tine. Such as al cohol."

"Ch, | see," Thyrol replied, although clearly he did not.

Does no one on this repul sive planet have a sense of hunor?

Ki I | ashandra wonder ed.

"Ah, here we are so soon," Pirinio said, for the vehicle had swng
down the curving drive to the inposing main entrance of the |argest
bui I di ng on this nusical height

In orderly fashion but in decorous haste, a second wel com ng
conmittee formed itself on the wi de and shall ow marbl e steps under the
col onnaded portico that shielded the massive central doors of the edifice.
Al t hough | arge urns had been planted with some sort of weeping tree to
soften the harsh architecture, the effect was forbidding, rather than
wel com ng.

Ki |l ashandra enmerged fromthe vehicle, ignoring Thyrol's
out stretched hand. The Opt herian's obsequi ous behavi or coul d qui ckly becone
a mgjor irritant.

She had just straightened up and turned to step forward when
somet hing sl ammed hard into her left shoul der and she was thrown off
bal ance agai nst the vehicle. The fleshy point of her shoul der stung briefly
then began to throb. Thyrol began to bellow incoherently before he
attenpted to enbrace her in the m sguided notion that she needed his
assi st ance.

For the next few nmonents total chaos erupted: Thyrol, Pirinio, and
Pol abod dashed about, issuing conflicting orders. The throng of dignitaries
turned into a terrified nob, splintering into groups which fled, stood
paral yzed, or added their shouts to the tunult. A flock of airborne sleds
reared up fromthe plateau to hover above the Misic Complex, darting off on
di verse errands.

M rbethan was the only one able to keep her wits. She tore a strip
fromthe hem of her gown, and despite Killashandra's protestations that she
requi red no aid, bound the wound. And it was she who di scovered t he weapon,
i tbedded in the uphol stery of the back seat.

"That's a businesslike piece of wickedness," Killashandra remarked
as she studied the asterisk-bladed object, three of its |ethal blades
buried in the seat back. The one whi ch had wounded her pointed outward, a
strand of her sleeve material laid neatly along the cutting edge.

"Don't touch it" Mrbethan put out her hand to prevent such action

"No fear," Killashandra said, straightening up. "Loca
manuf act ur e?"

"No." Mrbethan's voice took on a note of indignant anger. "An
i sland inplement. An outrage. We shall spare no effort to discover the
perpetrator of this deed.”

There was a subtle, but discernible, alteration in Mrbethan's tone
between her first two remarks and the | ast which Killashandra caught but
could not then analyze, for the rest of the commttee suddenly recalled
that there had been a victimof this "outrage" and nore attentions were
showered on Killashandra by the concerned. Despite her protestations, she
was carried into the vaulting entrance hall of the main building, and
whi sked al ong a corridor, lined floor to ceiling with portraits of nen and
worren. Even in her swi ft passage she noticed that they all sniled in the
same tight, smug way. Then she was conducted to a lift while dignitaries
bi ckered about who shoul d accompany her in the linmted space.



Once again, Mrbethan won Killashandra's approval by closing the
door on the argument. They were met at their destination by a full nedica
convention and Killashandra was made to lie on a gurney and was wheel ed
i nto diagnosti cs.

At the noment of truth. when the tenporary bandagi ng was reverently
unwound fromthe injury, there was a stunned sil ence.

"I could have spared everyone a great deal of unnecessary effort,"
Kill ashandra remarked dryly after she glanced at the clean, bloodless cut.
"As a crystal singer, | heal very quickly and amnot the |east bit
susceptible to infection. As you can see."

Consternation was ranpant, with all the nmedics exclaining over the
wound, and others cramring forward in an attenpt to witness this niracle of
regeneration. G ancing up, Killashandra saw the very snug snile on
M rbethan's face, so very like the smles on the portraits.

"To what agency do you attribute such remarkabl e healing
properti es?" asked the el dest of the nedical people in attendance.

"To living on Ballybran," Killashandra replied. "As you nust surely
be aware, the resonance of crystal slows down the degenerative process.

Ti ssue danage regenerates quickly. By this evening this mnor cut will be
conpletely healed. It was a clean sw pe and not all that deep."

She seized the opportunity to slip off the gurney.

"I'f we may take a sanple of your blood for analysis,"” the elder
medi ¢ began, reaching for a sterilely packaged extractor

"You may not," Killashandra said and again felt a wave of
i ncredul ous dismay and surprise fromher audi ence. Was contradiction
forbi dden on Optheria? "The bl eeding has stopped. Nor will analysis isolate
the bl ood factor which sl ows degeneration," she went on with a kind snile
"Why waste your val uable tinme?"

She strode purposefully toward the door, determined to end this
i nterlude. Just then, Pirinio, Thyrol, and Pol abod arrived, breathless in
their haste to rejoin her

"Ah, gentlenen, you are just in tine to escort ne to ny quarters."”
And when there were stunbl ed expl anati ons about receptions and Misic Center
faculty waiting and the prospect of attendance by the Elders, she smled
gently. "All the nore reason for me to change . " and she gestured to
the torn sl eeve

"But you've not been attended!" Thyrol cried, astonished to see an
unbandaged sl ash.

"Very well, thank you," she said and wal ked past himinto the
corridor. "Well?" She swung round to face a throng of very confused people.
"WIl no one escort ne to ny quarters?" This farce was begi nning to pal

The corridor, too, had its occupants, nostly in the universal green
garb of the nedical profession. Therefore, the young man, clad in a dark
tunic, his bronzed |legs bare to the soft |eather ankle boots, stood out
anong t hem

Lanzecki mi ght swear that the Ballybran spore did not confer any
psychi c enhancenent but Killashandra was entertaini ng severe doubts on that
score. She had definitely caught conflicting enotional emanations from

M rbet han, fromthe other worthies, and now, fromthis young man -- a
curious flash of green, annoyance, interest, and anticipation far too
strong to be the casual reaction to a visitor. And flash was all it could

be, for Thyrol and Pirinio bore down on her, all apologies for their
di scourtesies real and imaginary. Mrbethan firmy took her place at
Killashandra's right, edging the three men out of position and notioning
their guest down the hall. When Killashandra was able to gl ance back to the
young man, he was striding down a side corridor, head down, shoul ders
sagging as if weighed down by some burden. Quilt?

Then she was swept into the lift, down to the guest level, and into
t he npbst sunptuous quarters which had ever been allotted to her. Having
agreed to descend to the reception as soon as she had changed gave her tine



for only the nost cursory exam nation of the apartment. She'd been gui ded
through a |large, elegant reception roomsuitable for formal affairs. A
smal l er roomwas evidently to be used as a studio or office. They hurried
past two bedchanbers, one of them quite nodern, before she was ushered into
a main roomso vast that she had to stifle a chuckle. Mrbethan indicated
the toilet and the slightly open cl oset panel where her clothes had been
hung. Then the woman wit hdrew.
Stripping off the torn garnent, Killashandra flicked open one of
t he Bel uga spider-silk kaftans which ought to be suitable for any
reception: certainly a foil against the predom nantly white or pale colors
whi ch the Optherians seened to prefer. Except for that broodi ng young nan.
Killashandra dwelt briefly on himas she washed hastily. Then she
couldn't resist a peek into the other hygi ene rooms. One contained a
variety of tubs, massage table, and exercise equi pment while the third
boasted a radiant-fluid tub and several curious devices which Killashandra
had never before encountered but which left an inpression of obscenity.
Back in the bedchanber, she heard a soft rapping at the door.
"I"'mready, |"'mready," she cried, masking irritation with a lilt
in her voice

Chapter 5

That protocol had becone an art formon Optheria told Killashandra quite
clearly that if there were no rebellious spirits then the entire popul ation
had stagnated. At the reception, every faculty nenber, their subordinates,
then every student, all in order of their rank and schol astic standi ng,
filed past her. Mercifully, handshaking was no | onger a part of the ritual
A nod, a smile, a nmunbled repetition of the nane sufficed. After fifty
nods, Killashandra felt her smle fixed in her cheeks and her face
stiffened into that node. Wth her everfaithful quartette, she stood at the
top of a nassive double staircase, whose white marble nights curved down
into a marbled hall below The ceiling of the vast reception chanber was so
high that the murmuring of the assenbl ed crowd was absorbed.

Kill ashandra had had a glinpse of tables, laden with patterns of
pl at es whose contents were as precisely placed as the plates were, and with
beakers of colored |Iiquids. The assenbl ed scrupul ously kept their eyes from
the direction of the refreshnents. Killashandra guessed that they all knew
too well the taste and texture of the reception repast.

There were curious patterns, too, in the reception. Five people
woul d take the right-hand staircase, the next five would descend on the
left. Killashandra wondered if a steward in sonme distant anteroomticked
the people off for left and right. There were never nore than ten people
waiting to be introduced, yet the flow down the hallway was steady despite
its apparent randomess.

Abruptly no nore people were making their way to the reception |line
and Killashandra |l et her cheeks relax, rotating her head on her neck
wriggling her Iips and nose in a very undignified manner in order to ease
t he nmuscl es. One never knows when one's early training as a singer is going
to prove useful, she thought, just as she heard a concerted intake of
breath fromher quartette. Reorgani zing her expression, she glanced up the

hall in tine to observe the cerenonial approach of dignitaries.
The seven figures who processed -- and that was the correct verb to
describe their advance -- were not differently garbed fromthe other highly

pl aced Opt herians, but they wore their pale robes with an unmi stakable air
of authority. Four nmen and three women, each wearing the same slight snile
upon their serene faces. Faces, Killashandra would shortly note, that had
been carefully adjusted by surgery and artifice to enhance that serenity,
for only one of the smiles reached the weary, bored, aged eyes.

El der Anpris, Killashandra was inmensely relieved to di scover, was
the only one of the Optherian rulers with whom she woul d have much cont act .



He was currently responsible for the Misic Conplex. If there should ever be
a Stellarity Award given for Best Character Actor anmpong Pl anetary Rul ers,
surely Ampris would win it. But for the disparity of expression between eye
and face, Killashandra m ght have nissed that gl eam of hunmor and possibly

i gnored that spontaneous lifting of the heart that occur when one
encounters a kindred spirit. The others, whose names Killashandra pronptly
forgot, gave her hand one firm shake in wel conme, a few words of gratitude
for making "so arduous a journey in this noment of planetary crisis," and
passed on by, having acquitted their duty. They all waited, w thout
appearing to wait, at the top of the right-hand stair. Then Kill ashandra
felt the alnost electric touch of Ampris's hand, |ooked into his bright and
knowi ng eyes and returned the first genuine smle of the | ong afternoon

"W will have tine to talk later on, Guildnmenber. In the neantine,
let us gild their afternoon with the gold and scarlet of our presence's.”

H s negligent wave took in the whole room not just the high dignities
patiently awaiting the dissolution of the reception |line.

Thyrol glanced at Killashandra, her hand on Anpris's arm then he
turned to the nearest Elder woman and offered his arm No fuss, no
confusion, no dithering about altered escorts or who would be left to
descend al one: everything was al ready worked out, planned down to the |ast
detail, including the unexpected. For, obviously, no one could have
expected Anpris to confer such an honor as his personal escort on
Ki I I ashandr a.

Ki | | ashandra wondered if the foodstuffs had been m nutely neasured,
for two bites disposed of each of the four small tidbits, five nouthfuls
enptied the wine glass. But she was anong the lucky mnority who had their
gl asses refilled and were offered additional canapes.

"This will be over soon," Anpris murnmured to her, his lips barely
nmovi ng. "A proper neal will be served us when the | esser orders have
dutifully taken their sip and sup and toddl ed back to the confort of their
routines.”

He spoke with neither scorn nor nalice: Anmpris was stating a fact
about the mpjority of the assenbl ed.

"Having had their rare treats of standing in the same roomw th a
real live breathing Crystal Singer?"

"You are that!" Ampris's gaze returned hers with no trace of guile
or evasion but he had a definite twinkle in his eye. "Three mnutes after
you reached the infirmary, the news of your regenerative powers had seeped
to the basenents.”

"Surely you are not housed in a basenent?"

Ampris's bright brown eyes tw nkled again. "The seat of al
know edge . "

"So you can get to the bottom of things?"

"Of course."

"And a position of maxi num security?" Killashandra taunted him Wy
shoul dn't she start at the top with her covert inquiries?

"Security is never a problemon such a well-ordered world as
Optheria.” He inclined his head to acknow edge the passing of three of the
dignitaries circulating the gathering. "Everyone is secure" -- he paused --
"on Optheria, each knowi ng his place and his duties. Security is the
foundati on of the serenity of spirit which typifies this natural world."

Kill ashandra could find no nockery in his words nor any speci al
inflection in his voice. No sparkle of anmusenment lit his eye, no cynica
expression nol ded his face, yet Killashandra heard the denial as clearly as
if he had phrased it.

"Someone nmust have had a nmonmentarily troubled spirit to | aunch that
little star-knife at nme."

"An island weapon," Anpris said. "W allowed that settlenment too
much | eeway during the early years on Optheria. Its original colonists



were, naturally, of our mnd, but before we could reestablish contact with
them they had deviated fromthe original intent. Optheria was to be an

aut onomous world: not to consist of autononous groups." Ampris's hunorless
voi ce and manner inplied the treatnment which had undoubtedly been neted out
to the dissenters. "The matter of that outrageous attack on your person
will be resolved, | can assure you, Guildnmenber Killashandra."

"I don't doubt that for a nonent."

Ampri s searched her face. "On an ordered planet, the unusual is
al ways remarkabl e."

"Anpris, you may not nonopolize our distinguished visitor," said a
deep grating voice and Killashandra turned to find herself scrutinized by
one of the other male Elders. He had the eyes of a scavenger, bright, dark
piercing. Hs thin, hooked nose did much to encourage the analogy. H's skin
had a curious |acquered |ook, crinkling at the edges of his face from
what ever mnor shift of expression he permitted. H's glance dropped briefly
to her left shoulder, as if his gaze could penetrate the silk and examn ne
t he heal i ng wound beneat h.

"Monopol y has never been ny passion, Torkes," Anpris said. "M
associ ate, Torkes, holds the Conmunications Seat on Optheria. W work
closely together in our adjacent disciplines. He maintains that Misic is
dependent on Conmuni cations, and |, of course, take the position that Misic
i s independent and wi thout it, Communications would have nothing to
di ssem nate!"

"But of course!" Killashandra nustered a broad and giddy smle with
whi ch she favored both nmen inpartially. Anpris accepted her evasion with a
slight smle while Torkes bowed as if her anmbi guous reply awarded himthe
deci sion. "What sort of crystal network does your facility use, Elder
Tor kes?"

"Crystal ?" Torkes's piercing stare was affronted. "W have no funds
to waste on that sort of technology. Crystal is reserved for nusicians!"”

"Real | y?" And Kill ashandra caught the barest glinpse of the
satisfied reaction fromAnpris. Torkes seened totally oblivious to the
implication of his statenent. "Even when crystal is a very natural --

"Crystal is not natural to Optheria. Not a native product, you
understand. And we must maintain the integrity of our Charter."

"I ndeed? Do you not violate that integrity by using alien
i nstrumentation?"

Torkes di sm ssed her argunent with a flick of his bony fingers.
"Music is an art formwhich we were able to bring with us, within the mnd
It is intangible -- "

"And what is communication, then? Can it be touched? Snelt?

Tast ed?"

Torkes stared at her so fiercely that Killashandra was nmade aware
of the fact that not only had she dared to interrupt an El der but she had
argued with him She sensed rather than saw Anpris's intense anmusenent
then, in the blink of his eyes, when Torkes was faced with the unpal atabl e
realization that a Heptite Quild-menber, an invited specialist urgently
required by his planet, held equal status with hinself.

"Of course," Anpris said, breaking the heavy silence that ensued,
"the organ was devel oped by an Optherian for Optherian purposes and is, in
fact, unique to our planet."

"Yes, yes, quite so," Torkes nunbled just as a nellow chine
di screetly ended the reception.

Torkes made an adroit escape.

"So, one does not dispute with you El ders here?" Killashandra
asked, watching himnmove off through the throng.

"It is good for us, | assure you, Anpris replied with a chuckle.
"Fortunately Torkes is nore flexible than he sounds, for when he changes
Seats, he becones totally committed to his i mediate responsibility." Wen
Ki | ashandra | ooked qui zzical, he added: "W El ders change our duties every



four years, so as not to become too narrow in our understanding of the
overvi ew. "

"I see."

"Then you are w ser than your years," Anpris said, "for | cannot
bel i eve that an adm nistrator who is tone deaf can effectively guide Misic:
or that an El der who cannot integrate should have charge of the Treasury.
However, the governnental mechanismis so weighty that four years of
m smanagenment general ly produce no nore than annoyi ng niscal cul ati ons and
m nor blunders easily corrected. The brilliance of the Foundi ng Fathers of
Optheria is once nore unquestionably el ucidated.”

Thyrol appeared, respectfully inclining his upper body at his
i nterruption.

"El der Ampris, Cuildmaster Ree, if you will proceed to the dining
chanber ?"

The beauty of the hall, the elegantly set table and El der Anpris's
earlier comment deceived Killashandra into anticipating a far better neal.
Al t hough presented in appealing style, the mniscule portions did not
appeased Kill ashandra's heavy appetite. Nor was she offered enough of any
one food to nake a positive identification of its constituents or savor its
taste. The courses were acconpani ed by beverages which were so bl and that
the water had nore zest to it -- and not a brew or a ferment anong them
Kill ashandra's exasperated sigh caught the attention of El der Pentrom her
ri ght-hand di nner partner

"Somet hing is am ss?" he asked politely and then stared for a brief
nmonent at her clean plate. He was but hal fway through the food on his.

"Doesn't Optheria produce brews. or vintages or sonething with nore
taste than these, Elder Pentron®"

"You nmean an al coholic beverage?" he said, as if she had nade a
particul arly obscene suggestion

Kill ashandra favored himwi th a | onger | ook and decided that with
his primnmouth, sharp chin, and tiny eyes, no other reaction could have
been expect ed.

"I ndeed | do nean al coholic beverages." He opened his mouth to
protest, but before he could utter a word she said, "Alcohol is essential
to the proper netabolic function of a crystal singer."

"I have never heard that in all my years as Medical Supervisor of
this planet."

"Have you encountered many crystal singers in your career?" Piqued
by yet another dogmatic encounter, Killashandra di scarded any senbl ance of
tact. These peopl e needed a set-down and she was in the enviable position
of being able to give it with inmpunity.

"In actual fact, no -- "

"Then how can you possibly dispute nmy statement? O question ny
requi rements? This," and she waved a scornful hand at the goblet before
her, "bilge -- "

"That beverage is a nutritious liquid, carefully conmbined to supply
the adult daily requirenments of vitanmins and minerals to ensure -- "

"No wonder it tastes so revolting. And nmay | point out that any
brewraster worth his |icense provides the sane vitanmins and minerals in a
form pal at abl e enough to satisfy the inner man as well."

The Medi cal Supervisor hitched his chair back, throw ng his
serviette on the table in preparation for harangue, and suddenly they were
the center of attention. "Young wonan -- "

"Spare ne your condescension, Elder," Killashandra replied as she
rose gracefully to her feet and glared down at him She swept the table

with a reproving | ook. "I shall retire to nmy apartnment until such tinme as
nmy dietary requirenents can be met with enough food" -- she flipped over
her enpty plate -- "to satisfy ny appetite and sufficient alcoholic

beverages to keep ny netabolism functioning. Good evening!"
In the stunned silence, Killashandra left the room Doors the size



and density of the ones securing the dining chanber did not slam
satisfactorily but she had enjoyed her exit so nuch that she did not mss
that part of the finale. In the corridor, she startled mnions, |ounging
agai nst the walls.

"Does anybody know where ny apartments are in this mausol eun?" she
demanded. Wen all raised their hands, she pointed to the nearest. "Take ne
there." When he hesitated and | ooked anxi ously at the door, she repeated
her order in a louder and nore authoritative tone. He scurried forward,
nore desirous of avoiding her imediate wath than courting di sfavor of an
absent authority.

"Tell me." she asked in a pleasant tone when they had entered a
small lift, "is food plentiful on Optheria?"

He cast her a very nervous glance and when she sniled w nningly at
him relaxed a little, though he kept as far fromher in the carriage as
possi bl e.

"There is plenty of food on Optheria. Too nuch. This year only half
the fields may be planted, and | know that early fruit has been left to rot
on the vine."

"Then why did | get three nouthfuls at dinner?"

Sonet hi ng approaching levity touched the young man's face. "All the
El ders are old: they don't eat nuch.”

"Hhrml That's one expl anation. But a good brew or a nice dry vintage
woul d have hel ped!"

A smle tugged at the young man's lips. "Well, El der Pentrom was
present and he is death on any sort of alcoholic beverage. Says it saps the
energy of the young and di srupts thought in the nmature."

"And he was ny dinner partner!"” Killashandra's crow of malice

resounded in the enclosed space. "My timng is, as ever, superb! Well, I'm
not under his jurisdiction and, if Optheria really needs that organ
repaired, the Elders will have to placate ne, not him" The young man was

obvi ously shocked. "Tell ne," she said in her kindest, nobst wheedling
voi ce, "you seemto be a know edgeable fellow, what sort in interesting
beverages are produced on this planet?"

"Ch, there are brews and vintages," he assured her pronptly and
with some pride, "and sone rather potent spirituous drinks manufactured in
the nmountains and the islands -- but that sort of stuff isn't permtted in
the Conservatory." The lift's doors slid open, and the Optherian bustled
out .

"Mre's the pity." Killashandra strode on down the hallway after
her gui de. "What do you drink? No, abort the question,” and she grinned at
his startled glance. "Wat is the nost popul ar drink?"

"The nost popul ar one on this continent is a brew called Bascum™

"I's Bascum a plant or a person?"

"Person." Her guide was warming to his subject. He indicated they
take the left-hand corridor at the junction. "One of the Foundi ng Fathers."

"So his brewery is allowed to function in the face of the Medica
Supervi sor's di spl easure?" Killashandra grinned as he nodded. "I infer from
your remarks that there are other popular drinks? Any wi nes?"

"Ch, yes, the western continent produces some very fine vintages,
both white and red, and sone doubly distilled liqueurs. I'"'mnot famliar
with the wines at all."

"And those islands you nentioned, they go for the spirituous
i quors?"

"The polly tree."

"The polly tree?"

"Its fermented fruit makes a brandy which, I'mtold, is nore potent
than anything el se in the universe. The polly tree provides foliage for
shelter, a fine-grained wood for building, its roots burn for a long tine,
its bark can be pounded into a fiber which the islanders use for weaving
cloth, its pith is extremely nutritious, and its large fruit is delicious



as well as nutritious --

"When it isn't fermented --

"Exactly."

"And the polly tree only grows on the islands?"

"That's right, and here is your apartnent. Quildmenber." He opened
t he door.

"There's no privacy lock on this?" Killashandra had not noticed the
lack in her first hurried inspection

"There is no need for such in the Conplex." Her guide appeared
surprised at her reaction . " No one would presume to enter w thout your
express permnission.”

"There are no thieves on Optheria?"

"Not in the Conservatory!"

She thanked himfor his escort and entered her sacrosanct
apartment, closing the door behind her with a sigh of relief. Only then did
her eye fall on the table. She exclained aloud at the display of bottles of
all sizes and shapes. at the beakers, goblets, wi ne glasses that waited in
pristine array on the white cloth. A separate tray offered an assortnent of
tidbits, nuts, and small wafers. A small chest opened to exhibit chilled
bottles and two pottery anphoras.

There was no way the collection could have been assenbl ed and
spirited into her apartment in the tinme el apsed since she storned out of
the dining room Then she renenbered her remarks on the trip fromthe
spaceport. Well, Elder Pentrom m ght be a prissy, dogmatic, abstem ous nan,
but obvi ously her every whi mwas soneone's comand.

Because her gui de had mentioned Bascum her choice anong so many
finally settled on the neat brown bottle in the cold chest. She flipped the
top off and I et the nidbrown brew slowy descend into an appropriate
beaker. The malty scent that rose to her nostrils suggested good things to
cone.

"And about tinme, too," she said, scooping up a random sel ection of
ni bbl es and sinking into the nearest confortable seat. "To absent friends!"
She |lifted her beaker high then took her first sip.

She regarded the brew with respect and delight. "Could Bascum
possi bly have cone from Yarra?" she asked herself. "This m ght not be so
bad an assignnent after all!l™

Chapter 6

By the time the quick Optherian sunset had finished its evening display,

Ki |  ashandra had sanpl ed ni ne beverages, w shing she had soneone w th whom
to share the |l argesse, especially since there was a prohibition against it.
VWhi ch brought Corish to mind, and that mythical uncle of his. Unless she
coul d di scover how rmuch surveillance she woul d be having from her discreet
quartette -- and how easy it would be to outwit it -- she didn't want to
risk neeting him Wuld they think it odd if she left a nessage in at the
Pi per Facility? Corish had considerably piqued her curiosity and she was
somewhat notivated by a desire to show himthat two could play the

expl oitation ganbit.

Soneone tapped on her apartment door and, when M rbethan entered on
her perm ssion, Killashandra caught the shade of uncertainty in the
Opt herian' s manner.

"Since you're not acconpani ed by any priss-nmouthed ancients, you
are welconme. And if that excuse for a nmeal is a state dinner here, no
wonder you're a | ean bunch."

M rbethan flushed. "Since El der Pentrom graci ously accepted our
invitation, we are obliged to cater to his dietary preferences. D dn't
El der Anpris mention this to you?"

"He failed to put ne in the know However. all this," and
Ki | ashandra waved expansively at the beverage table's |oad, "nmakes up for



t hat deficiency, though solid food would assist my investigations . .

"There was no time to show you the catering facility." Mrbetha
glided to one of the discreet wall cabinets. Its doors opened on a catering
unit. "Al coholic beverages are not included. Students have a distressing
aptitude for breaking restricted codes." Killashandra deci ded that she
nerely thought she detected a note of tolerant hunor in Mrbethan's voice.
"That is why we have supplied you with a sanmpling of the avail able
i ntoxi cants."

"In spite of Elder Pentrom™

M r bet han cast her eyes downward.

"Tell me, Mrbethan, would you happen to know i f Bascumt he
brewraster originated fromthe planet Yarra?"

"Bascun?" M rbethan | ooked up, startled, and confused. Wen
Ki |l | ashandra waved the |ong-enptied bottle at her, she blushed. "Ch, that
Bascum " Now she glided to a second ornate cabinet which opened into a ful
size terminal, and a panel in the wall slid aside to reveal a |large screen
She typed an entry as Killashandra nmade a private wager. "Wy, how under
the suns did you know?"

"The best brewmasters in the galaxy hail fromthat planet.
haven't sanpl ed everything yet," Killashandra went on, "but | shall be very
well suited indeed if you'll undertake to keep nme supplied with Bascum s
brew. '

"As you require, CGuildmenber. But for now, the concert is about to
start in the Red Hall. Only the single manual organ, but the performer was
| ast year's prize w nner."

Kill ashandra was tenpted, but she was a shade hungrier and drier
than she liked to be. "The Elders are present?" Wen Mrbethan solemly
nodded, Kill ashandra si ghed deeply. "Convey ny apol ogi es on the grounds of
travel fatigue . . . and the stress of netabolic readjustnent after the
assault and the wound." Killashandra ran the silk up her arm exposing her
shoul der where only a thin red |ine gave evidence of an injury.

M rbethan's eyes w dened significantly and then, with a subtle
shift, she inclined a bow to Killashandra.

"Your apologies will be conveyed. Call code MBT 14 if you require
any further assistance fromnyself, Thyrol. Pirinio, or Pol abod."

Ki | | ashandra wi shed her a pleasant evening and M rbethan w t hdrew.
As soon as the door had cl osed on the woman, Killashandra di scarded her
| anguor and made for the catering unit. Once again, Optherian peculiarities
i nhi bited her, for when she called up a nenu, there was no scrolling of
del ect abl e, nout hwatering sel ections but a set dinner, with only three
choices for the main course. She opted for all three, and i mediately the
catering unit queried her. She repeated her request and, when the unit
wanted to know how nmany were dining, she tapped in "three." At which point
the unit inforned her that the apartnent was recorded as having a single
occupant. She replied that she had guests. Their names and codes were
requi red. She responded with the names of Elders Pentrom and Anpris, codes
unknown.

The food was pronptly dispensed, two of the neager servings that
she had observed in the dining hall. Fortunately the third one was
substantial enough to abort the kick that she had been about to bestow on
the catering unit.

Once she had solid food in her stomach, she continued her |iquor
sanmpling. Wiile not in the |least inebriated, thanks to her
Bal | ybran-altered digestion, Killashandra was very nerry and sang lustily
as she ventured into the hygi ene roons and splashed in the scented water of
the bath. She continued to sing, her fancy latching onto a riotous ballad
generally rendered by a tenor, as she nmade her way to the bedroom A
| anbent radi ance augnented the soft |ighting and, curious, she went to the
wi ndow, observing three of Optheria's four small npons, one near enough for
the craters and vast sterile plains to be clearly visible. Entranced,



Ki | | ashandra broke off the ballad and began the haunting | ove duet from
Bal eef's exotic opera, Voyagers, which seemed particularly appropriate to
the setting.

VWhen a tenor voice joined her on cue, she faltered a nonent. Then
despite her astoni shnent at spontaneity in such a rigidly controlled
envi ronnent, she continued Voyagers had been her |ast opera as a student on
Fuerte, so she knew it well enough to divert sonme of her attention fromthe
words. And a fine, rich, well produced voice he had. Mght need a bit nore
support for the Gs and A s in the last three neasures -- she'd be anazed
if he could hit the high C along with her -- but he had a firm sense of the
dynam c requirenents and sang with great sensitivity. As the tenor took up
t he nel ody, she gathered herself for the taxing finale, delighted to find
her singing voice still flexible enough for the dynam cs, and the high C
The tenor, with no |oss of vibrance, opted for the A but it was a grand
ringing A and she appl auded hi s judgment.

She sustained her note, perversely wishing himto drop but, as it
happened, they broke off at the sane instant, as if they had had the
i nnurer abl e rehearsal s such inspired singing required.

" "When shall our paths cross again? " she asked in the recitative
whi ch foll owed that spectacul ar duet.

" "When the noons of Radomah make gl orious the sky wth neasured
dance.’ The invisible tenor al so had a vi brant speaking voice, and,
better yet, an appreciation of the hunor in their inpronptu perfornmance for
she caught the ripple of laughter in his chanted phrases. Did he also find
the words, and the opera, a trifle ludicrous in the austere setting of the
Opt heri an Conpl ex?

Al of a sudden, the courtyard bel ow was fl oodlighted. Figures
erupted onto the paving, shouting commands for silence. Before she stepped
back fromthe wi ndow, Killashandra caught a glinpse of a figure, in a
wi ndow directly opposite hers but a story above, withdrawing into the
shi el di ng dar kness. Soprano and tenor exited the stage while the extras
made a diligent and vain search for the conspirators.

Ki | | ashandra poured herself a full glass of sonething which its
| abel identified as a fortified wine. This was an odd nusic center if
i mpronptu singing, particularly of so high a caliber, was answered by
punitive force

She downed the drink, doused all the lights in the suite and, in
the mlky light of the moons, sought the confort of her bed. Despite a w sh
for sleep, her mnd ranged through the scenes of the Bal eef opera and the
sorrows of the star-crossed |overs. She nust renenber to ask M rbethan who
that tenor was. Fine voice! Mich better than the pinple-faced little oaf
who had sung the rol e opposite her on Fuerte!

Morni ng chi mes, soft but insidious, roused her. She lifted herself
on one el bow, saw that dawn was just breaking, groaned and, flinging the
light coverlet over her head, went back to sleep. A second sequence of
chi mes, |ouder, sounded. Cursing, Killashandra strode to the consol e, coded
t he nunber M rbethan had given her. "lIs there any way to stop the wetched
chimes in this apartnent? | magi ne, having to wake up at dawn!"

"That is the way here, Cuildnenber, but | shall advise Control that
your apartment is to be excluded fromthe R sing Chines."

"And all others, please! | will not be ordered about by bells,
drums, whistles, shrills, or inaudibles. And who possesses that renarkably
fine tenor voice?"

M rbet han shot Killashandra a startled | ook. "You were disturbed by
it -- "

"Not in the least. But if that's the quality of natural nusical
talent on Optheria, |I'minpressed.”

"The Center does not encourage vocalizing.'
roused Killashandra's instant hostility.

"You nmean, that tenor is a reject fromyour opera school ?"

M rbet han's cool deni al



"You m sunderstand the situation, Guildnenmber. Al the teaching
centers on Optheria enphasi ze keyboard nusic."

"You mean, only that organ?"

"Of course. The organ is the ultimte of instrunments,
conbining the -- "

"Spare ne the hype, Mrbethan." Killashandra took an obscure
pl easure in the shock her statenent gave the woman. Then she relented. "OCh,
| concur that the Optherian organ is a premer instrument, but that tenor
voi ce was rather spectacular on its own nmerit."

"You shoul d not have been disturbed --

"Fardles! | enjoyed singing with him™"

M rbethan's eyes rounded in a secondary shock. "You . . . were the
ot her singer?"

"I was." File that for future reference! "Tell me, Mrbethan, if

only a few of the hundreds who nust study at this Center ever attain the
standard required to play the Optherian organ, what happens to those who
don't ?"

"Why, suitable situations are found for them™

“I'n nusic?" Mrbethan shook her head. "I'd think that crystal
singi ng woul d provide a marvel ous alternative."

"Optherians do not care to |l eave their planet. whatever their mnor
di sappoi ntnments. You will excuse me, Quildnenber -- " Mrbethan broke the
connecti on.

Killashandra stared at the blank screen for a | ong nonent. O
course, neither Mrbethan nor any of the quartette knew of her early
background in music. Certainly none of them could possible know of her
di sappoi ntment, nor how she would relate that to what M rbethan had just
admtted. If you failed to make the grade at the organ, there was nothing
el se for you on Optheria?

There was no way in which Killashandra would buy M rbethan's statenment that
frustrated Optherian rnusicians would prefer to remain on the planet, even
if they had been conditioned to the restriction frombirth.

And that tenor had sung with absolute pitch. It'd be a bl oody shane
to nuzzle that voice in preference to an organ, however "perfect" an
instrument it might be. Hazardous crystal singing mght be as a profession
but it sure beat |anguishing on Optheria. A sudden thought struck her and,
with a fluid stride, she went to the termnal, tapped for Library, and the
entry on Ballybran. A nmuch expurgated entry scrolled past, ending with the
Code Four restriction. She queried the Files for political science texts
and di scovered fascinating gaps in that category. So, censorship was
applied on Optheria. Not that that ever acconplished its purpose. However,
an active censorship was not grounds for charter-snmashing, and the Guild
had only been requested to discover if the planetary exit restriction was
popul arly accept ed.

Wel |, she knew one person she could ask -- the tenor -- if he
hadn't gone into hiding after last night's hunt. Killashandra grinned. I|f
she knew tenors .

She had breakfasted -- the catering unit did offer a substanti al
breakfast -- and dressed by the tinme Thyrol arrived to inquire if she had
rested, and nore inportantly, if she would Iike to start the repairs. He
tactfully indicated her arm

"You' ve apprehended the assail ant ?"

"Merely a matter of tine."

"How many students in the Conpl ex?" she asked am ably as Thyrol I|ed
her down the hall to the lift.

"At present, four hundred and thirty."

"That's a | ot of suspects to exam ne."

"No student would dare attack an honored guest of the planet."

"On nost planets, they'd be the prinme suspects.”

"My dear Cuildnenber, the selection process by which this student



body is chosen considers all aspects of the applicant's background,
training, and ability. They uphold all our traditions."

Ki |  ashandra nunbl ed somet hi ng suitable. "How many positions are
avai |l abl e to graduat es?"

"That is not an issue, Cuildnmenber," Thyrol said with mld
condescension. "There is no limt to the nunber of fully trained perforners
who present conpositions for the Optherian organ -- "

"But only one may play at a time -- "

"There are forty-five organs throughout Optheria --

"That many? Then why coul dn't one of those be substituted --

"The instrunment here at the Conplex is the |argest, nost advanced
and absolutely essential for the perfornmance |evel required by the Sunmer
Festival. Composers fromall over the planet conmpete for the honor and
their work has been especially witten for the potential of the main
instrument. To ask themto performon a | esser organ defeats the purpose of
the Festival."

"I see," Killashandra said although she didn't. However, once she
had been admitted through the series of barriers and security positions
protecting the damaged organ, she began to appreciate the distinction
Thyrol had made.

He had taken her to the rocky basements of the Conplex, and then to
the i npressive and unexpectedly grand Conpetition Amphitheater which
utilized the natural stony bow on the nether side of the Conplex
promontory. Some nassive early earthfault and a | ot of weathering had
nol ded the mount's flank into a perfect semicircle. The Optherians had
i nproved the anmphitheater with tiered ranks of individual seating units,
facing the shelf on which the organ console stood. This was accessible only
fromthe one entrance through which Thyrol now guided Killashandra. Wth a
sincere and suitable awe, Killashandra | ooked about her, annoyed that she
was gratifying Thyrol's desire to inpress a Quil dnenber even as she was
unabl e to suppress that wonder. She cleared her throat, and the sound,
smal | though it was, echoed faithfully back at her. "The acoustics are
incredible,” she murrmured and, as Thyrol smiled tolerantly, heard her words
whi spered back. She rolled her eyes and | ooked about her for an exit from
t he phenonenal st age.

Thyrol gestured to a portal carved in the solid rock on the far
side of the organ console. Fromhis belt pouch he extracted three small
rods. Wth these and his thunmb print, he opened the door, the sound
reverberating across the enpty space. Killashandra slipped in first. As
fam liar as she was with auditoria of all descriptions, something about
this one unnerved her. Sonething about the seats rem nded her of printive
di agnosti c chairs which used physical restraints on their occupants, yet
she knew that people would cross the Galaxy to attend the Festival.

Li ghts had cone up at their entry and illuminated a | arge
| owcei |l i nged chanber. Taking up the fl oor space in front of the innocuous
interlinked cabinets that nade up the el ectronic guts of the Optherian
organ were the proninent sealed crates containing the white crystal
Over head harnesses of col or-coded cables forned a ceiling design before
t hey di sappeared through conduits to unknown destinati ons.

Thyrol led the way to the | arge rectangle containing the shattered
remai ns of the crystal manual

"How, in the nane of all that's holy, did he nanage that?"

Ki | | ashandra demanded after surveying the damage. Some of the smaller
crystals had been reduced to thin splinters. In idle wonder she picked up a
handf ul of the shards, letting themtrickle through her fingers, ignoring
Thyrol's cry of alarmas he grabbed her wists and pull ed her hands back
The tiny cuts inflicted by the scal pel-sharp crystal briefly oozed droplets
of blood then cl osed over while Thyrol watched in fascinated horror

"As you can see, the nerest caress of crystal." She tw sted her
hands free of Thyrol's unexpectedly strong grasp. "Now," and she spoke nore



bri skly, |ooking down at the ness in the bottomof the cabinet, "I'll need
sone tools, sone stout fellows, and stouter baskets to rempbve the debris.”
"An extractor?" Thyrol suggested.
"There isn't an extractor built on Ballybran or anywhere el se that
woul dn't be sliced to ribbons by crystal shards in suction. No, this has to

be cleaned in a tine honored fashion -- by hand."
"But you . "
Kill ashandra drew herself up. "As a Quildnmenber, | am not averse to

perform ng necessary nanual tasks." She paused to |let Thyrol appreciate the
di fference. She had done nmore than enough shard-scrapping on Ballybran to
undertake it here on Optheria.

"It is only that security neasures --

"I would, of course, accept your assistance in the interests of
security."”

Thyrol hastily adjourned to a comunication console. "What exactly
do you require, Cuildnmenber?"

She gauged the vol ume of broken crystal in the cabinet. "Three
strong men with inpervonetallic bins of approxinmately ten-kilo vol une,
triple-strength face masks, durogloves, fine-wire brushes, and the sort of
smal I, di sposabl e extractor used by archeol ogi sts. W have to be sure to
gl ean every particle of crystal dust."

Thyrol's eyes bugged out a bit over the nore bizarre itens, but he
repeated her requirenments, and then turned up very stiff indeed when he was
subj ected to questions by the staff. "OF course, they have to be cleared by
Security, but they are to be here i mediately, properly geared to assi st
the Cuil dmenber!"” He broke off the connection and, his face blotched with
di spl easure, turned to Killashandra. "Wth so nmuch at stake, Guil dnenber,
you can appreciate our wish to protect you and the organ from furt her
depredations. |f sonething should happen to the repl acenent crysta

Ki | | ashandra shrugged. From what she had seen of Optherians, 'once
bitten, tw ce shy" described their philosophy. She ran her hand across the
i nstrument nearest her, glancing around at the rest of the anonynous
equipment. "This is a nmore conplex device than I'd been led to believe."
She turned and presented a politely inquiring expression to Thyrol

"Well, ah, that is . . ."

"Come now, Thyrol, | am scarcely connected with the subversives."

"No, of course not."

Kill ashandra diverted Thyrol's attention fromrealizing that he had
covertly admitted the exi stence of an underground organi zati on by turning,
once again, toward the front of the chanber and pointing at the access
panel to the keyboard. "Now the actual keyboard is beyond that panel, so
the right-hand box houses the stops and voicing circuitry. And is that,"
she pointed to the largest unit, "the CPU? The induction nodul ator and
m xer nust be in that |eft-hand cabinet."

"You are know edgeabl e about organ technol ogy?" Thyrol's expression
assuned a wary bl ankness. For the second time since her arrival,

Ki |  ashandra perceived enpathic emanations froman Optherian: this tine a
strong sense of indefinable apprehension and al arm

"Not as much about organs as | do about interface techniques,
sensory simulators, and synthesizer nodul ators. Crystal singing requires a
consi derably wi de range of experience with sophisticated electronic
equi pnent, you know. "

He obviously didn't or he wouldn't have nodded so readily.

Ki |l ashandra bl essed her foresight in utilizing the sleep-teaching tapes
she had copied fromthe Athena's conprehensive data retrieval system Her
answer reassured Thyrol and the shadow of his fear slowy dissipated.

"Of course there is a doubl e handshake between the program ™ and he
tapped the black case by him "and the conposition nmenory banks.
Conposition," and he wal ked fromone to the other, his hand lightly
brushing the surfaces, "of course leads directly into the recall excitor



stimulator, for that uses the nenory synbol ogy of the nedian individua
menber of any audi ence so that a composition is translated into terns which
have neaning to the auditors. Naturally the subjective experience of a
program for Optherians would differ greatly fromthe experience a nonhuman
woul d have."

"Of course,"” Killashandra nurnured encouragi ngly. "And the
information fromthe crystal manual goes? . "

Assum ng the pose of a ponpous |lecturer, Thyrol pointed to the
various units in flow sequence. "Into the synapse carrier encoder and
denodul ator nul tiplexer, both of which feed into the nixer for the sensory
transducer term nal network." Beaming with pride, he continued, "Wile the
conposition nenory bank primarily programs the sensory synthesizer, the
f eedback | oop controls the sensory attenuator for maxi num effectiveness."

"I see. Keyboard to CPU, direct interface with manual and synapse
carrier encoder, plus the double handshakes." Killashandra hid her shock --
this enotion mani pul ator nade the equi pnent at Fuerte | ook |ike preschoo
toys Tal k about a captive audi ence! Optherian concertgoers hadn't a chance.
The Optherian organ could produce a total enotional override with a
condi tional response unequal ed anywhere. And a sufficient gauge of the
audi ences' basic profile could be ascertained by matching ID plates and
census data. Killashandra wondered that FSP pernitted any of its citizens
to visit the planet, nmuch |less to expose thenselves to full-scal e enotiona
overload at Festival tine. "I can see why you' d need nmany sol oists. They'd
be enmotionally drained after each performance."

"We recogni zed that problemearly on-the performer is shielded from
the full effect of the organ in order to retain a degree of objectivity.
And, of course, in rehearsal the transducer systemis conpletely bypassed
and the signals inserted into a systens anal yzer. Only the best
conpositions are played on the full organ system"”

"Naturally. Tell me, are the smaller organs anplified in this
fashi on?"

"The two-manual organs are. W have five of them the rest are al
single manual with relatively primtive synthesizer attentuator and excitor
capability."

"Remar kabl e. Truly renmarkable.™

Thyrol was not blind to the inplied conplinment and | ooked about to
snmle as the outside door opened to admit the work party. Behind them cane
three nore nen, their stance and costune identifying themas security. The
work party stopped along the wall while the security trio tranped stolidly
down to where Thyrol and Kill ashandra stood by the sensory feedback
t ransponder .

"El der Thyrol, Security Leader Blaz needs to know what disposition
is to be made of the debris." He saluted, ignoring Killashandra's presence.

"Bury it deep. Preferably encapsulated in some pernmaform Sea
trench woul d be ideal,"” Killashandra answered and was ignored by the
security | eader, who continued to | ook for an answer from Thyrol. Abruptly
Kill ashandra's captious tenper erupted. She slamed her right hand into the
| eader's shoul der, forcefully turning toward her. "Alternatively, insert it
in your anal orifice," she said, her voice reasonabl e and pl easant.

Wth a wave of astounded gasps sounding in her ear, she made her
exit.

Chapter 7

As Killashandra started across the stage to retrace her steps to the

Conpl ex, she decided that that was the | ast place she wanted to go in her
state of mind After all, Trag had chosen her because she could be nore

di plomatic than Borella. Not that Borella nightn't have handl ed that
security fardle-face with nmore tact, or effectiveness. However, the

Opt herians were stuck with her and she with them and just then she didn't



wi sh to see one nore sanctinonious, self-righteous, snmug Optherian face.

She strode to the edge of the stage, peered over at the ten-foot
drop to the ground, saw the heavy doors at each end of that |evel and nmade
her decision. She lay at the edge, swung her |egs down, gripping the
over hang, and let go.

Her knees took the jar and she | eaned against the wall for a noment
just as she heard the men energe fromthe organ room

"She' Il have gone back to the Conplex, ' Thyrol said, breathless
with anger. He hurried across the stage, followed by the others. "Sinton,

i f you have of fended the Cuil dmenber, you may have jeopardi zed far nore
than you have protected . " The heavy door closed off the rest of his
repri mand.

Sonewhat mollified by Thyrol's attitude and pleased with her tinely
evasi on, Killashandra dusted off her hands and noved toward the clearly
mar ked exit door at the outer edge of the anmphitheater. Even the soft sound
of the brushing was echoed by the fine acoustics. Gimacing. Killashandra
stepped as cautiously and as silently as she could toward the exit. The
heavy door had the usual push-bar on the inside, which she depressed,
hol di ng her breath lest it be | ocked froma control point. The bar swing
easily out. She opened it only wi de enough to permt her egress and it
closed with a thunk behind her. Its exterior was w thout handle or knob for
reentry and a flange protected it frombeing forced open -- if such a
ci rcunmst ance ever arose on perfect Optheria.

Ki | | ashandra now found herself on a long | edge which led to one of
t he swi tchback paths she had seen yesterday, though this one was at the
rear of the Conplex. Fromthat height she had a view of an unpretentious
area of the Gty, to judge by the narrow streets and the snmall single-story
bui | di ngs crowded together. Between it and the Conplex heights lay a
stretch of cultivated plots, each planted with bushy clinmbing plants and
fenced off fromits neighbors, and nost of themneat. In several, people
were busily watering and hoeing in the early norning sunlight. A rural
scene served as a restorative to Killashandra's exacerbated nerves.

She began her descent.

As she reached the valley floor, her nose was assailed by the
unm st akabl e aroma of fernmenting brew. Delighted, Killashandra followed the
odor, squeezing past an old shed, traversing the narrow path between
allotments, nodding polite greetings to the gardeners who paused in their
| abors to regard her with astoni shnent. Well, she was wearing a costune
whi ch marked her as alien to Optheria, but surely these people had
encountered aliens before. The aroma lured her on. If it tasted half as
good as it snelled, it would be an inprovenent on the Bascum brew. O
course it could be Bascum for breweries were often situated in suburbs
where the funmes would not irritate the fastidi ous.

She reached the dirt road that served as main artery for the
settl enent, deserted at that norning hour except for sonme small,
pecul i ar-1o0oking ani mal s basking in the sun. She was aware of being
wat ched, but as that was only to be expected, she continued her inspection
of the unprepossessing buildings facing the road. The brewsnell continued
to perneate the air but intensified to her right. Conmon sense indicated
that the wide gray structure on the far side of the road sone thousand
nmeters away was probably the source. She headed there.

As she wal ked she heard doors and wi ndows open behind her, narking
her passage to her objective. She permitted herself a small snmile of
anusenment. Human nature did not change and anythi ng new and unusual woul d
be marked in a society as dull and repressed as she suspected Optheria's
was.

The brew smell was al nost overpowering by the time she reached the
gray building. An exhaust fan was extracting the air fromthe roof, its
not or | aboring. Although there was no sign or |l egend on the building to
indicate its purpose, Killashandra was not deterred. A |ocked front door



however, did pose an obstacle. She rapped politely and repeated her knock
when it brought no i medi ate response. Thunpi ng on the door al so produced
no results, and Killashandra felt determination replace courtesy.

Was brewing illegal in Optheria's largest city? O could it be
brewi ng wi thout due license? After all, Bascum originated on Optheria and
m ght have a nonopoly. To be sure, she hadn't paid much attention to what
pl ants were being so carefully tended in the gardens. Hone industry?
Thwarting the ever vigilant and repressive El ders?

Qui ckly she stepped around the building and toward its rear, hoping
to find a wi ndow. She caught a glinpse of a running juvenile body and heard
it raise its voice in warning. So she raced around the corner to find the
rear doors fol ded back on a scene of nuch industry as nen and wonen
supervi sed the bottling of a brew from an obviously inprovised vat. The
young nessenger took one | ook at her and fled, ducking down the nearest
al | ey.

"May a thirsty stranger to this planet have a sanmple of your brew?
I"mperishing for lack of a decent glass."

Ki | | ashandra coul d, when she exerted herself, be snmoothly charning
and ingratiating. She'd played the part often enough. She gl anced from one
stony expression to the next, holding her snile

“I"1l tell you it was some shock to discover this planet doesn't
i mport anything spirituous or fernented."

"Shuttle got in yesterday," someone in the group said.

"Too early for tourists.”

"Those clothes aren't |ocal."

"Nor island."

"I"mnot a tourist,’
"I'"ma nusician."

"Come to see the organ, have you?" The nman's voice was so rich in
contenpt, disapproval, cynical skepticism and nalicious anusenent that
Killashandra tried hard to spot himin the hostile group

“I'f I can judge by my reception above, that sour lot pernits few
favors. A body really needs a brew here." Again she fortified her smle
with winning charm And licked dry lips.

Later, in reviewing the scene at her |eisure, Killashandra decided
that it mght have been that unconscious reflex that won her case. The next
thi ng she knew an uncapped bottle was thrust at her. She reached to her
belt pouch for the Optherian coins she had acquired on the Athena but was
curtly told to | eave off. Mney didn't buy their brew.

Al t hough sone had turned back to their job, nmost watched while she
took her first sip. It was rich despite its clandestine manufacture,
slightly cool, undoubtedly inproved by a proper chilling but superior to
t he Bascum and al nost on a par with Yarran

"Your brewnmaster woul dn't happen to be of Yarra origin?" she asked.

"What do you know of Yarra?" Once again the question was posed
anonymousl y though Killashandra thought the speaker was on her |eft, near
the vat.

Kill ashandra inserted in the terse comments.

"They make the best beer in the Federated Sentient Planets. Yarran
brewrast ers have the best reputation in the Gal axy."

A rumbl e of approval greeted this. She could feel the tension ease
t hough the work continued at the same swift pace. Above the rattle of
bottles, and the noise of crating the full containers, Killashandra heard a
gaspi ng wheeze to her right, on the roadway, and then a dil api dat ed
vehicle, its sides scarred and rusting, pulled up to the open door

| mredi ately crates were |loaded into it, Killashandra hel ping, for
she' d finished her bottle and wondered how she coul d wheedl e anot her
others, fromthem Thirst properly quenched, she'd find it easier to dea
with the reproaches of Thyrol and the others. No sooner had the | oad bed
been filled than the vehicle noved off and another, equally disreputable,
slidinto its place. O course this patently unauthorized operation proved



conclusively to Killashandra that the popul ati on of Optheria had not al
stagnated. But how nmuch of a mnority did they constitute? And did any of
them actually wish to | eave Optheria! Sonme people enjoy thwarting their
el ect ed/ est abl i shed/ appoi nt ed governnents out of perversity rather than
di sloyalty or dislike.

When the third transport had been | oaded, only a few crates
remai ned. And the vat and its attendant paraphernalia had been di smantl ed
and reassenbled in different formentirely. Killashandra gave the brewers
full marks for ingenuity.

"You expect a search?"

"Ch yes. Can't mask brew ng conpletely, you know," said a
sun-wrinkled little man with a twinkle in his eye. He offered Killashandra
a second bottle, gesturing to the | oaded vehicle in explanation of his
generosity.

As she inadvertently glanced in the sane direction, Killashandra
noticed that his workers, each laden with a crate, were di sappearing up and
down the street and into the alleys. Just audible was an odd siren. He
cocked his head at the sound and grinned.

"I'd take that with ne, were | you. Wn't help you to be found in
nmy di sreputabl e conpany.”

"You'll be meking anot her batch soon?" Killashandra asked
wi stfully.

"Now that | couldn't say." He w nked. The siren becane nore
i nsistent and | ouder. He began to fold over the doors.

"What's the qui ckest way back to the City?"

"Over two ranks and then to your left." He closed the last |ap of
t he door behind himand she heard the firmclick of the |ock

The vehicle with the siren was noving at a good clip so
Ki |l ashandra made rapid progress in the direction the brewer had indicated.
She had just reached the next parallel road when she heard the sound of air
brakes engagi ng and consi derabl e shouti ng. She ducked around the corner and
was on anot her deserted bl ock. Wien she heard t he poundi ng of booted feet,
she realized that she m ght not have time to explain her possession of the
illegally brewed beer if she was caught out on the streets.

The first door she approached was | ocked and her quick rap met with
no response. The second door was jerked open just as she got to it. She
needed no urging to step into the sanctuary. Indeed, not a nonent too soon
for the searchers cane poundi ng around the corner and storned past the
door.

"That was a bit foolish, if you ask ne," said the woman besi de her
in a hoarse accusation. "You nmay be an alien but that wouldn't matter to
them did they apprehend you down here." She gestured for Killashandra to
follow her to the rear of the little house. "You nmust have some thirst to
go roam ng about Gartertown in search of quenching. There are places which
| egal |y serve drink, you know "

"I didn't, but if you could tell me --

"Not that the hours you can drink are that convenient, and our
brew s superior to anything out of the Bascum The water, you know This
way. "

Ki | | ashandra paused because a crate of the illegal bottling was
sitting in the mddle of the floor of the rear room right by a section of
flooring which had been renoved.

"G ve nme a hand, would you? They mi ght do a house-to-house if
they're feeling particularly officious.”

Killashandra willingly complied and, when the crate was stored, the
section replaced, the hiding place was indistinguishable.

"Don't like to rush a body's enjoynent of a brew, but

Ki | | ashandra woul d have preferred to savor the second bottle, but
she downed it in three I ong swallows. The wonan took the enmpty and chucked
it toward the disposal. Wth a loud crunch the evidence was di sposed of.



Kil Il ashandra drew her fingers down the corners of her nouth, and then
bel ched yeastily.

The woman took a position by her door, ear to the panel, |istening
intently. she junped back just as the door swung in w de enough to adnmt a
fall figure.

"They were recalled,” the nan said. "And there's sone sort of
search going on in the City -- " He broke off then because he had turned
and caught sight of Killashandra standing in the doorway.

She was as notionless with surprise as he for she recogni zed him
by garb and stance, as the young man fromthe infirmary corridor. He
recovered first while Killashandra was considering the advisability of
di ssenbl i ng.

"You're making this far too easy," he said cryptically, striding up
to her. Surprised, she saw only his fist before a stunning bl ackness
over canme her.

She roused the first tine, aware of a stuffy atnosphere, the
soreness of her jaw, and that her hands and feet were tied. She groaned,
and before she could open her eyes, she felt a sudden pressure on her arm
and her senses reeled once nore back into unconsci ousness.

She was still tied when she woke the second time, with an awf ul
taste in her nouth and the tang of salt in her nostrils. She could hear the
hiss of wind and the slap of water not far from her ears. Cautiously she
opened her eyes a slit. She was on a boat, all right, in an upper berth in
a small cabin. She was aware of another presence in the room but dared not
si gnal her consciousness by sound or novenent. Her jaw still ached though
not, she thought, as nuch as on her previous awakeni ng. \Watever drug they
had gi ven her was conpounded with a nuscle relaxant, for she felt
exceedingly linp. So why did they bother to keep her bound?

She heard footsteps approaching the cabin and controlled her
breathing to the slow regularity of the sleeper just as an outer hatch was
flung open. Spray beaded her face. A warm spray so that her nuscles did not
betray her.

"No sign?"

"No. See for yourself. Hasn't noved a nuscle. You didn't give her
too much, did you? Those singers have different metabolisns.”

The inquisitor snorted. "Not that different, no matter what she
sai d about al coholic intake." Amusenment rippled in his voice as he
approached the bed. Killashandra forced herself to remain |inp though anger
began to boil away the nedically induced tranquillity as she reacted to the
fact that she, a nenber of the Heptite @uild, a crystal singer, had been
ki dnapped. On the other hand, her ki dnapping seened to indicate that not
everyone was content to remain on Optheria. O did it?

Strong fingers gripped her chin, the thunmb pressing painfully on
the bruise for a nonent, before the fingers slid to the pul se-beat in her
throat. She kept her neck nmuscles lax to pernit this handling. Feigning
unconsci ousness night result in unguarded expl anati ons bei ng exchanged over
her inert body. And she needed sone before she made her nove.

"That was sone crack you fetched her, Lars Dahl. She won't
appreci ate the bruise.”

"She'll have too much on her nmind to worry about sonething so
m nor."

"Are you sure this schene is going to work, Lars?"

"It's the first break we've had, Prale. The Elders won't be able to
fix the organ without a crystal singer. And they've got to. So they nust
apply again to the Heptite Guild to replace this one, and that will require
expl anations, and that will bring FSP investigators to this planet. And
there's our chance to make the injustice known."

VWhat about the injustice you did nme? Killashandra wanted to shout.



Instead she twitched with anger. And gave hersel f away.

"She's com ng round. Hand ne the syringe."

Ki | | ashandra opened her eyes, about to argue for her freedom when
she felt the pressure that brooked no argunent.

Her final awakening was not at all what she had been expecting. A
bal my breeze rippled across her body. Her hands were untied and she was no
| onger on a confortable surface. Her nouth tasted nore vile than ever, and
her head ached. She controlled herself once nore, trying to sort out the
sounds that reached her ears. Wnd soughing. Okay. A rolling noise? Ccean
waves breaking on shore line not far away. The snells that accosted her
nostrils were as varied as the wind and wave, subtle nusty flora
fragrances, rotten vegetation, dry sand, fish, and other smells which she'd
identify later. OF human noi ses or presences she had no input.

She opened her eyes a fraction and it was dark. Encouraged, she
wi dened her vision. She was |ying on her back on a woven mat. Sand had
blown onto it, gritty against her bare skin, under her head. Overhead,
trees bent their fronds, one sweeping agai nst her shoulder in a gentle
caress. Cautiously she lifted her torso, propping herself up on one el bow
She was no nore than ten neters fromthe ocean, but the high-tide mark was
safely between her and the sea, to judge by the debris pushed into an
uneven |line al ong the sand.

| sl anders? \What had Ampris said about the islanders. That they'd
had to be disciplined out of autononpbus notions? And the young man of the
corridor who had assailed her. He had been suntanned. That was why his skin
was so dark in conparison to the other onl ookers.

Ki | | ashandra | ooked around her for any sign of human habitation
knowi ng that there woul dn't be any. She had been abandoned on the island.
Ki dnapped and abandoned. She got up, absently brushing the sand off her as
she swung about, fighting her conflicting enmotions. Kidnapped and
abandoned! So rmuch for the prestige of the Heptite Guild on these backward
pl anets. So rmuch for another of Lanzecki's off-world assignnents!

Why hadn't she left a nessage for Corish?

Chapter 8

Kill ashandra grimaced as she crossed off yet another week on the imense
tree under which she had erected her shelter

She sheathed the knife again and involuntarily scanned the horizon
in all directions, for her polly tree donmi nated the one el evation on the
i sl and. Once again she saw distant sails to the northeast, the orange of
the triangles brilliant against the sky.

“"May their masts snap in a squall and their bodies rot in the briny
deep!" she nmuttered and then kicked at the thick trunk of the tree. "Wy
don't you ever fish in nmy | agoon?"

Morni ng and ni ght she threw in her hook and |ine and was rewarded
by wiggling fish. Sone she had | earned to throw back, for their flesh was
either inedibly tough or tasteless. The small yell owbacks were the sweetest
and seened to throw thenselves with selfless sacrifice on her hook

The bronzed young man had not stranded her without equiprent. When
dawn had conme on that bleak first day, she had di scovered hatchet, knife,
hooks, line, net, enmergency rations in vacuum pack, and an illustrated
panphl et on the resources of the ubiquitous polly tree. She had cast that
contenmptuously to one side until boredomset in three days |ater

For someone who had been as active as Killashandra, enforced
i dl eness was al nost a crippling punishment. To pass the tine she had
retrieved the panphlet and read it through, then decided to see if she
coul d make something out of this so-universal plant. She had al ready
noticed that many of the tree's nultiple trunks had had satellite trunks
renoved at an early age. Her nmanual said that these were cut for the tender



heart or the soft pith. both nutritious. Was the locals' interference with
"nature" one of the reasons for their discipline by the mainland?

And how far away was the mainland? She coul dn't even hazard a guess
as to how | ong she had been unconsci ous. Mre than a day, at the |least. She
wi shed she'd studi ed the geography of Optheria nore closely, for she
couldn't even guess at the location of her island on the planet's surface.
In her first days, she had prowed the island' s perinmeter ceaselessly, for
t here were nei ghboring ones tantalizingly visible even though they were
also small. Hers at |east boasted a bubbling spring that flowed fromits
rocky source md-island into the | agoon. And, if she could trust her
judgrment, hers was the largest in the cluster

Bef ore she i mMmersed herself in polly tree studies, she had swmumto
the nearest of the group. Plenty of polly trees but no water. And beyond
that islet nmore were scattered in carel ess abundance across the clear
aquanarine sea -- sone |arge enough to support only a single tuft of polly
trees so she had returned to her island, the best of a bad |ot.

Wirking with her hands and for a varied diet did not prevent
Ki |l ashandra from endl ess specul ati ons about her situation. She had been

ki dnapped for a purpose -- to force an investigation of Optherian
restrictions. The FSP, nuch | ess her own CGuild, would not tolerate such an
outrage. If -- and here her brief know edge of the Optherians |let her down

-- the Optherians adnmitted to FSP and the Heptite Guild that she had been
abduct ed.

Still, the Elders needed an operative organ by the tine of the
Sunmer Festival, and to do that they needed a crystal singer to make the
installation. The crystal they had, but surely they wouldn't attenpt such a
delicate job. Well, it wasn't that delicate, Killashandra knew, but the
crystal would prove difficult if not handl ed properly. So, grant that the
Opt herians woul d be searching for her, would they think to search on the
i sl ands? Whuld the islanders be in contact with the Ruling El ders about the
terms of her ransonf If so, would the extortion be successful ?

Probably not, Killashandra thought, until the Ruling El ders had
abandoned any hope of finding her within the next two nonths. O course,
that could throw their tinetable off. It would take nearly three nonths for
a replacenent Guild Menber to reach Optheria, even if the Optherians
admtted the | oss of the one already dispatched to them On her own part,
she'd be stark raving lunatic if she was left on this island for severa
months. And if the Optherians acquired another singer to install their
wretched white crystal, that didn't mean that they'd continue their efforts
to find her!

After much deliberation, silent as well as vocal, Killashandra
decided that the smart thing to do was rescue herself. Her ki dnapper had
overl ooked a few small points, the nost inportant of which was that she
happened to be a very strong swinmer with lungs well devel oped from singing
opera and crystal. Physically, too, she was immensely fit. She could sw m
fromisland to island until she found one that was inhabited, one from
whi ch she could be rescued. Unless all the islanders were in on this
i nsi di ous kidnap schene.

The hazards that she nmust overconme were only two: l[ack of water was
one, but she felt that she could refresh herself sufficiently fromthe
polly fruit -- the tree flourished on all the islands she could see. Too,
the | arger denizens of the sea constituted a real problem Some of them
crui sing beyond her | agoons, |ooked deadly dangerous, with their pointed,
toothy snouts, or their many wire-fine tentacles which seemed to have an
affinity for the sanme yell owback fish she favored. She had spent enough
time watching themto know that they generally fed at dawn and dusk. So, if
she made her crossings at mdday, when they were dormant, she thought she
had a fairly good chance to avoid adding herself to their diet.

Three weeks on the island was | ong enough! She had a few of the
energency food packets left and they woul d be unharmed by a | ong i nmmrersion



Following the directions in her useful little panphlet, she had
made several sturdy lengths of rope fromthe coarse fiber of the polly
tree, with which she could secure the hatchet to her body. Her origina
cl ot hi ng was down to shreds which she sewed with | engths of the tough stem
into a halter and a loin cloth. By then she had become as tan as her
abductor and was forced to use sonme of the oilier fishes to grease her hide
for protection. She would coat herself thoroughly before each | eg of her
swimto freedom

Havi ng made her decision, Killashandra inplemented it the next day
at noon, swinming to her first destination in |less than an hour's time. She
rested while she made up her m nd which island of the seven visible would
be next. She found herself constantly returning to the one farthest north.
Wl |, once there, none were far away if she decided she'd overshot the
right line to take.

She made that island by md-afternoon, dragging herself up onto the
narrow shore, exhausted. Then she di scovered sone of the weak points in her
pl ans: there weren't nmany ripe polly fruits on the island; and fish
woul dn't bite on her hook that evening.

Because she found too few fruits, she was exceedingly thirsty by
nmor ni ng and chose her next point of call by the polly popul ation. The
channel between was dark blue, deep water, and tw ce she was startled by
dimMy seen | arge shapes nmovi ng beneath her. Both times she floated face
down, arms and | egs notionless, until the danger summoned by her flailing
i nbs had passed.

She rested on this fourth island all the rest of that day and the
next one, replenishing her dehydrated tissues and trying to catch an oily
fish. To her dismay, she could only attract the yell owbacks. Eventually she
had enough of themto provide sone oil for her raddl ed skin.

On her voyage to the fifth island, a fair sized one, she had her
worst fright. Despite the sun's being at high noon, she found herself in
the mdst of a school of tiny fish that was being harvested by severa
manmot h deni zens. At one point she was briefly stranded on a creature's
flank when it unexpectedly surfaced under her. She didn't know whether to
swimfuriously for the distant shore or lie notionless, but before she
could make a decision the i Mmense body swirled its torpedo tail in the air
and sounded. Killashandra was pulled under by the fierce turbulence of its
passage, and she swal |l owed a good deal nore water than she |iked before she
returned to the surface

As soon as she clanbered up on the fifth island, she headed for the
nearest ripe polly fruit only to discover that she had | ost her hatchet,
the | ast packets of enmergency rations, and the fish hooks. She sl aked her
thirst on overripe polly fruit, ignoring the rank taste for the sake of the
nmoi sture. That need attended to, she gathered up enough dry fronds to
cushi on her body, and went to sleep

She woke sonetine in the night, thirsting for nore of the overripe
fruit which she hunted in the dark, cursing as she tripped over debris and
fell into bushes, staggering about in her search until she had to adnmit to
hersel f that her behavi or was sonewhat bizarre. About the sane tinme she
realized that she was drunk! The innocent polly fruit had been fernenting!
G ven her Ballybran adaptation, the state could only have been all owed by
her weakened constitution. Gggling, she lay down on the ground, inpervious
to sand or disconfort and fell into a second drunken sl eep

Much the worse for her various excesses, Killashandra awoke with a
ghastly headache and a terrible need for water. Nunber five was a nuch
| arger island than her other way stops and she was searching so diligently
to relieve her thirst that she alnbost passed the little canoe without its
regi stering on her consci ousness.

It was only a small canoe, pulled up beyond the high tide mark, a
paddl e angling fromthe narrow prow. At another tine and w thout her urgent
need, Killashandra would not have ventured out on the open sea in such a



flimsy craft. But soneone had al ready brought it from wherever they canme so
it could as easily convey her el sewhere, too. Her need for water dimn nished
by this happy di scovery, Killashandra clinbed the nearest polly tree and,
hangi ng precariously to the ridged trunk, nmanaged to saw through severa
stems with her short knife bl ade.

She didn't waste tinme then, but threwthe fruit into the snall
craft, slid it into the gentle waves, and paddl ed down thc coast as fast as
she could, just in case the owner should return and demand the return of
hi s canoe.

VWil e she no | onger needed to wait until noon to cross to the next
island in her northern course, Killashandra's previous day's fright made
her cautious. She keenly felt the |loss of her hatchet. But good fortune
continued to surprise her for, as she paddl ed around a narrow headl and, she
spotted the unm stakable sign of a small streamdraining into the sea. She
could even paddle a short way up its nmouth and did so, pausing to scoop up
a handful of sweet water before she junped out of the canoe and pulled it
out of sight under the bushes. Then she |lay down by the water and drank
until she was conpletely sated.

By evening, just before the sun suddenly settled bel ow the horizon
in the manner characteristic of tropical latitudes, she stood out on the
headl and, deci di ng which of the island masses she would attenpt to reach
t he next day. The nearest ones were |arge, by conparison, but the distant
snudge | ay | ong agai nst the horizon. The water |apped seductively over her
toes and she decided that she had fooled around with the m nor stuff |ong
enough. Wth the canoe, a fair start in the norning, and plenty of fruit in
her little craft, she could certainly make the big island, however distant.

She had the foresight to weave herself a sun hat, with a fishtai
down her back to prevent sunstroke, for she wouldn't have the cooling water
about her as she had while swimm ng. She had no experience with currents or
riptides, nor had she considered the possibility of sudden squalls
interrupting her journey. Those she encountered hal fway across the deep
blue stretch of sea to the |arge island.

She was so busy trying to correct her course while the current

pul l ed her steadily south that she was unaware of the squall until it
pel t ed agai nst her sunburned back. The next thing she knew she was wai st
deep in water. How the canoe stayed afloat at all, she didn't know. Bailing

was a futile exercise but it was the only remedy she had. Then suddenly she
felt the canoe sinking with her and, in a panic |est she be pulled down,
she swam cl ear, and had no way to resist the insidious pull of the current.

Once again the stubborn survival instinct came to Killashandra's
aid, and wi sely she ceased struggling against the current and the run of
t he waves, and concentrated on keepi ng her head above water. She was stil
t hrashing her arms when her | egs grated against a hard surface. She craw ed
out of the water and a few nore nmeters fromthe pounding surf before
oblivion overcane her.

Fam |liar sounds and famliar smells penetrated her fatigue and
al l owed her to enjoy the pangs of thirst and hunger once again. Awareness
of her surroundings gradually increased and she roused to the sound of
human voi ces raised in a happy clanor sonewhere nearby. She sat up and
found herself on one end of a wi de curving beach of incredible beauty, on a
harbor sheltering a variety of shipping. A large settlenment doninated the
center of the harbor, with comrercial buildings at the center gradually
giving way to residences and a broad promenade that paralleled the beach
before retreating into the polly plantations.

For a long tine Killashandra could only sit and stare at the scene,
rendered witless by her great good fortune. And then not at all sure what
her next step should be. To arrive, announcing her rank and title,
demandi ng transport back to the City? How nany peopl e had been privy to her
abduction? An island weapon had made the first assault against her. She had
better go cautiously. She had better act circunspectly.



Yes, indeed she should, she realized as she stood up and found
herself without a shred of clothing on her body. Nudity night not be
appreci ated here. She was too far away to notice how nmuch or how little
cl ot hi ng the happy group on her side of the bay was wearing. So she would
get cl ose enough to di scover

She did that with little trouble, and al so di scovered abandoned
clothing, shirts and long, full skirts of decoratively painted polly fiber
as well as undecorated underskirts. So she took several of those, picking
fromdifferent piles, and a conservatively marked shirt and dressed
herself. She also filched several packets of food, spoiling soneone's
picnic lunch but filling the void in her belly. No footwear had been | eft
on the beach, so she concluded that bare feet would not be distinctive and
her soles were sufficiently callused now not to trouble her. The off-white
of her underskirts set off the fine brown of her tanned skin.

She tucked her knife under the waistband, then set off on the
wel | - marked path toward the main settl enent.

Chapter 9

What Killashandra required nost was a credit outlet. She would need nore
clothing -- a proper, decorated overdress -- if she was to blend in with
the islanders. As well, she needed sone sort of acconmobdati on and enough

credit to get her back to the mainland or wherever the Cty was | ocated.

None of the commercial buildings facing thc harbor appeared to have
credit outlets, though all had intake units. One of themhad to, or this
pl anet was nore backward than she'd previously thought. Every inhabited
planet utilized the standard credit facilities.

She had a bit of a fright, too, while she was making her initial
reconnai ssance -- the sight of herself in a reflective surface. Sun had
streaked the top | ayer of her dark hair al nost bl onde, had bl eached her
eyebrows to nonexi stence. This, plus the deep brown of her tan, altered her
appear ance so that she had al nrbst not recogni zed herself. The whites and
the intense green of her eyes with the filtering | enses were enphasi zed by
the tan and dom nated her face. The exertions of the |ast few days had
thinned all the flesh which she had acquired with easy living on the
voyage. She was as gaunt as if she'd been in the Crystal Ranges for weeks.
Furthernmore she felt |ike she had. Wy was it, when she was tired, she
still felt the crystal surging through her bones?

There was only one other building on the waterfront, set off a
little fromthe others, |ooking rather nore prosperous. A factor's
resi dence? She made for it, having little choice, ignoring the covert
gl ances of the few pedestrians. Was the conmunity so small that any
stranger was remarkable? Or was it indeed her |ack of the proper attire
t hat occasioned their scrutiny?

She recogni zed the building' s function as soon as she clinbed the
short flight of stairs to the wi de verandah whi ch surrounded all four
sides. The snell of stale beer and spirits was manifest, as well as a
bur ned- veget abl e odor, pungent and not altogether unpleasant. It was al ways
good to know where the brew was served.

The main room of the tavern was enpty and dark and, despite the sea
breezes wafting through, stank of a long night's drinking. Chairs were
neatly piled on the tables, the floor had been swept and glistened wetly to
one side, where nmop and pail propped open a door. She gave the room a
sweepi ng gl ance, which stopped at the reassuring shape of a credit outlet.

Hopi ng she coul d make her transaction in private, she glided across
the floor on her bare feet. Slipping her I.D. under the visiplate, she
tapped out a nodest credit demand. The sound of the outlet's whirring and
burpi ng was unnaturally loud in the deserted room She grabbed the credit
notes, conpressing themquickly into a wad in one hand while she tapped out
the security code that woul d erase the transaction fromall but the centra



credit facility on the planet.

"Ya want ed sonet hi ng?" An unshaven face peered around the hal f-open
door.

"I got it," Killashandra said, ducking her head and maki ng a speedy
exit before she could be detained.

VWhile this island town had nore in the way of nerchandi se
establishnments that catered to fishermen and planters, she had nmarked the
soft goods store in her search for the credit outlet. It was unoccupi ed and
aut omated so that she didn't need to manufacture explanations to a
sal esperson. It only struck her then that in none of the shops on the
wat erfront had she seen human attendants. She shrugged it off as anot her
i sl and oddity. She bought two changes of the brightly decorated, and rather
charm ngly patterned, outer garnents, additional underskirts -- for custom
apparently demanded a plethora of female skirts -- sandals of plaited polly
tree fiber, a matching belt and pouch, and a carisak of a sinilar
manuf acture. She al so got sone toilet articles and a tube of noisturizing
cream for her dry skin.

The little shop boasted a rather archaic information unit, a
service Killashandra needed al nost as badly as credit. She dialed first for
hostel information and was sonewhat daunted by the fact that all the |isted
facilities were closed until the Season. Well, she'd slept on island
beaches for nearly four weeks and come to no harm She queried about eating
pl aces and found that these also were closed until the Season. Irritated
because she didn't wish to spend time gathering food in a |large settlenent,
she tapped out a request for transport facilities.

Quite an astonishing variety of ships were available for charter
for fishing, pleasure cruising, and underwater assisted exploration "wth
requisite official permts. Travel docunents are required for passengers or
cargo. Apply Harbor Master."

"Which I can't do until | know nore about this place,"” Killashandra
muttered as a stately woman entered the prem ses. "And how many in synpat hy
wi th nmy kidnappers."

"Did you find all you needed?" the wonman said in a liquidly nelodic
voi ce, her |arge and expressive brown eyes showi ng concern

"Yes, yes, | did," Killashandra said, surprised into a nervous
response.

"I"'mso glad. W don't have nmuch here yet. No call, with everyone
maki ng their own, and the Season not started." She tilted her head, her
long thick braid falling over her shoulder. Her fingers noved to check the
position of the blossomtw sted into the end of the plait. Her snile was
| um nous. "You've not been here before?" The question was asked in such a
gentle voice that it was al nost a statenent of fact and not an intrusion on
Privacy.

"I just came in fromone of the outer islands."

"That's lonely." The wonan nodded gently.

"Lost ny canoe in that squall, " Killashandra said and began to
enbroi der slightly. "Cane ashore with nothing to nmy name but ny |I.D." She
flashed her left wist at the woman who nodded once agai n.

"I'f you're hungry, |'ve fresh fish and greens, and there's
whiteroot to make a good fry."
"No, | couldn't," Killashandra began, even as her nouth was

wat eri ng. When the woman tilted her head again, a broad snile spreading
across her serene features, Killashandra added, "But | certainly would
appreciate it."

"My nane is Keralaw. My man is mate on the Crescent Mbon, been gone
four weeks and | do niss conpany." She rolled her eyes slightly, her grin
twi sting upward another fraction of an inch so that Killashandra knew very
wel | what Keral aw mi ssed

"My nane is Carrigana." Killashandra suppressed her anusenent; the
former owner of that name would be livid at her presunption



Keral aw | ed her to the back of the shop, through the storage
section to the living quarters in the rear: a small catering area, a small
toilet room and a large living roomthat was open on three sides, screened
agai nst the depredati ons of insects. The furnishings consisted of |ow
tabl es, many pillows. and hanmocks secured to bolts in the ceiling. O the
nodern accoutrenents there was only a small screen, blank, with a fine
coating of dust and a very primtive termnal. On the one solid wall hung a
variety of spears, their barbed heads differing in design and weight, a
smal |l stringed instrunment, a hand drumthat |ooked well used, four wooden
pi pes of different |engths and circunferences, and an anci ent tanbourine,
its trailing ribbons sun-faded to shades of gray and bei ge.

Keral aw | ed her through this room out the screened door to the
rear and to a stone hearth. Checking the position of the sun over her
shoul der, Keralaw altered the arrangenent of a mirror and a bright mnetal
sheet to her satisfaction and began to arrange the fish and white root on
the sheet.

"Wn't be long with the sun right in position. Beer or juice?"

"I sland brewed?"

"Best there is." Keralaw s smle was proud. She went to the heavy
bushes grow ng beyond the solar hearth and, pushing them aside, disclosed a
dull gray container a meter high and half that wide. Lifting its heavy
insulated lid, she extracted two beaded bottles.

"Been a long tine dry," Killashandra said, receiving her chilled
bottle with considerable anticipation. She flipped back the stopper and
took a swal | ow
"Whhhhoooee but it's good." And it was-the equal of a Yarran! But
Ki | | ashandra stopped herself from making that conparison aloud just in
time, smling instead at Keral aw.

Al ready the sun was broiling their lunch and the snmell was a
sui tabl e acconpaniment to the taste of the cool beer. Killashandra began to
rel ax. Keral aw tossed the greens into a wooden bow , slipped two wooden
platters to the hearth side, along with two-tined forks and knives wth
intricately carved handl es accentuating the natural dark grain of the wood,
and divided the now conpl et ed neal .

"That was what | needed most," Killashandra said, closing her eyes
in a sincere appreciation for the sinple but satisfying neal. "I've been
living too long off the polly tree!"

Keral aw chuckl ed fruitily. "You and your man farm ng? Or are you
fishing for the gray?"

Ki | | ashandra hesitated, wondering what cover story wouldn't becone
an enbarrassment later. She felt a curious reluctance to m sl ead Keral aw.

Ker al aw reached over and touched Killashandra's forearm just the
barest touch, her nobile face suddenly expressionless.

"Don't need to tell ne, woman. | been out in the islands and I know
what can happen to humans out there. Sonetines the credit ain't worth the
agony getting it. | won't pry." Her smle returned. "Not ny place to,
anyhow. You picked a good day to |l and on Angel Island. Schooner's naking
port this evening!"

"It is!" Killashandra picked up the cue to wax enthusiastic.

Ker al aw nodded, pleased to surprise. "Beach barbecue and a keg of
beer for sure! That's why the harbor's so deserted." She chuckl ed again, an
earthy rich laugh. "Even the little ones are out foraging."

"Everyone contributes to the barbecue?"

Ker al aw nodded, her smle wide with anticipation. "How well do you
weave polly?" she asked, tilting her head sideways. Wen Killashandra
groaned, Keral aw | ooked synpathetic. "Well, perhaps you cut and strip while
| weave. Chore goes fast in conpany.”

Wth fluid gestures, she collected a hatchet hanging froma nai
under the eaves and a large cariall, which she handed to Killashandra. Wth
a grin and a jerk of her head, she indicated the way.



The expedition suited Killashandra in may ways: Keral aw coul d
supply her far nmore information than any terninal, however well programed,
and the little one in Keralaw s shop was intended for tourists and had
l[imted nmenory. Killashandra coul d doubtl ess discover just how closely the
Har bor Master stuck to the letter of the lawin granting travel permts.
Just like the Optherians to need to know who went where and when. Though
why they bothered, since their citizens weren't allowed off the planet,

Kil |l ashandra coul dn't see. She al so needed nore general information about
the islanders and their custonms if she was going to pass as one that
eveni ng.

For her purposes, the barbecue couldn't have conme at a better tine;
wi th everyone relaxed by a full belly and plenty of beer, she could
di scover nore about the islanders' politics and, just possibly, sonething
about her abducti on.

By the tinme they had returned fromthe polly plantation that
evening, both laden with platters and baskets woven at speed by Keral aw s
deft hands, Killashandra knew a great deal nore about island life, and had
tremendous respect for it.

The easygoi ng gentl eness of the style would be abhorrent to the
per snickety mai nl anders. In the early days of their subjugation of the
i sl anders, the mainlanders had even tried to prohibit the use of the polly
tree in their strict adherence to the letter of their Charter. The polly
tree itself worked against the restriction, for it grewwith such rapidity
and profusion that pruning back the plantati ons was absolutely essenti al
The casual islander habit of cutting as needed to provide the essentials
for daily life prevented overgrow h. The vigorous polly tree would take
root on even a square neter of soil, which accounted for its proliferation
in the islands.

Ki | | ashandra had been hard pressed to cut and strip enough polly
fronds to keep up with Keralaw s agile weaving but the crystal singer
| earned as she watched and, to support her adopted identity, wove a few
baskets hersel f. The nmanufacture, which seened to be easy when one wat ched
an adept, took considerable manual strength and dexterity, which
fortunately, Killashandra possessed. Seeing the clever way in which Keral aw
finished off her mats and baskets taught Killashandra the necessary fina
touches that spoke of |ong practice.

As they passed a small freshwater |ake on their way back, Keral aw
suddenly dropped her burden, shucked her clothing, and dashed into the
water. Killashandra was quick to follow Nudity was not, then, a problem
And the soft water was refreshing after the concentrated work of the day.

The tantalizing aroma of roasting nmeat reached them as they neared
Keral aw s dwelling. The rolled her eyes and smacked her 1ips
appreci atively.

"Mandol | s the cook!" Keralaw said with satisfaction. "I can snel
hi s seasoni ng anywhere in the islands. Porson sure had better catch hima
smacker to go with it. Nothing better than | ong beef and smacker. GCho, but
we eat good tonight!" She rolled her eyes again in anticipation. "W'l
drop these off," and she swung the tangl e of baskets on their string, "and
then we get us pretty. A barbecue night's a good night for Angel Island!"
And she wi nked broadly at Killashandra, who | aughed.

Two barbecue pits had been dug on the beach front. In one a very
| ong ani mal carcass was slowy turning over the sizzling coals. Four nen
were good-naturedly attenpting to raise a nmassive fish onto the spit
braces, urging each other to greater effort while the onl ooki ng wonen
taunted them for weakness.

Prom nently centered on the beach was a long | ow table, already
being laid with garlands of flowers, baskets of fruit and other delicacies
whi ch Killashandra couldn't identify. An i mensely plunp woman, with a npst
| uxurious growh of hair spilling dowmn to her knees, greeted Keralaw with
delight, chattering about the quantity and quality of the baskets and



pl ates, and then fell silent, cocking her head inquiringly at Killashandra.

"Here is Carrigana, Ballala," Keralaw said, taking Killashandra's
arm "In fromthe outer islands. She wove with ne."

"You picked the right time to come,"” Ballala said approvingly. "W
have sonme good barbecue tonight. Long beef and a smacker!™

Suddenly a siren split the air with a hoot that occasioned | oud
cheers from everyone on the beach

"Schooner's on the last tack: Be here right quick," Keral aw said
and then began snoothing her armin an absent ninded way.

Killashandra cast it a quick look -- all the fine hair was standi ng
up. Killashandra rubbed her own brown arns to defl ect conment. But Keral aw
apparently did not notice the phenonenon

"Come, Carrigana, we must get pretty now "

Getting pretty neant decorating their hair with the scented flowers
that grew on the | ow bushes under ancient polly trees. There seened to be a
conmuni ty of possessions on Angel Island, for Keral aw visited several back
gardens to find the colors she wanted for her own |long tresses. And she had
decided that only the tiny creamflowers would do as a garland for
Kill ashandra's head, since Killa's hair was not |ong enough to braid.
Keral aw offered to trimthe dried ends, tutting over the exigencies that
had deprived Killashandra of so many amenities on her distant island.

Then Keral aw deci ded that they'd have tinme to make some w eaths of
the fragrant bl ossons. Fortunately Killashandra was able to delay starting
a weath until she saw how Keral aw began hers and then the two tw sted and
tucked the stens in confortable silence. Eventually, festive sounds drifted
back to their ears fromthe beach and then cheering broke out.

"Schooner's in." Keralaw cried, junping to her feet, her braids
bouncing their floral tips against her waist. She grabbed Killashandra's
hand, jerking her up. "Pick yourself a handsone one, Carrigana. O course,
they're all handsonme on the schooner,"” she said with an earthy giggle. "And
away in the norning with no harm done, com ng or going."

Killashandra followed willingly, clutching her weaths in her hand,
hopi ng her crude manufacture would not break apart fromthe jostling.

There could be few sights nmore inpressive than a schooner sailing
effortlessly into the beautiful azure waters of a harbor under an evening
sky rich with sun-tinged clouds, while colorfully dressed and befl owered
people lined the pier and the beach. The odors of a delicious neal
pernmeated the air and all present were happily anticipating an evening
spent in joyful pursuits -- of all kinds. Killashandra had no wish to
resist the enticenents so | avishly avail abl e and she cheered as hard as the
rest of the inhabitants of Angel Island as sailors on the yard arns reefed
the sails while the schooner glided toward the pier, and the shorenen
waited to secure the lines tossed to them She junped about, yelling at the
top of her lungs, as everyone el se was doing, waggling at armis |ength her
wreat hs, as seenmed to be the custom

Then, suddenly, out of the crowd two nmen stood apart, grinning at
the enthusiastic display but not joining in. Killashandra gasped, cl utched
the weaths close to her face and stared, incredul ous.

Corish von Mttelstern of the Beta Jungi sche system purportedly in
search of his uncle, was standing next to the bronzed young man of the
corridor who had abducted and abandoned her on a miniscule island in the
m ddl e of nowher e!

Even as she reacted to their presence, she saw Corish was gl anci ng
about the crowd. Before she could duck, his gaze touched her face . . . and
passed on without a blink of recognition

Chapter 10

Shock rooted Killashandra in the sand. She ignored the surge of the
i sl anders toward the pier, the vanguard already throwi ng their weaths



about the disenbarking sailors. Fury that Corish didn't recognize her --
and relief that he didn't -- warred in her. To judge by his deep tan

Corish had been in the islands as |long as she had. He | ooked confortable in
the shorts and sl eevel ess half-vest that the island nen preferred, though
his was nodestly decorated. Not so the one Lars Dahl wore, which was thick
wi t h many- hued enbroi dery.

Conmon sense quickly tenpered her initial strong reactions. She
hadn't recogni zed herself in the mrror, why would Corish or Lars Dahl ?
Further, neither man could | ogically have expected to see Killashandra Ree
on the beachfront at Angel I|sland. She relaxed fromthe tense half-poised
stance she had assuned.

"Come on, you'll want to catch a good one," Keral aw said, tugging
Kill ashandra by the sleeve. She paused, seeing the objects of
Killashandra's riveted attention. "Lars Dahl is very attractive, isn't he?
But he's conmitted to the Miusic Conservatory -- the first Angel Islander to
be adm tted!"

"The ot her one?" Killashandra stood fast, though Keral aw pl ucked
urgently at her to nove.

"Hi n? He's been around the |ast few weeks. A pleasant enough nan

but . . ." Keralaw shrugged diffidently. "Come on, now, Carrigana, | want a
live one!"

Now Ki |l | ashandra pernmitted herself to be drawn, hol ding her breath
as first Corish then Lars Dahl |ooked toward them When there was still no

sign of recognition fromeither man, Killashandra grinned, then waggled her
fingers at them and brandi shed the weaths invitingly. Lars Dahl sniled
back, gesturing a good-hunored rejection of her offer before he renewed his
conversation with Corish

As dorish did not turn away, she swung her hips in her best
imtation of a seductress, and cast one last |onging | ook over her shoul der
bef ore Keral aw was haul i ng her through the crowd toward the approaching
sail ors.

Joyfully Keral aw deposited her garlands on a | ean, brown-black nman
and, with a half-reproachful, half-apologetic glance at Carrigana,
acconpani ed himtoward a distant section of the beach in the gathering
dusk. O her couples had the sanme idea while many nore made for the barbecue
area and the kegs of beer, and jugs of fernented polly fruit in jackets of
woven polly fronds which were now being circul ated. Many of the islanders
had paired off, and the di sappointed drifted back to the i mi nent feast,
all still in the best of good spirits.

"What about garl anding ne?" a nale voice grated in her ear.

Kill ashandra turned her head toward the speaker, only far enough to
catch the stench of his breath, before she deftly avoided his inportunities
with a giggle, slipping past a group of wonmen. He paused there and sonmeone
| ess fastidious crowned him Killashandra continued to glide forward and
toward the shadows cast by the polly trees growi ng above the high tide
line. The joyous sensuality of the islanders amused and frustrated her
Crystal resonance was slowy abating, and consequently her body's nornal
appetites were returning.

Corish and Lars Dahl were still deep in conversation at the water s
edge. She was level with them now, though shadowed fromtheir notice and
she coul d observe unobtrusively. She sank to the warm sand, the unused
garlands fragrant in her |loose grip. Ignhoring the happy roistering at the
bar becue pits, she concentrated on the two nen.

What could be of such fascination to themin the midst of all this
jollity? Her original instinct about Corish had been correct: he was an FSP
operative. Unless she was fooling herself and his association with the
i npertinent Lars Dahl was a coincidence. She doubted that vigorously. Did
Corish know that Lars Dahl had abducted her? And why? Had Corish taken sone
covert part in that Kkidnapping? Had Corish known who she was? Kill ashandra
chuckl ed to hersel f, armused by the possibility although everything pointed



to Corish having accepted her in the role she had played for him Then she
t hought of how her earlier shipmates had reacted to the know edge that she
was a crystal singer. She doubted that Corish was less a man, particularly
in his ease on the Athena. who woul d not nake the nost of his chances.

Keral aw had said that Lars Dahl was the first Angel |slander to
reach the Miusic Conservatory. That explained his presence in the infirmary
corridor, and his unconventional clothes, for the islanders appeared to
prefer the browns and tans that enphasized their sunned skins. Wiy had he
appeared so unexpectedly in Gartertown? Though he certainly nmaximzed his
opportunities. Had the original note of dissatisfaction with Optheria
originated in these islands? That appeared |ogical, now that she had seen
the different styles and standards, and had heard El der Anpris's
di sparagi ng remarks about the islanders' early rebellion against the
Opt herian authoritariani sm

A shout went up by the long beef pit, and people surged toward it,
platters in hand. The aroma was tantalizing and slowy Killashandra rose to
her feet. A full stomach was unlikely to inprove her understanding of the
puzzle, but it wouldn't hinder thought. Corish and Lars Dahl seened to have
succunbed to the enticenent as well.

In that instant, Killashandra decided to approach her problemin a
direct fashion. Altering her direction, she intercepted the tw nen.

"You' ve had your natter," she began, nimcking Keralaw s throaty
draw and speech pattern, "now enjoy. Angel's a good island for feasting."
She flung one garland on Corish, the other about Lars Dahl's neck, making
her smile as seductive as possible. Before they could respond, though
neither renoved her flowers, she linked her arnms in theirs and propelled
themtoward the pit, grinning fromone to the other, daring themto break
away.

Corish shrugged, snmiled tolerantly down at her, accepting her
i mpudence. Lars Dahl, however, covered her hand on his arm and, just then
their thighs brushed and she |urched agai nst him abruptly aware of
recei ving an intense shock. Startled, she glanced up at Lars Dahl, his face
illuminated by the pit fires, his lazy snile appreciating the contact shock
they had both felt. His long fingers curled tightly around hers with a hint
of possessiveness. H s blue eyes sparkled as his gaze challenged her. His
arm fastened hers to his snpboth warm wai st as Killashandra candidly
returned his glance. He sidestepped suddenly, pulling Killashandra with him
so that she had to drop Corish's arm

"I've certainly done enough talking," he said, grinning nore
broadly at the success of his maneuver and maneuvering. "Corish find
yoursel f another one. You're mine, aren't you, Sunny?"

Corish gave a slightly contenptuous snort but continued on while
Lars Dahl stopped, swi nging Killashandra into a strong enbrace, his hands
caressing her back, settling into her waist to hold her firmy against him
as he bent his head. The flowers were crushed between them their fragrance
spilling into her senses. Wth an inadvertent gesture of acceptance.
Killashandra's hands slid up his bare warm chest, her fingers caressing the
vel vet skin, taking note of the strong pectoral nuscles, the columm of his
throat. His lips tasted salty, but firm parting hers as he settled his
nmout h agai nst her, and once again the shock of their contact was al npst
like . . . crystal. Hungrily Killashandra surrendered to his deft Kkiss,
trying to meld her body against the strong, lean length of him She altered
her arms, stroking the silky skin of his hard-muscl ed back, all her senses
involved in this sinple act.

They parted slightly, his hands still caressing her, one hand on
t he bare skin beneath her shirt as she gently stroked his shoul ders,
breat hl ess and unable to | eave his supporting arns. |If his enbrace had
begun as perfunctory, it wasn't now There was about his grasp a sense of
ast oni shrent, wonder, and di scovery.

"I must know your nane," he said softly, tipping her chin up to



| ook into her eyes.

"Carrigana," she managed to remenber to say.

"Why have | never seen you before?"

"You have," she said with a rich, suggestive chuckle, anused by her
own presunption, "but you are always too busy with deep thoughts to see
what you | ook at."

"I amall eyes now. . . Carrigana." A slight trenmor in his soft
tone sent one through her body, as his hands renewed their grip,
encour agi ng her body to conformto his.

Part of her mind recognized the sincerity in his voice while
anot her section wondered how she could make the nost of this encounter. A
of her didn't care what el se happened to either of themif they could just
enjoy this one evening. She was so hungry . . . it had been nonths since
she' d nade | ove

"Not yet, sweet Sunny, not yet,'
di sengagi ng hinmsel f. "We've the whol e night before us,

he said deterninedly but gently
" and his | ow voice

lilted with promise. "You'll know | cannot absent nyself so soon. And we'll
both be the stronger after a good neal" -- his laughter rippled with
sensual ity -- "for our dalliance."

She |l et herself be swung again to his side, his armtucking hers
against his ribs, his warm hand stroking hers as he guided her to the
bar becue pits. She had no argument against his so firmdecision. Although
she murmured understandi ng, she seethed with abruptly interrupted
sensations, forcing herself to an outward amity. Perhaps it was as well,
she told herself, as they collected platters fromone of the | ong tables
and joined those awaiting slices of roasted nmeat. She'd need tine to
recover and buffer herself against the charism of the man. He was as
potent as Lanzecki. And that was the first tine she'd thought of the
GQui l dmaster in a while!

VWhat did Lars nean in saying she'd know why he coul dn't absent
hi nsel f so soon? How i nportant was he within the island society, aside from
being its first citizen to get into the Conservatory?

Then they were in the mdst of the eager diners, with Lars
exchangi ng | aughi ng coments, teasing acquai ntances, his rich lilting
| aughter rising above theirs. Yet he kept a firmgrip on Killashandra and
she tried to conmpose her expression against the surprise in the wonen's
faces and the curiosity of the men. Who was this Lars Dahl when he wasn't
ki dnappi ng crystal singers?

Once thin slices of the juicy nmeat had been served them Lars Dahl
escorted her back to the table and they sank to the sand. Lars kept his
left hand lightly on her thigh as he filled their plates fromthe foods
di splayed in the center of the table: breaded fried fish bits, steam ng
whi t eroots, chopped raw vegetable, |arge yell ow tubers which had been baked
in polly leaves and exuded a pungent spiciness. He snagged a jug as it was
bei ng passed and filled their cups, deftly pouring w thout |osing so nmuch
as a drop. Killashandra was aware of furtive glances the length of the
table for Lars Dahl's partner. She | ooked for Keral aw for her support but
there was no sign of her friend. Nor could she discern any aninosity in the
scrutinies. Curiosity, yes, and envy.

"Eat. | guarantee you'll need your strength . . . Carrigana."

Though she gave hima gleam ng snile, she wondered why he had
hesitated with the nane, as if he was savoring the sound of it, the way he
had rolled the rs and | engthened the final two as. Was he di ssenbling? Had
he recogni zed her? He knew she'd been injured by that island star-knife

She alnost pulled away fromhim startled by a sudden know edge
that he had thrown that vicious starblade at her. She shook her head,
smling to answer his sudden quizzical | ook, and applied herself to the
heaped food. H s hand soothed her thigh, the fingers light and caressing.

You sure can pick 'em Killashandra, she thought, pulled by intense



and conflicting enotions. She couldn't wait to roll with him somewhere in
the warm and fragrant plantation, with the surf pounding in rhythmwth her
bl ood. She wanted to sol ve the conundrunms he represented, and she was
determ ned to resolve each one to her advantage -- and furious that he
didn't even recognize the wonan he had first injured and then abduct ed.

Yet, with all apparent conpl ai sance, she sat, sniled, and | aughed
at his rather clever conments. Lars Dahl seemed to miss nothing that went
on about him and ate hugely. A beaning plunp man wearing half a dozen
gar |l ands passed about a platter of the black flesh of the smacker fish,
nudgi ng Lars Dahl with a | ewd whisper for his ear only, while Lars was
lightly kneading her thigh, and then the plunp man w nked broadly at her
dunpi ng a second slice of the fish onto her plate.

She was indeed grateful for the second slice of the smacker for it
was succul ent and highly unusual in taste, having nothing oily or fishy
about it. The fernented polly juice was nore subtle than the overripe fruit
she had eaten on the island. Lars kept her cup filled, though she noticed
that he only sipped at his while appearing to inbibe nore freely than the
I evel in his cup suggested.

Wien she adnmitted that she could eat no nore of the cooked foods,
he carefully picked one of the large, dark red nelons, and, wth one hand
-- someone called aloud with a quick guess as to where his other hand was
-- he split it with his knife, glancing expectantly at her. Qut of the
corner of her eye she had seen anot her woman so served scoop the seeds from
her hal ved mel on. Laughingly she did the same service, settling Lar's half
in his plate before taking her own. Then, before she could lift her spoon
he had made a thin slice which he lifted to her lips. The flesh of the
nmel on was the sweetest she had ever tasted, velvety, dripping with juice
once the flesh was pierced. He took his first bite on top of hers, his
even, strong teeth leaving a neat sem-circle all the way to the rind.

It was not the first time eating had been part of her | ove-naking,
but never before so many, even if all the pairings were perform ng nmuch the
same ritual. O was that why the air was electric with sensuality?

"A song, Lars. A song while you can still stand on your feet."

Suddenly there was the loud roll of drums and tanbourine, and
appl ause, while half a dozen stringed instrunents strumed vigorously to
presage the advent of evening entertainnent. Then the applause settled into
a rhythm c beat and the feasters began to chant.

"Lars Dahl, Lars Dahl, Lars Dahl!"

G ving her thigh a final squeeze, Lars Dahl rose to his feet,
spreading his arnms for silence, smling conpliance at the chanters and
abruptly the clanor ended, a respectful silence awaited his pleasure.

Lars Dahl lifted his head, a proud smile curving his lips, as he
surveyed his audi ence. Then, taking one backward step, he raised his arns
and hit an A clear, vibrant, beautifully supported. Uterly astounded,
Killashandra stared up at him the hal f-forned suspicion solidifying into
confirmation just as his voice glided down the scale. There couldn't be two
tenor voices of simlar caliber on one planet. This was her unknown tenor
of that spontaneous duet. Fortunately Lars Dahl took the expression on her
face as pleasure in his performance. He swng into a rollicking sea ballad,
a song as gay, as nonchal ant as hinself, a song that was instantly
recogni zed and appreci ated by his audi ence.

At the verse, voices joined his in harnony, people swaying to the
tempo of the song. Hastily Killashandra joined in, mouthing words until she
| earned the sinple chorus. She took good care to sing in her alto register
If she could recognize his tenor, he'd know her soprano. And she didn't
want himto be tipped to her true identity -- at |least not until norning.
Now she rel axed into the nusic, letting her alto swell in a part singing
she hadn't enjoyed since her early adol escence on Fuerte. Suddenly she
renenbered famly outings in the summer in the nmountain | akes, or at the
ocean shore, when she had | ed the singing. Was that what Antona had had in



mnd for Killashandra to keep as enriching nenories? Wll, there were
aspects of even those nell ow eveni ngs which Killashandra woul d have as soon
forgot. For her older brothers had al ways teased her about screeching at
the top of her lungs, and showi ng off and preening herself in public.

Even before this evening, Killashandra had been aware that sone
nmel odi es seemto be universal, either recreated within a planet's nusica
tradition or brought with the original settlers and altered to fit the new
worl d. Words m ght be changed, tenpo, harnmony, but the joy in listening, in
joining the group singing was not: it struck deep nostal gic chords. Despite
her musical sophistication, despite her foreswearing that same background,
there was no way Killashandra coul d have remai ned silent. |Indeed, not to
participate in the evening woul d have marked her as antisocial. For the
Angel 1slanders, singing was a social grace.

Nor was the singing sinmple, for the islanders added enbellishnents
to choruses and songs, six-part harnmonies and intricate descants. Lars Dahl
functioned as both stage nanager and conductor, pointing to the people
expected to rise and sing or performon their instrunents: performng to a
hi gh degree of nusical conpetence on such unexpected instrunents as
trunpet, a woodw nd that |ooked like a cross between an oboe and an anci ent
French horn, and on a viola with a nmellow, warmtone that nust have arrived
with the early settlers. The hand drunms were played with great skill and
showmanshi p, the three drumrers executing a whirling dance in time to their
intricate rhythns.

Even when the rest of the audi ence was not actively participating,
their attention was rapt, and their reaction to the occasional m stake
i medi at e and under st andi ng. There were songs about polly planters: one
sung by two wonen, hunorously item zing the necessary steps to make one
pol Iy plant produce everything needed by their famly. Another tune, sung
by a tall thin man with a deep bass voice, told of the trials of a man bent
on catching an anci ent granddaddy smacker fish which had once denoli shed
his small fishing boat with a negligent flick of its massive tail. A
contralto and a baritone sang a sad haunting ballad on the vicissitudes of
gray fishing and the vagaries of that enornous and el usive quarry.

"You' ve dallied | ong enough, Lars, you and Qav sing it now," a nman
demanded fromthe shadows at one point. A wave of cheering and handcl appi ng
seconded that order.

Ginning anm ably, Lars nodded, beckoning to someone seated to
Killashandra's left. The man who came to stand beside Lars had to be
related to himfor their features were simlar, if differently arranged.
Though the older nman had a thin, long face, the nose was the sane, and the
set of the eyes, the shape of the lips, and the firmchin. Neither man
could really be called handsone, but both exuded the sane unusual quality
of strength, determnination, and confidence that made them stand out as
i ndi vi dual s.

A respectful silence fell and the instruments began the overture.

Ki | ashandra had a good nusical nenory: she could hear a conposition once
and remenber not only the theme, if there was one, but the structure. If
she had studied the score in any detail, she would know t he conposer and
performances, what different settings or arrangenents the nusic had had
over the years, and possibly which Stellars had performed it and where.

Bef ore the nmen began to sing, she recognized the nmusic. The words
had been altered but they suited the locality: the search for the |lost and
perfect island in the msts of nmorning, and the beautiful |ady stranded
there for whose affections the nmen vied. Lar's beautiful tenor paired well
with the older man's well produced baritone, their voices in perfect
bal ance with each other and the dynami cs of the nusic.

Neverthel ess, at song's end Killashandra stared at Lars in
amazement. He had the nost outrageous gall . . . until she al so renenbered
that he had been required to sing it, however appropriate it might also be
to her circunstances. And Lars Dahl had not had the grace to | ook abashed.



Why shoul d he? The perfornmer in her argued with her sense of
personal outrage. The music was beautiful, and so obviously a favorite of
the islanders that the [ast chorus trailed off into reverent silence.

Then the baritone held out his hand, into which was placed a twelve
stringed instrunment that he presented to Lars Dahl

"The Music Masters may not have approved your conposition for the
Sunmer Festival, Lars, but may we at |east hear it?"

Plainly the request distressed Lars Dahl, for his mouth tw tched
and he had ducked his head against the conpelling | evel gaze. Neverthel ess,
he took a deep breath, reluctantly accepting the instrument. His |ips were
pressed into a thin line as he strumred a chord to test the strings. Lars
did not | ook at dav, though he could not refuse the older man' s request,
nor did he | ook out at the audience. H's expression was bl eak as he inhal ed
deeply, concentrating onward to the performance. The rankling
di sappoi ntnent, the pain of that rejection, and the sense of failure which
Lars had experienced were as clear to Killashandra as if broadcast. Her
cyni cal evaluation of himaltered radically. She was possibly the only one
in the entire assenbly who coul d enpat hize, could understand and appreciate
the deep and intense conflict he had to overcone at that noment. She al so
coul d approve heartily of the professionalismin himthat unprotestingly
accepted the challenge of an excruciating demand. Lars Dahl possessed a
potentially Stellar tenperanent.

Despite her proximty to him she alnost missed the first
whi spering chords which his strong fingers stroked fromthe strings. A
haunti ng chord, expanded and then altered into a domi nant, just like the
dawn breeze through the old polly tree on her island of exile. Soft gray
and pink as the sky lightened, and then the sun woul d warm the night-cl osed
bl ossoms, their fragrance drifting to beguile senses: and the rising lilts
of bird, the gentle susurrus of waves on the shore, and the lift in the
spirit for the pleasure of a new day, for the duties of the day: clinbing
the polly for the ripe fruit, fishing off the end of a headl and, the bright
sun on the water, the rising breeze, the colors of day, the aroma of frying
fish, the somol ence of m dday when the sun's heat sent people to hanmock
or mat . . . an entire day in the life of an islander was in his nusic,
col ored and scented, and how he managed that feat of mnusical conjuring on a
limted instrument |ike a twelve-string, Killashandra did not know. How
that rmusic would sound on the Optherian organ was sonething she would give
her next cutting of black crystal to hear!

And the Music Masters had rejected his conposition? She was
begi nni ng to understand why he m ght wi sh to assassinate her, and why he
had ki dnapped her: to prevent the repair of the great organ and, perhaps
other less worthy conpositions, from being played by anyone. And yet there
was nothing in her brief association with Lars Dahl, in this evening's
showmanshi p, even in his reluctant acqui escence to the denmands of his
i sl and, to suggest such a dark vengeful streak in the nan.

When the last chord, heral ding nmoon-set, had faded into silence,
Lars Dahl set the instrunent down carefully and, turning on his heel
stal ked away. There were nurnurs of approval and regret, even anger in sone
faces, a nore conplinentary reaction to the beauty of what they had been
privileged to hear than any wild appl ause. Then, people began to talk
quietly in little groups, and one of the guitars tried to repeat one of the
deceptively sinple threnodies of Lars's conposition

Wth a glance to be sure no one was observing her, Killashandra
rose to her feet and slipped out of the flickering torch Iight. Adjusting
her eyes to the night, she saw novenent off to the right and noved toward
it, almost turning her ankle in one of the footprints that Lars's angry
passage had gouged in the soft sand.

She saw his figure outlined against the sky, a dark tense shadow.

"Lars . ." She wasn't sure what she could say to ease his distress
but he shouldn't be alone. he shouldn't feel his nusic had not been



appreci ated, that the totality of the picture that he had so richly
portrayed had not come across to his |isteners.

"Leave ne -- " his bitter voice began, and then his arm snaked out,
and catching her outstretched hand, pulled her roughly to him "I need a
wonan. "

"“I'mhere."”

Hol ding tight to her hand, he pulled her into a | ope. Then, pushing
at her shoulder with his, he guided her at right angles to the beach, up
toward the thick shadow of the polly grove on the headl and, near where she
had beached that norning. Wen she tried to slow his headl ong pace, his
hand shifted to her elbow H's grip was electric, his fingers seenmed to
transfer that urgency to her and anticipati on began to course through her
breast and belly. How they avoided running into a polly tree trunk, or
stunbling over the thick gnarled roots, she never knew. Then suddenly he
slowed, murnmured a warning to be careful. She could see himlift his arns
to push through stiff underbrush. She heard the ripple of a stream snelt
the noisture in the air, and the al nost overpowering perfunme emanating from
t he creany bl ossons before she foll owed him pushing through the bushes.
Then her feet were on the coarse velvet of sonme kind of noss, carpeting the
banks of the stream

Hi s hands were urgent on her and the initial physical attraction
she had felt for himwas suddenly a nutual sensation. He put her at arms
| ength, staring down at her, seeing her not as a vessel from which he
expected the physical relief, but as a woman whose fenininity had aroused
an instinctive and overpowering response.

"Who are you, Carrigana?" H s eyes were wide with his amazenent.
"\What have you done to ne?"

"I've done nothing yet," she replied with a ripple of delighted
| aughter. No one el se had awakened such a response in her, not even
Lanzecki. And if Lars had somehow sensed the crystal shock in her, so nuch
the better: it would enhance their union. She had been celibate far too
I ong and he was partly to blane: the consequences were for both to enjoy.
"\What ever are you waiting for, Lars?"

Chapter 11

A light, alnost tender, finger touch on her shoul der, just where the
star-knife had sliced her flesh, roused Killashandra fromthe vel vet
dar kness of the deepest sleep she had ever enjoyed. She felt weightless,
rel axed. Despite her having led an uninhibited private life, Killashandra
was i nexplicably possessed by shyness, a curious reluctance to face Lars.
She didn't want to face him or the world, quite yet.

Then she heard the barest ripple of laughter in the tenor voice of
her | over.

"I didn't want to wake up either, Carrigana

Loath to perpetuate any |lies between them she alnobst corrected the
m snoner but she found it too difficult to overcome the physical |anguor
that gripped her body. And an expl anation of her name would | ead to so nany
nore, any of which might fracture the stunning menory of the previous
ni ght .

"I've . . . never . . ." He broke off, his finger tracing other
scar lines on her forearms -- crystal scar (and how coul d she explain those
at this point in a nmagical interlude) -- down to her hands where his strong
tapered fingers fit in between hers. "I don't know what you did to ne,
Carrigana. I've . . . never . . . had a | ove experience |like that before."
A rueful laugh that cracked because he couldn't keep it soft enough to
match his whisper. "I know that when a man's been troubl ed, a normal
reaction is to seek sexual relief froma woman -- any wonan. But you
weren't just 'any woman' |ast night, Carrigana. You were . . . incredible.

Pl ease open your eyes so that | can see you believe what |I'm saying --



because it is true!"

Ki | ashandra coul d not have ignored the plea, the sincerity, the
soul sound in his voice. She opened her eyes. Hi s were inches away and she
was gripped by an overpowering surge of |ove, affection, sensuality,
enpat hy, and conpassion for this incredi ble and tal ented young man. Reli ef
was mirrored in the very clear blue of his eyes: a
nmor ni ng- | agoon-i n-sunlight clear blue, as vivid as the sea could sonetinmes
be. Relief and the sudden welling up of tears. Wth the shuddering sigh
that rippled down his body, so close to hers, he dropped his head to the
poi nt of her shoul der, just above the knife-scar. \Wen, at |ength, he
confessed that he had caused it, she would willingly forgive him Just as
she was willing to forgive himher abduction, for whatever marvel ous reason
he m ght submit. After |ast night, how could she deny hi manythi ng? Perhaps
| ast ni ght had been such a uni que conbi nati on of enotional upheavals that a
repetition was unlikely. The prospect nade her snmile

As if he sensed her responses -- he had certainly sensed them | ast
night -- he lifted his head again, anxious eyes searching her face. She saw
that he was not unscathed, for his lower lip was red and puffy as he tried
to echo her smle.

Then she chuckl ed, tracing the line of his mouth with an apol ogetic
finger.

"I don't think I can ever forget |ast night happened, Lars Dahl."
Wul d she ever find adequate words to record this on her personal file at
Bal | ybran? She let her finger drop to his jaw. Hi s grin becanme nore
self-confident, and his fingers squeezed hers lightly. "There's one probl em

" Hs face tightened with concern. "How long will it take us to
recover to try it again?"

Lars Dahl burst out |aughing, rolling away from her

"You may be the death of nme, Carrigana.”

Once again Killashandra ardently refretted using that particul ar
pseudonym She desperately wanted to confess everything and hear her own
nanme on his lips, in his rich and sensual voice.

"Li ke last night?"

"Ch ny precious Sunny," he replied, his voice altering from
spont aneous | aughter to urgent |overliness as he rolled back to her, his
hand gently cupping her head, fingers stroking her hair, "it was al nbst a
death to | eave you."

That he mi ght be quoting some planetary poet, she discarded as
unwort hy. Her body and mi nd echoed the sentinment. Their exhausted sl eep had
been like a little death, it had overtaken them so conpletely.

Wth total unconcern for aesthetics, her stomach runbled
al arm ngly. They suppressed a |laugh and then let their |aughter blend, as
t hey envel oped each other in |oving arnmns.

"Cron, I'll race you to the sea," Lars said, his eyes sparkling
with amuserment. "A swimto cool us off." He rose lithely to his feet,
of fering her a hand.

It was only when the light blanket fell fromher body that she
realized its presence. And noticed the small basket to one side of the
cl earing, the unm stakable neck of a wine jug protruding fromthe | azy
stream

| woke at dawn," Lars said, hands on her shoulders as he gently
inclined forward to kiss her cheek. "The wind was a touch chilly. So I got
a few things for us. Could we spend today together and al one?"

Kill ashandra | eaned | ovingly against himfor a nmoment. " | feel
remar kably unsoci al. "She wanted nothi ng nore.

"You'll barely look at ne!" Lar's voice rippled with anmsed
conpl ai nt .

Her hands began to caress himas his were gentle on her arns.
Almost guiltily they broke apart. Laughing, they joined hands and pressed
t hrough the bushes toward the seashore.



The sea was calm the waves nere ripples flopping over at the |ast
nmonent onto the snooth, wet sand. The water was soothing, soft against her
body. Finally hunger could no | onger be denied and they sprinted back to
the secret clearing, patting each other dry, carefully avoiding the sorest
spots. That nmorning Lars had acquired fresh fruits, bread, and a soft
savory cheese as well as some of the flavorful dried fish that was an
i sl and specialty. There was wine to wash it all down. Lars had also had the
wit to 'borrow from Mama Tulla's wash Iine a vol unm nous and confortable
kaftan for her and a thigh length shirt for hinself.

They were both hungry enough to concentrate on eating, but they
smi | ed whenever their eyes nmet, which was often. Wen their hands touched
as they hunted in the basket for food, the touch al so becane a caress. Wen
all the food had been eaten, Lars excused hinself with grave courtesy and
pushed through the bushes. Trying to suppress giggles. Killashandra did the
same. But when she returned to the clearing, Lars was nmaking a couch of
polly fronds and sweetly scented ferns. In silent accord, they |lay down,
spread the |ight blanket over their weary bodi es and, hands lightly
cl asped, surrendered to fatigue.

Once again the sensation of light fingers stroking the crysta
scars roused Killashandra

"You were a long time learning to handle polly, weren't you?" he
sai d, his teasing tender

She si ghed, hoping she could sonehow, and, with reasonable truth,
evade his natural curiosity about her. She daren't risk a full disclosure
even in the euphoria which still envel oped t hem

"I came fromthe City. I'd no choice about an island life or an
education in polly planting."

"Must you go back to the City?" Apprehension roughened his voice,
his fingers tightened on hers in an al nost painful grip.

"Inevitably." She turned her face against his arm wshing it were
bare and she could taste the skin covering the strong arns that had held
her with such | ove: which nust hold her once again in |ove, preferably for
along, long tine. "I don't belong here, you know "

"I didn't think you did," and his reply was anused accept ance,
"once you dropped the Keral awi an accent." She warned herself to watch what
she said. "Where do you bel ong, Carrigana?"

"Besides in your arms?" Then the honesty of the nmonent began to
close in on her. "I don't really know, Lars." These noments were out of
context with any previous part of her life on Fuerte or Ballybran: totally
di vorced fromKillashandra, Crystal Singer. Pragmatically she knew the
euphoria would end all too soon but the desire to prolong it consuned her
"How about you, Lars? Were do you bel ong?"

"The Islands don't actually hold me any nore. |'ve cone to realize
that over the past few nmonths. And think that ny father recognizes it, too.
Oh, I"'mpartner in an interisland carrier service that's reasonably
profitable -- useful to the islanders certainly.” He grinned. "But three
years in the Gty at the Conplex taught me discipline, order, and
efficiency and the easy way of islanders irritates me. | can't see ne

settling into City life, either

Kil |l ashandra rai sed herself on her el bow, |ooking down at his face.
The nuscles were rel axed but the strength and character in his features
were not the |east bit dimnished.

"Aren't you going to appeal the Master's decision?" Her fingers
traced his clearly defined | eft brow

"No one appeals their decision, Carrigana," he said with a
cont enpt uous snort. Then he drew both eyebrows together: her finger
followed to caress away his scow. "They did, damn their souls to
everlasting acid, have the incredible gall to suggest that, if | perforned
a slight service for them they mght consider. And like a childish fool I



bel i eved them" Incensed by his nenories, he swng to a sitting position
arnms cl asping his knees tightly to his chest, his nouth in a bitter line.
"A real fool but so desperate to have ny conposition accepted -- not so
much for nmy own prestige as to prove that an islander could succeed at the
Conpl ex and to vindicate the support the islanders had given nme during
those years." He twisted his torso around to face her. "You' d never guess
what this slight service was."

"I wouldn't?" Killashandra was quite certain what he woul d say.

"They wanted ne to make an assault on a visiting dignitary.

Possi bly the nost inportant person to set foot on this forsaken nudball."

"Assaul t? On Optheria? On whon? What visiting dignitary?"

Ki | | ashandra was astoni shed at the surprise and concern in her voice, a
genui ne enough response to Lars's shocki ng statenent

"You heard that Congail had died, shattering a manual of the
Festival Organ?' Wen she nodded silently, he continued. "You may not know
that the damage was deliberate." It was easy for her to react suitably, for
a death involving crystal would not have been painless. "There are a | ot of
peopl e who believe that they -- we," and he grinned hunorlessly, admtting
to his conplicity, "have an inalienable right to | eave this planet in order
to achieve professional fulfillment. And that right should be enjoyed by
nore than di sappoi nted conposers, Carrigana. This restriction is stagnating
intelligent people all over this world. People who have trenmendous gifts
whi ch have no channel whatever on this backward natural nudball

So, it was decided to manufacture a situation that would require
the presence of an extraplanetary official. An inpartial but prestigious
person who coul d be approached to register our protest with the FSP. Ch,
| etters have been snuggl ed out but letters are ineffective. We're not even
sure that they reached their destinations. What we needed was sonmeone who
could be shown exanpl es of this stagnation, talk to people |like Theach
Nahi a, and Brassner, see what they have been developing in spite of
strictures of federal bureaucracy."

Lars gave a rueful laugh. "It's rather depressing to realize how
little Optheria requires. The founding fathers wought too well. W' re a
popul ati on expert in naking do with the neanest possible natural resources.
Good ol d polly!

"It was Congail who proposed what had to be done to force the
government to bring in a foreign technician. A manual on the Festival O gan
woul d have to be shattered. The CGovernnent would be forced to have that
replaced in time for the Sunmer Festival tourists.

"Did you ever realize how dependent the Governnment is on tourisnP"
H s eyes glinted with nmalicious anusenent. "Theach researched the
econom cs. He can do the nmost phenomenal computations in his head -- that
way, there's no witten proof of his alienation fromthe Optheria way of
life! That tourist incone is absolutely essential to purchase the high tech
itens which cannot be manufactured here. And without which all the federa
machi nery would grind to a halt. Even the barrier arc at the shuttleport is
fashi oned from i nmported conponents.

"M nd you, Congail did not intend to be a martyr. But he didn't
draw back when the nonent was on him So the Government was forced to apply
to the Heptite @uild for a conplete and very expensive new crystal manual
And this is where Congail's sacrifice becones relevant; he was al so the
only technician on Optheria capable of installing the replacenent. They'd
have to have the services of -- at the very least -- a highly skilled
technician or ideally a crystal singer to make the repair. Once the crysta
singer was on Optheria, we'd make sure there'd be an opportunity to present
our desparate situation and ask that it be submitted to the FSP Council. A
si nger has access to the Council, you know. "

"Go on, Lars " A nasty suspicion began to formin
Killashandra's nmind, recalling Anpris's snide remarks about i sl anders.

He inhal ed, closing his eyes briefly against unpl easant nenories.



"The crystal singer arrived on the Athena the day after my audition. Only
the Elders weren't sure of her identity."

"That sort of |.D. cannot be forged, Lars."

He gave a contenptuous snort. "I know it, you know it, but you mrust
al so know how paranoid our Elders are. And Torkes is now in
Conmuni cations.” Again his words elicited a nodded reaction fromher. "Ch,
t he urgency behind this slight favor was subtly presented to me. A crysta
singer is known to have great recuperative powers. A mnor scratch would be
no i nconveni ence to a crystal singer but would unconditionally reveal an
i mposter. Since islanders are known," his voice dripped with sarcasm "to
live primtive and violent |ives, accustomed to handling dangerous weapons,
it was thought that | was admirably suited to performthis small favor for
the Masters, in return for their reevaluation of ny conposition."

"And did they promise you immunity fromreprisal as well?"

"I"'mnot quite that naive, Carrigana. They did not require a

frontal assault. So, | picked a wi ndow on the upper storey where |I'd have a
good view of the arrival. |'ve been wi nning conpetitions with the

star-bl ades since nmy father first allowed nme one. A sinple flick and the

bl ade angles at the right trajectory. It caught her on the arm | think a

little higher than I'd planned for she noved just as | had conpleted the
throw. " Hi s was expression was chagrined and he gave Killashandra a quick
defensive glance. "Ch, she was all right, Carrigana. | scooted round to the
infirmary the back way and she was wal ki ng out of the surgery w thout so
much as a bandage showi ng." He snoothed her armreassuringly. "Crystal
singers really do heal wth unbelievabl e speed. She seenmed nore annoyed
with her escort than the incident.

"The next norning, of course, | was told that on due
reconsi deration, the Masters had to abide by their original decision. The
omi pot ent, ommi scient Masters, speaking fromtheir inmense and
encycl opedi ¢ know edge of all forms of nusic and their total understanding
of the universe and Man's sublimnal relationship with the Natural Wrld,
do not believe that this facet of Optherian life needs to be cel ebrated at
any point in the year, certainly not during the Sumrer Festival when
of f-worl ders mi ght possibly hear something evoking a valid Optherian
subcul ture and nore original than variations on the usual pre-predigested
pap that 'accredited conposers churn out."

"Stupid, insensitive, unimaginative, flatulent fardlings!"
Killashandra's derision was slightly colored by hearing the details of the
'outrageous' attack, and by the realization that her instinct about
Ampri s's speci ous assurance was quite valid. "They're so old they've | ost
t he energy enthusiasmrequires; they couldn't possibly recognize
i magi nation."

Lars smled at her vehemence. "So, despite all their prom ses and
assurances, | was given a ticket back to Angel as a reward for ny
unnenti onabl e service, and told to be out of the City on the evening
oceanjet. Quardians were there to be sure | boarded, which | did. After a
stroke of incredibly good luck."

He turned his face fully to her then, his lips lightly conpressed
as if controlling anmusenent, and the sparkling of his eyes indicated that
he had considered confiding in her. As nmuch as she hoped that he m ght, she
wi shed fervently that he would not. For his honesty would require the
simlar courtesy from her

"Lars, | don't nean to be a spoil-sport, but sonething occurred to
nme. A star-knife is an island blade, isn't it?"

"Yes . " He regarded her, suddenly alert.

"And if an island bl ade was responsible for wounding the crysta
singer -- even if it healed rapidly -- would that not prejudice her against
listening to your problenf"

"A good point. The Elders don't mss many tricks, but that ploy
woul d not have worked. Nahia and Brassner were going to speak for us."



"Were goi ng?"
"Yes, | did say that | had a stroke of good |uck," and he cl asped
her hand with a firmgrip, his clear blue gaze fixed on the thick bushes.

"Nahi a and Brassner will now have an even better chance to present our
situation."” He sounded so confident that Killashandra would have gi ven nuch
to be privy to his plans. "You'll see."

"Since |'mbeing candid, let me tell you that you' ve been rather
i ndi screet confiding in ne, Lars. You don't know me -- "

"Don't know you?" Lars threw back his head and guffawed. He cl asped
her to him rocking her in his arms, roaring with laughter. "If | don't,
young wonman, no one ever wll."

"You know what | mean. Who were you talking to | ast night on the
beach? He's not an islander.”

"Ch, hinf? Corish von Mttell -- sonething. No, he's not an
i sl ander. In fact, he could be very useful " Lars paused a nmonent in
t hought, and then shrugged it off. "He's | ooking for an uncle. Father asked
me to help him take himon nmy next swi ng through the islands. Frankly I
don't think the uncle canme this far out: doesn't sound like a man who'd
want this sort of life style.™

"Are you sure this Corish is who he says he is?"

Lars eyed her with sone interest. "Father's sent for an |I.D.
verification. W're not so haphazard as all that in these islands, you
know. There've been snoopers before. Father's got a sixth sense about the
breed and that Corish tilted it. Onh, he says he came in on the Athena, and
he sounded as if he'd made the trip on her." Then he added in another tone
altogether, "I'mglad you worry about my safety.”

He snoot hed back her sun-bl eached hair, fingering the strands
before he patted themin place, his whole face softening as once nore he
fell in her thrall. Then he rel axed, |ying back again, hands under his
head, his eyes intent on her face, a very tender smle playing at the
corner of his lips. "Anyway, everyone on Angel dislikes federa
interference as nuch as we do. | studied under a master of heresy. My
father. The duly appoi nted harbor master of the Angel Island archipel ago
and federal representative. If you can't lick "em join 'em

"Your father's the harbor master?"

Surprise registered blankly on Lar's face. "OfF course. Don't tel
me you didn't know that?"

"I do. I didn't."

"So, if you really insist on going back to the Gty, you'll have to
be very nice to ne." He was smling as he gently reached for her arns to
bring her down to him

" Oh?"

"Very nice to ne."

"Are you able for it?"

He settled her into the curve of his arm her head pillowed on his
shoul der, his cheek against her hair.

"When you are, beloved." Then he yawned and, apparently, between
one breath and the next, fell asleep. For another [ong norment, Killashandra
heard the singing in her blood and for once did not regret its murnur. She
repositioned her armon his chest, placidly noting that the fine hairs
across Lars's pectoral nuscles stirred upright. Well, they had nore energy
than he or she did. She closed her eyes and was al so cl ai med by sl eep.

Shouts startled them awake: the cheerful calls and | aughter of
peopl e fishing on the beach. Killashandra coul dn't hear what was so
exciting, but Lars smled.

"A yel | owback school has been forced into the cove." He enbraced
her enthusiastically. "Once they've caught what's needed, we'll get our" --
he | ooked about for the angle of sunlight -- "our dinner. Hungry yet?"

"Hungry enough to go right out there bol d-faced . " She made as



if torise, for her belly was al nost painfully enpty.
He pull ed her back flat beside him kissing her half-forned protest
into silence. H's eyes were unsmiling as he then gently stroked her cheek
"My dear girl, with those bruises on you, 1'd be hauled up in front
of the Island Court and charged with rape.”
"\What about the marks on you?"
"You resisted ny inproper advances --
"And you made enough of those -- "
"Precisely what the bruises say. So, since | have a reputation to

maintain in this community, we will remain secluded." He enphasized this
decision with a gentle kiss. Then he stroked her hair back from her
forehead his fingers lingering in the soft gold-streaked nass. "I don't
wi sh to share you yet, share even the sight of you with anyone. If |
bel i eved the ancient tales of witchcraft, sorcery, and enchantnment, |'d
nane you 'witch,' so | would. But you're not . . . though | amconpletely
spell -bound .." His fingers becane insistent, and his expression was an
urgent appeal. "D you think you could possibly bear me . . . if I'mvery
car ef ul "

She chuckl ed and |inked hands behind his head to bring his lips to
hers.

The fishers were | ong gone before they finally got around to
fishing. Together they waded out through the gentle tide.

"Stay here, Carrigana," Lars directed, "and make a basin of your
skirt."

She did, first winging water fromthe vol um nous folds. Lars was
thigh deep in the water when he suddenly bent down and scooping with both
hands sent water, and fish, flying at her. She mssed the first lot,
| aughi ng at her ineptitude, but neatly caught two fish in the second. After
three nore catches, she had to hold up her skirt lest the active
yel  owbacks flip out. Lars splashed back to inspect her catch, grinning at
hi s success and her benusenent.

"This one's too small." He released it. "Two, four, six, seven. How
many can you eat? Shall | get nore?"

Bef ore she coul d answer, he dove back toward his vantage point, and
peered down into the clear water. Wth one last nmighty heave, three big
yel | owbacks were sent flying in her direction. She cheered when she caught
themin her skirt, closing the makeshift net and runni ng awkwardly through
the wavel ets to the shore before any of the squirm ng fish could escape.

Hel pi ng her secure the bundle, Lars |laughingly escorted her back to
t he bushes surrounding their secluded cl earing.

"You clean "emand I'Il get firing, and see what else | can
scrounge, " he said as he held the bushes back for her to enter

Gutting fish was not one of Killashandra's favorite chores, but she
had finished half the catch before she realized it, washing themclean in
the little brook. Lars was back as she slit the [ast one. In one crooked
arm he held twisted polly fronds that provided a quick hot fire, and
anot her basket swung from his right hand. He found rocks by the streamto
enclose their fire, hauled a frying sheet fromthe basket, and set out oil
seasoni ngs bread, fruit, and another pot of the soft island cheese.

The quick tropical night had settled upon the island, enclosing
them nore securely in their clearing as they finished their supper, l|icking
the last of the juices fromtheir fingers.

"Going to be nice to nme?" Lars asked, leering dramatically at her

"Maybe I'Il just stay in the islands.” Killashandra surprised
herself with the longing in her voice. "There's all | could possibly need
just for the taking. "

"Even me?"

Kill ashandra | ooked up at him Despite his |ight words, his voice
held a curious entreaty.
"I would be a right foolish dolt to consider you part of the



taking." She nmeant it, for quixotic though the man m ght appear, she sensed
that Lars had an unshakeabl e integrity which she, or any other wonman, would
have to recogni ze and accept.

"We could stay in the islands, Carrigana, and make a go of the
charter service." Lars, too, was caught in the same thrall which infected
her resolve. "Sailing's never dull. The weather sees to that. It could be a
good life, and |I prom se you woul dn't have to hack polly!" H's fingers
caressed her hands.

"Lars . She had to set the record fair.

He covered her lips with his hand. "No, beloved, this is not the
time for |life-shaping decisions. This is the tine for |loving. Love ne
agai n!"

Chapter 12

The idyll lasted another full day and into the early nmorning of the third,
during which tine Killashandra woul d have been quite willing to forego al
the prestige of being a crystal singer to remain Lars's conpanion. A
totally inpossible, inprobable, and inpractical anbition. But she had every
i ntention of enjoying his conmpanionship as long as it was physically
possi bl e. She was haunted by nenories of Carrik and, as such traumas can
they col ored, and augmented, her responses to Lars.

It was the change in the weather which necessitated their return to
society. The drop in baronetric pressure woke Killashandra just before
dawn. She lay, wi de awake, Lars's lax arms draped about her, his |egs
over | appi ng hers, wondering what had returned her so abruptly to ful
consci ousness. Then she snelled a change in weather on the early norning
breeze. It had not occurred to Killashandra that her Ballybran synbiont
woul d he agitated by ot her weat her systens. And she pushed her sensitivity
as far as she could, testing what the change ni ght heral d.

Storm she decided, letting symbiotic instinct make the
identification. And a heavy one. In these islands a hurricane nore |ikely
than not. A worrisone phenonmenon for a reasonably flat [and nass. No, there
were heights on what Lars had termed the Head. She smiled, for yesterday,
in between other felicitous activities, he had given her quite a history
and geography | esson pertinent to the island econony.

"This island gets its name fromthe shape of the |land mass,"” he
expl ai ned and drew a shape on the wet sands with a shell. They had j ust
energed froma norning swm "It was seen first fromthe exploratory probe
and named | ong before any settlers | anded here. There's even a sort of a
hal o of islets off the Head. W're at the Wngtip. The settlenent lies in
the wing curve . . . see . . . and the western heights are the w ngs,
conplete with the ridge principle. This side of the island is rmuch | ower
than the body side. W've two separate viable harbors, north and south, the
angel 's outstretched hands conpleting the smaller, deeper one. My father's
of fices are there, as the backbone sometines interferes with reception from
the mainland. You can't see it from here because of Backbone Ri dge, but
there's rather an inpressive old vol cano topping the Head." He grinned
m schi evously, giving Killashandra an inpression of the devilish child he
nmust have been. "Some of us less reverent souls say the Angel blew her head
when she knew who got possession of the planet. Not so, of course. It
happened eons before we got here.”

Angel was not the largest of the islands but Lars told her that
she' d soon see that it was the best. The southern sea was littered Lars
said, with all kinds of |and masses: some conpletely sterile, others
beari ng active vol canoes, and anything | arge enough to support polly
pl antati ons and other useful tropical vegetation did so.

"W were a race apart fromthe mainlanders, and we've remained so,
Carrigana. They listen to what the Elders dish up for them dulling their
mnds with all the pap that's performed. |slanders still have to have their



wits about them We may be easygoing and carefree, but we're not |azy or
stupid.”

She had di scovered an unexpected pleasure in listening to Lars
ranbl e on, recognizing that his notive was as much sel f-indoctrination as
expl anation for her benefit. His voice was so beautifully nodul at ed
uninhibited in its expressiveness that she could have listened to himfor
years. He made events out of small incidents, no matter that all were ained
at extolling the islands, subtly deprecating mainland ways. He was not,
however, an inpractical dreamer. Nor was his rebellion agai nst mainland
authority the ill-considered antagoni sm of the disillusioned.

"You sound as if you don't want to | eave Optheria even if you are
trying to pave the way off for these friends of yours," Killashandra was
pronmpted to remark | ate that second evening as they finished a neal of
st eamed nol | usks.

"I'mas well off here as | would be anywhere else in the gal axy."

"But your nusic -- "

"It was conposed to be played on the Optherian organ and | doubt
that any other governnent allows themto be used, even if the El ders and
Masters would permt the design to be copied." He shrugged off that
consi derati on

"I'f you could conmpose that, you have a great gift --

Lars had | aughed outright, ruffling her hair -- he seened
fascinated by the texture of her hair.
"Bel oved Sungirl, that took no great gift, | assure you. Nor do

have the tenperanent to sit down and create music --
"Come on, Lars -- "
"No, seriously, I'mmuch happier at the tiller of a ship --
"And that voice of yours?"
He shrugged. "Fine for an island evening sing-song, my girl, but
who bothers to sing on the Minland?"
"But, if you get the others off the planet, why don't you go, too?
There are plenty of other planets that woul d nmake you a Stellar in a pico

"How woul d you know?"

"Well, there have to be!" Killashandra al nost screanmed in her
frustration with the restrictions inposed by her role. "Or why are you
trying to crack the restriction?"

"The height of altruismnmotivates ne. Besides, Sunny, Theach and
Brassner have valid contributions to make within the context of the gal axy.
And once a person has net Nahia, it's obvious why she nust be let free.

Thi nk of the good she could do."

Ki |  ashandra nurnured sonething reassuring since it was called for
She felt an uncharacteristic pul se of jealousy at the reverence and awe in
Lars's voi ce whenever he nmentioned this Nahia. Lars had perfectly healthy
contempt for Elder and Master alike, indeed all federal officials with the
exception of his father. And while he spoke of the man with affection and
respect, Nahia occupied a higher position. Quite a few times Killashandra
noted a nearly inperceptible halt in the flow of Lars's words as if he
exerci sed a subtle discretion, so subtle that all she caught was its echo.
Just as he had stopped short of admitting the abduction of the crysta
singer. And, now that she understood his notivation, she marveled at his
qui ck-witted opportunism Did the others in his subversive group know what
he had done? Had they approved of it? And what woul d the next step be? She
could just inmagine the furor caused in the Heptite Guild! O maybe she was
supposed to rescue hersel f? Which she had.

Lars was weat her-sensitive, too, for she had only just conpleted
her anal ysis when he woke, equally alert. Wth a loving tug at her hair and
a smle, he stood up, sniffing at the breeze now strong enough to ruffle
his hair, turning slowy. He stopped when he faced in the direction she
had.



"Hurricane making, Carrigana. Cone, we'll have a lot to do."

Not so much that they didn't start the norning with a quick passage
at arms, not the least bit perfunctory despite the brevity. Then they had a
quick swwm wth Lars keeping a close watch on the dawn changes in the sky.

"Making up in the south so it'll be a bad blow" He stood for a
nmonent as the active waves of the incomng tide flounced against his
t hi ghs. He | ooked sout hwest, frowning and, dissatisfied by his thoughts,
started inshore, taking her hand as if seeking confort.

She thought nothing of his brief disappearance as she cleared up
the canp site. Lars pushed his way past the bush screen, an odd snile on
his face as he canme up to her, two garlands of an exceptionally lovely blue
and white flower in his hands. "This will serve," he said cryptically,
gently draping one around her neck. The perfune was subtly erotic and she
stood on tiptoe to kiss himfor his thoughtful ness. "Now you must put m ne
on."

Smiling at his sweetness, she conplied and he ki ssed her, exhaling
a gust as if he had acquitted hinself nobly.

"C nmon now," and he gave her the basket, slung the blanket with
their clothing over his shoul der, and grabbing her hand, |ed her back
t hr ough t he under brush.

Though the sun was not yet up over the horizon, there was
consi derabl e activity on the beach when they arrived. Torches were lit
outside all the waterfront buildings, and torchlit groups of scurrying
peopl e pushed handcarts Bobbing Iights on the harbor, too, indicated crews
on their way to anchored ships. The schooner was gone but Killashandra had

not really expected to find the big ship still at Angel Island.

"Where can they take the boats?"

"Around to the Back. We'll just check to see how rmuch time there is
before the wind rises. There'll be a |lot to do before we can take the Pearl

Fi sher to the safe mooring."

Ki | | ashandra gl anced up and down the picturesque waterfront, for
the first tinme seeing just how vulnerable it was. The first |ine of
bui | di ngs was only four hundred neters fromthe high-tide mark. Wul dn't
they be just swept away in hurricane driven tides?

"They often are," Lars startled her by saying as they strode
purposefully toward the settlement. "But nostly polly floats. After the
| ast big blow, Mrchal salvaged the conplete roof. It was floating in the
bay, he just dried it out and reset it."

"I should hel p Keralaw," Killashandra suggested tentatively, not
really wanting to | eave his side but ignorant of what island protoco
expected of her in the emergency. Lars's hand tightened on her el bow

"I'f I know Keral aw she has matters well in hand. |I'mnot risking
you frommy side for an instant, Carrigana. | thought |1'd made that plain."

Ki |l ashandra al most bridled at the possessive tone of his voice but
part of her rather |iked the chauvinism She had too hearty a respect for
stormnot to wish to be in the safest place during one. Comron sense told
her that was likely to be in Lars Dahl's conpany.

Men and wonen were filing in and out of the tavern. Lars and
Kill ashandra entered and found a veritable comand post. The bar was now
di spensi ng equi prent and gear which Killashandra could not readily
identify. Along the back wall, the huge vdr screen was active, showi ng a
satellite picture of the growing stormswirling in fromthe south
Estimated times of arrival of the first heavy wi nds, high tide, the eye,
and the counter winds were all listed in the upper left hand corner. QO her
cryptic information, displayed in a band across the top of the screen, did
not mean much to her but evidently conveyed intelligence to the people in
the bar. Including Lars.

"Lars, Aav's on line for you," called the tallest of the nen
behi nd the bar, and he jerked his head toward a side door. The fell ow
paused in his dispensations, and Killashandra was aware of his scrutiny as



she followed Lars to the room i ndicated.

However rustic the tavern | ooked fromthe outside, this roomwas
crammed with sophisticated equi pment, a good deal of it meteorol ogical
t hough not as conplex as instrunmentation in the Weather Room of the Heptite
Quild. And all of it printing out or displaying rapidly changing
i nformati on.

"Lars?" A young man turned fromthe scanner in front of him and,
screwing his face in an anxi ous expression al nost pounced on the new
arrival "What are you going to do -- "

Lars held up his hand, cutting off the rest of that sentence, and
the young man noticed the garland. He threw an al nbst panic stricken | ook
at Killashandra.

"Tanny, this is Carrigana. And there's nothing | can do with this
storm bl owi ng up." Lars was scrutinizing the duplicate vdr satellite
pi cture as he spoke. "The worst of it will pass due east. Don't worry about
the things you can't change!" He gave Tanny a clout on the shoul der but the
worried expression did not entirely alter

Kill ashandra kept the silly social smle on her face as Tanny
accorded her the briefest of nods. She had a very good idea what, or rather
whom they were discussing so obliquely. Her. Still trapped, they thought,
on that chip of an island.

"Tanny's ny partner, Carrigana, and one of the best sailors on
Angel ," Lars added, though his attention was still claimed by the swirling
cl oud nmss.

"What if the direction changes, Lars?" Tanny refused to be
reassured. "You know what the southern blows are |ike . " He made an
exaggerated gesture with both arms, nearly socking a passing islander, who
ducked in tine.

"Tanny, there is nothing we can do. There's a great big polly on
the island that's survived hurricanes and high tides since man took the
archi pel ago. We'll go have a | ook as soon as the blow s gone. Al right?"

Lars didn't wait for Tanny's agreenment, guiding Killashandra back
into the main room He paused at the counter, waiting his turn, and
receiving a small handset. "Alight one will do ne fine, Bart," he added
and Bart set a small antigrav unit on the counter. "Mst of what | own is
either on the Pearl or on its way back to ne fromthe City. Gab a couple
of those ration packs, will you, Carrigana," he added as they wal ked out on
t he broad verandah where additional emergency supplies were being passed
out. "M ght not need thembut it's less for themto pack to the Ri dge."

As Lars turned her west, away fromthe settl ement, she caught sight
of Tanny, watching them his expression still troubled. The wi nd was
pi cking up and the water in the harbor agitated. Lars |ooked to his right,
assessing the situation

"Been in a bad one yet?" he asked her, an amused and tolerant grin
on his face.

"Ch, yes," Killashandra answered fervently. "Not an experience
wi sh to repeat." How could Lars know how puny an Optherian hurricane woul d
be in conparison to Passover Storms on Ballybran. Once again she wanted to
di scard her borrowed identity. There was so nuch she would like to share
with Lars.

"It's waiting out the blowthat's hard," Lars said, then grinned
down at her. "W won't be bored this tine, though. My father said that
Theach cane with Hauness and Erutown. | wonder how they managed the travel
permts?" That caused himto chuckle. "W'll know how the revised master
plan i s working."

Kill ashandra was very hard put to refrain from maki ng any remarks
but, of a certainty, waiting out this blow would be extrenely interesting.
She m ght not be getting on with the primary task of her visit to Optheria,
but she was certainly gaining a | ot of experience with dissidents.

Hi s place was on a knoll, above the harbor, in a grove of mature



polly trees. It reflected an orderly person who preferred plain and restful
colors. He produced several carisaks which had been neatly stored in a
cupboard, and together they enptied the chest of his clothes, including
several beautifully finished formal garnments. He cleared his termnal of
any stored informati on and when Killashandra asked if they shoul dn't
dismantl e the screen, he shrugged.

"Federal issue. | nust be one of the few islanders who use the
thing." He grinned inpiously. "And then not to watch their broadcasts! They
can never appreciate that islanders don't need vicarious experiences." He
gestured toward the sea. "Not with real |ive adventures!"

The pillows, hammocks, what kitchen utensils there were, the rugs,
curtains, everything conpacted into a nmanageabl e bundle to which Lars
attached the antigrav s traps. the entire process hadn't taken themfifteen
m nut es.

"We' || just attach this to a train, grab something to eat and then
get the Pearl to safety."” He gave his effects a gentle shove in the proper
direction.

When they returned to the waterfront, Killashandra saw what he
meant by train. Nunerous personal -effects bundles, all wapped and
wei ghtl ess, were being attached to a large floater on which fanilies with
smal | children perched. As soon as it had reached capacity, the driver
guided it away, along a winding route toward the distant Ridge.

"Catch you next trip, Jorell?" Lars called to the nan steering the
har bor boat out toward the anchored shi ps.

"Cotcha, Lars!"

"There's Keralaw," Killashandra said, pointing to the woman who was
| adling hot soup froman i mense kettle into bow s.

"You can always count on her hospitality,"”
altered their path to nmeet her

"Carrigana!" Keral aw paused in serving a famly group and waved one
armenergetically to catch their attention. "lI'd no idea where you'd -- "
She halted, eyes goggling a bit at the garland about Killashandra's neck
staring at Lars's matching one. Then she sniled. She patted Killashandra's
arm approvi ngly. "Anyway, | put your carisak with mine on the float to the
Ridge. WIIl | see you two there?" Her nanner bordered on the coy as she
handed t hem cups fromthe bag at her side, and poured the hot soup

"After we've sailed the Pearl to the Back," Lars said, easily but
Ki |  ashandra thought his expression a trifle snug, as if he |iked
surprising Keralaw. He blew on his soup, taking a cautious sip. "As good as
ever, Keralaw. One day you rnmust pass on your secret recipe. Wiat'll Ange
do in a crisis without you around to sustain us!"

Ker al aw nade a pl eased noise, giving hima dig in the ribs before
she sidled up to Killashandra. "You did better on the shore than | did from
the ship!" she murmured, wi nking and giving Killashandra an approving dig
inthe ribs. "And," she added, her expression altering frombawly to
sol emm, "you're what he needs right now. "

Bef ore Killashandra could respond to that cryptic comment, Keral aw
had noved off to the next group

"Wth Keralaw in the know, " Lars said between sips, "stormor not,
the rest of the island will be inforned."

"That you and | have paired off?" Killashandra gave hima | ong
stare, having now deci ded what the special blue garlands nust signify in
i sland custom It was presunptuous of him but then, he was al so presuning
her acquaintance with island ways. The account, when rendered from her
side, was going to be heavy. "You' re remarkably well organi zed here
She | et her sentence dangle, inmplying that she'd been el sewhere to her
SOrrow.

"Angel's not often in the direct path, and the storm may veer off
before it hits, but one doesn't wait until the last nmonent, not on Angel
Fat her doesn't permt inefficiencies. They lose lives and cost credit. Ah,

Lars said and they



Jorell's back. Hang on to your cup. W'll need themlater."

The harbor skip waited for themand its other passengers in the
choppy waters. Lars bent to rinse out his cup and Killashandra fol | owed
suit, before swi nging over the gunwal es of the water taxi. WIIling hands
pul | ed t hem aboard.

There was a lot of activity on those ships still left in the
harbor, but many had already started for the safety of the protected bay.
Lars chatted anmiably with the other passengers, naming Killashandra once to
everyone. The approaching stormworried themall, despite the well-drilled
exodus. It was considered early in the season for such a big bl ow odds
were being given that it would veer west as so many early storns tended to
do: relief was felt that neither of the nearer two noons was at the full,
thus affecting the height of the tides. The pessinmi st on board was sure
this was the beginning of a very storny winter, a conment which caught
Killashandra's interest. Wnter? As far as she knew, she'd arrived in
Optheria in early spring. Had she missed half a year sonehow?

Then the taxi pulled alongside a sleek-lined fifteen neter
sl oop-rigged ship, and Lars was telling her to grab the rope |adder that
fl opped against its side. She scrambled up, alnost falling over the
life-railing, which she hadn't expected. Then Lars was besi de her
cheerfully shouting their thanks to Jorell as he deftly haul ed the | adder
i nboard and began to stow it away.

"W'll rig the cabin before we sail,"” Lars said, nodding astern
toward the hatch.

Ki |l ashandra di dn't know much about ships of this class but the
cabin | ooked very orderly to her, arranged as it was for daytinme use. She
went to the forward cabin, and decided that she had been in the top
ri ght-hand bunk. She turned back, to approxinmate the view she woul d have
had, and decided that the Pearl Fisher had conveyed her to that wetched
little island.

"Update!" Lars said as he cane down the conpani onway, talking to
the handset. He listened as he did a cursory inspection of the nearest
cupboards, smling as he turned toward her. "Alert me to any changes.
Over."

He put the handset down and, in one unexpected sweep, haul ed her
tightly into his arnms. H's very blue eyes gl eaned i nches above her face.
H s face assuned thc expression of a sex-mad fiend, his eyes wide in
exaggerated ferocity, as he bent her backward in one arm his other hand
stroking her body urgently. "Alone, at last, mgirl, and who knows when
next we have the privacy | need to enjoy you to good advantage."

"Ch, sir, unhand me!" Killashandra fluttered her eye | ashes,
panting in nmock terror. "How can you ravish an innocent maid in this hour
of our peril?"

"It seens the right thing to do, sonmehow, " Lars said in a totally
different tone, releasing her so abruptly she had to catch herself on the
table. "Curb your libido | ong enough for ne to nake the bed you're about to
be laid in." He flipped the table onto its edge, gestured for her to take
the other side of the seat unit which pulled out across the deck

Si mul t aneously they fell onto the bed, and Lars began his assault
on her willing person.

The summons of the handset brought them back to reality that had
only peripherally inpinged on their activities. Lars had to steady hinself
in the lurching ship to reach the handset. He frowned as he heard the
updat e.

"Well, beloved, | hope you're a good sailor, for it's going to be a
rough passage around the wing. That stormis hurrying to meet us. Neither a
veer nor a pause! Gab the wet weather gear fromthat cupboard.
Tenperature's falling and the rain's going to be cold."

Fortunately Lars gave clear instructions to his novice crew and



Ki |l ashandra coped with her tasks well enough to gain his nods of approval.
The Pearl Fisher was fitted to be sailed single-handed, with the sheet
lines winched to the cockpit and other renotes to assist in the absence of
a human crew. Lars beckoned Killashandra to join himin the stern as the
anchor was lifted by renote. Another haul ed the sloop's mainsail up the
mast, Lars's pennon breaking out as the clew of the sail |ocked hone.

The wi nd took the sail, and the ship, forward, out of the w de
nout h of the harbor, which was now clear of all craft. Nor did there seem
to have been anyone to notice their delay. The beach was enmpty of people.
The shuttered shops and houses had an abandoned | ook to them The tide was
al ready slopping into the barbecue pits and Kill ashandra wondered just how
much woul d be left on the waterfront when they sail ed back into Wng
Har bor .

Ki |l ashandra found the speed of the Pearl Fisher incredibly
exhilarating. To judge by the rapt expression on his face, so did Lars. The
fresh wind drove them across the harbor alnost to its nouth, before Lars
did a short tack to get beyond the |Iand. Then the Pearl was gunwal e deep on
a fine slant as she sped on a port tack toward the bul k of the Wng.

It was an endless time, divorced fromreality, unlike cutting
crystal where time, too, was sonetinmes suspended for Killashandra. This was
a different sort of time, that spent with soneone, soneone whose proximty
was a matter of keen physical delight for her. Their bodi es touched,
shoul der, hip, thigh, knee, and leg, as the canting of the ship in her
forward plunge kept Killashandra tight against Lars. Not a voyage, she
realized sadly, that could | ast forever but a long interval she hoped to
remenber. There are sonme nonments, Killashandra informed herself, that one
does wi sh to savor.

The sun had been about at the zenith when they had finally tacked
out of the Wng Harbor. It was westering as they sailed round the top of
the Wng with its Il owl ands giving way to the great basalt cliffs, straight
up fromthe crashing sea, a bastion against the rapidly approachi ng
hurricane. And the southern skies were ominous with dark cloud and rain. In
the shelter of those cliffs, their headl ong speed abated to a nore
| ei surely pace. Lars announced hunger and Kill ashandra went below to
assuage it. Taking into account the rough water, she found some heat packs
whi ch she opened, and which they ate in the cockpit, conpanionably close.
Kill ashandra found it necessary to curb a swell of incipient lust as Lars
shifted his I ong body against hers to get a better grip on the tiller.

Then they rounded the cliffs and into the crowded anchorage which
sheltered Angel's craft. Lars fired a flare to sunmon the jitney to them
then he ordered Killashandra forward with the boat hook to catch up the
bri ght - orange ei ghty-two buoy to starboard. He furled the sail by renote
and went on | ow power assist to slow the Pearl and avoid oversailing the
buoy.

Buoy eighty-two was in the second rank, between two small
ketch-rigged fisherboats, and Killashandra was rather pleased that she
snagged the buoy first try. By the time Lars had secured the ship to ride
out the blow, the little harbor taxi was alongside, its pilot |ooking none
too pleased to be out in the rough waters.

"What took you so |ong, Lars?"

"A bit of cross-tide and some rough tacks," Lars said with a
cheerful nendacity that caused Killashandra to el bow his ribs hard. He
threw his armabout to forestall further assaults. Indeed they both had to
hang on to the railings as the little boat slapped and bounced.

For a monent, Killashandra thought the pilot was driving them
straight into the cliff. Then she saw the light framng the sea cave. As if
t he overhang marked the edge of the sea's donmination, the jitney was
abruptly on calner waters, making for the interior and the sandy shore.
Killashandra was told to fling the line to the waiting shoremen. The little
boat was sailed into a cradle and this was drawn up, safely beyond the



depredati ons of storm and sea.

"Last one in again, eh Lars?" he was teased as the entire party
made its way out of the dock and started up the long flight of stairs cut
in the basalt. It was a |l ong upward haul for Killashandra, unused to stairs
in any case and, though pride prevented her fromasking for a brief halt,
she was conpletely winded by the tinme they reached the top and exited onto
a Wi ndswept terrace. She was relieved to find a floater waiting, for the
Backbone towered neters above them and she doubted her ability to clinb
anot her step.

Polly and other trees lined the ridge, making a wi ndbreak for the
floater as it was buffeted along, ending its journey at a proper
stati onhouse Killashandra had profited by the brief rest and foll owed
Lars's energetic stride into the main hall of the Backbone shelter

"Lars," called the man at the entrance, "Aav's in the conmand
post. Can you join hinP"

Lars waved assent and guided Killashandra to an ascendi ng ranp,
past a huge common room packed with people. They passed an i mense gar age,
wher e hundreds of packets resenbling some strange formof alien avian life
dangl ed weightless fromtheir antigravs.

There was a stormchill in the air and Killashandra was aware of
symbi ont - generated i nner tension as her body sensed the inpending arrival
of the hurricane.

"The conmmand post is shielded, lover," Lars said, catching her hand
in his and stroking it reassuringly. "Stormwon't affect you so nuch there.
| feel it nyself,"” he added when she | ooked up in surprise at his comrent.
"Real weather-sorts, the pair of us!" The affinity pleased him

They reached the next |level, predom nantly storage to judge by the
signs on the door on either side of the wide corridor. Lars wal ked straight
for the secured portal at the far end, put his thunb on the door |ock which
then slid open. Instinctively Killashandra flinched, startled by the sight
of the stormlashed trees, and the unexpected panoramas, north and south,
of the two harbors. Lars's hand tightened w th reassurance. On both sides
of the door, the walls were covered by data screens and conti nuous pri ntout
as the satellites fed information to the island' s receivers. The other
three sides of the command post were open, save for the circular stairs
wi ndi ng down to the floor bel ow.

O av was on his feet, wal king fromone display to the next, making
his own estimate of the data. He | ooked up at Lars and Kill ashandra, noting
with the upward lift of one eyebrow the bruised garlands they wore. He
i ndicated the circular stairway and made a gesture which Killashandra read
as a pronmise to join themlater

They crossed the room Lars pausing to read the displays at the
head of the staircase. He nade a noncommittal grunt and then indicated that
she shoul d precede him Therefore she was first in the room grateful that
only large wi ndows north and south broke its protection fromthe el enents
without, while a fire burned in a wide hearth on the eastern wall. The
western wal |l was broken by four doors, the open one showi ng a small
catering area. But Killashandra's attention was i mediately on the
occupants of the room three nmen and the nost beautiful woman Kill ashandra
had ever seen

"Nahi a! How dare you risk yourself!" cried Lars, his face white
under his tan as he brushed past Killashandra. To her conpl ete amazenent,
he dropped on one knee before the woman, and ki ssed her hand.

Chapter 13

A startled expression crossed Nahia's perfect features at Lars's obei sance.
She shot a quick look at Killashandra, nanaging to convey her enbarrassnent
even as she tried to lift Lars fromhis knee.

"My friend, this will not do," she said kindly, but firmy. "Only



t hi nk what effect such a gesture could have on an Elder or a Master -- and
yes, | do nost certainly know your opinion of those worthies. But Lars,
such histrionics could damage our goal ."

Lars had by nowrisen to his feet. Wth a final few pats to his
hand, an oblique apol ogy for her public adnonition, she withdrew fromhis
grasp, noving past himtoward Killashandra. "Wom have you brought wth
you, Lars?" she asked, smiling tentatively as she extended her sl ender hand
to Killashandra. "Wo wears your garland?"

"Carrigana, lately a polly planter,"” Lars replied, stepping back to
Kill ashandra's side and taking her other hand firmy in his.

It was one way of apologizing for his effusive wel cone of another
worman but it was Nahia herself who effectively dissolved Killashandra's
i nci pient hostility. The touch of her hand had a soothing effect, not a
shock or a jar, but a gentle insinuation of reassurance. Nahia's eyes were
troubl ed as she regarded Killashandra, her lips curving upward in a slight
sm | e which blossoned as she felt Killashandra's resistance to her
di ssipate. Then a little frown gathered at her brows as she became aware of
the Iingering crystal resonance within Killashandra. It was the crysta
singer's turn to smle reassurance and an acknow edgenment of what Nahi a
was: an enpat h.

Ki | | ashandra had heard of such people but she had never encountered
one. The encycl opedia had not hinted the psi talents were an Optherian
quality. It could be a wild talent and often was. In Nahia it was conbi ned
wi t h unexpected beauty, integrity, and an honesty which few citizens of the
Federated Sentient Wbrlds could project w thout endangering their sanity.
Lars had been correct in his statement that Nahia's special talents would
be a gal actic asset. She was Goodness personified.

Nahi a | ooked with gentle inquiry at Killashandra, struggling to
identify the elusive contact with crystal. Killashandra smled and, with a
final light pressure on Nahia's fine-boned hand, rel eased her and | eaned
slightly against Lars.

At this point, the other nen stepped forward to greet the
NewWconers.

"1'm Hauness, Nahia's escort,"” said the tallest of the three, an
attractive man whom Ki | | ashandra judged to be in his nmd-thirties. H's
handcl asp was strong but not crushing and he, too, exuded a charm and
personality that would have been instantly apparent in any group -- at
| east any group that did not contain Nahia. O Lars. "Believe ne, Lars, we
had no report of such rough weat her when we enbarked on this journey but --

"There are matters we rnust discuss with you, no matter what the
risk." Erutown was the oldest, and bluntest. H s manner suggested that he
tended to be a hunorless pessimst. He gave Killashandra' s hand one bri ef
shake and dropped it. "And there was no risk -- in the weather -- when we
started." He hovered, his upper body inclined away from Ki |l ashandra even
as his feet shifted, as if he wanted to separate Lars from Killashandra and
plunge into the "matters to be discussed" as quickly as possible.

"Theach," said the third man, giving Killashandra a bri ef,
sel f-ef faci ng nod.

He was the sort of nondescript human being, mld mannered, with
undi sti ngui shed features, who can be encountered al nost anywhere in the
human popul ation, and pronptly forgotten. Only because she had heard of his
mat hematical abilities fromlLars did Killashandra give Theach any sort of

an inspection and thus noticed that his eyes were brilliant with
intelligence: that he had al ready assunmed she woul d di scount him indeed,
hoped that she would, and was quite willing to accept the sort of dismssa

to which he was clearly accustoned

So Killashandra gave hima saucy wi nk. She half expected Theach to
retreat in confusion as many shy men would, but, smling, he w nked back at
her.



Erutown cleared his throat, indicating that now introductions had
been nade, he wanted to initiate the discussions they had come for

"I don't know about you, Lars, but I'mstarving," Killashandra
said, gesturing toward the catering area. "lIs it all right to see what's
avai |l abl e?" She turned to the others. "May | fix something for you?"

Lars gave her hand a grateful squeeze before he released it. He
told her to find what she fancied and he'd have the sanme but the others
demurred, gesturing toward the |ow table where the remains of a neal could
be seen.

The four conspirators didn't know that Killashandra's
symbi ont - adapt ed heari ng was unconmonly acute. At that distance they could
have whi spered and she woul d have caught what was bei ng said.

"They finally sent the nessage two days ago, Lars." Erutown's
baritone was audi bl e above the noises Killashandra was making in the
catering unit.

"Took them | ong enough," Lars said in a | ow grow .

"They had to search first. And search they did, uncovering a
variety of mnor crimes and infringenments which, of course slowed them
down." Hauness was anused.

"Any one of us caught?"

"Not a one of us," Hauness replied.

"Cl eansed us of sone very stupid people,” Erutown said.

"She is safe, isn't she, Lars?" Nahia asked in gentle anxiety, a
graceful gesture of her hand indicating the darkening southern horizon

"She should be. Al she needs is enough sense to clinb the polly
tree."”

You ought to have contacted us before you acted so inpul sively,
Lars. "

"How coul d he, Erutown?" Nahia was conciliatory. Then she gave a
little chuckle. "Inpulsive but it has proved such an extrenely effective
ganbit. The El ders have been forced to reapply to the Heptite Guild."

"They haven't admitted that the crystal singer has been abducted?"

"As no one has confessed to committing such a heinous crinme, how
could they?" Hauness asked reasonably, his voice rippling with anmusenent.
"El der Torkes has been hinting dark words about that islander assault --

Lars let out a burst of sour |aughter for which Erutown growl ed a
war ni ng, | ooking over his shoulder at Killashandra who was well out of
sight in the catering area.

"What you don't know, Lars," Hauness went on, "is that the crystal
singer had had an altercation with Security Leader Blaz and stal ked out of
the installation before any repair had been acconpli shed.

Lars emtted a | ow whistle of delighted surprise. "Is that why she
was wandering about Gartertown? | had wondered!"

"Erutown may not approve, and sone of the others were appalled at
your action, Lars, but there is no doubt," and Hauness overrode Erutown's

di sapproving murmurs, "that the action will require enbarrassing inquiries
when the second crystal singer arrives."
"As long as it also requires an appeal to the Council," Lars said.

"Now what el se brought you here so unexpected y?"

"As | said, the search for the crystal singer exposed sone
unsuspected flaws in our organi zati on. Theach and Erutown rmust ruralize.
Have you anot her suitable island?"

Lars paused, staring at Hauness, and then the others. Erutown
scowl ed and | ooked away but Theach regarded himwth a snile

"Some of mny scribblings were discovered, and as | am al ready under
threat of rehabilitation . " Theach shrugged el oquently.

When Lars | ooked to Erutown for an expl anation, the man did not
neet his gaze.

"Erut own was denounced as a recruiter,
fault."

" Hauness said. "Not his



"It was, if | was daft enough to recruit such soft-bellied
cowar ds! "

Lars grinned. "Well, | could put you ashore with the crysta
singer." Something increased his mrth out of proportion to the joke,

t hough Hauness grinned and Nahia tried to control unseemy mirth at
Erutown' s expense. "The island' s big enough and she m ght even be grateful
for company."

"I would be easier in mnd about her safety if Erutown and Theach
were there," Nahia said. "The hurricane will have frightened her badly."

"I don't like the idea," Erutown said.

"Actually, if she thinks you' ve al so been ki dnapped . Hauness
suggested, then gestured to disnmiss his notion at Erutown's negative
response.

"I wouldn't object," Theach said. "One doesn't know rmuch about
crystal singers, except that they heal quickly and indulge in an unusua
pr of ession."

"You?" Erutown snorted contenptuously. "You'd probably drown
yoursel f thinking up nore theories."

"When | initiate a session of theoretical thinking, | take the
precaution of seating myself in sone secure and secluded spot," Theach said
in amable reprimand. "An island would suit me very well indeed."

"You'd starve!"

"No one can starve on a polly island." Theach turned for
confirmation to Lars, who nodded.

"You have to work at it, though,"” Lars amended. "For at |east a few
hours every day."

"Despite a mi sapprehension current about ny absent-ni ndedness,
have found that intense thought stinulates an incredible appetite. Since
eating repl eni shes both body and the mechani cs of thought, | do pause now
and again in nmy nmeditations to eat! If |I have to gather the food nyself, |
shal | al so have had that beneficial exercise. Yes, Lars," and Theach sniled
at the islander, "I begin to think that an island residence would provide
me with all | require: seclusion, sustenance, and sanctuary!" He sat back
in the chair, beaming at his circle of friends.

"How many know you and Erutown are in the islands?" Lars asked

seriously.

"Nahi a has been working very hard | ately, Lars," Hauness said. "She
was granted a | eave of absence: | took ny annual holiday and announced our
i ntention of cruising the coast. There are friends who will vouch for our

presence in mainland waters. Besides, who would expect us to brave a
hurri cane?"

"We boarded the jet fromthe seaside w thout being seen the night
bef ore she sailed,” Erutown added. "What El der woul d suspect Nahia's
i nvol verent with renegades?"”

"If they had any sense whatever," Nahia said in a crisp tone that
surprised Killashandra with its suppressed anger, "how could they fail to
realize that | synpathize deeply with repressions, frustrations, and
despairs which |I cannot avoid feeling! Wth injustices not all the enpathy
in the world will ease.”

A nonment of silence followed.

"I's your worman to be trusted with any of this, Lars?" Hauness asked
quietly.

Suppressing a flare of guilt at her duplicity, Killashandra deci ded
that it was tine to join the group before Lars perjured hinself.

"Here, this should satisfy, Lars," she said, approaching the others
with a purposeful stride. She set before hima generous plate of sandw ches
and hot tidbits which she had found in the food storage. "You're sure
can't get anything for you?" she asked the others as she began to gather up
t he used plates and cups.

Erut own gave her a sour glance, then turned to watch the rolling



cloud formati ons of the approaching storm Theach smiled absently, Hauness
shook his head and settled back next to Nahia who had | eaned back in the
couch, eyes closed, her beautiful face rel axed.

When Killashandra returned with her own serving, Lars and Hauness
were absorbed by the satellite picture of the approaching hurricane,

di spl ayed on the vdr. It would be a substantial blow Killashandra had to
admt, but not a patch on what Ballybran could brew

St orm wat chi ng coul d be mesmerizing, certainly engrossing. Theach
was the first to break fromthe fascination. He reseated hinself at a snall
term nal and began to call up equations on the tiny screen. There was a
tension to the Iine of his back, the occasional rattle of the keys that
proved he was still conscious, but there were long intervals of total
silence fromhis corner during the next few hours.

"It's not going to be a long one at its current rate," Lars
remar ked when he had finished eating. "The eye'll be on us by night."

"Is it likely to make the nai nl and?"

"No. That is, after all, eight thousand kilos off. It'll bl ow
itself out over the ocean as usual. You only get our storms when they nake
up in the Broad, not fromthis far south."

So, Killashandra thought, she was in the southern hem sphere of
Opt heria, which explained the switch in seasons. And it explained why this
group felt thensel ves secure from Mai nl and i nterventi on and searches. Even
with the primtive jet vehicles, an enornous distance could be traversed in
arelatively short tine.

It struck Killashandra that if Nahia, Hauness, and the others could
travel so far, so could the Elders, especially if they wanted to inplicate
i slanders. O was that just talk? If, as Lars had admitted, Torkes had set
himup to assault her in order to verify her identity and was using that
assault now to inplicate the islanders, would it not be logical to assune
that some foray into the islands would be made by officialdon? If only to
preserve their fiction?

Ki | | ashandra cl osed her nouth on this theory for she had gl eaned it
frominformati on she had overhead surreptitiously. Wll, she'd find a way
to warn Lars, for she had a sudden prenonition that a warning was in order
From what she had seen of the Elders, reapplying to the Guild would be a
hum |iating enbarrassnent to their sort of bureaucracy. Unless -- and
Killashandra sniled to herself -- they took the line that Killashandra Ree
had not arrived as scheduled. How tidy it could be nmade, the El ders able to
suppress any reference to the reception in her honor. However, Lanzeck
woul d know t hat she had gone, and know, too, that she would not have evaded
the responsibility she had accepted. And there woul d be computer evidence
of her arrival -- even the Elders would have a hard time suppressing that
sort of trail mark. Not to mention her use of the credit outlet on Angel
This could be very interesting!

She must have dozed off, for the couch had been confortable, the
day' s unusual exercise exhausting, and watching the weather screen
soporific. It was the lack of storm noise that woke her. And a curious
singing in her body which was her synbiont's reaction to drastic weat her
changes. A quick glance at the screen showed her that the eye of the storm
was presently over Angel Island. She rubbed at her arms and | egs, sure that
the vibration she felt mght be discernible. However, Nahia had curled up
on the end of the Iong couch, Hauness, one arm across her shoul ders, was
al so asl eep, head back agai nst the cushions. Theach was still diddling, but
Erutown and Lars were absent.

She heard voices and steps on the circular stair and nade a dash
for the toilet. She distinguished Lars's distinctive |augh, a bass runble
fromhis father, and a grunt that could be Erutown, and some ot her voices.
Until the eye had passed and the synbiont had quieted, Killashandra wanted
to avoid everyone, especially Lars.

"Carrigana?" Lars called. Then she heard hi m approach the toil et



and rap on the door. "Carrigana? Wuld you mind fixing some hungry storm
wat chers nore of those excellent sandw ches?"

Under ordinary circunstances, Killashandra would have had a tart
rej oi nder but catering would solve the nore i medi ate problem

"Just a monent." She spl ashed water on her face, snoothed back her
hair, and regarded the bl ossons about her neck. Strangely enough they were
not dead, their petals were still fresh despite the creasing. Their
fragrance scented her fingers as she opened the crushed flowers and spread
t hem back into their original shapes.

When she opened the door, Nahia and Hauness were naking their way
toward the catering area.

"They only want to tal k weather,"'
hel p you."

The others did tal k weather, but on the conmunits to other islands,
checki ng on storm damages and injuries, finding out what supplies would be
requi red, and which island could best supply the needs. The three caterers
served soup, a basic stew, and high-protein biscuits. In the conpany of
Nahi a and Hauness, the work was nore pleasant than Killashandra woul d have
bel i eved. She had never net their |likes before and realized that she
pr obably never woul d agai n.

The respite at the storms eye was all too brief, and soon the
hurricane was nore frightening in its renewed viol ence. Though it was a
zephyr in conparison to Ballybran turbul ence, Killashandra rated it a
respectable storm and slept through the rest of it.

A touch on her shoul der woke her, a light touch that was then
repeat ed and her shoulder held in a brief clasp. That was enough to bring
Killashandra to full awareness and she | ooked up at Nahi a's perpl exed
expression. Killashandra sniled reassuringly, attenpting to pass off the
stormresonance still coursing through her body. As Lars was draped agai nst
her, she noved cautiously to a sitting position and took the steam ng cup
from Nahia with quiet thanks. Killashandra wondered how the nman had been
able to sleep with her body buzzing.

O her stormwatchers had di sposed t hensel ves for sleep about the
room Qutside a hard rain was falling and a stout wind agitated the rain
forest but the bl ow had becone a shadow of its hurricane strength.

"W had orders to wake people as soon as the wind died to force
five," Nahia said and extended a second hot cup to Killashandra for Lars.

"Has there been much danage? Many injuries?"

"Sufficient. The hurricane was unseasonably early and caught sone
conmuni ties unprepared. O av is preparing energency schedules for us."

"Us?" Killashandra stared at Nahia in surprise. "Surely you're not
going to risk being seen and identified here?"

"These are nmy own people, Carrigana. | amsafest in the islands."
Serenely confident, the beauty returned to the catering area.

Lars had awakened during that brief interchange although he hadn't
changed his position. His very blue eyes were watching her closely, no
expression gave her a hint of his nobod. Lazily he caressed her |eg.
Gradually his lips began to curve in a smle. What he mght have said, what
t hought s he hel d behi nd those keen eyes he did not share with her. Then he

Nahia said with a smle. "W'lI

touched the garland she still wore, carefully unfol ding a crushed petal
"WIl you be crew for me? W won't have much tine together southbound.
Tanny, Theach, and Erutown sail with us, and we'll be dropping off supplies
here and there . "

"OfF course I'll cone,"” Killashandra said eagerly. She wouldn't m ss
the trip for the world. Only . . . how would Lars take her deception? Wuld
she I ose hin? Wll, she didn't have to adnit that she was the crystal

singer they had incarcerated on the island!

The wi nds out of the Back Harbor were brisk enough to be dangerous,
but the well |aden Pearl settled down to her task like the splendid craft
she was. Erutown was the nonsail or anobng them and took to a bunk in the



forward cabin until the notion sickness nedication had taken effect. Theach
had appropriated the small termnal, smling with absentm nded good hunor
at his shipmates, before he resuned his programm ng.

Now t hat Tanny was on his way, he was as cheerful a conpanion as
one could wish. Nor was he inpatient with Killashandra as a crewrenber.
They had set sail once the wi nds had dropped to force three, one of the
first of the larger sailing vessels to | eave haven. Qthers were being
| oaded and crewed for their relief voyages. After the enforced idl eness of
the storm it was good to be physically active. Killashandra didn't nmind
the wet weather nor the tussle with wind as she and Tanny made peri odic
checks of the deck cargo.

Fresh water and food were unl oaded at the first stop, and sone
energency nedi cal supplies. The Pearl had carefully notored past the debris
floating in the small harbor: roofs, the sides of dwellings, innunerable
polly trees, fruit bobbing about |ike so many bal d heads. That sight had
startled Killashandra and she had nearly exposed her ignorance of island
phenonena to Tanny. The inhabitants had taken refuge on the one highland of
the island, but they were already hauling sal vageables fromthe high tide
mark and the water. They cheered the arrival of the Pearl, sone wadi ng out
to float the water-tight supplies in to shore. The exchange was conpl et ed
inthe time it took the Pearl to turn about and head back to the open sea.

And that was the routine at a half-dozen snaller islands.

Kill ashandra had had a long | ook at the charts and the conpass; they were
taking a long arcing route, "her" island being the farthest point of their
journey to the southwest.

The waters were studded with islands, large, small, and medium All
showed the devastation of the storm and on nost the polly trees were stil
bent over fromtheir struggle with the hurricane: on sonme of the smaller
i sl ands, the trees had been uprooted. As no one nade a comrent on this
wast e, Killashandra could not ask how soon polly would reestablish itself.

In answer to a faint energency call, they eventually sailed into
the harbor of a nmediumsize island that had [ost its comunications nasts
and had been unable to nake contact with Angel. Lars and Tanny went ashore
there, leaving Killashandra in conspicuous sight while Erutown and Theach
remai ned bel ow. Sone of the urgently needed itenms could be supplied from
the extras on board and Lars contacted Angel for the rest.

As they finally lifted anchor and sailed onward, Tanny's rising
excitement was comuni cated to Killashandra. She coul d recogni ze not hi ng,
but if they were indeed near the island of her incarceration, she had swum
away from nearby help. As they approached the next landfall, she didn't
need Tanny's shout of relief to know they had reached "her" island; the
huge polly tree in the center was a distinctive | andmark. Not only had the
tree survived but also its siblings or offspring, and the little hut she
had made in their shelter. Lars has to restrain Tanny fromdiving into the
breakers and sw nming ashore in his eagerness to reassure hinself.

"I don't see anyone!" Tanny cried as the Pearl notored toward the
beach. "Surely she could hear the engine!"

"I's this where you want to dunp us?" Erutown grow ed, surveying the
uprooted polly, the w nd-depressed trunks of nore, and the stormdebris on
the once white sands.

"Ch, you'll be luxuriously situated, | assure you." Lars said.

Ki | | ashandra had deci ded that Lars and Erutown were in basic disagreenment
on too many counts. Lars was delighted to deposit the man out of the way
for a while. "W've sol ar-power units for Theach's equiprment, all sorts of
energency canp gear, and plenty of food should you tire of the stuff the

i sland and the sea provide."

"And a hatchet, a knife, and a book of instructions?" Killashandra
asked she was not above primng her surprise.

"There speaks the polly planter.” Ginning, Lars flipped the toggle
to rel ease the anchor, cut off the engine, and gestured Tanny overboard. He



was hal fway up the heights to the shelter before the others had nmade the
beach.

"There's no one here, Lars. Ye gods, what shall we do? There's no
one here!" Tanny screaned.

Consternation snoothed Lars's features and he set off up the slope
at speed. Killashandra followed at a nore |eisurely pace, wondering whet her
she woul d ease their fears. One look at the terror and hopel essness of
Tanny's face, and a second one at the shock on Lars's eroded her need for
revenge. Erutown and Theach were on the beach, out of hearing.

"You don't know very much about crystal singers, do you, Lars

He swung around, stared at her, trying to assinilate her words.
Tanny reached his conclusion first and sat heavily down anong the
stormstrewn polly fronds, his expression incredul ous.

" If you thought I'd just sit here until it suited you to
retrieve ne."

Chapter 14

Any di scussion of that would have to be postponed. Theach and Erut own
reached the height, |ooking about themfor their fellow exile. Unable to
ook in Killashandra's direction, Tanny shot one horrified glance at Lars
as the latter snoothly invented a note that she had been rempoved fromthe
i sl and by a passing vessel. He even flourished a piece of paper fromhis
pocket as he comented that he was gl ad she was safe.

"That tears it," Erutown said gloomly. "W'Il all be in trouble.”

"I doubt it. A very good friend of ours skippered that ship," Lars
replied without a blink "She can't go anywhere without ny know edge." Tanny
made a strangl ed sound and Kill ashandra gri nned, choking on her | aughter
"There's nothing you could safely do w thout jeopardizing yourself at this
point, Erutown. It isn't as if you'll be out of touch,"” and Lars handed the
man a smal
but powerful handset. "The frequency to use for any contact is 103.4
nmegahertz. Al right? You can listen in on any of the other channels but
conmuni cate only on the 103.4."

Erutown agreed with ill grace, hefting the set doubtfully. Wth a
sideways grin at Killashandra, Lars handed over hatchet, knife, and polly
book.

"There now, you're conpletely equipped,” Killashandra said
cheerfully. "You'll find that a polly island is quite restful." She gl anced
mal i ci ously at Tanny and Lars. "Everything you require -- polly for food,
fish in the agoon for sport and a change of diet, and a fine reef to
prevent the ommivorous fromdining on you. You're far better off than | was
on nmy polly island, |I assure you." Tanny squirmed, noticeably disconfited.

"Ch, we'll do fine, Carrigana." Theach grinned as he began to
unpack the solar reflectors.

Lars chuckled, linking his armin hers, and sw ngi ng her down the
sl ope to the beach

"C nmon, Tanny, | want to be at the Bar I|sland before sundown."

VWhat with the routine necessary to up anchor and maneuver the Pearl
t hrough the one gap in the reef, there wasn't time for discussions unti
they were once again under full sail and beating due north for the Bar
I sl and.

"Tanny, | think you'd better go below, " Lars began, signaling
Killashandra to join himin the cockpit. "Wat you don't know won't hurt
you -- "

"Who says?" Tanny grow ed.

"Fix us sone grub, will you? Al this excitenment gave nme an
appetite. So," and once Tanny had slammed the hatch cl osed, Lars turned
expectantly to Killashandra, "could |I have sone expl anations?"



"I rather think a few are due ne!"

Lars cocked an eyebrow, grinning sardonically at her. "Not when you
nmust have figured out many of the answers already if you're half as snart
as | think you are." Lars slid a finger across the scar on her arm then he
reached for her hand and held it up before her face, his thunb rubbing
agai nst the crystal scars. " 'l cane fromthe Cty."' Indeed!"

"Well, I did. . ." she said, deceptively neekly.

"Your best line, you witch, was the one about your having had no
choi ce about coming to the islands!" Lars could not contain his nmirth then
and tilting his head back, roared with |aughter

“I wouldn't laugh if | were you, Lars Dahl. You're in an unenvi able
position in nmy files. " She tried to sound severe but couldn't.

H s eyes were still brimmng with hunmor when he abruptly switched
nmood. He touched the garland. "Yes, | amrather. And on Angel Island. For
one thing, according to island tradition, this announces us handfasted for
a year and a day."

"I had guessed that the garlands signified nmore than your | oving
wi sh to adorn ny person.” The words cane out nore facetiously than she
meant for she ached with a genuine regret. Lars's steady blue eyes caught
her gaze and held it. He waited for her explanation

"Wth all the will in the world to continue what we started, |
don't have a year and a day here, Lars Dahl." The words | eft her mouth
slowy, unwillingly. "As a crystal singer, | amconpelled to return to
Bal | ybran. Had | understood yesterday norning precisely what these bl oons
meant, | would not have accepted them Thus does ignorance wound the giver.
| am. . . trenendously attracted to you as a nan, Lars Dahl. And in the
[ight of what | have been told, heard, and overheard," she gave hima faint
snmle, "I can even forgive you that idiotic abduction. In fact, it would

have been far nmore huniliating for me to have been caught in a raid on a
bootl eg brewery. Wiat you cannot know is that | wasn't sent to Optheria
nerely to repair that organ -- | amhere as an inpartial witness, to |learn
if restriction to this planet is popularly accepted.™

"Popul arly accepted?" Lars lifted half out of the cockpit seat in
reaction. "What a way to phrase it! It is the nmost singularly unpopul ar
repressive, frustrating, discouraging facet of the Optherian Charter. Do
you know what our suicide rate is? Well, | can give you hard statistics on
that. W& nade a study of the incidents and have copi es of what notes have
been | eft by the deceased. Nine out of ten cite the hopel essness and
despair at having no place to go, nothing to do. If you're lucky enough to
be unenpl oyed on Optheria, oh, you're given food, shelter, clothing, and
assigned stinulating conmunity service to occupy you. Comunity service! --
Trimrm ng thorn hedges, tidying up hillsides, dusting boulders in the
roadways, painting and repainting federal buildings, stuffing the faces and
wi pi ng the bottons of the incontinent at both ends of life. Truly rewarding
and fulfilling occupations for the intelligent and well educated failures
that this planet throws upon the altar of the organ!”

He had been enphasi zing his disgust with blows of his fist to the
tiller, until Killashandra covered his hand with hers.

"Whi ch one of our nessages got through? It's been |like tossing a
bottl e nmessage into the Broad Sea with precious little hope of its ever
floating to the Minland."

"The conplaint originated with the Executive Council of the
Federated Artists' Association, who claima freedom of choice restriction
A Stellar made the charge, though | wasn't told which one. H s principal
concern was with the suppression of conposers and performers.” She gave him
a wy grin.

Lars raised his eyebrows in surprise. "It wasn't nme who sent that
one." Then he seened to | ake heart, his expression |lightening with renewed
hope. "If one appeal got through, nmaybe others have, and we'll have a whol e

school of people helping us -- And you'll help us?"



"Lars, I'mrequired to be an inpartial --

"I wouldn't dream of prejudicing you . Hi s tw nkling eyes
chal | enged her as he threw his free arm about her shoul ders, nibbling at
her ear.

"Lars, you're crushing ne. You' re supposed to be sailing this ship
. |"ve got to think howto go on fromhere. To be candid, | really
don't have rmuch nmore than your word that there is a w despread
di ssatisfaction, and not just a few isolated instances or persona
grudges. "

"Do you know how | ong we've been trying to reach the Federated
Counci | ?" Now Lars gestured wildly in his agitation. "Do you know what it
will nean to the others when |I tell them one nessage has got through, and
someone is actually investigating?"

"There's another matter that we have to discuss, Lars. Is it
advisable to tell them or would it be wiser for me to continue covertly?"
H s jubil ation subsided as he considered her question. "I suppose the
suicide file would be acceptable as valid evidence. Has the restriction
matter ever been put to the vote here?"

"A vote on Optheria?" He |aughed sourly. "You haven't read that
abom nabl e Charter, have you?"

"I scanned it. A boring docunent. all those highflown phrases
turned my pragmatic stomach." Before Killashandra's eyes rose the vision of
tortured architecture coping with "natural formations" so as not to rape"
the Natural World. "So there is no referendum nmechanismin the Charter?"

"None. The Elders run this planet and, when one of them keels over
and can no |longer be resuscitated, a replacenent is appointed -- by the
remai ni ng undefunct El ders.”

"No rising fromthe ranks on nerit here?"

"Only in the Conservatory, and for especially meritorious
conposition and exceptional performance ability. Then one m ght possibly,
on rare occasions, aspire to reach the exalted rank of a Master. Once in a
century, a Master might possibly gain an appointnment to the Council of
El ders.

"I's that what you were after?"

Lars gave her a wy grin. "l tried! | was even willing to assault
you to gain favor and show t hem what a good, useful, boy |I was."

He snorted at his gullibility.

"Granted, | haven't heard an approved conposition, much | ess yours,
pl ayed on the sensory organ," Killashandra began in casual accents, "but |
was tremendously inpressed by your performance the other evening. The
nusi cal one."

"The tinme, the place, the anbiance

"Not so fast, Lars Dahl. | was a trained nusician before |I becane a
crystal singer. | can be a critical auditor . . . and when | heard your
music, | didn't know you as well as | do now, so that is an unbi ased
assessment. |If by any chance the Stellar who | odged the conplaint with the
Artists' Association had had you in mnd, | second his concern."

Lars regarded her with a genuine surprise. "You woul d? What nusic
training did you have?"

"I studied for ten years at the Fuerte Miusic Center. Voice."

Lars nearly lost grip on the tiller and before he had altered the
course, the Pearl yawed in the rough seas, throw ng Kill ashandra agai nst
him"You were the soprano that night?"

"Yes." She grinned. "I recognized your tenor at the barbecue. Were
did you |l earn Bal eef's Voyagers? And the Pearl Fishers duet? Certainly not
in the Conservatory.

"My father. He'd brought some of his microlibrary with himwhen he
cane to Optheria."

"Your father is naturalized?"

"Ch, yes. Like yourself, he didn't cone to the islands by choice.



If we nention your true identity to no one else -- and what is your true
nane? O don't crystal singers give then"

"You nmean to say you don't know the nanme of the wonman you assaul t ed
and then abducted?" Kill ashandra pretended outrage.

Lars shook his head, grinning at her with an al nost boyi sh
m schi ef.

"Ki |l ashandra Ree."

He repeated the syllables slowy, then smled. "I like that much
better than Carrigana. That was a rather harsh nanme to say endearingly. The
ells and the sh are sweeter."

"Possibly the only sweet thing about ne, | warn you, Lars."

He pointedly ignored that remark. "My father must know who you are,
Killashandra. It will give himnew heart for I'Il tell you frankly, he was
far nore di scouraged about those arrested in the Elders' search than he |et
on to the others. Nor" -- he paused, only then aware of the water sl oshing
in the cockpit about their toes -- "nor do | |ike deceiving Nahia. She

doesn't deserve it."

"No, she doesn't. Though |I have the feeling she already has a good
idea that I"'mnot the island naid |'ve been portraying."

"Ch? Was she at that reception in the Conservatory?"

"No, but she sensed the crystal resonance." Killashandra stroked
her arm explanatorily. Lars caressed her then

"You nmean, that's what |'ve been feeling whenever we touch?"

Ki |l ashandra gave hima reassuring smle. "Not entirely, |over.
Sone of it is a perfectly spontaneous conbustion.”

Lars guffawed at that, enbracing her once again.

"Shouldn't | bail or sonething?" she asked as the chill sea water
spl ashed over her toes. Hi s armrestrai ned her

"Not just yet." He frowned, glancing off to port, not really seeing
the sprouts of islets as he corrected their course a few points easterly.
"However, if we tell my father and Nahia who you are -- "

"Hauness, too?"

"What Nahi a knows, Hauness does, and safe enough in both their
hands. But then what? Hard copy on the suicide files is rapidly avail able.
But | should insist that you nmeet with other groups to prove unquesti onably
that the arbitrary restriction to Optheria is not popularly acceptable.™

"I"'mglad you agree to that."

"I'n doing that, you will also need to avoid the Elders. It woul dn't
do for themto discover you blithely treading the cobbles at |ronwood or
the terraces of Maitland."

"You never told themyou'd ki dnapped ne, so why couldn't | visit
ot her conmunities?"

"Because you' ve now been mssing for five weeks. How woul d you
expl ain such an absence, nmuch | ess why you haven't repaired their precious
Festival organ?"

"I'd ve done that if that wetched security officer hadn't been in
his flatul ent dotage! My absence is easy to explain. | just don't explain
it." She shrugged diffidently.

Lars sniggered. "You don't know how much our Elders dislike
nysteries -- "

"You have seen ne playing a hunble island naid, Lars. Try seeing ne
as a highly indignant and aristocratic nenber of the Heptite Quild." As she
spoke, her voice becane strange, disdainful, and Killashandra pulled
herself arrogantly erect. Lars started to renove his armfrom her shoul ders
in reaction to the transformation. "lI'mnore than a match for Anmpris or
Torkes. And they need ny services far too much to annoy nme again."

"I"'mobliged to mention that they' ve sent for a replacenent --

"l know that."

"How coul d you?"

Killashandra grinned at him "Crystal singers have preternaturally



acute hearing. You and your little band of conspirators were only across
the roomfromne. | heard every word."

Lars nonmentarily let the tiller slip but Killashandra grabbed it
and steadi ed the helm

"A second crystal singer might be all to the good, depending on who

they send. But we've tinme to spare -- it'll take nearly ten weeks to get
anot her singer here. | happen to need the contract nmoney so I'Ill repair
their damed organ. Maybe this tine, 1'Il get the kind of help | need." A
t hought suddenly struck Killashandra. "By all that's holy, I'Il get you!"
She prodded Lars's chest with her forefinger

Lars snorted with derision. "I"'mthe | ast person welcone in the
Conservatory!"

"Ah, but you will be welcone -- as the nan who rescued this poor
abandoned crystal singer from durancevile!"

"What ?"

"Well, that would answer why |'ve been absent. But, of course,

never set eyes on ny abductor so | can't say who it might be." Killashandra
fluttered her eyel ashes in nock horror. "There | was, taking a stroll to
conpose mnysel f after that horrible confrontation with an officious oaf and
whaml bung! |1'm coshed on the head and wake up, all alone, on a desert

i sl and, heavens know where!" Killashandra got into the part with a faked
swoon. "lI'mless of a hamwith a properly respectful audience, | mght add.
But there | am Lost! Who knows who the dastards are -- using a plural wll
suggest a whol e group of conspirators, you see -- And then you . "
Killashandra laid a delicate hand on Lars's arm H's eyes were bright with
mrth and he had his |ips pressed together against distracting |aughter

"You -- loyal despite your terrible disappointment” -- and Killashandra put
her hand to her breast and breathed hard " -- rescued ne and insisted on
returning ne to the safety of the Gty, to install the crystal manual so
that the priceless organ will be ready for the Sunmer Festival. Thus
currying favor with the powers that be -- which, in view of your subversive
activities, is a very good idea -- and saving themthe cost of another

expensi ve crystal singer. W are very expensive to hire, you see. And
have the inpression that the El ders are credit-crunchers.™

Lars began to chuckl e, rubbing his chin as if he was visualizing
t hose nonments of triunph.

"I'f you can be trusted not to overact" -- he ducked as she shook
her fist at him-- "you know, it mght work."

"OfF course it will work! | was able to gauge audi ence reactions to
a pico. And nore than just give you a well-deserved return for their
nmeanness and chicanery to you, I'Il pretend that I'm so very nervous about
a repetition of assault and battery that I'll need you by ny side all the
tinme."

"I think," Lars began, slowy, thoughtfully, "Father and the others
will like this plan.”

" Oh?"

Lars gave a rueful snort. "I got rather soundly told off for acting

in a unilateral fashion when |I abducted you, you know. My father is a nild
mannered man nost of the time -- "

"Then let us by all neans present this idea to him-- them And by
t he way, speaking of mld-mannered nmen, what do you know about Corish von
Mttel stern?”

"The man | ooki ng for his uncle?"

"That's the one."

"Well, he's not an Optherian agent if that's what you're worried
about. We checked himfor residue."”

"Checked himfor what?"

"D you recall the arc at the shuttleport? That's to prevent
Opt herians fromleaving the planet. The arc is set to detect a minera
residue that is present in our bone marrow. There's absolutely no argunent



with the port guards if you try to enter the shuttleport. They just shoot."

"And that's activated by any Optherian passing the sensors?"

"Even visitors who've stayed | ong enough to absorb sufficient trace
to be detected." Lars's expression was sour. "Like ny father."

Kill ashandra hal f heard that comment, as she was thinking back to
her exit fromthe port. Thyrol had been right beside her and the al arm
hadn't gone off for them though it had when the rest of the Optherian
quartette had passed.

"Strange, that," she said half to herself. "No. Corish isn't
Opt herian. He came out on the Athena with ne. But |'ve a very good notion
that he's an FSP agent of sone sort. | nean, what good is just one
i mpartial observer if the object is to change the status quo of an entire
pl anet? Even if | ama crystal singer."

"Did Corish know that?"

"No." Killashandra chuckled. "To Citizen von Mttelstern | was a
brash and i npul sive nusic student traveling cheap to the Sunmer Festival!"
When Lars gave her a puzzled | ook, she laughed. "Being a crystal singer
entails sonme rather curious di sadvantages which are not relevant to the
nor e inmportant discussion at hand."

"I don't know nmuch about crystal singers --

"What you don't know won't hurt you," she said, waggling a finger
under his nose. "But I'd very much like to know nore about Corish, and if
there is a mssing uncle."

"Why didn't Corish recognize you on the beach?"

"The sane reason you didn't. And he didn't know nme all that well,"
she added, a bit amused by Lars's reaction. "He rather obviously, at |east
to nme, cultivated the conpany of an innocuous and silly young mnusic
student. And one or two other anomalies alerted ne."

"I"d encountered a few of those creatures recently nyself,"'
remarked in a reproving draw .

"I did the best | could with the background material | had."

Lars pulled her as close to himas the tiller allowed. "Your only
m st ake, now that | think back on it, were your coments about singing.
Everyone in the islands sings. But voice is not an instrument for rea
music . . . according to the Masters."

Ki | | ashandra began to sputter indignantly. "That in itself proves
how stupid they all are!"

Lars | aughed in delight at her reaction and then drew his feet up
as the water began sl opping up their cal ves.

"Tanny!" he shouted. "On the deck, on the double."

The hatch was opened so quickly in response to his call that
Ki |  ashandra wondered how | ong the young man had had his ear to the wooden
panel s.

"Haven't you found us something to eat yet? About tine.'
held up two heavy soup mugs. "G ve it over and start bailing."

Lars

For Tanny

Chapter 15

It took quite a bit of persuading on Killashandra's part to reassure Tanny
that she intended no reprisals against himfor his very mnor part in her
abduction. Lars explained that he had managed to sneak her on board the
ocean jet with the help of another friend who merely thought Lars's | atest
girl friend had had a shade too nmuch new brew.

"One for the girls, are you, mbucko?" Killashandra had asked in an
arch tone.

Lars nodded at her garland. "Not any nore, Sunny! |'ve made an
honest woman of you!"

That exchange did nmore to reassure Tanny than any ot her argunent
Ki |l ashandra had presented. That and the fact that she was perfectly
willing to help bail out the cockpit.



Bar |sland was reached just before sunset, with enough tinme to
unl oad the emergency supplies. The Bar |slanders had been directly in the
hurricane's path and suffered nmore damage than any of the other islands on
their sweep. Two nen, a woman and a young child had internal injuries which
the nmedical facilities of the smaller settlenment could not treat
adequately. Lars inmmediately offered them passage on the Pearl Fisher
giving Killashandra a guarded and rueful grin of regret. Nor did they have
a chance to be private that night. Everyone pitched in to finish
constructing tenporary comunal shelters, and Killashandra found herself
once again plaiting polly fronds, pleased that her deftness caused no
guestions. Wien a halt was called at mdnight, Killashandra was far too
tired to do nore than curl up gratefully against Lars on the sand, her head
pillowed on his arm and fall asleep

At first light of a sullen day, the injured were floated on bl adder
rafts to the Pearl, carefully hoisted aboard, then secured in the cabin
bunks. Killashandra was given instructions by the medic for the
adm ni stration of necessary drugs and care. The patients had been sedated
for the voyage, so he expected no problens.

As soon as she could, Killashandra went up on deck. She found care
of the sick and injured a distasteful necessity and the faint odor of
antiseptics and medi ci ne made her slightly nauseous. She said nothing about
her disinclination, uncharacteristically wanting to sustain Lars's good
opi nion of her. He was bent over the chart display on the small
navi gational terminal, plotting the nost direct course for Angel Island' s
Nort h Harbor where the main nmedical facility was situated.

"Tide and wind are in our favor this norning, Killa," he said,
reachi ng his arm about her waist and drawing her in to himw thout taking
his eyes fromthe display. He tapped for an overlay of the route he had
chosen and she could see how it nade use of the swift channels between the
i slands and the fuller norning tide. "We'll be in North before we knowit."
He nade a Final correction and laid in the course. Now the display cleared
to show himthe conpass headi ngs and the m nimumrequired tacking to slip
into the swift current just beyond Bar Island' s western reef. "Is the
spi nnaker set, Tanny?"

"Aye, aye skipper," the young man called fromthe bow as
Ki | | ashandra watched the vivid red and orange sail bellying out briefly
over the bowsprit before the wi nd caught it.

There's an exhilaration to sailing a fast, trimship, with a
followng wind and a current to assist snooth passage. The Pearl slipped
into the flow as effortlessly as a slide down a greased pole. The sea was
al nrost calm and gunnetal green-gray, not quite the same col or as the gray
sky.

"Lucky it's today instead of yesterday," Killashandra said,
settling herself in the cockpit beside Lars. He had the tiller on its upper
setting so that he could see forward w thout the cabin bl ocking him

"They're all secure bel ow?"

"Secure and asleep! I'lIl check on the half hour."

They sat together enjoying wind, sea, and sail while Tanny coil ed
lines and set all fair. Then he joined themin the cockpit, maintaining the
conpani onabl e sil ence.

Just before noon, sailing smartly on the sanme westerly current that
had nearly defeated Kill ashandra, they rounded the Toe and tacked eastward
to sail right up to the large North Harbor pier at the el bow of the Angel
Wien Lars had been able to estimate his tinme of arrival, he had called it
in, so nedics and grav units were waiting for the injured. Killashandra,
dutifully checking every half hour, had had no problenms with her patients
but it was an imense relief to turn themover to trained nedica
t echni ci ans.

"Father wants a word with us," Lars said quietly in Killashandra's
ear as they watched their passengers being trundl ed away. "Tanny, anchor



the Pearl at buoy twenty-seven, wll you? And keep her ready. Don't know
where we'll have to go next. Stay on the page, okay?"

Tanny nodded, his expression rather strained, as if he was relieved
to stay on the Pearl, whose eccentricities he could cope with and
under st and.

If the Wng Harbor on the south side of Angel Island had appeared
rustic and honely to Killashandra's eyes, North Harbor was the antithesis:
that is, within the framework of the Charter's prohibition against raping
"a natural world." The col orful buildings set up above the harbor behind
sturdy sea walls utilized manmade material s and nodernistic surfaces in
some sort of tough, textured plastic and a good deal of plasglas so no
vista woul d be hidden fromthe occupiers. If the architecture | acked warnth
or grace, it was also practical in a zone where wi nd speeds coul d nake a
dangerous nissile out of a polly branch.

Lars guided Killashandra up a ranp that clinbed to the top of the
El bow, where a dornered structure commanded vi ews of the main harbor as
well as the smaller curved bay that featured the old stratovol cano that was
the Angel's Head. A small sailing craft was tacking cautiously through the
Fi ngerbone reefs at the end of the Hand. Fromthe different colors in the
sea, Killashandra could distinguish the safer, deeper channel, but she
didn't think she'd like to sail that in a ship as large as the Pearl

To her surprise, the first person they saw as they entered the
Har bor Master's office was Nahia. She had been using the term nal and upon
their entry she half rose, her expression eager for Lars's news of the
stranded crystal singer.

We needn't have worried ourselves for a nmonment about out captive,
Nahi a." Lars strode up to the enpath and, before she could protest, kissed
her hand.

"Lars, you sinply nust stop that,"
Kill ashandra a worried gl ance.

"Way? | only do you a courtesy you fully deserve!"

Wul d Nahia confort Lars, Killashandra wondered, after she had
departed Optheria?

"The woman is all right, isn't she, Carrigana?" Nahia was by no
nmeans reassured by Lars's droll coment

"Never better," Killashandra replied affably. She wondered why Lars
was draw ng the ganme out when he had specifically said he didn't wish to
decei ve Nahi a. She gave hima sharp gl ance.

"Where's father!"

“I"'mhere, Lars, and there's trouble on its way," the Harbor Master
said, appearing fromthe front office. "I'"monly grateful we had the
hurricane, for it slowed down the official transport. There's to be a ful
search of the Islands. Torkes leads it so it'd be the height of folly to
protest or interfere."

"Then isn't it fortunate that the crystal singer has been rescued,"”
Ki | I ashandra sai d.

"She has?" O av Dahl | ooked about, even to peering outside, seeking
t he woman.

Unerringly now, Nahia turned her worried face toward Kill ashandra,
her eyes wi deni ng.

"And, O av Dahl, by your courageous son, who found her abandoned on
an island while he was on a hurricane rescue mssion in the vicinity."

"Young worman, | -- " O av Dahl began, frowning at her light tone.

"You are Killashandra Ree?" Nahi a asked, her beautiful eyes intent
on Killashandra's face.

"I ndeed. And so grateful to the | oyal upright Optherian citizen
Lars Dahl that this much-abused crystal singer feels secure only in his
presence." Killashandra beaned fatuously at Lars.

Nahi a' s sl ender hands went to her nouth to suppress her | aughter

"I presume that in your official capacity you can informthe

Nahi a protested, giving



official vehicle of the felicitous news?" Killashandra asked O av Dahl
smling encouragingly at himto coax a | ess reproving response.

A av Dahl regarded Killashandra with an expression that becanme nore
and nore severe, as if he didn't believe what he was hearing, didn't
condone her levity, and quite possibly would not accept her assistance.
Slow y he sank onto the nearest desk for support, staring at her with
amazenment. Killashandra wondered that this man could be Lars's father unti
suddenly a snile of great charmand pure m schief |ightened his
countenance. He got to his feet, one hand outstretched to her, radiating
relief.

"My dear Cuildnenber, may | say how pleased | amthat you have been
delivered fromyour ordeal ? Have you any idea at all who perpetrated this
outrage on a nenber of the nmpst respected guild in the gal axy?"

"None under the sun," Killashandra relied, the epitonme of innocent
bewi | dernment. "I left the organ loft, rather precipitously, | hasten to
add, because of a distressing incident with an officious security captain.
| hoped that a stroll in the fresh air mght conpose ny agitated spirits.
When all of a sudden -- " She brought her hands together. "I think | mnust
have been drugged for a long tinme. Wien | finally regai ned consci ousness. |
was on this island, from which your son fortuitously rescued nme only this
nmorni ng!" Killashandra turned, fluttering her eyelashes at Lars in a parody
of gratitude

"I find that absolutely fascinating, Killashandra Ree," said a
totally unexpected newcorer. Lars half crouched as he whirled toward the
doorway framing Corish von Mttelstern. "Evidently your credentials were
far nore inpressive than you led ne to expect. So you're the crystal singer
who was di spat ched?"

"Ch, and have you found your dear uncle?"

"Actually, | have." Corish, his lips twitching with the first rea
anusenment she had seen himexhibit, gestured toward O av Dahl

Lars was not the only one who stared at his father. Nahia gave a
silvery | augh.

"It was too anusing, the confrontation, Lars," Nahia said,
chuckling. "They were circling the truth like two hemin cocks. It was al
| could do to retain ny composure, for, of course, Hauness and | have known
Qav's history. It didn't take ne very long to perceive that Corish was not
| ooking for the man in the hol ogram™

"I could hardly brandish Dahl's real |ikeness in case | jeopardized
him 1'd menorized his facial characteristics so | thought 1'd recognize
himonce | did see him" Then Corish turned to Killashandra. "He hadn't
altered as nmuch as you had. | didn't recognize you at all, with your hair
and eyebrows bl eached and a good few kilos lighter. If it matters," and
Corish gestured at the matched garlands, "this is an inprovenment over the
mawki sh nusi ¢ student."

"So are you Council or Evaluation?" Killashandra shot a triunphant
gl ance at Lars. "Oav's no nore your uncle than | am That inheritance
busi ness was very thin."

"For you, perhaps," and Corish inclined his body toward her, and
his manner turned starchy at her criticism "but you'd be surprised at how
effective it was. Especially with Optherian officials who mght get their
percentage out of it." Corish made an age-old gesture with his thunb and
forefinger. "Since all off-planet mail is censored, and not always
delivered to the addressee, such a problemis peculiarly applicable to
Opt heria. "

"I withdraw ny comment." Killashandra nodded graci ously and then
seated herself in the nearest chair. "Do | also assune that 4 av has been a
-- msplaced -- agent?"

"I nadvertently detained,” Aav replied on his own behalf, with a
nod to Corish. "My briefing was at fault, on a point no one had consi dered
at headquarters. To whit, the mineral residue, which is what trapped ne



here. And which provides the Optherians with such sinple neans of
preventi ng unaut hori zed departure fromthis planet. The exile has not been
wi thout profit to nme," and he smiled warmy at his son, "though ny tinme was
not spent in activities of which the Council whol eheartedly approve. 'If
you can't lick "em join "em is useful advice." He w nked at Killashandra,
who gave a crow of |aughter. "However, you appear to be remarkably tol erant
of the abuse you have suffered at ny son's hands."

Ki |l | ashandra | aughed. "Oh. yes, since it has afforded ne the chance
to investigate a conplaint."

"Ch?" d av exchanged gl ances with Corish

"Lodged by a Stellar of the Federated Artists' Association.”

"Real | y?" Nahi a cl apped her hands together in delight, grinning at
Lars with triunph. "I told you they were a good choice."

Corish had straightened up in his chair. "You . . . were also told
to investigate?"

"Ch, yes, but the organ repair should have been the priority!" And
she gave Lars a stern gl ance.

"We can discuss this at a later tine," dav said, raising his hand
for silence. "W have a nmuch nore i medi ate problemin the inmmnent arrival
of an official search party."

"I've outlined the way to deal with that, haven't I?" said
Ki I I ashandr a.

"To what purpose?” O av asked. "Not that | amgrateful for you
forgiving my rascally son . "

"I think that would be ny preem nent task, O av Dahl," Killashandra
replied with a grimsnile. "I don't know whi ch El der supervises Security on
this planet, but fromwhat | have seen, your son is probably first on their
list of suspects whether or not they've any evidence at all."

"Ch, | agree, dav," Nahia said

"Wl Security believe your explanation?" Corish asked skeptically.

"What ?" Killashandra rose in a flow ng novenment, draw ng herself up
to her full height, in a pose of haughty self-confidence. "Refute the
statenment of a crystal singer, a nenber of the Heptite Quild, a craftsman

whose services are vital to the all-inportant tourist season? You nust be
j oki ng! How, under which ever nane you hold sacred, can they chall enge what
| say? Besides," she said, relaxing and flashing a friendly smle, "I have

every confidence in Lars's ability to lend credence to the account. Don't
you?"

"I must say, when you assune that pose, Killashandra, |1'd hesitate
to contradict you." Corish rose to his feet. "But now, | think that Nahia
and | had better join Hauness and prepare to disappear. If they credit
Kill ashandra's explanation, they'Il not be likely to nmount a twenty-five
hour radar watch, will they? So we won't have that problemto contend
with."

Nahi a had returned to the console, and was taking some hard copy
fromthe retrieval slot. "lI've all the charts we need, dav, and ny thanks
for your suggestions. Just in case, | think we will take the devious course
t hrough the islands and then doubl e back north. Lars, O ver survived the
purge and you can contact us through hi mwhen you need to." Corish had her
by the arm and was drawi ng her toward a rear exit. "May | hope to see you
agai n, Killashandra?"

"If that is at all possible, officially, yes, of course, and | | ook
forward to the occasion." Abruptly, annoyed at her stilted phrases,

Ki | ashandra stepped forward and swi ftly enbraced Nahia, kissing her on
bot h cheeks. She stepped back, rather surprised at her uncharacteristic
ef fusi veness until she saw the pleasure in Nahia's brilliant eyes and
smling face.

"Ch, you are kind!"

"Don't he ridiculous!" Killashandra replied fiercely, and then
smled with enbarrassnent. She felt Lars take her el bow and squeeze it



gently.

"Should I need to contact you, Killashandra," Corish added, opening
the door and all but pushing Nahia out, "I'll |eave a nessage at the Piper
Facility. As | already have." The door closed behind themw th an enphatic

sl am

"Come," Oav said, striding toward his front office. "We'll signa
the jet. Fortunately, the return of the Pearl has been entered in the
Harbor 1 og and not too rmuch tine will have el apsed before we informthem of

this good news." O av paused in front of the huge console, frowning
slightly at Killashandra. "You are certain you wish to go through wth
this? It could be dangerous!"

"Far nore dangerous for them™" Killashandra said with a snort. "To
have put me in such a situation in the first place." Then she | aughed.
"Just think, Oav, with Lars's confession that Torkes and Ampris hired him
to 'assault me,' to prove ny identity, how they have conprom sed
t hensel ves. "

"I actually had not considered that aspect. "He turned to the
consol e and began to send out the nessage.

The jet cruiser responded instantly with a request for visual with
which dav instantly conpli ed.

"Look pl eased but hunble, Lars ," Killashandra nuttered before she
turned to the screen, once nore the haughty and arrogant crystal singer
"El der Torkes, | must protest! It is over five weeks since | was

abducted fromthe City -- a Gty, | mght add, in which |I had already been
assaul ted though |I had been told in unequivocal terns that Optheria was a
'secure' planet, where everyone knew his place, and no unusual activities
were condoned or permitted." Killashandra stressed the words as
sarcastically as possible, enjoying the shock on the Elder's face. "Yet |
could also be insulted by a m nor and officious idiot, and ki dnapped! |
could be abandoned on this dreadful world. And it has taken you all this
time to come to the islands which you yourself told ne were popul ated by a
di ssident group. Dissident they mght be, but courteous they are, and

have been nade to feel far nore welcone in these islands than | was during
your ponpous, ill-provisioned reception. I will also informyou, if you
haven't already heard fromthem that my Quild will take a very di mview of
this whole incident. In fact, reparations may well be required. Now, what
have you to say to ne?"

"Honored Cuil dnmenber, | cannot adequately express our horror, our
concern for you during your terrible ordeal."” Those in the Harbor Master's
office saw the effort which El der Torkes was forced to nmake to noderate his
own manner. "I don't know how the Council can ever redeemitself in your
eyes. Anything we can do -- "

"l suggest that you begin by expressing gratitude to the young man
who rescued me after that frightening hurricane -- Wiy, | thought 1'd be
swept to sea and drowned during the night. This is the young man," and
ruthlessly Killashandra pulled Lars beside her. Torkes's face was
unreadabl e as he inclined his head in the curtest possible recognition.
"He's the skipper of the -- what did you say your boat's called, Captain
Dahl ?"

"The Pear| Fisher, Cuildnenber."

"I mght add that he took considerable risk to hinself and his
vessel to put in to that island. The nonsters in the |agoon and all about
it were in sone sort of frenzy. The storm does that, he told ne. But | was
so relieved to see another human after all that time . . . Look at ne! I'm
a sight! My hair, ny skin! I'mnothing but skin and bones!"

"Qur estimated tinme of arrival is 18:30, Guildmenber. Until that
time, the Harbor Master will be able to attend to your confort to the
limts of his facilities." Torkes regai ned sone of his usual repressive
manner as he eyed O av Dahl significantly.

"Beggi ng your indul gence, Elder Torkes, but the Quil dnenber



i nsisted that you be contacted before any personal confort was seen to. W
are hers to command until your arrival."

The picture was cut off at the cruiser screen. No sooner was it
bl ank than Lars seized Killashandra in his arns, whirling her about the
conmuni cati ons room roaring his approval

"His face! Did you see how he had to struggle to control hinself,
Killa?"

"You'll break ny ribs, Lars -- Leave off! But you can see how easy
itis--"

"When you have one of the npbst prestigious GQuilds in the FSP to
back you," O av said, but he was grinning as broadly with satisfaction at
the confrontation as Lars was.

"Well, you have the FSP Council -- "

"Only if they are in the position to acknow edge ne," O av reni nded
her, raising a hand in contradiction. "Which they are not, as ny m ssion
here was covert. The Council does not interfere with planetary politics
when no other planet or systemis affected. Optheria could not be
approached on an official basis, you know The FSP had ratified their
Charter."

"Wth you to explain all about the |lack of popul ar acceptance of
the restriction, surely -- "

"My dear Killashandra Ree, the situation on Optheria cannot be
altered by one nman's testinony, especially a man who coul d by pl anetary
laws to which he is now subject under intergalactic regulations, be tried
and convicted of treasonous acts."

"Ch!" Killashandra's el ation drai ned away quickly.

"Don't concern yourself with this problemnow, ny friend -- for
count you one," O av said, gripping her on the shoulder. "I amgrateful for
what you have already achieved." He took Lars's shoulder in his other hand,
smling with great affection at his son. "Ever since we saw the cruiser jet

on the screen, |'d been wacking nmy brains on howto protect Lars from
i nterrogation by Torkes. You have scuttled that plan, but do not deceive
yourself that all will be fair sailing."

"It was a superb perfornmance, Killa! Wien | tell the others --

"Softly, Lars, softly." Oav said, "Torkes has had enough to
swal low. Gve himno nore on your peril. Now, Killashandra, we nust do the
courteous for you, and lavish you with suitable gifts and personal services

"Teradia, of course, Father. And I'l| advise her about our visitors
-- and their preferences." Lars grimaced with di staste.
"Yes, I'll warn her you're conming up and then |I'Il organize

appropriate festivities."

"Why waste a barbecue on Torkes? He doesn't eat!" Killashandra said
i n di sgust.

"But you do, Killashandra, and it's your return to civilization
that we're celebrating!" Lars squeezed her about the waist.

"One point, Lars," and Oav laid a restraining, hand on his son's
arm as he reached and renmoved the garland fromhis neck. "I amsorry, but
t hese woul d bring unwel cone questions.” He reached for Killashandra's and
she hesitated before giving it to him

"Not half as sorry as | am" She wal ked out of the building, Lars
foll ow ng quietly behind her.

Chapter 16

Teradi a's house was situated on one of the upper levels facing North
Harbor, and as they hurried up the steep, zigzag stairs that |inked the
terraces, Killashandra saw that rmuch of the debris occasioned by the
hurricane had al ready been renobved. G oups of young people were unhurriedly
staking polly trees upright and replanting those young pollys which had



been entirely uprooted. Qthers were pruning bushes or restoring beddi ng
pl ants.

"Are there any snakes in this paradi se?" Killashandra asked when
they paused at the first level to let her catch her breath.

"Snakes? \What are those?" Lars asked, hunoring her

"Normal |y, a long, slender, legless reptile -- only |I meant humans
wi t h unpl easant characteristics.” She made a weavi ng, sinuous gesture with
her hand, and grinmaced with distaste. "Surely the El ders nmake use of
i nforners and spies.”

"Ch, they do. Mbst of whomreport thenselves to us and pass back
such information as we want the Elders to have." Lars grinned as his
fingers caressed her arm "It's not naive of us; islanders stick together
The Elders can give us little that we |lack -- except the freedomto | eave
the planet. To be sure, not many of us would leave: it's having the option
to do so. And ny father has a small detector so that people posing as
tourists can be quickly identified. Father has a theory that only a certain
type of personality is attracted to such an infanmous occupation, and they
often give thensel ves
away. Strangely enough, by not singing!" He gave her a m schievous grin. "I
was relieved to hear you singing lustily at the barbecue."

"I nearly didn't because, if | could recognize your tenor, you
m ght have spotted me as that m dnight soprano. So | sang alto. But, Lars,
isn'"t Nahia in jeopardy for being here? Soneone nmight just slip up and
nmention her presence?"

Lars took her by the el bows and pul |l ed her against him
unconcernedly stroking her hair. "Beloved Sunny, Nahia would be protected
under any circunstances but, as it happens, only my father, you, and the
peopl e she cane with, know she was on this island during the hurricane. Her
party's ocean jet has been secreted in another of the Back caves, unseen by
anyone. It's still there and won't energe until we've had a chance to jam
the cruiser's surveillance systens. Nahia and Hauness will use the islands
to screen them from any possibility of detection when the cruiser takes you
-- all right, and me -- back to the Mainland. Satisfied? | told you ny
father is efficient. He is.

"There will also be no one here tonight from Wng Harbor who m ght
i nadvertently renmenber the girl Lars Dahl had as his partner.”
"But -- "
"No one in Wng will feel slighted: they're all too busy with storm

damage. Every building on the waterfront coll apsed. And W ngers avoi d El der
i nspection as they would a smacker school ."

Killashandra did feel relieved by his explanations. She was rat her
pl eased, too, as she reviewed her confrontation with Torkes. Nor woul d she
fail to be exceedingly cautious in the presence of any of the elders.
Torkes woul d never forgive her for that tongue-Ilashing, and she knew t hat
he woul d do everything he could to rank the others against her if a second
confrontation was to occur. Still, she was gl ad she had | aunched her
frontal assault on the fardling tyrant.

"W shan't |eave anything to chance, however, Sunny, Lars went on
as they clinbed to the last terrace level. "If sun-bleached hair and
eyebrows alter your appearance enough to deceive an FSP agent -- "

"Corish was not expecting ne to be on that beach, any nore than you

"Then Teradi a can restore your beauty. Wth nore sophisticated

cl ot hes, and that hauteur of yours, you'll he every inch the crysta
singer." Lars halted, swinging her into his arms again. No one was in
sight. "WIIl the inpressively beautiful crystal singer still favor her

i sland | over?" He smled down at her, but tension caught at the corners of
his grey-tinged eyes.

"Don't tell nme you -- who braves hurricanes, El ders, and Masters --
feared my ranting?" She soothed the creases fromhis eyes. "l assune a



role, Lars Dahl, fromsone opera or other. | play no role with you, no
matter under what circunstances. Believe ne. Let's not |ose a nonment of
what we have together!"

She stood on tiptoe to kiss himand the hunger they both felt made
themtrenbl e.

"How are we going to make out, Killa, on board that cruiser? And
back on the Mainland?"

"Ch, citizen!" Killashandra |aid her hand graceful |y agai nst her
bosom fluttering her eyes, as much to keep back the tears as to enbellish
her assuned character. "Wen | trust to you ny safety, where el se shall you
be but with me, wherever | go, even in ny bedchanber? And have you seen
where they quartered nme in the Conservatory? You'll see, Lars. It will all
be arranged nmy way!"

By then they had reached an establishment with a nodest sign
spelling out "Teradia" in graceful lettering. Teradia herself greeted them
a wonan as tall as Lars, with a supple, willowy figure, and densely bl ack
hair very intricately braided. Her skin was olive and flaw ess, the pale
green pupils of her eyes appeared | um nous: she was a superb testinonial to
her establishment.

"dav Dahl wants the very best for you, Killashandra Ree, and
nmyself will see to your care."

"Il supervise," Lars interrupted. "The bl eaching nmust be

Wth a quick movenent, Teradia placed one hand across Lars's chest
and eased himaway fromKillashandra, a | ook of mld disdain on her el egant
features. "My dear boy, clever you may be in sonme of the ways of pleasing a
worman, but this is ny art " she began to draw Kill ashandra away wth
her, "and you will allow me to practice it. Come, CGuildmenber, this way."

"Teradia, that's not fair." Lars pushed through the door in

pursuit. "I'mKillashandra's bodyguard -- "
"Here | guard her body, though fromthe | ook of her skin and hair,
you' ve done a poor job -- Sun-bleached, dry-skinned, waterlogged child."
"Teradi a!"

For the first tine Killashandra had seen her |over rattled; she
| ooked nore keenly at Teradia. There was a twinkle in the woman's eyes,
t hough her expression did not soften at his exasperation

"It is, of course, as the Cuil dnmenber w shes

"How do you do it, Teradia?"

"Do what ?"

"Quell him"

Teradi a shrugged delicately. "It is easy. He has been reared to
respect his elders.”

"What ?" Killashandra peered nore closely at Teradia's face.

"She's ny grandnother,"” Lars said with a disgusted grow

"My conplinents, citizen," Killashandra replied, trying not to
| augh at Lars's disconposure. "I shall have your artistry to support ne
this evening -- "

"And nme!" Lars was enphatic.

So, under Lars's eyes and occasionally with his hel p and conpany,
Ki |  ashandra was soaped and bat hed and nmassaged and oiled, and repairs to
hair and nail acconplished, Killashandra fell asleep during the nmassage and
later Lars fell asleep while Teradia tinted Killashandra's hair and dyed
her eyebrows dark again.

"It does make a considerable difference in your appearance,”
Teradi a said, surveying her handiwork. "lI'm not certain which becones you
nore," she added thoughtfully. "You are a striking woman in either guise.
Now, " she went on so briskly that Killashandra did not have to make any
reply to this assessnment, "we don't have everything back from hurricane
storage, but | know exactly where | put several unusual gowns that would
suit your style and rank. Cone this way, into the dressing room"

Ki | | ashandra | ooked over her shoul der at the slunbering Lars.



"I'f he fell asleep in your presence, he is far nore tired than he
woul d ever admit, Killashandra Ree. W will |eave himso until he is needed
to escort you back to O av Dahl."

By the tinme Teradia had garbed Killashandra to her satisfaction,
whi ch had nothing, Killashandra realized, to do with her own, Lars had
awakened. He executed a double take at the vision before him presented a
properly stunned expression before he began to smle then nod with
approval

"“I'n there, Teradia said, flicking her fingers to direct himto
anot her dressing roomin the shop portion of her establishnent. "W can't
have a shabby escort. Not that any will notice you."

Ki | ashandra began to frown, then the wonan w nked slowy and
grinned. "That one is too sure of himself by half."

"He'll need it," Killashandra said sadly.

" Oh?"

But before Killashandra could say anything nore, an unclad Lars had
stornmed into the room waving a heavily enbroidered, tissue thin, blue
shirt and equally thin blue trousers.

"I'f you think |I'm paradi ng about like a stud on sale! Wen did
ever have the need to display -- "

In one long stride Teradia reached the room and scooped up a pair
of blue briefs that had evidently fallen to the floor. She flourished them
under his nose and then pushed himback into the room

"Well, if that's the case . . ."

Kill ashandra stifled her giggles.

"You only wanted to take the linelight

He poked his head around the door. "Not when |I know Torkes's
proclivities. Then again," he paused in the act of w thdraw ng his head,
"he probably has the cruiser packed with his boys so |I'msafer here than in
Gty."

"Who needs the bodyguard then?"
"Shall we have a mutual assistance pact? | read those were once
very popul ar."

" Donel "
Lars sl anmed open the door, strode across the room and gat hered
her into her arnms, beam ng down at her. "If you spoil her dress or nake-up

. Teradi a' s nmock anger subsided as she becane aware of the atnosphere
bet ween them
Lars ached to kiss Killashandra as badly as she wanted to have his
lips on hers. He sighed deeply and I et her go. "You | ook regal
Killashandra! But | think | liked you even better on the beach at W ng!
Then you were mne alone to enjoy!" His voice was | ow, his words neant for
her, his sentiment unhindered by his grandnother's presence. "You have
out done yoursel f, Teradia." He pulled the woman cl ose, and ki ssed her
cheek.
Killashandra felt relief that there woul d be another sane and
wel | - adj usted person to help Lars when she had returned to Ballybran
"Now we had better go, Killashandra. The cruiser will have docked!"
Ki | | ashandra thanked Teradia as warmly as she coul d, wi shing that
t he wonman did not dismiss so casually her genuine gratitude.
As they started to retrace their steps to the Harbor Master's
resi dence, Killashandra was instantly aware of an alteration in the
anbi ance. Far bel ow the squat bul k of the cruiser jet did nuch to explain
the change, loomng as it did, gross and nenacing, its white ovoid hul
di m ni shing the graceful fishing vessels. The slanted superstructure, the
little nodules of its armanents, and the sprouting whiskers of its
conmuni cati ons and surveill ance equi pnent added to its nenaci ng presence.
Ki |  ashandra unconsci ously hugged Lars's arm "That is a very
deadl y | ooki ng nachi ne. Do they have nany of those?"
"Enough! "



"Can Nahi a and Hauness escape it?"

Lars chuckled, relieving his own tension and reducing hers. "The
Yel | owback is snmaller and faster, highly maneuverabl e and could slip
t hrough reefs that would ramthe cruiser. Once they' re away, they're well
away. "

Ki | | ashandra coul d see the com ng and going on the ranp |l eading to
O av's -- people bearing tables, chairs, seating cushions, baskets of
fruit, bows of fruit, jars, several nmen staggering under | oads of
provender. Killashandra had been expecting another beach barbecue, with its
pl easant informality. It had not occurred to her that there might be no
beach at North Harbor, nor would the El der have been entertained in the
casual setting she had so nuch enjoyed at Wng. She groaned.

Lars squeezed her hand. "Wat's wong?"

She gave a gusty sigh. "State occasions! Formality! Scrapes and
smiles and total boredom™

Lars | aughed. "You'll be surprised. Pleasantly."

"How wi || your father get away with it?"

Lars grinned at her. "You'll see.”

VWhat she first saw was the disposition of guards, lining the route
up fromthe harbor, spaced neatly and stiffly about the Residence, and
arnmed. She had seen very few stun rifles in her life but she could
recogni ze them

"What was he expecting? Cvil war?"

"El ders usually travel with a considerabl e entourage. Especially in
the islands. W are so aggressive, you see." Lars spoke with deep sarcasm

and she took in an anxious breath. "Ch, don't worry, Killa. I'Il be
circunmspect. You'll not even recognize ne as your imnpetuous |over."
She cocked an eyebrow at him "I'll expect a return of that |over

as a reward for my evening with Torkes. And why is it Torkes? | thought he
was i n charge of Conmunications."

Lars choked back a I oud | augh, for they had neared the first
sentry. "El der Pedder is afflicted with nmotion sickness."

The sentry who had been wat ching them approach fromthe corner of
his eye suddenly pivoted, ported his weapon, and stared with inparti al
mal evol ence at them "Wo goes there?"

"The crystal singer, you fool," Killashandra replied in a | oud and
di sgusted tone. "Wth her bodyguard, Lars Dahl." When Killashandra woul d
have proceeded she was stopped by the weapon. "How dare you?" She darted
forward, grasped the weapon by its nmuzzle, and levered it forcefully to the
ground. The surprised young sailor panicked and relinquished his weapon.
"How dare you threaten a crystal singer? How dare you threaten ne?"

Ki | | ashandra was seized by a violent surge of real anger at the
archaic and inane formality. She didn't hear Lars trying to soothe her; she
barged past two nore sentries who came to assist their mate; she woul d have
gone through the officer who cane hurrying up the ranp, flanked by three
addi ti onal guards on either side. She paused nonentarily, seething at this
addi ti onal obstacle. The officer had either encountered Elders in a tearing
fit or he instantly recogni zed an el enental force. He barked an order, and
t he barricade suddenly becane an escort which fell in behind the officer
and Lars, who had managed to keep at Killashandra's heels as the enraged
crystal singer stornmed forward to the Residence seeking the initiator of
this additional affront.

Here Lars took the lead, adroitly indicating the way. She heard an
exchange of urgent shouts. She had a confused vision of nore guards
shapping to attention, and another pair hastily opening the el aborately
carved wooden doors -- which despite her involvenent in anger, she
recogni zed as magni ficent panels of polly wood. Then she was in the formal
recepti on antechanber of the Residence, and she renenbered thinking that
the tip of this iceberg was the business end. She continued her angry
progress right to the shallow tier of steps that |led down to the main



level. Wth an alert and wary expression, Oav was half way across the
floor to greet her. Behind him El der Torkes was seated on a hi gh wooden
chair, nenbers of his staff standing about the room conversing with
several islanders.

Automatically, Killashandra gave the assenbl ed one qui ck gl ance
bef ore she proceeded toward Torkes. "Did | spend weeks on a deserted island
to be stopped and questioned by an armed m nion? To have a weapon thrust in

nmy face as if | were an eneny? |" -- and Killashandra nearly bruised her
breast bone as she thunped herself with rigid fingers -- "I amthe one who
has been assaulted and abducted. | amthe one who has been at jeopardy and
you -- " Now she pointed an accusing finger at Torkes, who was regardi ng

her in a state of shock. "You have been safe! Safe!"

Afterwards Lars told her that she had been nagnificent, her eyes
visibly emtting sparks, her manner so inposing that he had been breathl ess
wi th astoni shnment. \Wat operatic role had she been using?

"I wasn't," she'd replied with a rueful smle, for the effect of
her dramatic entrance had nore than satisfied her rage. "l've never been so
angry in ny life. A weapon? Pointed at ne?"

Torkes heaved hinsel f out of his chair, his expression that of a
man confronting an unknown and dangerous entity and uncertain which course
to take. "My dear Crystal Singer -- "

"I am not your dear anything."

"Your experiences have unnerved you, Guildnenmber Ree. No aggression
was i ntended agai nst you, merely -- "

" -- Your wretched, suffocating need for protocol and an irrel evant
show of aggression. | warn you" -- and she waggled her finger at himagain
-- "l warn you, you may expect the npbst severe retribution"” -- she caught
herself; in her rage, she had been on the point of revealing too much to
El der Torkes -- "fromny @uiild, reparation for the callous and undignified
way in which | have been treated.”

Torkes regarded her finger as if it were some sort of deadly weapon
initself. Before he could assenble a suitable reply dav was at
Killashandra's el bow, offering a glass of anber liquid. "Guildnenber, drink
this . . ." His baritone voice, so soothing and conciliatory, penetrated
her ranting. She knocked back the drink, and was rendered nonmentarily
speechl ess. The shock of the potent beverage effectively restored her to
di scretion. "You are understandably overw ought, and have been needl essly
upset, but you are safe here, now, | do assure you. Elder Torkes has
already initiated the nost thorough investigation of this terrible outrage
and personal ly supervised your security here on Angel Island.”

O av's tactful reassurances gave her the time to regain use of her
t hroat and vocal cords. Her throat was on fire, her stomach throbbing, and
her eyes watered. Wich seened a good cue to devel op. She allowed her tears
to flow and reached weakly for Oav's hand to support her. Instantly she
felt Lars take her right arm and the two nmen | ed her to the other
el aborate chair in the chanber, seating her as if she were suddenly
fragile.

"l am overset. Anyone would be, enduring what | have," Killashandra
sai d, using her sobbing to purge the |last dregs of anger, for she estimated
that she'd worked that pitch | ong enough. "All alone, on that wetched
i sl and, not knowi ng where | was, if |I'd ever be rescued. And then the
hurricane . "

A second gl ass was proffered. Wien she glared at d av, he w nked.
Nevert hel ess, she sipped cautiously. Polly wine.

"Pl ease accept ny apol ogi es, Elder Torkes, but that ridicul ous
weapon was the last straw. " Her voice died away but she managed to sound
reasonably sincere. Then she smled weakly at the nonplussed El der, and
fluttered her eyel ashes at his attendants. They seenmed afflicted by sone
sort of paralysis. It afforded Killashandra considerabl e satisfaction that
she had managed to confound an entire Optherian crew. They had stood in



great need of such a I esson. She relaxed into the cushioned back of the
chair.

"There isn't an islander in this Archipel ago who woul d do you any
injury, Guildnenber,"” O av continued, now offering her a finely stitched
handkerchi ef. "Especially after the news of your devoted nursing of the Bar
I sland injured. When | consider how unsel fishly you volunteered to assist,
and you only an hour away from being rescued, why, we are all in your
debt . "

Shi el ding her face from Torkes with the handkerchief, Killashandra
| ooked up at A av. She blotted the Iast of the tears she could rmanage to
squeeze out. She had received his nmessage. She gave a sniff, then exhal ed
in a huge sigh.

"What el se could | do? Their need was far greater than mne for
had suffered no real physical injury. It was excellent therapy," and she
managed that on a rush of breath, "for nme to tend those less fortunate than
I. And | do feel safe with you, Harbor Master, and with Captain Dahl!" She
touched each man on the arm favoring themwith a tremulous snmile. Lars
managed to gi ve her shoul der an adnonitory pinch which, she felt, indicated
that she had milked this scene for all it was worth. "I hope you didn't
encounter that ferocious stormon your way here, Elder Torkes?"

"Not at all, Guildnmenber. In fact," Torkes cleared his throat
nervously, "we didn't set out until sure that the hurricane had dw ndl ed.
ought to have listened to Mrbethan's representati ons, Captain" -- he
turned to the senior officer behind him-- "for she offered to acconpany
us, Quildmenber, on the slimchance that we woul d di scover you here."

"How very kind of her."

"She woul d have been an ideal companion to settle your nerves,

Qui | denber . "

"Yes, she was nost considerate but, though | appreciate her
wi |l lingness, | now insist on someone . " she waved a negligent hand in
Lars's direction, "who is capable of managing himself in difficulties.
have seen Captain Dahl in action, fighting to bring his ship close enough
to take me off that island, and in dealing with high seas, and injured
people.” And that should be the end of that notion. Had it been
M rbethan's? Or Anpris's? From whi chever source, she'd not spend credit on
it.

“I'f I may suggest it, Cuildmenber, would you be feeling recovered
enough to dine now?" O av asked, deftly changing the subject. "Or should
Captai n Dahl escort you to the quarters prepared for you here in the
resi dence?"

"Wy, yes," Killashandra said, extending her hand to Lars and
smling graciously at dav, "I think that perhaps hunger is at the root of
nmy deplorable tenper. I'mnot usually so easily upset, citizens." Now that

the scene had been played, she was ravenous and hoped that O av's
hospitality would be to the standard she expected. It was, and she was
seated on Aav's right at the beautifully appointed banquet table. Torkes
was opposite her, Teradia appearing at his right hand. Evidently she had
nerely had to change her gown. Killashandra did wonder how she had arrived
so pronptly. Other charm ngly dressed | adies partnered the officers of
Torkes's retinue and from sonme di screet corner delicate nusic wafted to the
di ners' ears.

The food was sunptuous, a feat, considering the island had so
recently been in the throes of a hurricane. As Killashandra sanpl ed the
many di shes presented, she realized that the conponents were not as varied
as the manner in which they had been prepared. Polly -- fruit, pulp, and
heart -- was the basis of nine dishes. Smacker was served as a chowder,
boiled, broiled, fried in a delicious light batter and in a rich piquant
sauce. The | argest yell owbacks she had yet seen had been lightly broiled
with slivered nuts. A succulent nollusk was offered, grilled with a dollop
of some flavor enhancer. There were sal ads of greens, nolded sal ads of sone



jellied vegetable, fruit, and fish

Fromthe way in which Torkes's officers filled their plates, and
refilled them when the dishes were presented a second tine, they weren't
used to eating. Torkes was abstem ous by conparison although a fair
trencherman away from El der Pentrom s dietary reginmen. He did not refuse
the wine, either, though his two senior captains did.

VWhen the first hunger was appeased, Torkes addressed Lars, his
expression far too bland to be as affable as he sounded.

"Just where did you discover the Guildmenber, Captain Dahl?"

"On a polly islet slightly east of Bar Island. | don't normally
pass by for it's a bit off the regular trade route, but with the higher
tides to give ne clearance over the reef in that area, | could take a bit

of a short cut to Bar, which | ainmed to beach before sunset."

"Do you have this islet marked on your charts?"

"Of course, Elder Torkes. | will show you its |ocation inmediately
after dinner." Lars had one hand on her thigh under the table and gave her
a reassuring squeeze. Had his father tipped himoff as he had her? "As well
as the entry in my | og which verifies the position."

"You keep a | og?"

"Of a certainty, Elder Torkes. The Harbor Mster is nost insistent
on such details which are, in nmy view, an integral part of responsible
seamanshi p. "

Fart her down the table, an officer nodded his head in agreenent.
Torkes returned to his neal.

"What is this delicious fish, Harbor Master?" Kill ashandra asked,

i ndi cating the smacker

"Ah, that is one of the island delicacies, Cuildnmenber,” and d av
| aunched into an anusing description of the habits of the tropical behenoth
and the dangers of capturing it. In his tale he managed to touch on the
strength and bravery of snacker fishernen and their dedication to an
unenvi abl e task. Much of the smacker catch went to feed the Minland.

Wth such innocuous tidbits and di scourse, the neal finished.
| mredi ately upon rising fromthe table, El der Torkes told Lars Dahl that
now was the tinme to show himthe islet.

"We can call up the information right here,” Oav said, going to
t he el aborate sideboard of the dining room One section of its flat surface
i mediately transformed to display a ternminal while the island seascape
above slid to one side exposing a | arge screen

Ki | | ashandra, watching Torkes obliquely, saw himstiffen until O av
nerely gestured for Lars Dahl to retrieve what docunents he needed. Wthin
a nonent, a small-scale chart of the entire Archipelago doninated the
screen. Lars tapped keys and the chart dissolved to a | arger-scal e one of
Angel Island, then flowed left toward Bar |Island, slightly upward, and in
anot her adjustnent, magnified the chosen islet, conplete with its
protecting reefs, quite isolated fromother blobs of polly-treed islands.

"Here, Elder Torkes, is where | discovered the Cuild-nenber.
Fortunately, whoever abandoned her |left her where there is a good fresh
spring." He now magnified the islet so that its topographical features were
apparent.

“I"'d a bit of a shelter on the height,"

"Here," Lars agreed and pointed.

"And mercifully I was high enough there to be out of reach of the

Ki | I ashandra sai d.

hurricane tides -- just barely -- | fished in this | agoon, and swam there,
too, because the larger things couldn't pass over the reef. But, as you can
see, gentlenen, | could not even have swumto an occupi ed island for help!"

One of Torkes's officers noted the |longitude and |atitude of the
i slet.

"Just thinking about it again distresses nme." Killashandra turned
to dav. "That was a magnificent dinner to he served so soon after a

hurricane, Harbor Master. And it was such a pleasure, for me especially,"”



and she graciously gestured, "to have so nmuch variety to choose from and
enjoy. Now, | would like to retire.”

"Cui |l dnenber, there is nuch to discuss --

"We can discuss it just as easily in the norning, Elder Torkes. It
has been a | ong and exhausting day for me, renenber. We |eft Bar Island
with the injured at dawn and it's now nidnight." She turned fromthe Elder
now to Aav. "I amquartered tonight in the Residence?"

"This way." O av and Lars imedi ately escorted her to the inner
wal | where a lift door slid aside. "Let ne assure you that this is the only
way into the living section of the Residence. This will be guarded well
tonight." He perenptorily gestured for thc guard to be posted.

"El der Torkes, this is the first time that we have been privil eged
to entertain nmenbers of the Council," Teradia said, her deep voice tinged
with awe as she took Torkes's arm and began to | ead himback to the
reception room

A av bowed over Killashandra's hand, snmiling as he cane erect and
gestured her into the lift. The door slid shut on Killashandra and Lars
and, with an exaggerated sigh of relief, Killashandra |eaned agai nst him

He made a quick sign with his hand, his eyes busy on the ceiling

pane.

"I amtotally exhausted, Captain Dahl." So, Torkes had had the area
nmoni tored. That would make it exceedingly awkward for her and Lars.

The lift made a brief, noiseless descent and then the door slid
open to a scene that caught her breath. The wi de w ndow gave onto noonlit
harbor. An aureole of bright light illumnating the ancient stratovol cano
as a second noon rose behind it. O one accord, they stood for a |ong
nmonent in appreciation of the beauty.

As Lars led her down to the short corridor toward two doors at its
end, he glanced at the chrono on his wist. Killashandra had tine to notice
the grin on his face before all the lights went off. Sinmultaneously she saw
three short blue flashes, two along the corridor and a third one at the
first door.

"What -- " she began in alarm but then the lights came on and Lars
took her in his armns.

"Now we're safel”

"You bl ew the nonitors?"

"And his ship's systens. Father's got a way with el ectronics and
he swung her into his arns and inpatiently strode toward the first

door, which slid open to their approach. "I'm about to have ny way wth
you. "

VWi ch, of course, was exactly what Killashandra had been hoping
for.
Chapter 17

A breakfast tray in hand, Teradi a appeared early next norning. Killashandra
found she was in a large roombrightly Iit by sunlight reflected fromthe
surface of the harbor. How the wonan nai ntai ned her perfect groomnming and
serene conposure Killashandra woul d have gi ven nuch to know. Perhaps it had
something to do with the experiential tranquillity of advanced years,
al t hough "ol d" in the physiol ogical sense did not seemto apply to Teradia.
"And what of the day, oh bringer of delights?" Lars asked, settling
pillows behind Killashandra. "Oav didn't mss a trick last night, did he?"

"He's still playing themthis norning." Teradia smiled faintly.
"May | conpliment you on last night's performance, Killashandra? You were
spectacular. | don't think anyone on Torkes's staff had ever witnessed its

like."
"I was consuned with righteous wath," Killashandra repli ed.
"I magi ne, soneone pointing a weapon at ne! A crystal singer!"
Lars soothingly stroked her arm and poured out the steamni ng norning



beverage. "What's O av up to today then?"

Teradi a seated herself on the edge of the w de bed, folding her
hands together in her lap, the faint smle still tilting the corners of her
full lips. "As you surm sed, the power failure effectively crippled the
cruiser, since dav had so courteously suggested that they hook up to the
land facilities and spare the cruiser's batteries. Then it went, Torkes was
qui te upset, worrying about you, CGuildnenber, and thinking this was anot her
attenpt on your safety. O course. the lift wouldn't operate, and an
i nspection party quickly discovered that this apartnent cannot easily be
scal ed fromthe ground, so they posted guards on the waterfront. That's why
your sleep was undi sturbed."” She | owered her eyes briefly. "O av worked
with the cruiser's engineers all night, to discover the trouble in our
generators which, as you mght suspect, had suffered previously undetected
damage fromthe hurricane. Al is now restored, except, of course, the
units which were overl oaded!" She pointed out the several char marks where
wal s nmet the ceiling. "And, of course, the blown chip was di scovered to be
wat er danaged. Your father has a genius in that area. But | think you had
both better put in appearances shortly. There are suitable garments for you
both in the dressingroomand | have been requested to deliver necessities
for you to the cruiser, Killashandra."

Teradia rose in one |ithe novenent, hesitated, and then noved to
Killashandra's side. "You can have no idea how | enjoyed seeing an El der
rendered speechl ess. An excellent strategy on your part. Keep them off
bal ance and guessing. They don't have any experience with that!" Then
Teradia laid her soft, fragrant cheek against Killashandra's and before the
crystal singer could react, had glided out of the roomand cl osed the door

"You have nade an inpression," Lars said. "I'll tell you about
Teradi a's experience with the Council and you'll understand what she neant.
| never woul d have thought of conplaining about that sentry nonsense," and
Lars gave an exasperated sigh, "but then, I'mused to it. It nust be
He searched for the appropriate word, shrugged when he couldn't find it.
"How remar kabl e not to need weapons or guards, Is it the case in Ballybran
or did that felicitous state exist on your Fuerte, too?"

"Both. On Fuerte for lack of aggression, and on Ballybran because
everyone's too busy in the Ranges cutting crystal. We know our place and
are secure in it," she paraphrased, m mcking Anpris's voice. "Lars, how
are we going to fuse the nmonitors at the Conservatory? They'll have
installed them | know "

"You coul d al ways throw another tantrum™"

"No thank you. Fits of tenper are exhausting."

"Ch, is that truly why you're tired today?"

"Pl easure never tires me. Now let's eat and dress. |'ve just been
attacked by a case of circunspection.”

A few nminutes later they enmerged onto the reception floor with no
further delays. An officer inmediately | eaped to his feet at their arrival,
stamering queries about Killashandra's rest, apol ogies for any
i nconveni ence caused by the power failure, and obsequi ously requesting
Kill ashandra and Captain Dahl to join the Harbor Master and El der Torkes in
t he conmuni cati ons room

O av Dahl |ooked tired but there was a nerriment in his eyes as he
asked if all her needs had been satisfied. She reassured him then turned
to Torkes and affected surprise at his evident fatigue, fussing at him
graci ously.

"I'f the Guildnmenber is agreeable, | should Iike to depart
i medi ately," Torkes replied, when the anenities were conpleted. He eyed
her as if he expected her to denur.

"I left unfinished -- even unstarted, to be totally candid -- " she
said, "the task which brought ne to Optheria. | am nore eager than you can
i magine to conplete the organ's repair and depart. I"'msure we wll all

feel relieved when |I'm safely homebound. "



Patently El der Torkes could not be nore in agreenent, although he
kept throw ng skeptical glances at Killashandra as he made his farewells to
A av Dahl. Lars kept in the background. Meanwhile sailors in Counci
uni form had formed up into a guard of honor all the way fromthe Residence
down to the pier where the cruiser's boat awaited its distingui shed
passengers.

Just as she reached the top of the steps, Killashandra | ooked up at
the terraces, at the polly trees, the dwellings, at the old vol cano on the
Head, at the fishing skiffs serenely clearing the harbor, and she didn't
want to | eave Angel |sland. Soneone touched her armand there was A av with
two garlands in his hand.

"Indulge me in an island custom Cuildmenber." He draped the
fragrant bl ossonms about her neck. Killashandra had just recognized the
bl oons as those with which Lars had handfasted her, when she saw d av
best ow one on his son. "Discharge your duties assiduously to the protection
of the CGuildnenber's person, nmy son, and return to us only when you have
seen her safely to the shuttle port!"

Bef ore Killashandra could say anything in acknow edgnment, O av had
st epped back. So, she could only smle her gratitude for his vote of
confidence and proceed to the waiting boat. Inpatiently she brushed aside
the tears in her eyes before anyone could notice, and took a seat under the
awni ng am dshi ps. She was not surprised when Lars did not elect to join her
for she could well inmagine that he had been equally astonished by dav's
farewel |

She sat staring at the squat bulk of the cruiser, and liked it |ess
the nearer she got to it. Nor did her opinion change during the three-day
voyage back to the City. The Captain, a dour man naned Festinel, was
waiting at the top of the gangplank and escorted her hinmself to her cabin,
expl ai ni ng that her bodyguard woul d be quartered in the next cubicle,
wi thin hearing distance. She did not groan but saw this trip would be a
repetition of the Trundonbux voyage. Well. she had survived that, too. Lars
cane al ong the conpani onway at that point and was greeted al nost effusively
by Captain Festinel.

During the evening neal, it was apparent from Festinel's deference
to Lars that the man had been inpressed by the islander's seamanship, or
rather, the false account of his rescue of Killashandra fromthe
dangerously positioned islet of exile. Killashandra added only her physica
presence to the officers' ness. She was tired. She could feel muted crysta
resonance in her body, though it was insufficient to raise the hair on
t hose nearby. She was pl easant when addressed but [imted her answers,
contenting herself with enigmatic sniles. Elder Torkes kept shooting her
wary, surreptitious glances but did not engage her in conversation. Wich
sati sfied her. Keep hi mguessing about her, and off bal ance. Only how were
she and Lars to have any sort of normal relationship if her quarters in the
Conservatory were nonitored?

On the crowded cruiser there was no way for themto have a private
word or even the chance of a caress. Abstinence after the feast did nothing
for her temper. So, preoccupied, she didn't notice the sublininal whine
until the second evening, when she twitched all through dinner, rubbing at
her neck and ear. Something was w ong.

"You're very unsettled tonight, Guildnmenber," Lars said finally,
havi ng endured her contortions throughout dinner. He spoke quietly, for her
ears only, but his voice carried.

"Nerves -- No, it's not nerves. Does this cruiser use a crystal
drive?" She spoke in a loud, accusing tone, |ooking to Captain Festinel for
her answer.

"It does, Cuildnenmber, and | regret to informyou that we are
experiencing sone difficulty withit."

"It urgently needs to be retuned. As soon as you're in port. The
way it sounds right now, it'll be broad-casting secondary sonics by



nor ni ng. "

"The engi neer has been nonitoring an uneven drive thrust but it
shoul d see us safely to the Minland."

"You have reduced speed?"

"Of course, Crystal Singer, the nonent the instrunmentation recorded
resonance. "

"What is the matter with the cruiser?" El der Torkes asked, only
then aware of the nature of the discussion.

"Not hi ng for you to worry about,"” Killashandra said curtly, without
glancing in his direction, for she was rubbing that side of her neck. She
felt Lars stiffen beside her, and heard the tiny intake of her |eft-hand
partner's breath. "I hope." She rose. "The whine is subsonic but highly
irritating. Good evening, gentlenen."

Lars followed her and for a nmiracle they were alone in the
conpani onway as he escorted her to her cranped quarters.

"I's it nonitored?" she asked himin a | ow voice. He nodded.

"Do you require any nedication to sleep, Quildmenber?"

"Yes, if you can find sonme polly wine, Captain.”

"The steward will bring a decanter to your quarters."

Wth a bottle of that inside her, Killashandra slept in spite of
the increasingly audible distortion. The next norning, the noise was al npst
audi bl e. Even Lars was affected. She was relieved when Captain Festine
requested her presence on the bridge. And concerned when she was shown the
drive print-out. Festinel and his engineering officer were justifiably
concer ned.

"W were due for an overhaul when this energency cane up
Qui | dmenber. The Broad Sea had nore turbul ence than we had anti ci pated
putting a strain on the conpensators as well as the stabilizers, especially
at speed." The Captain was flatteringly deferential so Killashandra nodded
as he made his points, and frowned wisely at the print-out as if she knew
what she was seeing Fortunately the bridge was buffered against crysta
noi se as the rest of the ship was not, giving her a respite fromthe sound.
Until she put her hand on the bul khead and felt it coursing through the
net al
"The drive is losing efficiency,"” Killashandra said, recalling the
phrases which Carrik had used at the shuttle port on Fuerte, and obscurely
pl eased with herself that her menory remained lucid for that period, now so
conpl etely divorced fromher present life.

"Frankly, 1'd prefer heaving to and having a good | ook at the
crystal drive, but our orders are to proceed with all possible speed to the
Mai nl and. " The Captai n shrugged and si ghed.

Ki | | ashandra deci ded agai nst reassuring him The drive was souring:
she didn't need the printouts to tell her that. But she had only the one
experi ence on which to base an opinion and had no intention of ruining the
i mmge she had projected by a bad guess.

Then Captain Festinel asked hesitantly, "Do you really hear crysta
resonance?"

Ki |l ashandra was aware of the expectant hush in the bridge as
junior and senior officers, not to mention Lars at her side, waited for her
reply.

"Yes, indeed. Like a dull ache fromny earbones to ny heels. If it
were any | ouder, you'd find me asking for alife raft!"”

"We know so little about your profession . "

"It is one like any other, Captain, with its dangers, its rewards,
an apprenticeship to pass, and then years of refining one's skills."

Ki |  ashandra was consci ous, as she spoke, of one set of ears listening nore
keenly than others. She dared not | ook at Lars. "One facet of ny training
was retuning soured crystals.” She nade a rueful grimace. "Not ny favorite
occupation.”

"Are there any prerequisites for the profession?" the ol der



engi neer asked, as he | ooked up fromthe print-out.

"Perfect and absolute pitch is the one essential."

"Why?" Lars asked, surprised by that unexpected condition

"We're called crystal singers because we nmust tune our subsonic
cutters to the dominant pitch of the crystal we cut fromthe ranges. A
danger ous and exhausting task." She held out her hands so that all could
see the fine white scars that crisscrossed the skin.

"I was told," Lars said in an anused drawl, "that crystal singers
have amazi ng recuperative powers."

"That is quite true. Crystal resonance apparently slows the
degenerati ve processes and accel erates the regenerative. Crystal singers
retain their youthful appearance well into the third century.”

"How ol d are you, Cuildnenber?" a brash young voi ce asked.

Frowni ng, the Captain turned about to seek the source of such
i nsol ence but Killashandra | aughed. "I ama relatively new nenber of the
Heptite Guild, and in ny third decade."

"Are you able to travel anywhere you wi sh?" Did she detect a note
of yearning?

"Al'l crystal singers travel," she said with commendabl e restraint
and then realized that her statement was hardly politic on Optheria. She
had shown few exanples of the tact for which Trag had chosen her. "But we
al ways return to Ballybran,"” and she tried to make it sound as if going
hone was nore desirable than traveling far away. No sense in arousi ng hopes
on Optheria, especially in the presence of the cruiser's senior officers.
"Once a crystal singer, always a crystal singer!"”

In the same instant the printer extruded an inpatient sheet,
Killashandra felt a stab of crystal shock travel painfully from her
heel bone to her ears.

"Kill the drive," she shouted as the Captain was issuing the
conmmand.

Breat hl ess fromthe unexpected peaking, Killashandra sagged agai nst
Lars. "Congratul ations," she said, hoping the sarcasm woul d hide the pain
i n her bones, "you have just |ost one of your crystals. Wat are they?

Bl ues?"

"Greens," the Captain replied with sone pride, "but the sane
crystals since the cruiser was conmm ssi oned. "

"And Optheria will spring credit for organ crystals with
considerably nore alacrity than for plebian greens, huh?" Festinel nodded
solemm affirmation. "Engineer, | request perm ssion to inspect the crysta
drive with you. My apprenticeship in tuning crystals may be of some use
here.”

"Honored, Guildnenmber." He strode to the comunit. "Danmage report!"

"Sir," came the di senbodied voice fromthe bowels of the cruiser
"casing bl own, foam applied, no injuries."

"As you were!"

An acrid stench. a conbination of odors arising fromthe intense
heat on the crystal casing and on the foam was still being exhausted by
fans when Killashandra, Engineering Oficer Fernock, and Lars reached the
drive deck. The captain had hurried to informEl der Torkes of the del ay.

Ki | ashandra wi nced as she caught residual echoes fromthe other crystals
of the drive. O perhaps nore than one el enent had bl owmn. That could
happen.

Fernock quickly directed his nen to sweep up the now hardened foam
and renmove the cover. The duranetal had been fractured by the expl osion and
cane off in piece

See if stores have a replacenent." Fernock's expression suggested
this was unlikely. "I'd not want to drive unshiel ded crystal."

"There'd be no problemso |ong as the remaining brackets are
secure," Killashandra said, reasonably sure that she was correct. After
all, there was no shield at all around bl ack crystal. And they generated



far nore power than greens.

Suction was used to clean foamfromthe intact blocks but both
Ki | ashandra and Fernock warned the seaman to stay away fromthe fragmented
shaft.

"Bracketing cane adrift," Killashandra announced, renenbering her
manners enough to | ook to Fernock for confirmation

"You're right. See, here?" Fernock pointed to the | opsided bracket
at the green's base. "Now how coul d that happen?"

"You said the seas were turbulent. And that you were overdue an
overhaul . Doubtl ess the di screpancy woul d have been seen and corrected. No
fault of yours, Oficer Fernock."

"I appreciate that."

"Al'l right, then . . ." Killashandra squatted by the drive, reached
for the shattered green crystal

"What are you about, @Guil dnenber?" Fernock grabbed her wist and
Lars noved forward.

"Well, until this crystal is noved, we won't.
reached for the crystal

"But you've no gloves and crystal --

"Cuts clean and heals quickly. For me. Allow ne Fernock."

The man continued to protest, but he made no further attenpt to
stop her. The first splinter did not cut her. Fortunately the broken
bracket also nade it easier for her to lift out the pieces. She pointed to
a netal oil-slop pail and when it was fetched, she laid the crystal init.
She renmoved the remaining portions with only one slice, when the fina
fragnent resisted her initial pull. She held up her bl eeding hand.

"Behol d, before your marveling eyes, the incredible recuperative
powers of the crystal singer. One of ny professions' few advantages."

"What is another?" Lars asked.

"The credit!" She reached for the suction device. "This won't be
good for anything, and no one is to touch it on its way to the disposa
unit." She depressed the toggle and made sure that the few | oose slivers
were cleared. "I'lIl check all the brackets to be sure none are | oose. Mre
probl ems are caused by faulty bracketing than anything el se.™

That was a tedi ous enough process but it was her own safety she was
ensuring, hers and Lars's. Wth Fernock and Lars handi ng her the
appropriate tools, she rel eased each bracket in turn and reseated the five
squat crystal shafts remaining. Then she struck each in turn for tone. They
were all Gs, of course, in a crystal drive, and to her intense relief, each
emtted a pure unbl em shed tone. She glanced up at Lars, to see himnod at
the true G she had just sung. He had not been the only one fascinated by
the process. There had been a constantly changing if discreet audi ence on
t he catwal k above the drive floor. As well. This would only enhance the
i mage of the crystal singer. And it mght just safeguard her against any
nore nonsense fromthe Elders.

"There now. M. Fernock," she said at |ast, arching her back
agai nst the crick caused by awkward positions. "l think you can safely
proceed with reconnections. | don't think there's any danger if the load is
properly apportioned. A five-shaft drive should generate enough power to
get us to the Mainland." She held up the hand that had been profusely
bl eedi ng an hour before. "See? Al better."

"CQui | dmenber, do you know how long it woul d have taken ne and ny
men to make such repairs?"

"I couldn't begin to guess, M. Fernock, but do get on with the
job." She smled at the disconcerted officer and then, with Lars a step
behi nd her, retraced her steps to the upper deck

"Citizen, you're too much for this island boy."

"Huh! | was showing off . . . again," and, |eaning backward on one
hand, kissed himlustily. Just in time to avoid the exchange's being
wi t nessed by Captain Festinel, who was hurrying to check on repairs. "You

And she again



were a very deft assistant, Captain Dahl. | must ask for your help with the
organ repair." She sedately continued her ascent.

"Surely, just perfect pitch -- " Lars began as they returned to the
war dr oom

-- Perfect and absolute --
-- As you say, isn't the only requirenent for your profession?"

"The major one. Ballybran is a Code Four planet -- "

"What does that mean? I'man island |lad froma iggerant planet,"”
and Lars' voice was rich with contenpt.

"Dangerous. Singing crystal is rated a 'highly dangerous
profession, limted to Type IV through VIII bipedal humanoi ds

"Are there any other kinds?"

"Don't alien life forms come for the Festival? The Reticulans are
avi d musi col ogi sts though | could never cone to terms with their croons as
nusic. "

"Are they the ones that | ook Iike an assenbly of twigs on a
barrel ?" The wardroom was enpty and Lars swung her into his arms, Kkissing
her passionately, stroking her body, nurnuring endearnents. But know ng
that they could be interrupted at any tinme inhibited Killashandra's
response, even as she yearned for nore. At a scraping sound, they broke
apart, Killashandra sliding breathlessly into the nearest chair.

"What a delightful description of Reticulans! The barrel is nostly
wi ndbag but |'ve never been cl ose enough to di scover which of their
pseudopods are the pipes."

Lars stopped pacing, for the noise in the conmpani onway had ceased,
and he canme back to fondl e her

"A candidate for Guild nenbership has to pass Physical Fitness Test
SG 1, Psychological Profile SGI -- which you' d never pass if you continue
to do that, Lars -- and Education Level 3."

"I"'mnot applying to the Guild, only applying a nmenber

This time the footsteps stopped and the door was slid back. M.
Fernock entered, smling broadly when he saw t he occupants.

"We'| | be underway in ten m nutes, Quildnenber, thanks to your
i nval uabl e assi stance. And we'll be able to nmake a reasonabl e enough speed
on five shafts to reach our destination on tine."

"How marvel ous," Killashandra said in a | anguid drawl . Marvel ous
was not really the way she felt, considering the inner turnoil Lars's
caresses had Stimulated. She couldn't get to the City and the Conservatory
fast enough.

Chapter 18

Fortunately Lars was equally frustrated by their |ack of privacy and made
no further overtures. Perversely, Killashandra m ssed them The cruiser had
broken out flags and a full honor guard for the cerenonial and triunphant
return. Killashandra steeled herself for yet another protocol ogically
correct reception. She reflected on what scene she could produce to shorten
the tedi um and debated whether or not a scene woul d produce any advant age.
She had made several points. Unless she had sufficient provocation, she
decided to | eave well enough al one. For now. She mght need to produce an
effect to gain privacy within her suite.

For she was determined to enjoy Lars wi thout any surveill ance for
what ever tine remained to them She could, of course, stretch out the organ
repair as long as she wished. O her instruction of technicians. She could
i nclude Lars in that program He had the perfect -- and absolute -- pitch
to tune crystal as well as the strength and nmanual dexterity required. She
nmust do everything she could to nake hi mindi spensable to the El ders, for
what ever protection that could provide him since he didn't seem at al
interested in leaving Optheria. Even if that were possible.

"W're near enough for you to have a spectacular view of the City



Port," Lars said, interrupting her reflections.

"A 'natural' port?" She smled.

"Conpl etely, though not nearly as good a natural harbor as North."

"Natural ly."

"Captain Festinel awaits your arrival on the bridge."

"How courteous! \Were's Torkes?"

"Burning up a few comuni cations units with orders. He was incensed
that you had to bl oody your hands on the drive of a nere cruiser.”

"Doesn't he value his skin as nuch as | do mine?"

Her entry rated salutes, rigid attention fromthe seanmen and a
snm |l e and a warm handshake from Festinel. She politely accepted his
ef fusi ve thanks and then pointedly turned to watch the rapidly approachi ng
shorel i ne.

The City Port bustled with activity: small water taxis skipping
across the waves, larger barges wallow ng across their swells, and coasta
freighters awaiting their turn at the piers which, with their array of
nmechani cal unl oadi ng devi ces, were anything but "natural." The cruiser's
vel ocity had noderated considerably now that it was in congested waters.
Ponderously it approached the Federal docking area, where sleek courier
vessel s bobbed al ongsi de two nore squat cruisers.

Kill ashandra had no difficulty identifying their berth -- it was
crowmded with a wel com ng commttee, all massed white and insipid pale
colors, blurred faces turned seaward, despite the glare of the westering
sun which was full in their eyes. The cruiser swng its bow slightly to
port and the drive was cut, nmomentum carrying the big vessel inexorably to
t he dock and the grappl es cl anked against the hull, bringing it to a halt
with a barely perceptible jolt.

"My conplinents on a snmooth docking, Captain Festinel -- and ny
t hanks for an excellent voyage." Killashandra nmade graci ous noi ses to al
the bridge staff and then swept out to get the rest of the tedious
formalities over.

"Anpris!" Lars grunted as they reached the portal. Beneath themthe
gangway was extruding the few nmeters to the dock

"Of course, and my quartette lined up like the puppets they are. |
think I am devel oping a splitting headache. All that crystal whine, you
know. " She raised her hand to her forehead.

"See what line Anmpris takes first." Lars's face was set, his
nostrils flaring a little as he settled his respiratory rate.

Ki | | ashandra suppressed a perfectly natural surge of repugnance for
a man who had ordered an assault on her, then hypocritically assured her
that the culprit would be punished . . . How could she punish Anpris? The
nmet hod she had enpl oyed wi th Torkes would not work; Anpris was too wily.

The gangpl ank had | ocked in place, the honor guard was arranged,

El der Torkes appeared, the wel com ng committee began to appl aud and, every
inch the gracious celebrity, Killashandra descended. M rbethan took a step
forward, anxiously scanning Killashandra's face for any sign of the
"ordeal ." Thyrol, Pirinio, and Pol abod all bowed | ow but permtted El der
Ampris to do the honors.

"CQui | drenmber Ree, you cannot inmagi ne our el ation when we | earned of
your safe deliverance -- " Then Anpris caught sight of Lars, whom he was
patently not expecting.

"This is Captain Lars Dahl who rescued me so boldly, and at no
small risk to himself and his vessel. Captain Dahl, this is El der Ampris.”
Ki |l ashandra took the plunge, pretending ignorance of any previous contact
between the two nen. "I am forever indebted to Captain Dahl, as |I'msure
the Council of Elders nust be, for delivering ne fromthat wetched patch
of nowhere."

Lars saluted crisply and inpassively as El der Anpris executed the
shal | owest of acknow edgments.

"The Harbor Master at Angel Island has detached himfromduty there



to be ny personal bodyguard." Killashandra gave an el egantly delicate
shudder. "I won't feel safe without his sure protection.”

"Quite understandabl e, CGuildnenber; however, | think that you'l
find our security neasures -- "

"I felt quite secure within the Conservatory, Elder Anpris,"
Killashandra said demurely. "I seemto be only at risk when | leave its
sanctuary. | assure you | have no desire to do that again."

"Security Leader Blaz -- "

“I"1l not have that officious oaf near ne, Elder Anpris. He's the
reason | was put in jeopardy. The man has no intelligence or tact. | don't
trust himto spit in the right direction. Captain Lars Dahl is in charge of
nmy personal security at ny personal insistence. Have | not nade nyself
cl ear?"

For a second El der Anpris |ooked about to argue the point, but the
nmonent passed. He inclined his head again, forced his face into a grim
smle, and then gestured toward the waiting vehicle.

"Why this vast throng?" Killashandra asked, smling graciously
about her.

"Some of the winning conposers and prospective performers for this
year's Festival and final-year students."

"All waiting for the organ to be repaired?”

El der Ampris cleared his throat. "Yes, that is true."

"Well, |I shan't delay them any | onger than necessary. Especially
since Captain Dahl proved so capable in assisting me with the cruiser
drive."

Ampri s stopped midstride and stared first at her, then
i ncredul ously at Lars.

"Yes, weren't you inforned that the cruiser had drive difficulties
this nmorning? One of the crystals shattered. | still have a slight headache
fromthe distortion. Naturally the ship could not proceed w thout energency
repairs. And while that was nmerely a matter of renmoving the shards and
resetting the brackets on the undamaged crystals, it does require steady
hands, a keen eye and ear. Captain Dahl was far nore adept than the
cruiser's engineer. And he has the perfect and absolute pitch required.
think he will prove an adnmirable assistant, one in whom| certainly repose
conplete trust. You do agree, |'msure." They had reached the vehicle now
"You first, Captain Dahl, | shall want El der Anmpris on ny right."

Lars conplied before the Elder could blurt out a protest and
Kill ashandra settled herself, smling as warmy as possible at Anmpris, just
as if she hadn't delivered a nost unpal at abl e request.

The quartette settled itself in the seats behind them and the
vehicle left the dock area. Ports required nuch the sane facilities
t hr oughout the gal axy. Fortunately nature had conspired in favor of human
endeavors, so warehouses, seamen's hostels, and nercantile establishnents
were not quite so tortuously situated in City Port as in the Cty proper
The Music Conservatory on its prom nence was visible as soon as the Port
gave way to an agricultural belt. Fromthis approach, Killashandra could
see the lateral elevation of the Festival auditoriumand the narrow path
that led to the suburb Lars had called Gartertown. She wondered if there'd
be a new brew soon. Maybe Lars could collect a few bottles for her?

The drive was in the main a silent one, with Anpris stew ng beside
her and Lars stiffly silent. The strained at nosphere began to affect her
causing her to wonder if she really were doing the right thing for Lars.
Yet if she hadn't taken pains to divert suspicion fromhim he'd be running
with a threat of rehabilitati on hanging over him Had she erroneously
assuned that he was as eager to continue their relationship as she was?

A av had weathed them both with the handfast garlands. Surely that act
hel d significance. She'd best have it out with Lars as soon as possi bl e.

After what seened a long tine, they drew up at the inposing

entrance to the Conservatory.



"I dispensed with the formality of a wel com ng throng, CGuildnmenber,
inthe interests of security." Elder Arpris got out of the car and turned
to give her a steadyi ng hand.

"I have no fear of a second assault, Elder Ampris," she said taking
his dry clasp and smling ingenuously at him "with Captain Dahl beside ne.
And, you know, after the courtesies | received at the hands of the
i sl anders, |1'mbeginning to think that that attack, as well as ny
abduction, were made to seemisland-instigated. | can't imagine an islander
bei ng j eal ous of anything on the Miinland."

Lars had energed fromthe car, but his expression was devoid of
reaction. The skin on Anpris's face was taut with the effort of controlling
his. "Wth your confort in mnd, Cuildnrenber, perhaps you mght prefer to
eat in your suite this evening."

"That is so thoughtful, Elder Anpris. Resetting a crystal drive is
an exhausting process. So many fiddling things requiring fine muscle
coordi nati on and conpl ete concentration." She sighed wearily, turning

slightly to snmile apologetically at Mrbethan and the others. "I want to be
well rested to attack that repair tomorrow. Oh, Thyrol? Wth Captain Dahl
to assist me, | won't need any other hel pers.™

She took Lars's arm and ascended the shallow steps to the main
entrance. She felt him quivering but for which of several reasons she
couldn't have told w thout glancing at his face. And she didn't dare do
that. "Do you know the way to nmy quarters, Captain Dahl?"

“I'f I may just escort you," Mrbethan answered, hastening to |ead
t he way.

"I was never in this part of the Conservatory, Crystal Singer,"
Lars said as they entered the inposing main |obby.

"You' ve been to the conservatory, Captain Dahl?" Killashandra
asked.

"Yes, CQuildmenber, | studied here for three years."

"Wy, Captain, you have unexplored capabilities. Are you then a
si nger ?"

"Vocal nusic is not taught at the Conservatory: only the organ.”

"Really, | would have thought the planet's main Conservatory woul d
expl oit every rmnusical potential. How odd!"

"Do you find it so, Cuildmenber?"

"In other parts of the FSP, vocal arts are much admred, and a
Stellar soloist highly respected.™

"Opt heria places nmore value on the nost conplex of instruments.”
Lars's tone was of nmild reproof. "The sensory organ conbi nes sound,

ol factory and tactile sensations to produce a total orchestration of
alternate reality for the participant.”

"Is the organ limted to Optheria? |I've never encountered one
before in all ny voyaging."

"It is unique to Optheria.”

"Whi ch certainly has many uni que experiences for the visitor."

M rbethan's pace, and her erect back, seemed to reflect at once her
approval , and shock, at their conversation

"Wy, then, Captain Dahl, if you have studied to use the organ, are
you sailing about in the islands?"

"Because, QGuildnenmber, ny conposition was ah . . . not approved by
t he Masters who pass judgnent on such aspirations, so | returned to ny
previ ous occupation.”

"To be sure, | amselfishly glad, Captain -- for who woul d have
rescued ne had you not been in those waters?" Killashandra sighed deeply
just as they turned the corridor into the hall she did recognize
"M r bet han?"

The woman whirl ed, her expression conposed though she was breathing
rather rapidly.

"By any chance, | nean, | know |I've been gone a good while, but I



do hope that those beverages

"Your catering facility has been conpletely stocked with the
beverages of your choice."

"And the chinmes have been turned of f?"

M r bet han nodded.

"And the catering unit instructed to supply proper-size portions of
food without requiring additional authorization?"

"Of course.”

"Thank you. I, for one, amstarving. Sea air, you know " Wth a
final smle, Killashandra swept through the door Lars held open

By the time he had shut it, she had di scovered four ceiling
surveillance units in the main salon. "I amquite weary, Captain.”

"Wth due respect, Cuildmenber, you did not eat nmuch of the evening
nmeal , perhaps a |light supper -- "

"The variety on the catering unit seens geared to student
requirenents . . . unless you, having spent time here, can nmake a
suggestion. "

"Indeed I would be delighted to, CGuildnmenber." Lars |ocated severa
nore as they noved through the suite to the two bedroons. He peered into
the first bathing roomand grinned broadly at her. "May | draw you a bat h?"

"An excellent idea." She strode to what was evidently the one room
that had been | eft unnonitored.

Lars began filling the tub, having turned the taps on full

He reached into his tunic and extracted an i nnocuous netal ball. "A
decei ver, Father calls it. It distorts picture and sound -- we can be quite
free once it's operating. And when we | eave the suite," -- he grinned,

m mng the device returned to his pocket -- "it'll drive their technicians
wild."

"Wn't they realize that the distortion only works when we're
her e?"

"l suggest that tonorrow you conplain about being nonitored in the
bedroom Can we cope with just one free roon?" He began to undress her, his
expression intense with anticipation

"Two, " Killashandra corrected himwi th a coy noue as the bright and
el egant overall Teradia had chosen for her fell in a rainbow puddl e at her
feet.

It was, of course, thoroughly soaked with the water displaced when
Lars overbal anced her into the tub

When they had sated their appetites sufficiently, Killashandra idly
described wet circles on the broad expanse of Lars's chest. "I think that
with the best motives in the world, | have placed you in an awkward
situation."”

"Bel oved Kill ashandra, when you sprang that," and he aptly m ni cked
her voice, " 'l have no fear of being assaulted with Captain Dahl beside
me,' | nearly choked."

"I felt you quaking, but I didn' t knowif it was |aughter or
outrage."

"And t hen suggesting that sonmeone el se had instigated the attack to
inplicate islanders -- Killashandra, | woul dn'd have m ssed that for
anything. You really got mne back on the flatulent fardling. But watch
him Killa. He's dangerous. Once he and Torkes start conparing notes

"They still have to get that organ fixed in time for all those
lucky little conposers to practice their pieces. |'mhere and even if a
repl acement is coming, it's the old bird-in-the-hand."

"Yes, and they've got to have done all the Minland concerts to
ensure a proper Optherian attitude toward visitors."

"Proper attitude? Miinland concerts? Wat do you nean?"

Lars held her slightly away fromhimin the capaci ous bath, reading
her face and eyes.

"You don't know? You don't really know why that organ is so



i mportant to the Elders?"

"Well, | do know that the set-up will produce an intense enotiona
experience for the listener. It verges on illegal manipulation.”

Lars gave a sour laugh. "Verges? It is. But then you would only
have seen the sensory elenents. The sublimnal units are kept out of sight,
underneath the organ loft."

"Sublimnal s?" Killashandra stared at Lars.

"Of course, ninny. How do you think the Elders keep the people of
Optheria fromwanting any of the marvels that the visitors tell them about?
Because they've just had a full dose of sublimnal conditioning! Wy do you
t hi nk peopl e who prefer to exercise their own wits live in the islands? The
El ders can't broadcast the sublimnals and sensories."”

"Sublimnals are illegal! Even the sensory feedbacks border on
illegality! Lars, when | tell the FSP this -- "

"Why do you think ny father was sent to Optheria? The FSP wants
proof! And that means an eyeball on the illegal equipnent. It's taken
Father's group nearly thirty years to get close enough."

"Then you weren't here just to learn to play that blasted thing?"

"Playing the blasted thing is the only way to get cl ose enough to
it to find out where the sublimnal units are kept. Congail did. And died!"

"You' re suggesting he didn't suicide?"

Lars shook his head slowy. "Somnething Nahia said during the
hurricane confirmed nmy suspicion that he hadn't. You see, | knew Congail.
He was ny conposition tutor. He wasn't a martyr type. He certainly wanted
tolive. Ho was willing to risk a lot but not his Iife. Nahia nentioned
that he'd asked Hauness to provide himw th rehab bl ocks. A good bl ock --
and Hauness is the best there is -- prevents the victimfrom confessiona
diarrhea and a total |oss of personality. Congail had been so above
reproach all the time he'd been at the Conservatory that not even a
paranoi d |i ke Pedder woul d have suspected himof collusion with dissidents.
But, for shattering the manual, Congail'd autonmatically be sent to rehab
He had prepared hinmself for that. He wasn't killed by a crystal fragment,
Killa, he was nurdered by it. | think it was because he had found the
access to the subliminal units."”

"Sublimnals!" Killashandra seethed with horror at the potentially

total control. "And he found the access? Where? All | need is one | ook at
them-- "

Lars regarded her solemly. "That's all we need -- once we find
them They've got to be somewhere in the organ loft."

"Well, then" -- Killashandra enbraced hi m exuberantly -- "wasn't |

clever to insist that you and | handle the repairs all by ourselves."

"I'f we're all owed!"

"You' ve the jamer." She rose fromthe deep bath, Lars follow ng
her. "Say, if your father's so clever with el ectronics, why hasn't he
figured a Wy to jamthe shuttleport detection arch?"

Lars chuckled as she dried him for once nore interested in
somet hi ng ot her than his physical effect on her.

"He's spent close to thirty years trying. W even have a replica of
the detector on Angel. But we cannot figure a way to mask that residue.
Watch out for ny ears!” She had been briskly toweling his hair.

"Does the detector always catch the native?"

“Infallible."

"And yet . . ." She wapped her hair in a towel. She pointed to the
jamrer and then proceeded to the salon. Lars followed, the jamrer held
above his head like a torch, a diabolical gleamin his eye as he waved it
at each of the nonitors he passed. "Yet when Thyrol came out right with ne,
the detector didn't catch him And passed ne."

"What ? No matter how many people pass under it, it will always detect the
native!"

"It didn't then! | wonder if it had anything to do with crysta



resonance.
"You mean in you?"
"Hmm It's not exactly sonething we can experinent with, is it?
Prancing in and out of the shuttleport.™
"Hardly -- and we're half a world away fromthe only other one."
"Well, we can worry about that later. After we' ve found the access
and after we've repaired that wetched organ! Now, " and she opened the
doors of the beverage store with a flourish, "what shall we drink with our
supper ?"

Chapter 19

Ki Il ashandra woke before the chinmes, which did not sound in her suite but
were neverthel ess audi ble fromthe adjacent sections of the Conservatory.
She woke refreshed and totally rel axed, and cautiously eased hersel f away
from Lars's supine body so that she m ght have a better view of his
sleeping form She fell oddly protective of himas she propped her head on
one hand and mnutely inspected his profile. Thus she noticed that the tips
of his long eyel ashes were bl eached and the lid itself was not as dark as

t he surroundi ng skin. Fine |laugh, or sun |lines, fanned out fromthe corners
to the tenple. The arch of his nose just m ssed being too high, too thin,
bei ng bal anced by fine nmodeling and length. H s cheeks wore a dusting of
freckl es which she hadn't noticed before. And several dark brow hairs were
out of line as the brow curved around the eye socket. Several hairs
bristled straight up at the inner edges of brows that woul d al nost neet
when he frowned.

She |iked best his wide |lips, nore patrician than sensual. She knew
t he havoc they could raise with her body and felt they were perhaps his
best feature. Even in sleep, the corners raised slightly. Hi s chin was
rat her broader than one was aware when his face was nmobile, but the strong
jawl i ne swept back to well-shaped ears, also tan, with a spot of new
sunburn about to peel on the top skin.

The colum of his neck was strong and the pul se beat in his throat.
She wanted to put her finger tip on it and alnost did before retracting her
hand. He was nore truly hers when asl eep, untouched by stress, relaxed, his
rib cage barely noving.

She loved the line of his chest, the snmooth skin clothing snmooth
pectoral rmnuscle, and once again she had to repress the wish to run her hand
down the shape of him to feel the fine crisp hair on his chest. He was not
hirsute and she found that much to her preference as well, his |legs and
arnms having only a fine dusting of blond hairs.

She had seen handsomer nen but the conposition of his face pl eased
her better. Lanzecki -- now that was the first time she'd thought of himin
days -- actually was the nore distinguished in | ooks, heavier in build. She
deci ded she preferred the way Lars Dahl was put together

She sighed. It was easier to be phil osophical about Lanzecki. Wuld
she have been as easily resigned to that loss if she hadn't net Lars Dahl?
She had broken off with Lanzecki for his own good, but she hadn't "lost"
him for she would return to Ballybran. Once she'd left Optheria

For a monent her enotions hovered above a new abyss of despair and
regret. And for the first time in her life, the thought of bearing a man's
child crossed her nind. That was as nmuch an inpossibility as remaining with
Lars, but it enphasized the depth of her enotional involvenment with the
man. Perhaps it was just as well that no child was possible, that their
liaison woul d end when this assignnent was over. She surprised hersel f!

Chil dren were sonet hing ot her people had. To feel that desire was
remar kabl e.

Optheria, for all its conservatism and alleged security, had
unexpected facets of danger. Not the | east of which were her adventures so
far. She could hardly fault Trag, or rail at the Encycl opedia Gal acti ca.



Facts she had had. Wat coul dn't have been foreseen were the astonishing
predi canents whi ch had entangl ed her. And the fascinating personalities.

More extraordinary still, she renenbered all too vividly, and with
just a trace of chagrin, her rantings and ravings and desperation's when
she'd left Ballybran, a sacrifice to the GQuild for Lanzecki's good. Now,
when contenpl ating a much deeper and irreversible |oss, why was she so
calm fatalistically resigned, even phil osophical. How very strange! Had
her |1 oss of Lanzecki inured her to others? O was she nistaking her
feelings for Lars Dahl? No! She'd renmenber Lars Dahl for the rest of her
life without benefit of data retrieval

The second chines rang faintly across the open court outside the
wi ndows. Faint but sufficient to waken Lars. He was as neat on wakening as
he was in sleep. H s eyes opened, his right hand searched for her body, his
head turned and his snile began as he | ocated her. Then he stretched, arns
above his head, back arching toward her as he extended his | egs and then on
the top of his extension, suddenly retracted hinself, draw ng her agai nst
him to conplete a norning ritual which included the exercise of their
intimate rel ati onship. Each time, they seened to di scover sonething new
about thenselves and their responses. She particularly liked Lars's
capacity for invention, stimulating as it did heretofore unsuspected
originalities in herself.

As usual hunger roused them fromthese variations.

"Breakfast here is the heartiest neal," Lars said cheerfully,
striding quickly for the catering unit. "You'll like it."

Kill ashandra saw that he had | eft the janmer behind him and she
followed himat a quick trot, holding the device up to distort anything
el se he night say.

He | aughed. "We'd best |eave them sonething to hear. A discussion
of breakfast nust be sufficiently innocuous."

Kill ashandra settled in one of the chairs near the catering unit,
swi veling her hand as she | ooked at the little janmer. If only sone way
could be found to mask that mneral residue in Optherians! Blank out the
det ect or.

"You know," Killashandra said as they ate, sitting conpani onably
toget her on the el egant seating unit, "I sinply cannot understand this
concentration on one instrument -- albeit a powerful one -- but they're
Wi pi ng out nore than ninety-nine percent of the FSP's nusical traditions
and repertoire, as well as stultifying talents and potential. | nean, your
tenor is formnidable!"

Lars shrugged, giving her a tol erant side glance. "Everyone sings
-- at least in the islands, they do."

"But you know how to sing."

Lars cocked an eyebrow at her, still hunoring what he felt was her
excessive fascination with a mnor ability.

"Everyone knows how to sing -- "

"I don't mean just opening the nouth and shouting, Lars Dahl. |
mean, projecting a voice, supporting it properly on the breath, phrasing
the nmusic, carrying the dynamic |line forward.

"When did | do all that?"

"When we did that inmpronptu duet. When you sang on the beach, when
you did that magnificent duet from The Pearl Fishers."

"1 did?"

"OfF course. | studied voice for ten years. | -- " She shut her
nout h.

"Then why are you a crystal singer instead of one of these fanpus
vocal artists?"

A surge of inmpotent fury, followed by a wave of regret, and then a
totally inconprehensible |oathing of Lars for rem nding her so acutely of
the interviewwith Maestro Valdi -- the noment that had changed her life --
rendered Killashandra speechl ess.



Lars watched her, his mld curiosity turning to concern as he saw
the enotions in her stornmy eyes and face. He put a hand on her bare thigh
"What did | say to distress you so?"

"Not hi ng you said, Lars." She dismssed all that from
consideration. It was over and done with. "I had all the requirenents to be
a Stellar, except one. A voice."

"Ah, now " Lars pulled back in indignation

"I"'mquite serious. There's a flaw, a noticeable and unpl easant
burr in the voice that would have limted me to secondary roles.”

Lars | aughed now, his white teeth gleaming in his tanned faced, his
eyes sparkling. "And you, ny bel oved Sunny," he kissed her lightly, "would
never settle for being second in anything! Are you first anmong crysta
singers, then?"

"I don't do badly. |'ve sung black crystal, which is the hardest to
find and cut properly. In any event, there aren't degrees anong singers.
One cuts to earn enough credit for the things one needs and wants." Now why
wasn't she being totally honest with Lars? Wiy didn't she confess that the
sol e aimof nobst crystal singers was sufficient credit not to have to sing
crystal -- to leave Ballybran for as |ong as possible?

"I wouldn't have thought crystal singers are so nuch Iike
i sl anders," Lars surprised her by saying. "Well, you cut for what you need
and want, much as we fish or plant polly, but all we really need is
avail able. "

"It's not quite the same thing with crystal,” Killashandra said
slowy, glad she had been | ess than honest. Wy disillusion Lars
needl essly? On so many worlds, in so many mnds, there were so many
m sconcepti ons about crystal singers, she had not realized how nmuch a
relief it was to find an unbiased world -- at |east one unbiased with
respect to her Cuild.

"Cutting crystal seenms nore dangerous than fishing." He stroked her
scarred hand. "Or learning polly."

"Stick to fishing, Lars. Crystal's hazardous to your health. Now,
we' d best apply ourselves to fulfill my Guild contract with these fardling
fools. And maybe shake them out of their organic rut!"

They dressed and then Kill ashandra entered the nunber M rbethan had
gi ven her. The woman seened i mmensely relieved to accept the call and said
that Thyrol would be with themdirectly.

"D you suppose he slept in the hall?" Killashandra murrmured to Lars
as she answered the polite scratching on the hall door. Lars shook his head
violently, then held up his hand whil e he deactivated the jamrer and
pocketed it. "Good norning, Thyrol. Lead on." She gestured perenptorily,
smling at Thyrol before she noticed two burly nmen in security uniforms. "I
have no need of theml " she said coldly.

"Ah . . . they will not interfere, Quildmenber."

“I"1l make sure of that, Thyrol. | will need the duragloves --

"Everyt hing you requested before your unfortunate di sappearance is
in the organ loft."

"Ch, very well then. It's gathered dust |ong enough. Lead on!"

Once again the instinctive reaction to tiptoe and nmaintain silence
affected Killashandra as they energed onto the stage of the Festival
auditorium She glanced at Lars to see if he was simlarly affected. He
grimaced slightly and she noticed that his active stride perceptibly
altered. She did not miss the al nost covetous way he frowned at the covered
organ consol e. And wondered what she could do about that! She had been
entranced with the nmusic he played on the twelve-stringed instrunment, and
she was eager to hear it with organ anplification. O would that be too
cruel an inposition?

As Thyrol used his keys on the panel to the loft, Killashandra
wondered if anong them were the keys that would all ow access to sublimnna
mechani snms. All three on that ring were apparently needed to open the |oft



door. O would soneone of Thyrol's rank even know about such a refinenent?
She presuned it was limted to El der rank only, or maybe a Master or two.
They' d need soneone with a hefty dab of inagination and energy to create
sublimnal imges. Unless the sublimnals reflected the inflexibility of
the Elders' attitudes toward everything, which was al so | ogical -- Wy
search for a tenplate when one was oneself the ultimte rol e nodel ?

The necessary equi prent was indeed in the loft, neatly stacked
agai nst one side of the long wall. Lars maintained an attitude of casua
i ndifference after giving the rooma sweeping glance. Killashandra noted
t he nonitor buds, caught Lars's gl ance and gave hima nod. She waited unti
hi s hand di sappeared into his pocket and then bent over the open console
and the glittering shards of crystal

"Lars Dahl, grab a mask and sone gl oves, and bring that bin over
here. And a mask and gloves for ne. | don't fancy inhaling crystal dust in
those cl ose quarters." Then she | ooked up at the burly men taking up so
much space in the loft. "Qut!" She flicked her fingers at them "Qut, out,
out, out! You're taking up space and air."

"This roomis well ventilated, CGuildmenber,"” Thyrol began

"That is not the point. | dislike observers peering at ny every
nmove. There's no need for them Certainly no one can get in or out of here.
They can stand on the other side of the door and repel boarders! In fact,
Thyrol, wi thout meaning of fense, your absence would oblige."

"But -- "
"You'll only be hovering. |I'msure you have nore inportant duties
t han hovering! And you're a distraction -- O, are you one of those I'mto

teach crystal installation?"

Thyrol drew back, affronted by the suggestion and w t hout further
protest retired fromthe loft.

"Now, " Killashandra began, not even watching the man | eave, "the
first thing we nmust do is clear the shards. Stick to the |arger pieces,
Lars Dahl. My body deals with cuts nore easily than yours. Hang up that
lid. We'll put the pieces on that before transferring themto the bin.
Crystal has a disastrous habit of spraying shards when it bounces
Shoul dn't want unnecessary accidents to mar this procedure.™

"Why' d you want the jamer on in here? Quild secrets?" Lars's voice
was muffled by the mask.

"I just want themto understand that nonitors won't work around ne.
| was brought up on a planet that respects privacy and |I'm not all ow ng
Optherians to violate that right. Not for all the sensory organs on this
nar ki ng worl d. Besides, how el se can we search for the access? It would
| ook far odder if suddenly their scanners don't work, than if they haven't
worked fromthe start. Now, let's do what we cane for."

It was slow work, especially once Lars had cleared the |arger
pi eces. The extractor could be used only in short bursts; continued suction
expelled tiny splinters right through the bag. For that reason, the bag had
to be enptied and brushed out after each burst.

"It'd be easier with two of these, wouldn't it?" Wen Killashandra
nodded, Lars strode to the door panel, slid it open, and issued the
request. Killashandra heard a murmured reply. "Now, | said! W don't have
time to wait for the request to go through Security. By the First Fathers!
Does everything have to be authorized by Anpris. Mve it! Now"

Killashandra grinned at him Lars's return grin was pure
sati sfaction.

"I'f you knew how often |I've wanted to bark at a Security man --

"I can't honestly inmagi ne you maki ng nmeek -- "

"You'd be surprised at what |'mwilling to do for a good reason."
He gave her a singularly w cked | ook

A case of the extractors was delivered in half an hour by an
of ficer whom Lars later told Killashandra was Bl az's second in conmand, but
not a bad fellow for all of that. Castair had been known to | ook the other



way during student ronmps which Blaz never woul d have permitted.

"CQui | dmenber, " Castair began, as Lars took the case from him
"there's some problemwi th the nonitoring systemin here."

"There is?" Killashandra straightened up fromthe consol e, glancing
about her.

Castair indicated the corner nodul es.

"Well, | don't want someone distracting me while |'mdoing this.
Your repairs can wait. W certainly are not damagi ng anyt hi ng!"

"No, of course not, Guildmenber."

"Then leave it for now. " She waved himoff, bending back to the
t edi ous cl eaning before he had |eft.

"Perfect pitch is not the only talent required to sing crystal."
Lars's comrent startled Killashandra as she finally stood erect, arching
her back agai nst tight muscles.

" Oh?"

Hi s expression was a m xture of respect and sonething else. "A
crystal singer has total concentration and an absence of normal hunman
requi rements -- such as hunger!"

Killashandra tw sted her wist to ook at the chrono and chuckl ed,
| eani ng agai nst the unit behind her. It was md-afternoon and they had been
wor ki ng steadily since nine that norning.

"You shoul d have given ne a nudge."

"Several ," Lars said dryly. "I only nmention it now because you're
| ooking a bit white under your tan. Here." He thrust a heatpak at her. "I
do not have your dedication so | sent for food."

"W thout authorization?" Killashandra broke the seal on the soup
aware that she was very hungry indeed.

| took a hint fromyour manner and pretended they had no option but
obedi ence." He shook his head. "Are all crystal singers |ike you?"

"I"'mpretty mld," she said, sipping carefully at the now heated
soup. Lars passed her a plate of small sandw ches and crackers. "I only act
t he maggot when circunstances require. Especially with this lot of idiots."
She lifted and rotated one shoul der to ease back nuscles Lars canme to her
si de, pushing her away from her perch, and began to nassage her back. His
fingers unerringly found the tension knot, and she murmured her gratitude.
"I hate this part of working in crystal so |I'd rather get it over and done
with as fast as possible.”

"How crucial is the clean sweep?"

Ki | | ashandra sang a soft note and the crystal shards answered in a
nerve-twi tchi ng di ssonance.

Lars shook convul sively at the sound which, in spite of being soft,
took time to die away. "Ww "

"White crystal is active, picks up any sound. Leave so nuch as the
m nutest particle of crystal dust and it'll jamthe manual and produce al
ki nds of subharnmonics in the logic translator. It'd really be easier to
start with a brand new manual case but | doubt they'd have spare parts.

Whi ch reminds ne -- the ten brackets that |1've cleared are all spoiled."
She pi cked one up, turning the clanping surface so that the scratches

pi cked up the light. "Tighten one of these on a new crystal and you'd
create uneven stresses through the long axis of the crystal, introducing
spurious piezoelectric effects and probably a flaw in next to no tine."

Lars took the bracket fromher, hefting it in his hand. "They're no
problem O ver can do them"

Instinctively Killashandra | ooked up at the nonitors as Lars
mentioned his contact. She dragged at the fabric of Lars's sleeve and
pointed to the surveillance buds, where traces of black had nysteriously
appeared to nake an aureol e about each unit. "Now what did that?"

Ki |  ashandra chuckl ed and pointed to the white crystal. "A secret
weapon for you when | leave. Sing white crystal to whatever roomyou're in
and bl ast the nonitors." She reached for one of the |arger pieces Lars had



cl eared away and hefted it. "We'll just save sone of this for you. | wonder
i f Research and Devel opment know about this application of white."

Suddenly Lars had his arms about her, his face buried in her hair,
his |ips against her neck. She could feel the tension in himand caressed
himw th gentle hands.

"Ch, Sunny, nust you | eave?"

She gave hima twi sted, rueful smle, gentling the frowm fromhis
face with tender fingers "Crystal calls nme back, Lars Dahl. It's not a
sumons | can ignore, and live!"

He ki ssed her hungrily and as she responded they both caught the
slight sound, sw veling away from each other, as the door slid open

"Ah, Elder Anpris," Killashandra said, "your arrival is npst
opportune. Show himthe bracket, Lars Dahl," and when Anpris regarded this
unusual offering with amazenent, "run your fingers over the clanping edge

carefully . . . and feel howrough it is. W' re going to need sone two

hundred of these, for |I'mnot about to trust new crystal in old brackets.
Al 1've renoved so far have been scratched just like that one. WIIl you
aut horize the order -- and designate it is urgent?"

Ki | | ashandra snapped her mask back over her face and picked up the
brush. Then she swore.

"I could also use a handlight of some sort. Some of this wetched
stuff is |like powder."

El der Anpris peered in and she heard his intake of breath. She
st rai ght ened, regarding himpassively, seeing the stern accusation in his
eyes.

"Let me denonstrate, Elder Anpris, the need for neticul ous care."
She humed, nore loudly then before, and took great delight in its effect
on the man. "Sorry about that." She resuned work

"I came to inquire, CGuildmenber, how soon the repairs would be
conpleted.”

"Since the idiot who smashed the manual put his heart in the
destruction, it's going to take a lot nore tinme than it did for me to

renove one shattered crystal fromthe cruiser drive -- if that's the
conpari son you were using." Killashandra sighed, and | ooked disconsol ately
at the crystal ruin. "It's slow going because of the nature of crystal and

because, as you perceived, every sm dgeon has to be cleaned out. That's al
we' ve achi eved today . "

El der Ampris shot a sour glance at Lars. "Mre hel pers?"

Ki |l | ashandra gave a bark of laughter. "Just find me a vacuum
capabl e of sucking up crystal dust and we'd clear this in an hour. O,
supply me with a brand new case!" And she gave the one before her a
di smssive slap with her hand. Crystal pinged, Lars and Anpris w nced.
"Cets to you, doesn't it? Well, Elder Anpris, that's where we stand. Now,
if you'll excuse nme, the nitty gritty doesn't get done by talking about
it." She picked up her brush but Anpris cleared his throat.

"A dinner and concert have been arranged for your enjoynment this

eveni ng, " he said.

"l appreciate the courtesy, Elder Ampris, but until | have finished
this, I wouldn't feel right about taking any tine off for nere
entertainment. If you'll send us in some nore food -- "

"Qui |l dmenber, " Lars interrupted, "with all due respect, Elder
Ampris is not . . . | nean, it is hardly his responsibility . "

"VWhat are you trying to say, Captain?"

Ampris, his eyes glinting with the first glinpse of the hunmor she
had seen from himsince that |ong-ago reception, held up his hand,
relieving Lars of the necessity of explanation

"I'f the Guildmenber is willing to forego pleasure to conplete her
task, | feel | may serve as nessenger for her requirements."”

"Apparently everything | require has to be authorized by you
anyway. Seens silly to waste tine with all those internedi ate stages."



Killashandra grinned at Anmpris without a sign of renorse. "Wuld you not
have a word with them out there, or Thyrol ? Speed things up trenmendously.
Oh, and don't forget, | need two hundred of those brackets. And the
handl i ght. Lars, you go with himand get it, will you? It has to be snall
enough not to hanmper sight, and 1'd prefer a tight beam™

They left and she returned to work. \Wen Lars canme back wth
several handbeans, his eyes were bubbling with hunor.

"Your wi shes are his commands, Ch nighty Guild-nenber, Ch sweeper
of the white crystal specks! Orders were issued to all the boys out there,"”
and he jerked his thunb at the cl osed door panel, "that anything you
request is to be secured as fast as possible.”

"Hrmm Bring one of those lights to bear on this corner, will you,
Lars?" She flicked the brush and disclosed tiny granules that glittered in
the light. "See? The fardling things are pernicious! |I'Il get 'em every
| ast speck!"

When t he sunptuous di nner was wheeled in to themsone tinme |ater
she grunbl ed but stopped worKking.

"I's crystal singing some kind of disease!" Lars asked
conversational ly.

"You sail. Do you call a halt in the niddle of a storn? Do you
| eave of f fishing in the mdst of a school to nap?"

"It's not quite the same thing -- "

"It is to ne, Lars. Be of good cheer. The bracketing will be
relatively easy and you can help nme do that."

Despite her protests, Lars carried her out of the organ |oft just
bef ore m dni ght. Wen they reached her suite, she insisted that they had
better have a good soak, to be sure none of the crystal dust had penetrated
their clothing. In the bath, he had to hold her head above water, for she
kept falling asleep.

It took nearly four days to ensure that no speck of crystal dust
remained in the case. By the time they arrived each norning, new nonitor
buds had been installed. So the first thing that Killashandra did on
entering the organ loft was to huma happy tune, charging the white crysta
shards to do their duty and blast the fragile sensors.

On the third day, the new brackets were delivered and Kill ashandra
set Lars Dahl to checking each one under a mcroscope. Fourteen were
rejected for mnor flaws. After the visit of Elder Anpris, they had no
visitors. Thyrol would conduct themevery norning to the loft, unlocking it
and inquiring after their needs. Excellent neals were delivered at the
appropriate hours. Assured of uninterrupted privacy, with easily disabled
nmoni tors, Lars had the freedomto undertake a very patient exani nation of
the room searching for the location of the sublimnal equipnent.

On the fourth norning, as Thyrol led them across the stage,

Ki |l ashandra noted a curious discrepancy. The loft roomdid not extend the
entire length of the stage behind the organ console. She silently counted
her paces to the door. When Thyrol had cl osed the panel and Lars had
activated the jamrer, she paced out the width of the room

"In-ter-est-ing," she said, her nose against the far wall. "This
roomis only half the length of the stage, Lars. Does that suggest anything
to you?"

"It does, but there is no correspondi ng door on the other side of
the console!"™ He joined her in her scrutiny of the blaneless wall. "The
sublimnals have to be Iinked to the main franme data bases. | wonder

She followed his inspection of the cables that festooned the
ceiling, pausing where they ran al ongside the wall.

"Just alittle mnute," he said, his eyes wide with discovery, and
he spun one of the inpervo tubs to position just under the cables.

He had to crane his neck, half stooped against the ceiling, but he
gave a low and triunphant whistle. Wen he junped down, he gathered
Killashandra in his arns and whirled her about, crowing with exultation



"The wall drops -- how | don't know, but there is just the
slightest gap at the top, where no one would think to look for it. And
three very heavy cables go through the wall."

Lars replaced the tub before he began to inspect the corner joint.
Once agai n he gave an exultant yip.

"The whol e wall must nove, Killa -- but how?"

That large a nmass sinking into the floor m ght be a touch noisy."

"I'f we knew the mechani sm. " He felt along the corner, then the
floor, pressing and tapping.

"That's far too obvious, Lars. Stupid they are but never obvious.
Try for an extrusion on one of the units, underneath "em inside . . ." She
ran searching fingers under the one nearest her, finding nothing but a
rough edge on one corner which produced a gouged finger. "Ach, | haven't
the patience for this sort of nonsense right now You go ahead. I'Il finish
this last bit of cleaning.”

By the time their lunch was brought in, Lars had found not hing
nmore. The units that could be opened had been opened with no result. Lars
stewed and fussed all through the nmeal at his inability to resolve the
pr obl em

"What sort of formdo the security nmeasures generally take on
Opt heri a? Bureaucracies tend to find a reliable mechanismand stick with
it," Killashandra suggested, with only half her attention on that part of
t he probl em since she was so close to clearing the manual case for the next
t ask.

"I can find out. Wuld you mnd being left alone this evening?" He
grinned at her, stroking her armgently. "You' d be a nite conspi cuous where
| want to go."

"And where would that be?" she asked with an arch gl ance of nock
di sgust .

"I've got to acquire a few nmore clothes," and he twi tched the
fabric of his shirt, not as gaudy as that of npst island designs but
certainly noticeable anmid the drab garb of the city dwellers. "Talk to a
few people. Lucky for us, it's nearing the time of year when the

sublimnals wear off and normal student appetites revive. | mght he late,
Killa," -- he made a grinmace of regret -- "W don't have as nuch tine
t oget her "

She kissed the pulse in his throat. "Wenever you return then. That
is, of course," and she had to add a light touch to relieve the tension in
her throat, "if the guards pass you in."

Chapter 20

And?" Killashandra pronpted Lars the next norning as they breakfasted.
Despite a valiant effort to stay awake, she had been asl eep when he
returned and he was showering when she was awakened by the di stant chi nes.
"I got clothing, all right enough," Lars admitted with a frustrated
sigh. "The El ders' search and seizure for you was far nore conprehensive
than our visitors," and despite the jamrer he was taki ng no chances, "had

led us to believe. O perhaps knew. Anyone -- anyone who has been booked
even for a pedestrian offense -- was drawn. Half a dozen students were sent
on to rehab without benefit of Inquiry."

"dver?"

Lars ran his fingers through his hair, scratching his head
vigorously as if to erase his despondency. "How he escaped | don't know and
neither, | gather, does he. W didn't exchange nore than a few signs." Lars
propelled himself fromhis chair, pacing, head down. "It could very well be
that the El ders have marked himand are playing a waiting gane."

"Are Nahi a and Hauness safe?"

Lars gave her a quick and grateful smile for that concern. "They
were holding clinics in Ironwood," he waved his hand to the north, "at the



time of your disappearance. The City, Gartertown, and the Port took the
brunt of search and seizure. And Security then used your di sappearance as
an excuse to take known dissidents in protective custody.

"How many are?"

"In protective custody? My dear Quil dnenber, such figures are never
made public.”

"An informed guess? Suicide is one formof social protest, the size
of the p.c. popul ati on anot her one."

Lars shook his head. "Hauness m ght be able to find out," and Lars
resumed his head shaking, "but | wouldn't risk getting in touch with him
ri ght now "

Killashandra stared at Lars Dahl for a |one noment, a sinking
sensation that had nothing to do with hunger cramping her guts.

"And | have made you as vul nerable as any of those already in p.c.
haven't |?"

Lars shrugged and grinned. "If you hadn't named ne your rescuer
I'd be tucked away in a rehab cubicle right now spinning out ny brains."

"After |'ve gone?"

Lars shrugged again, then gave her an inmpudent wink. "All | need is
a half-day's start on "em And once |'ve made the islands, there isn't an S
& Steamthat can find ne if | don't wish to be found."

He sounded so confident that, for a nonent, Killashandra al nost
believed him As if he sensed her doubt, he |eaned over her in the chair,

his eyes nore brilliantly blue than ever, his lips upturned in a
provocative half smle.
"Bel oved Sunny, if it wouldn't sound mawki sh, |1'd say that neeting

you has been the high point of ny life so far. And confoundi ng El ders
Torkes and Anpris are adventures to |lighten ny darkest hour -- "

"VWhich nmight yet be in a rehab booth!"

"I know the risk, and it's been worth it, Killal" He kissed her
then, a light brief touch of his lips to hers but it set her blood ringing
as quickly as crystal.

"Speaki ng of Elders,"” she began in an attenpt to shake off her
anxiety, "we begin to bracket crystal today." She rose fromthe chair with
a determined effort, then saw his expression. "All right -- | grant you,
| earning to bracket and tune crystal won't advance you in the Elders
files, but those are useful skills anywhere else in the FSP."

Lars | aughed. "Had we but worlds enough and tine -- "

Killashandra |l et out a great guffaw "Ml aprop!" But outrageous
hunor made a better start to a tricky day than gl oom

Lars was every bit as quick to learn and adept in the use of his
strong hands as Killashandra had thought he'd be. To set the white crystal
in the brackets, she asked Thyrol the height of the stroke of the padded
hamrers. They already had six in place by the tinme Elder Anpris appeared in
the I oft, Thyrol hovering anxi ously behind himin the open door
Killashandra noticed, first, the breath of sweet fresh air and she flicked
a quick glance at the intruders as they stood there. Lars was hol ding the
crystal dead still.

"You'll feel just the slightest surface tension and a slippery,
al nost el ectric, tension when the clanmps are tight enough. Tell me when you
do."

She tightened the brackets, keeping both little fingers under the
crystal so that she could sense that surface tension

"Now! " Lars said.

"Right on!" She struck the crystal with the tone hamer, and the
rich deep note spun through the air, drifting out and causing the two door
guards to risk a quick peer into the loft. A nuted and di scordant response
cane fromthe covered tubs of crystal shard. Then she straightened up and
turned to the observers. "And that's howit's done, El der Ampris.”

Ampris's bright brown eyes glittered as he arranged his mouth in a



smle which she took to nmean approbation

"The | ower octave is always easier, for sone reason, to set and
pitch,"” Killashandra went on affably. "W're naking excellent progress."”

"And?"

Ki |l ashandra heard a curious vibration in that single word. Elder
Ampris was overly eager to have this installation conpleted and it could
not be sinply to allow perforners practice tine. He al so exhibited an
uncharacteristic nervousness; his fingers rubbed agai nst his thunb.

"I think we'll have the entire manual finished by tonorrow evening.
Set the next pair of brackets, will you, Lars Dahl, while |I watch."
Ki | | ashandra stepped away fromthe cabinet, stood next to Elder Anpris.
"He's quick and deft and once |'msure he's doing it right, we'll work both

ends against the middle."

Ampris regarded her with a blink, his mnd evidently junping to
anot her application of that phrase. His stiff and pl eased smle forewarned
her. "You will then perhaps be delighted to have trai ned assistance."

"Trai ned?" Killashandra glanced at Lars who had al so suspended
nmoti on, catching the smugness in Ampris's dry tone.

"When we could not find you anywhere in the CGty, CGuildnenber, we
apprised your Guild of your disappearance. And requested a . . ." Anpris's
snmle took on a faintly apologetic twist, "replacement. Qur need, as |'m
sure you appreciate, is urgent."

"It takes nearly ten weeks to get fromthe Scoria systemto the
Ophi uchi an. "

"Not by FSP courier ship." Anpris inclined his head briefly. "Your
Qui ld values you highly, Killashandra Ree . .

"Surely you' ve conmmuni cated news of ny rescue?"

Ampri s spread his hands deferentially. "But of course. But we did
not then know how pronptly the Heptite Guild would respond. The courier
ship has entered our atnmpbsphere and at this very noment is |landing at the
shuttl eport.”

"Trag!" And there was no doubt at all in Killashandra's nind that
t hat was who had been di spat ched.

"l beg your pardon."

"Lanzecki woul d have sent Trag here."

"This man is capabl e?"

"Em nently. However, the nmore we can do now, the sooner Trag and

will finish. If you'll excuse ne, Elder Amnpris?" And Kill ashandra signal ed
Lars to continue. "Qur last request to you, Ampris," -- although Anpris had
not yet stirred fromhis vantage point -- "those tubs of crystal shard
could now be renoved to wherever | -- or Trag -- will be instructing the

trai nees. Sone of the |arger pieces can be useful but they are a
consi der abl e nui sance soundi ng off in here.™

"Yes, we should want to restore the nonitors within this room
Qui | dmenber, now that the organ is nearly repaired.” Anmpris flicked his
hand at Thyrol who then issued the appropriate order to the guards.
Kill ashandra did not dare glance in Lars's direction

"Don't bounce the tubs about," Killashandra warned, as the guards
shuffled out with the first one.

"There now," Killashandra said when the door had slid shut |eaving
t hem al one, "the shards'l| be nore accessible to us now W can purloin the
ones we want. Can you get your hands on a small plasfoam pouch?"

"Yes. Who's this Trag?"

"The best person they could possibly have sent. Lanzecki's

Adm nistration Oficer." Killashandra chuckled. "I'd rather himthan an
arnmy, and certainly I'd rather himthan any other singer they could have
chosen. And a courier ship. | amflattered."

"Somehow Anpris is too pleased with this devel opnent."
"Yes, and fretting with inmpatience. Killashandra m m cked his hand
gesture and Lars nodded grimy. "Is it just that he wants the organ done?



O us out of the loft for good?" She swiveled slightly so that she was
facing the wall they could not shift. "Wy?" She bit one corner of her I|ip,
trying to solve its nystery. Then, with an excl amation, she ran her hands
around the casing of the manual, picked up the lid and exam ned it closely.

"What are you looking for, Killa?"

"Bl ood! Did you see any discoloration on the shards you handl ed?"

"No -- If Cangail was killed by," and he gestured at the newy
pl aced crystal spires, "there would have been bl ood sonewhere here!"

"WAs there only the official version of Congail's end?"

"No. | had a chance to speak with one of the infirmary attendants
and she said that he was covered in blood, crystal fragnents had pierced
eyes, face, and chest."

"Wth alittle help, perhaps? But do you know for certain that it
was Congail who shattered the manual ?"

Lars nodded slowy, his eyes gray and bl eak, his face
expr essi onl ess.

"And he had nentioned earlier that he knew the access to the
sublimnal units was through the organ |oft?"

Agai n Lars nodded and both stared at the wall

"Congail did all the maintenance on the Festival organ?" At Lars's
i npassi ve nod, Killashandra scrubbed at her face with one hand. "Did Anpris
ever conpose or perfornP?" she asked in angry exasperation

The | ook of total surprise on Lars's face gave her the answer.

"No wonder he's been bounci ng about here,"” Lars cried, seizing
Ki | I ashandra and huggi ng her with the excess of his jubilation. "No wonder
he's been so eager to get the manual repaired. He can't get to the

sublimnal units until it is. He can't alter the sublimnals for this
year's concerts. Ch, Killa! You' ve done it."
"Not quite," Killashandra said with a laugh. "I'monly

hypot hesi zi ng that the manual provides the unl ocki ng nechanism W've no
i dea what sort of nusic key he'd use. It could be anything -- "

"No, not anything," Lars cried, shaking his head and grinning, his
eyes vividly blue again. "1'd stake ny life | know what he'd use -- "

"I wish you wouldn't use a phrase like that," Killashandra
nmur mur ed.

Lars gave her a reassuring grin and went on. "Renenber what you
sai d about bureaucracy finding one mechani smthat suited then? Wl
Ampris's one and only Festival offering utilizes a recurrent thene."

"But everyone on the planet would know it then."

"What difference would that nake? You'd still have to have access
to this manual, woul dn't you?"

"True. What's the theme?"

"It's a real thunpety-dunp,” and he da-da-ed the notes to
Killashandra's utter amazenent.

"Not only is it thunmpty-dunpety-dunp, it's conplete and utter
pl agiarism Anpris lifted that thenme froman 18th Century conposer naned
Beet hoven. "

"Who?"

Killashandra lifted her hands in exasperation. "Enough of this idle
specul ation, Lars, we've got to finish the organ as fast as possible."

"\What about Trag?"

Ki | | ashandra shook her head. "Trag is no threat to us. If we could
just get the bass noted finished, we'd have sonething to show him | hope."
She dropped a set of brackets into Lars's hands and took another for
hersel f. "You woul dn't happen to know the signature of Anpris's
conposi tion?" Wien Lars shook his head, she cursed briefly and then began
to chuckle. "We'Ill just try the original onel"

Because they were rushing, nervous wth anticipation and hope,
hands sweating fromtension, it seened to take three or four attenpts to
pl ace each of the next three crystals. Lars was nuttering inprecations by



the tine Killashandra could test the third one. No sooner had she struck
the crystal than the door panel slid open and the aperture was filled by
Trag's bul ky figure.

"Trag, | bless your tinely arrival. W're both fingers and thunbs
trying to set this manual. A fresh hand and a sane mind will work wonders!"

Trag gave her a nod of his head and stepped inside, giving Lars a
cursory gl ance before his attention was conpletely taken by a critica
apprai sal of their endeavors. Killashandra ignored the entrance of Anmpris,
Torkes, Thyrol, and Mrbethan, who filed slowy into the roomin Trag's
wake. Trag picked up the tuning hammer and struck each of the crystals.

Trag nmerely nodded his head. Lars nmade a noi se of protest but
Ki | ashandra shot him a warning glance. The fact that Trag had no comments
to make was all the approval she required, knowi ng better than to expect
overt praise fromhim For a very fleeting nonent, however, she was seized
with a totally irrational desire to throw her arns about Trag's neck, a
noti on whi ch she quickly suppressed without revealing it by so much as a
grin.

El der Torkes, resenbling the scavenger bird nore faithfully than
ever, seened about to step forward, then, apparently, changed his nind as
if aware of how Trag's bulk dimnished his stature to insignificance.

"You have only just arrived, Quildnenber, and as it is now m dday,
refreshment has been prepared for you." Torkes began with scant courtesy.

Trag dismissed the offer. "You gave the Guild to understand the
matter was of the nost urgent.”

"W need to eat," Killashandra said tartly. "Just send us in sone
food, please, soneone,"” and she picked up nore brackets as Trag renpved the
next crystal fromits bed of plasfoam "W mght even finish this today if
gi ven the chance to work w thout interruption.”

"Not quite." Trag amended in his deliberate fashion as he held the
crystal up for inspection in the ceiling light. Satisfied he lowered it,
his gaze traveling beyond to the fascinated observers. "If you please?" And
he extended his hand toward the door

Ki | | ashandra, her eyes on Lars's blank face, had to fight not to
chortle at the aura of dismay, fury, and shock emanating fromthe four high
ranki ng Optherians. But her hands were free of both sweat and trenbl e and,
with Lars carefully tightening the matching bracket, they were ready to
fasten it the nonment Trag inserted the crystal in place. The door pane
whooshed over the rectangle of sunlight. Killashandra tightened her bracket
just as Lars finished his. Trag took up his hamrer for the cerenonial tap
and the D, nellow and cl ear, broke the silence of the room

"Just two nore, Trag and | believe we'll have sonething to show
Ki |l | ashandra said, reaching for nore brackets. "This is Lars Dahl."
"A lover posing as a bodyguard! A young man with highly suspicious
credentials,” Trag said bluntly, his hooded stare fixed on Lars.

Kill ashandra held up a hand to restrain any understandabl e out bur st
fromlLars but he only smled, inclining his head in brief acknow edgnent of
t he description

"According to Elder Anpris or Torkes?" Killashandra asked, grinning
at Trag as she faced himsquarely.

Trag focused his attention on her. Had she not been so positive of
her own righteousness, she woul d have been hard pressed to maintain her
conposure beneath that basilisk stare.

"I will hear your explanation, then, for I warn you, Killashandra
Ree, the @uild |l ooks with disfavor on a nmenber who abrogates her
contractual obligations for whatever personal reasons obtain

Kill ashandra stared at Trag incredul ously.

"l was given two assignnents here, Trag, by you --

"The secondary assignnent was considerably | ess inportant than the
primary -- " Trag's big hand indicated the unfinished installation

"The two are nore closely linked than you or Lanzecki imagi ned when

you,



the Guild accepted that contract. But then abduction ought not to be a
hi gh-ri sk-factor on well-ordered, conservative secure Optheria. Right? Ever
aware of ny primary obligation," Killashandra all owed some of her outrage
to color her voice, "I swam dangerous channels from one island to another
in order to escape the one I was dunped on. Confounding all parties and
managi ng thus to return to nmy primary contractual obligation.”

Trag nmerely raised his eyebrows.

"Tell me, Trag, what is your opinion of sublimninal conditioning?"

Trag's bl eak eyes wi dened fractionally. "The Council of the
Federated Sentient Planets has declared any form of sublimnal projection
nmoral ly crimnal and puni shabl e by expul sion fromthe Federation."

"Then if | were an Elder," Lars said in a quiet, faintly anused

tone, "I wouldn't be so quick to accuse anyone el se of having highly
suspi ci ous credentials."
"I'f you will assist us to install the next two crystals, Trag, |

beli eve we may be able to prove our allegation,” Killashandra said.

"I'f you cannot prove this allegation, Killashandra Ree, you are
liable to severe discipline and censure."

"Then isn't it convenient that |I'mright?"

"CQui | dnenber, | have been subjected to sublimnal conditioning,"”
Lars said, as if he sensed her minute uncertainty. Trag turned his
penetrating stare on the islander.

"The insi diousness of sublimnal conditioning, Lars Dahl, is that
the victimis totally unaware of the bonbardnent."

"Only if he is unprepared, Cuildmenber. My father, |ate an agent of
the Federated Council, was able to safeguard ne, and other friends, against
el ectronically induced sublimnals. Wiich, | nmight add, are particularly
adaptable to the heavy enotional experience of the sensory organ."

"Late an agent?" Killashandra fancied she saw sonme di nmi nution of
Trag's intractability.

"Trapped here by the sane restraint which keeps Optherians from
conpeting in galactic enterprise,” Lars replied. "Contact with the
Federated Council has only just been reestablished after nearly thirty
years -- "

She and Trag heard the m nute sound at the sane instant and assuned
sui tabl e poses of interrupted | abor when the door panel slid open
M rbet han escorted the lunch table which the security guard wheel ed in.

"I'f you'll just leave it there, Mrbethan," Killashandra gestured
with a hand full of brackets while Trag and Lars bent over an already sited
crystal, "we'll take a break shortly."

"Not the one they expect, either," Lars nurmured when the door
panel had cl osed. Trag favored himw th anot her unnerving stare. Lars
returned it equably, with a slight bow toward the nanual case. "After you,
@ui | d- menber . "

"Why three nore crystal s?" Trag asked.

"This loft is half the size of the avail abl e space behind the organ
consol e on stage," Lars said. "W think the sublimnal progranm ng
equi prent i s hidden behind that wall, and accessed by a nusical key
activated fromthis nanual. W have reason to believe that Congail, who is
al l eged to have smashed the crystal,"” Trag's eyebrows raised, "was killed
because he had discovered that mnusical key, not because he was injured by
the shards or because he had destroyed the manual. That woul d have only got
himsent to rehab.”

"Who is responsible for the sublimnal programm ng?"

Lars grinned naliciously, "My own personal candidate is Anpris; he
is musically trained."

"I't wouldn't take nusicality to strike notes in the right
sequence, " Trag said.

"True, but he knows as nuch about the organ as every perfornmer nust
and he becanme head of the Conservatory about the time the sublimna



conditioning started. It began shortly after my father arrived, and he was
here to investigate thc first request for the revocation of the

pl anet - bound restriction. Then, too, Torkes has always favored the
propaganda control of popul ation. But what one El der does, the others

i nvari ably condone. And sublimnal conditioning sustains themin their
power . "

"Arrange for me to neet your father, Lars Dahl."

Lars grinned. "His credentials are as suspicious as mne
Qui I dmenber. | doubt we could reach him In any event, we are here, close
to the dammi ng proof of what we suspect. Surely a bird in hand -- "

"Bi rd?" The word expl oded fromKillashandra, a result of the
tension she felt and a conbi nati on of surprise and respect for Lars's
sterling performance under Trag's unnerving scrutiny.

"Perhaps the analogy is wong," and Lars shrugged diffidently.
"Well, CGuildnenber? Have | my day in court, too?"

"Three nore crystal s?" Trag's manner gave no indication of his
t hought s.

"Two nore," Killashandra said, "if we are using the original key."

Trag nmade a barely audi ble grunt at that comment before he reached
for the next crystal and notioned Lars to place his bracket.

Kil |l ashandra could not keep her mind entirely on the task at hand
for she suddenly realized just how much rested on the truth of the
di ssidents' contentions. Had she indeed allowed a sexual relationship to
cloud her judgnment? O favorable first inpressions from Nahia, Hauness, and
the others to color her thinking? And yet, there was Corish von
Mttelstern, and dav Dahl. O was that convoluted situation carefully
contrived? She might be out on a linb, the saw in her own hand, she thought
as she delicately tightened the bracket on the second crystal. She didn't
dare | ook at Lars across the open case as they straightened up

Expressi onl ess as ever, Trag handed Lars the tuning hanmer. Lars
gave Killashandra a rakish and reassuring grin and then tapped out the
sequence: da da da-dum da da da-dum For one hideous nmoment not hi ng
happened and Killashandra felt the | ast vestige of energy drain from her
body with the groan she could not stifle. A groan that was echoed by a
nmut ed noi se and a slight vibration in the floor. Startled, she and Lars
| ooked down but Trag remained with his eyes fixed on the ceiling.

"Clever!" was his coment as the wall sank slowy and, to their
intense relief, noiselessly apart fromthe initial protest. " ever and
utterly despicable." As soon as the descending wall reached knee hei ght,
Trag swung over it, Lars right behind him

For a heavy man, Trag noved with consi derabl e speed and econony of
motion. He did a conplete circuit of the room his eyes sweeping from one
side to the other, identifying each bank in the conplicated and extensive
rack system and the terninal which activated the units. He completed his
circuit at the three heavy cables that provided the interface between the
two sets of conputers

"No one has been in here for sone tine," he said finally, noting
the Iight coating of dust on the cabinets

"No need, Cuildnmenber."

"You may address me as Trag."

Lars grinned triunmphantly at Killashandra, where she stood, resting
her ear against the door panel. Nothing nust interfere at this critica
nonent .

"Trag. The yearly dose for Optherians occurs shortly before the
Festival season begins, and the tourists arrive. Al Optherians are given
the "opportunity and privilege," " and Lars's voice was mldly scornful
"of attending the prelimnary concerts for the current year's Festival
sel ections. The Mainlanders get their dose then, to keep them contented
while the tourists are here. Then, the tourists get theirs, which includes
sufficient Optherianisns to prevent them from accepting messages from



strangers for posting once they return to their homes. Sone don't, you
know, having fallen for the vastly superior and secure Optherian natura
way of life."

Trag dropped his gaze fromthe fascinating cable. "How many escape
t hese conditioning sessions?"

"Not many Mainl anders, though there are a few who independently
di scovered the sublimnal images." Lars turned to Killashandra. "Nahia,
Hauness, Brassner, and Theach. Over the |last ten years, they've been able
to warn those they felt could be trusted."

"Do the Elders know that some escape?" Kill ashandra asked.

"There is a head check at the concerts which sinultaneously registers with
the Central Conputers.”

"But islanders don't go to concerts, do they?" Killashandra said
with a chuckle. It was a relief to know that she had occasion to be anused.
It had | ooked very grimfor a bit there, with Trag comi ng on strong as
Gui | drrenber .

"I think it is time to end such pernicious subjugation,” Trag said.
He took from his biceps pocket a hand-unit of the sort used to check
programm ng systens, and placed it on the nearest cabinet. "It should be a
sinmple matter of reprogranm ng the master sensory nixer to bypass the
subli mnal generator. That would inhibit the sublimnal processor, yet
| eave no physical trace of alteration.” Taking fromthe sane pocket a heavy
conmpound knife of the kind favored by crystal singers for field use, he
opened the heaviest cutting blade. He sliced carefully at the plastic cable
cover, peeling it back to expose the nulticolor flex package.

Ki |l | ashandra watched as Trag set the system checker against the
flex, taking a prelinmnary reading. As he pondered the results, she could
not restrain a glance at the sublimnal room The devices were so repugnant
to her, abusing every precept of the individual privacy which had been her
birthright on Fuerte, that she felt besmirched just |ooking at them

"I'f there's no power " Lars began, his hand half-raised in

cauti on.

" 1 have had sufficient experience with this sort of equipnent,
Lars Dahl." Trag entered instructions on the hand unit, noted the display
on the rectangul ar vdr, and a nuscle twitched in his cheek. "The subroutine
of the sublimnal will function on any dummy test, and indicate the

programm ng nodes sel ected under their programlisting, but | amplacing a
security lock," and with those words he put the device firmy against the
thi ck red-coded cabl e and depressed the main key, "on it now | don't have
t he equi pnent necessary to generate a program for propaganda

detoxi fication."

"That's too bad," Killashandra said with heartfelt di smay

"There!" Trag said. "And unl ess they know exactly what |'ve done to
i nhibit the sublimnal processor, the alterations can't be reversed. Let
the Optherians programthat conputer for whatever images they wi sh. None
will reach the mnds of the people they intend to pervert!" Trag pul |l ed
hard on the plastic coating and then pressed it firmy back around the
cables. Killashandra could not see where the cable had been entered.

"And you'll bear witness to the Federated Council ?" Lars was taut
as he eagerly awaited Trag's reply.

"W shall all bear witness to the Council, young man,'
replied.

Lars nodded but his smle was wy. "It will be the crystal singer's
word that will be credited, Cuildmenber Trag, not that of an islander whose
notivations are suspect."”

"Even if he could | eave the planet, Trag," Killashandra said.
"Remenber the arc at the shuttle port? Didn't it glow blue and erupt guards
wi th weapons?"

Trag nodded. "Except when | passed under it."

"That arc deposits a mineral deposit in Optherian bones," Lars

Tr ag



said, "and in those of anyone here for nore than six months. Wich is what
caught ny father originally."

Trag dismissed that difficulty with a flick of his hand. "I have a
warrant in ny possession to arrest the party or parties responsible for the
Qui | dmenber' s abducti on, which would take you past their reprisals.”

"You cane well prepared, Trag," Killashandra said with a rueful
smle. "But you'd have to bring the entire popul ation of the Archipelago if
you naned Lars Dahl abductor.™

When Trag turned to Lars for affirmation. he nodded. "I hadn't
pl anned on | eaving Optheria," Lars said, with a slightly enbarrassed grin,
"and I'msure ny father is nore than willing to, but you' d need an entire

liner to remove those who'd be vul nerable. The Optherian El ders have been
waiting for years for an excuse to search and seize the adult popul ation of
the islands. They'd all end up in rehab. Unless, of course, you al so have
the authority to suspend every governnent official on this charge.™

Trag was silent for a long noment, regarding Lars steadily. Then he
exhaled slowy. "I was given broad powers by the Federated Council but not
that broad.” Hi s lower jaw jutted out slightly. "Had there been any
suspicion of this . " He paused, his contenpt for once visible in his
expression. "Let us not reveal this know edge prematurely."’

Carefully they renmoved every trace of their entry. Neither man had
touched the cabinets or files, so covering their tracks took little tine.
Meanwhi | e, Killashandra repositioned herself at the door panel, listening
for sounds of approach.

Trag reexam ned the cables he had clipped, checking fromall angles
to be sure the incision would escape all but the nobst critical inspection
He gave the room a thorough survey and then, apparently satisfied, |ooked
expectantly at Killashandra and Lars.

"Well, close it!'

Ki | | ashandra gave a burst of puzzled |aughter, nmore shrill than
anused.

" How?"

Lars chuckl ed as he took the hanmmer from her nervel ess hand. "Find
somet hing he likes . " He tapped out the Beethoven sequence again. The
wal I inmmredi ately responded by closing, giving the barest thunk as the pane
met the ceiling. Trag gave the cable housing a final glance and disni ssed
it with a shrug.

"l suggest you eat sonething, Killashandra. You're too pale.
Probably the effect of conbining both assignments for your Guild. Lars
Dahl, set the next bracket."

Chapter 21

It was well that they had conpleted their investigations, for El der Anpris
returned twice, the first time issuing an unrefusable invitation to a qui et
dinner with several of the Elders who were npst anxi ous to neet the
Gui | drrenber .

"Whi ch neans you'd better eat before you go," Killashandra told
Trag when Anpris had left them "Especially if Elder Pentrom a nedical man
with interesting views on nutrition, is attending." She made a very smal |
circle -- thunb and forefinger overlapping -- to indicate the size of the
portion. "Trag, do you drink?"

Trag peered up at her. "Wy?"

"The worthy Elders, Pentromin particular. are currently under the
i mpression that nmenbers of our profession nust daily consume al cohol in
substantial quantities to assist their unusual netabolism™

Trag slowy straightened fromthe manual. H s expressi on bordered
on the incredul ous. "Ch?"

"They are so frail, these Elders of Optheria" -- Lars nade a
derogatory comrent -- "that | should dislike causing any of themdistress.



Prematurely, that is."

"Or exposing yourself as a calculating fraud!" Lars suggested.

"Cccasionally it is useful to spawn a hel pful myth about our
profession. therwise we'll be stuck with water which, despite its high
m neral content, is not purified because of the Optherian lust for nature
untanmpered. It tastes as if it was decanted fromthe tank of the first
| ong-range starship. The beer here is not bad."

A flicker crossed Trag's usually inscrutable face.

"Yarran beer?"

"Unfortunately no." Trag's preference raised himfurther in her
estimation. "The Bascum brew is potable while the better beer is illegal."
She shot a knowi ng gl ance at Lars who grinned back at her.

"They generally are. Your advice is tinely, Killashandra," Trag
said, then appropriately sounded the B-flat.

Thirty-four crystals were in place when Elder Anpris appeared for
the second tinme late that afternoon. There was no disguising the elation in
his eyes at their progress. He was seething with the nost excitenent she
had yet seen an El der exhibit. Had he despaired of running up this year's
dose of indoctrinal conditioning on his sublinnal progranf

"W will finish this tonorrow," Trag told Elder Anpris, "with a
further day to tune the new manual into the system and to check the other
three manual s for positive feedback. One minor detail on which Killashandra
was unable to reassure nme: Was the organ in use when the nanual was
destroyed?"

"I believe it was," Ampris replied, his lids dipping to conceal his
brown eyes. "I will of course confirmthis. After the deplorable
desecration, | nyself conducted an inspection of the other manuals to be
sure they were undamaged."

"El der Ampris, Killashandra Ree and | woul d consi der oursel ves
derelict in our Guild obligation to Optheria if we failed to assure
oursel ves, and you, that your Festival organ is in full and conplete
wor ki ng order."

"Of course,"” Anpris managed through clenched teeth. Then, in an
abrupt alteration, he smled tightly. "Mst thorough of you.

"Can we turn on the main organ console fromhere?" Killashandra
asked, wondering what had caused Anpris's sudden change. "I admit that | am
quite eager to hear it in all its glory."

Ampri s regarded her for a |long nonment before his thin Iips w dened
in the original snile.

"For you to appreciate fully the versatility of the Festival O gan
you need sone neasure of conparison. Therefore | amdelighted that you are
able to attend this evening's concert which will be perforned on the
t wo- manual Conservatory instrument."”

"Yes, of course."” Killashandra | et pleased affability ooze through
her voice. "Now that this installation is nearly conpleted, and with Trag
here, | realize how much tension |I've been under. It is always so nmuch
easier to share responsibilities, isn't it, Elder Ampris?" she added gaily.

He murmured sonet hing and withdrew. Trag | ooked at her expectantly.

"When the inevitable can no | onger be avoided, it is always wise to
accept it gracefully." She grimaced. "Though | have to admit | despise
student concerts."”

Lars grinned. "Ch, you won't be getting the students tonight,
Killa. And in view of what you told me of the origin of Anpris's party

piece, | eagerly await your critical appraisal. Are you at all nusical
Qui | dmenber ?" he asked Trag.
"Frequently." Trag carefully replaced the tools in their case,

gestured for Lars to close the crystal container. Killashandra covered the
manual , and taking a hair fromher head, wet it and laid it carefully
across one corner of the lid Trag gave a snort that she translated as
approval



"Hair of the dog that bit?" Lars asked.

"Where do you get these sayings?" Killashandra demanded, rolling
her eyes in exaggerated di smay. Then she pointed to his pocket.

"I"d like to have a close |ook at that device," Trag said. Lars
withdrew the little jamrer.

"Trag, |'mtrying to get themto believe that it's me distorting
their nonitors."

Trag surprised Killashandra by placing his hand flat agai nst her
shoul der bl ade. "Not any nore. But | would qualify. Sensible of you."

"How many of the nmyths about crystal singers are derived from
sensi bl e precautions?" she asked Trag. "O survival techniques?" Trag
shrugged indifferently.

Lars deactivated the device as Killashandra opened the door pane
and the three left the loft. Killashandra watched Trag to see if the
acoustics of the Festival auditoriumaffected him Trag did not so nuch as
alter his firmstride or respond to the echoes his vigorous pace produced.
The guards had to scurry to keep up with them

Once inside the guest suite which Trag was to share with them Lars
swi tched on the Jamrer before he passed it over to Trag.

"They' ve been replacing the nonitors in the organ |oft every day
but a trill of crystal and they shatter." Killashandra told Trag as she
made her way to the beverage counter. "A cold glass of the Bascum Trag?"

"Please." Trag returned the jamer to Lars. "Wat sort of detector
do they have at the shuttleport?”

"l sotope scanner." Lars said with a grinace. "The popular theory is
that the detector is set off by a rare isotope of iron peculiar to
Opt herian soil. Once the residue of the isotope builds up in the bone
marrow, it tends to be self-perpetuating. There' ve been unsuccessfu
attenpts to neutralize the isotope and jamthe scanners but nothing works."
Then he scowl ed. "All the guards are rehabs and never miss. Trying to get
past themis an effective formof suicide. There is also a stun field that
operates in the event that another concerted attenpt is ever nade to gain
entry to the port."

"I was net by four Optherians . Trag began

"Who had been passed in. Ch, authorized personnel come and go but
they are very careful to display their authorization to the guards."

Ki | | ashandra had punched up sandw ches whi ch she now passed to the

nen.

"We don't have nuch tinme before dinner and the concert, and | need
a bath," she announced, her nouth half full of sandw ch.

"So do I." Lars followed Killashandra, taking the jamer with him
after an apologetic nod to Trag. "Trag is no threat to us, huh?" Lars
mur mur ed sarcastically, once they were in the unnonitored bathroom

Ki | | ashandra shrugged and grinmaced. "I didn't think he'd cut up
that stiff, but then, neither of us knew what lies the elders were
spinning. And the @uild does have a reputation to maintain, especially if

they had to call in the FSP to get a cruiser for a fast trip here. But,"
she added, rather pleased, "it neans they cared."
"I felt I was talking to a brick wall, Killa, until it came down."

Lars ran his fingers through his thick hair. "Wat would you have done if
it hadn't, Killa?"

"Well, it did and Trag has been converted. Now all we have to do is
get word to your father. Just how many people would we have to get to
safety? | mean, if Trag has that warrant for party or parties . . ."

Lars franmed her face with his hands, grinning down at her. "No
matter how broad that warrant, Killa, it wouldn't extend to all those who
really need our protection. Nahia, Hauness, Theach, Brassner, and dver are
just the nost inportant. Wy -- "

"Couldn't sone just disappear into the islands?"

Lars shook his head.



"Then we'll have to hold tight sonmehow until Trag reports the

sublimnal conditioning to the Federated Council. The Fleet Marines would
land, in force, and the Elders would be sanpling rehab. You' re safe as |ong
as |'mhere -- and stop shaking your head. Look, Trag can return, now that
the organ is repaired and |I' munabducted -- "

"I's the cruiser still here?"

"Ch, | rather doubt it."

"Then unl ess he can recall it, he's surfaced on Optheria until the

next liner and that's not due for at |east two weeks."

"Two nore weeks!" Killashandra realized that she had taken for
granted the same constant space traffic that frequented Shanganaugh Mbon
Base.

"What ? Have ny charm ng presence and inspired coupling worn thin
now t hat you have a fellow crystal singer to pair you?"

"Trag? You think -- Trag and 1? Don't be funny! Listen to ne, young
man, there's a lot you don't know about crystal singers!"”

"I'd like the time to find out.” His reply was wistful even if the
ki ss he gave her was not. And her response to his enbrace tenporarily
suspended | ess urgent matters, even the bath.

Fortunately, by the time Trag knocked perenptorily on the bathroom
door, they were both dressed.

"Coming," Killashandra responded in a trill, bestow ng one | ast
ki ss on Lars before she haul ed open the door. Sweeping dramatically into
the main roomwi th Lars a step behind her, she was delighted to see Trag, a
hal f enmpty gl ass of beer in his hand, in the conpany of Thyrol, M rbethan
and Pirinio. Facetiously wondering if Pol abod had been | oaned to anot her
Quartette, she greeted them graci ously, exclaimnmng her eagerness to attend
the evening's concert and, at |long |last, hear an Optherian organ

D nner was served in the same chanber that had charned
Ki | ashandra. The charm was enhanced this time by the fact that El der
Pentrom was mi ssing fromthe guest roster. Trag was nonopolized at one end
of the table by Elders Anpris and Torkes, who engaged himin very serious
di scussions, while Mrbethan did her best to introduce unexceptional topics
into conversation at the other. Thyrol, Pirinio, and two very neek ol der
worren i nstructors conpleted the buffer between the Elders and the
di stingui shed and newy arrived Quil d-menber Trag.

"El der Torkes," Trag said in a well-pitched voice that carried to
every part of the dining roomafter he had sipped the beverage in his
glass, "my metabolismrequires the ingestion of a certain quantity of
al cohol daily. \Wat have you to offer?"

After that, Killashandra didn't bother straining her ears to hear
what information, or msinformation, mght be exchanged. Fortunately the
portions served them were considerably nore generous, if unexciting to the
pal ate, than her first dinner there, so that hunger was assuaged.

There was no reason to dally at the festive board so, immedi ately
after the sweet course was finished, Mrbethan |l ed the way to the
Conservatory Concert Hall. Those al ready assenbled rose to their feet at
the entrance of the distinguished visitors.

"Li ke lanmbs to the slaughter," Lars whispered in her ear

"Wong again!" she whi spered back, then conposed her features in a
graci ous expression. Until she had a good | ook at the seating.

The organ consol e, of course, domi nated the blue and white stage.
ol den curtains were richly draped to conplete the frame whi ch was bat hed
in a gentle glow of diffused |ight. They wal ked up a slight ranp to the
orchestra floor where Mrbethan smlingly turned and gestured toward their
chairs.

Bl oody inquisition, Killashandra thought to herself. Upholstered in
a md-blue velvety fabric, the chairs were bucket shaped, sem recunbents
equi pped with broad armrests, sculptured to fit wist and hand for proper
sensory input. Killashandra did not expect to find an easy repose for over



each seat was a half hood, no doubt containing additional sensory outlets.
As Lars m ght remark, the occupants of the seats were sitting ducks.

Nevert hel ess, and because it was consonant with the role she had
adopted, Killashandra expressed delight over the "ambiance of the hall,"

t he charm ng decor, and the unusual seating. She counted fifteen rows
extending up and into the shadows behind her, all of themfilled. She
counted the front-row seats on her side of the entrance as fifteen so that
some four hundred and fifty people, the conplenent of the Conservatory,
were about to be entertained.

She took her seat but because of the tilt and the armrest, the
only part of her that could touch Lars was her foot. She angled so that she
could touch his. She felt a return pressure which gave her far nore
reassurance than she should need or had expected to gain fromsuch a
m ni mal cont act .

The house lights dimed and Killashandra was filled with a
perturbati on she had never experienced before at what was usually the npst
enj oyabl e, anticipatory nonent of a performance.

A woman swirled out onto the stage, her robes flow ng out behind
her. She bowed quickly to the assenbly and took her place at the organ
consol e, her back, with its pleated draperies, illum nated by the
spotlight. Killashandra saw her lift her hands to the first nanual and then
all the lights went out as the first chord was pl ayed.

Killashandra all but kicked Lars as she recogni zed the nmusic. In
nost Conservatories, a man naned Bach woul d have been credited with its
conposition. On Optheria it was unlikely that any sheep safely grazed. Then
the sensory el ements began their insidious plucking. It was well done, the
scent of new grass, spring w nds, tender green, soothing color, bucolic
fragrances and then -- Lars's foot tapped hers urgently but she had al ready
caught the inmage of the "shepherd," a gl anorized Anpris, a kindly, I|oving,
affectionate, infinitely tender shepherd, gazing for that one nonment upon
nmenbers of his "flock."

Had Trag fail ed? D sappointnent and a keen flare of apprehension
suffused Killashandra. She forced herself to recall that first glinpse of
this snmaller theater. There had to be a second sublinm nal generator behind
this organ console. Indeed, there was probably one attached to every one of
t hese insidious instrunents. How woul d they di sconnect themall? A second
i mge, of a grieving Anpris, saddened by a ni sdeneanor of his flock --
saddened but infinitely tolerant and forgiving -- capped her disgust with
the entire exercise.

Ki | | ashandra caught all of the inages that were broadcast, as sharp
and as clear as if a hol ogram had been suspended for inspection of a tri-d
screen. The sublininals seemed etched on her retina. Sonmething to do with
her symbiont's rejection of this superinposition?

VWhen the lights came up, Killashandra elected to seemto be
af fected by the performance as she shoul d have been

"CQui | dnenber ?" M rbet han asked in a soft eager voice.

"Why, it was charmng. So soothing, such a |lovely scene. | declare
that | could snell new grass and spring blossons." Lars tried to step on
her toe. She struggled up out of the clutch of her seat and peered around
him "wWy. Lars Dahl, it is everything you told ne it would be!" He tapped
twi ce, getting her nmessage

A second performer strode out on the stage, his manner so nilitant
that Killashandra laid a private bet with herself: one of the Germans or an
Altairian, if Prosno-Sevic's bonbastic conpositions had been composed
before the Optherians had settled this planet.

The nusic was an uni nspired nel ange of many of the martial thenes,
each new one buffeting the captive audi ence so that she found herself
twi tching away fromthe onslaught of the nusic, and wondering if she woul d
survive the sublinminals. She did, but her eyeballs ached with visions of
Torkes and an i nprobably robust Pentromurging the faithful onto the path



to victory and pl anetariani sm defending the credo of Optheria to the
deat h.

An audible sigh -- of relief? -- preceded the appl ause this
sel ecti on engendered. So the audi ence was being soothed to trust,
encouraged to resi st subversive phil osophies: now what, Killashandra
wonder ed?

An alarmingly thin and earnest young man, swallow ng his Adam s
appl e convul sively as he crossed the stage, was the next perforner. He
| ooked nore like a wading bird than a prem er organist. And when he took
his seat and lifted his hands, they splayed to incredible |Iengths, naking
the soft opening notes ludicrous to Killashandra's m nd, especially when
she recogni zed the seductive phrases of a French pianist. The nanme escaped
her momentarily but the erotic nmusic was quite famliar. She held her
breath against the first i mage and choked on the howl of |aughter as the
subli minal inmage of Anpris-the-seducer was superinposed, in reds and
oranges, on the viewers' abused senses. Fortunately, the notion of Anpris

maki ng |l ove to her, or anyone, was so bizarre that the eroticism-- even
magni fi ed by scent and sensory titillation -- failed to achieve its ful
effect. Lars's continual tapping -- was he succunbing to the illusion

keeping the beat, or trying to distract her fromthe powerful sensuality --
agai nst her toe kept rem nding her how perilous their position was at the
nonent .

Bol ero! The name returned to her as the lights came up. And fury at
this arrant mani pulation set a flush in her cheeks that matched those in
M rbethan's as the delighted woman turned to inquire breathlessly how
Ki | | ashandra had enjoyed the concert.

The seats were all tilting forward, releasing their occupants once
nmore into the cold cruel world of reality.

"I have never so totally experienced nusic before in ny life,

M rbethan," Killashandra said in ringing, heartfelt tones. Wat she felt in
her breast was not what the performance was expected to generate. "A

bal anced and professional performance. The artists were nmagnificent.
Excel | ent adaptations to the Optherian organs.”

"Adapt ati ons? Ch, no, Cuildmenber, this was the first performance
of three brilliant new conmpositions.” Mrbethan said and Killashandra coul d
only goggle at her.

"That rmusic was totally original? Conposed by the perforners?”
Killashandra's surprised was msinterpreted by Mrbethan as the proper
expression of awe. Lars squeezed her armwarningly and she managed to
contain her outrage.

"Atruly brilliant concert," Trag said, joining themas the
audi ence was di spersing. "An experience | would not willingly have
f or egone. "

Never having heard so much warnth in his voice, Killashandra | ooked
sharply at Trag. Surely, if her symbiont had protected her . . ." Now she

stared at Trag's flushed face, his bright eyes, and noticed that a snile
had reshaped his lips. Killashandra grabbed at Lars's arm before anyone
el se coul d see her dismay, she pulled themboth into the crowd, away from
Trag and the two El ders who escorted him

"Easy, Killa," Lars murnured in her ear. "Don't give it away. Not
now "

"But he -- "

Hi s hand twi sted her fingers cruelly, rem nding her of the danger
they were in.

"That |last piece will send themall to their beds, alone if
necessary," Lars continued, breaking up the sentence into quick short
phrases as he hurried her away fromthe hall. "No one is expected to

linger. Not after that dose of eroticism" They turned a corner
Ki |l | ashandra accepting Lars's direction. "Trag's comng."
"Don't you understand? No one here conposed that nmusic. It was al



stolen!"

"I know, | know. "

Yours wasn't stolen. It was original. The only bl oody origina
nmusic |'ve heard on this fardling rmudball!"

"Shush now, Killa. Only one nore corridor and we're honme safe and
then you can rant and rave."

"I get the cold shower first."

"What and waste the nusic?"

She tried to kick himbut they were wal king so fast she woul d have
| ost her balance if she'd succeeded.

"I will not be manipul ated . and the last word she roared in
the privacy of their suite. She was hauling the Beluga spidersilk kaftan
over her head as she reached the bat hroom door and, flipping on the cold
water, stood in its frigid torrent until she could feel her flesh
shriveling. Lars pulled her out, handing her a towel as he took her place.

"I think it's a shane to waste all their hard work and effort -- "

"Did you want to go to bed with an i mage of Anpris?" she demanded
at the top of her voice.

"Ch, | saw Mrbethan," Lars said ingenuously, toweling hinself dry.

"M r bet han?"

"Yes, didn't you know that was why she was included in your
wel comi ng committee? She's bi -- "

"What ?" Killashandra screeched that at the top of her |ungs.

"Conpose yourself, Killashandra Ree," said the cool voice of Trag
fromthe doorway. "You and Lars Dahl are in every bit as nuch danger as you
t hought. W nust tal k. "

Chapter 22

"First," Trag said as Killashandra and Lars joined himin the main room
and he pointed to the nonitors. Lars held up the jamrer. "Very good.
Secondly, | need to hear an account of your adventures here, Killashandra.
Then | can separate the fact fromthe fiction presented by Anpris and
Torkes. Both are clever nen."

"Adrink, Killa?" Lars asked and his voice was rough with either
anger or anxiety.

"I woul d appreciate somet hing stronger than that tastel ess beer
pl ease, Lars Dahl," Trag said

"My pleasure. Trag."

Kill ashandra could feel the tension release in her belly and she
let out a lungful of air as Trag's courteous request gave her a reassuring
nmeasure of his attitude. She took a quick pull at the polly liqueur which
Lars handed her before he sat on the couch, not touching her but with one
armprotectively along the back. She began with her arrival on the Athena
and her suspicions about Corish. Nor was she any |ess than candid about the
fit of pique with Optherian bureaucracy which had I ed her to | eave the
Conservat ory grounds, her subsequent ki dnapping, escape, and her second
nmeeting with the young islander. She was as forthright about Lars's effect
on her sexuality as she was about the inpact Nahia. Hauness, and Theach had
had on her synpathies. Crystal singing tended to peel off unnecessary
veneers and conditioned attitudes, not that she had been afflicted by nany,
havi ng been rai sed on Fuerte.

During her recitation, Trag had sipped his drink, any reaction
hi dden by his hooded eyes. He finished the last of the polly |iqueur which
Lars had el ected to serve himas she concluded the summary and he gestured
politely to Lars for a refill.

"They are clever, those old nmen, but they have not dealt wth
crystal singers before," Trag said. "They have outsmarted thensel ves this
time. Whomthe Gods would destroy, they first make nmad."

Kill ashandra regarded Trag in mld astonishnent and then Lars,



wondering if his habit was contagious. But Trag's adage was eminently
appl i cabl e.

O think thensel ves inpervious to the slings and arrows of outraged
fortune," Lars said with a mschievous grin. Killashandra groaned in
prot est .

"Tormorrow | shall offer to realign the Conservatory instrunent."”
Trag said. "I distinctly heard a burr -- the first sign of a souring
crystal ."

"WIIl they permt you?" Killashandra asked.

"They are greedy. And they have no qualified crystal tuner until we
have trained some. | have already resolved the point that the Guild
contracted to supply the crystals and techni cal assistance, wthout
reference to the nunber of appropriate technicians supplied. Therefore no
further sumis to be paid by them Until they received that reassurance
fromme, they were trying to make out that you were in breach of contract

"I'n breach? Me? When they placed nme in jeopardy? First by hiring an
assailant to prove ny Heptite origination? Then they hinder ne in the
execution of my assignment? And they malign ny conpetence?" Killashandra
qui ckly switched to malicious anusenment. "Not that they will really
appreci ate the | evel of conpetence we have exhibited! Nor the caliber of
t he technical assistance they've bought!" She grinned at Trag. "So, what
ot her knotty problenms did you solve at dinner?"

"Your incorruptible dedication to your Guild."

"What!" Killashandra's irritation rekindled. "Of all the -- "

Trag held up his hand, a gleamin his eye that suggested to
Ki |l ashandra that he was enjoying her disconfiture. Firmly she controlled
herself. It didn't help to notice, out of the corner of her eye, that Lars
was struggling to suppress his own anmusenent.

"Coming as | do from Guil dmaster Lanzecki's office, | am" Trag
paused unexpectedly, shooting a glance at Killashandra which she could only
interpret as sly, "above reproach. | amalso nale. Apparently the El ders

trust few wonen in any but the nost traditional or subordinate capacities.
| assured themthat not only were you Quil dnaster Lanzecki's first choice
for such a delicate and crucial installation, but you were mne as well."

Ki |l ashandra sniffed but gave hima long hard ook, to rem nd him
exactly why Killashandra Ree had been Trag's first choice.

"Your praise, Quildmenber, is only surpassed by your concern for
the welfare of the Guild," she said denurely.

"In a matter affecting the Guild reputation, | am too?
incorruptible,” Trag replied, neatly parrying her thrust.

"So tonorrow are Lars and | permitted to continue with the Festival

organ?" Trag nodded. "And you wi |l reorganize the second instrunment?"
"In the best interests of the guiding precepts of the Federated
Sentient Planets Council, yes, | certainly shall. Qtherwise | assure you

that these Elders would not receive unreinbursed and gratuitous services
fromthe Heptite Guild."

"Bravo!" Lars call ed.

"Their greed blinds them" Trag said. "So, follow ng a recent
exanpl e, we shall take the opportunity that is presented,"” he added,
noddi ng toward Lars who returned the conplinment. "Basically they have trite
m nds. Security, pride, and sex! Imagine! Inflicting such prurience on
toni ght's audi ence. "

Kill ashandra regarded Trag with m|d astoni shnment. The man was
positively garrul ous, volunteering comrents not to nention uncontracted
services. O was he sinply responding to the backl ash of that mal adroit
rendition of the Bolero? She'd have thought Trag made of sterner stuff,
especially since he'd been forewarned of the sublimnals.

"Ch, that's a common diet for the Conservatory," Lars said. "For
t he masses, they have other themes, sonetinmes so indigestible | wonder how



t hey can be swal |l owed, even conditionally. Minlanders are often subjected
to a spectrumrangi ng from xenophobi a,” Lars began ticking the subjects off
on his fingers, "a fear of races in their own territories, to

cl austrophobia to nip any budding interest in space-faring, to fear of

di sobedi ence, fear and disgust of acts that are 'unnatural,' fear of
conmitting an illegal action, rational or not. They've even constructed a
negati ve-feedback loop to inhibit thinking along |lines the El ders have
suddenly deci ded are subversive. A dislike of the color red was achi eved a
year or so ago.

"Then," and Lars was really warm ng to his subject, "the tourists
get a different menu: love of the sinple life, very little eroticism--
which would follow, wouldn't it? Al sorts of nebul ous goodnesses to be
obt ai ned by staying on here. Imense credit bal ances are constantly flashed
luringly at the nost bizarre nonents. Naturally the disadvantages aren't
nmentioned at all."

"No | ecture on Full Disclosure?" Killashandra shot Trag a gl ance
but he ignored her.

"Have you a reliable contact in the Conservatory, Lars?" Trag asked
hi m

"I wouldn't dare contact any of themafter tonight's sublimna
nmessages. | could try the marketplace -- "

Trag shook his head. "It was politic to agree with Anpris and
Torkes that you, Killashandra, have undoubtedly fallen under this young
man's insidious spell." He raised his hand at Killashandra's guffaw.
"Neither of you are to be allowed to | eave the Conservatory without escort.
For your safety, of course, Killashandra."

"Of course!"

"What works in your favor, though, in this infatuation --

"Trag!"

"I"'mnot Ballyblind, Killashandra," Trag said in a stern voi ce,
"and, if the Elders consider you two self-absorbed to the exclusion of
other, nore treacherous activities, it is a safeguard, however tenuous. At
| east while we are still on Optheria." Trag turned to Lars. "Once we | eave,
Lars Dahl, you are in grave jeopardy."

Lars nodded and, when Killashandra cl osed her fingers about his, he

snmled down at her. "All | need is a half-day's start on any pursuit; no
one will ever find nme in the islands."

Trag managed to | ook skeptical w thout changing a nuscle in his
face. "Not this tine, | think. This time the islanders are to be

disciplined to a final and total obedience to the Optherian Council."

"They have to catch us first," Lars said calmy, although anger
flared in his eyes and his fingers tightened on Killashandra's. In an
abrupt change he shrugged. "The threat of wholesale reprisal is scarcely
new. "

"Trag has that warrant "
obstinate set of Lars's face.

"May | remind you, Killashandra," Trag said, "that a Federated
Council warrant is not a wit one exercises with inpunity. If | amforced
to use it, Lars, and whoever else it includes, would be charged with your
abduction and subject to the authority of the FSP Council."

“I'f I don't press charges, once they're off Optheria --

"I'f you perjure yourself in a Council Court, Killashandra Ree, not
even the Heptite Guild can rescue you fromthe consequences."

"I repeat, and listen to me this tinme." Lars interrupted firmy,
jiggling Killashandra's armfor her attention, "I only need a head start
and there isn't a captain on this planet who could catch nme. Look, Trag,
it's not your affair, but if you're willing to disorgani ze the Conservatory
projector, would you consider doing others? There are quite a few
t wo- manual organs on the Minland. To have two sabotaged will already be a
consi derabl e boon, but the nore Minlanders who are freed from sublimna

Ki |  ashandra suggested but caught the



mani pul ati on, the nore chance we'd all have of surviving until the
Feder at ed Council noves.

"The El ders can blandly puff on about disciplining islanders, but
first they have to jizz enough Miinlanders up to the point of a punitive
action. Minlanders are a passive bunch, after so nmany years of the pap
t hey' ve been subjected to." He grinned maliciously. "You saw | ast ni ght
whi ch of the three pressures the audi ence responded to the nost -- Not the
martial pride! So, psyching a punitive force up would take tine, a clever
program and sufficient audi ence saturation. The snaller the net the
sublimnals cast, the longer it will take the Elders to nount any sort of
expedition to the islands.

"Now, " and Lars |eaned forward urgently, "you and Killa have to
make a report to the Federated Council? Well, | would find it hard to
bel i eve that any Council acts fast. Ri ght?"

Trag nodded. "Speed is determ ned by the physical threat to the
pl anet invol ved."

"Not to the popul ati on?" Kill ashandra asked, surprised at Trag's
enphasi s.

Trag shook his heavy head. "Popul ations are easy to produce, but
habi tabl e pl anets are relatively scarce.” He indicated that Lars should
conti nue.

"So, your report will be considered, deliberated upon, and then?"

"I't may indeed take time, Lars Dahl, but the Federated Council has
outl awed the use of sublimnal conditioning. There is absolutely no
gquestion in ny mnd that action will be taken against the Optherian El ders.
A governnent which nust resort to such nmeans to maintain donestic
sati sfaction has lost the right to govern. Its Charter will be revoked."

"There's no danger that you and Killashandra will be restrained
from | eaving?" Lars asked abruptly.

"Why should we be? Can they have any suspicion that someone knows
that they maintain control by illicit means?"

"Congail did," Killashandra said, "even if he was killed before he
could pass on the information. Woever killed the nman nmust wonder if
Congai | had acconplices.”

Lars shook his head positively. "Congail's only contact was Hauness
and Hauness didn't reveal that until after Congail's death. | knew that
some drastic nmeasure was planned. Not what it was."

"Tell me, Lars," Trag asked, "does any one suspect that you are
aware of the sublim nal s?"

Lars shook his head vigorously. "How? | always pretended the

correct responses after concerts. Father didn't warn ne until | was sent to
the Mainland for ny education. H's warning was acconpani ed by a description
of the retribution | would suffer, fromhimas well as the Council, if I

ever reveal ed ny know edge unnecessarily." Lars grinned. "You may be sure
told no one"

"Besi des your father, who knows?" Trag asked. "Or don't you know
t hat ?"

Lars nodded. "Hauness and his intinmates. As a trained
hypnot her api st, he caught on to the sublimnals but had the sense to keep
silent. It is quite possible that others in his profession know it, but if
they do, they don't broadcast it either. Wat could they do? Especially
when | doubt that many Optherians know that sublininals are against
Federated Law " The | ast was spoken in a bitter tone. "W woul d suspect
that rmusic, the Utimte Career on Optheria, can be perverted to ensure the
perpetuati on of a stagnant government? Then there was the al nost insol uble
problemof trying to get word off Optheria, to someone with sufficient
status to get Council attention. Conplaint from people who could be
considered a few nmal adj usted citizens -- and every society has sone --
carries little weight.

"It was Hauness who devised a way to get messages off Optheria for



us. Post hypnotic requests -- yes, yes, | know, and don't think it was an
easy matter for himto violate his ethics as a physician-heal er, but we
were getting desperate. A suggestion to receive and later mail a letter
fromthe nearest transfer point seemed a minor infraction. | amcertain

t hat Hauness only capitul ated because Nahia was suffering so much distress.
She had to cope with such a devastating increase of suicide potentials.
She's an enpath, Trag -- "

"You must encounter Nahia, Trag, before you | eave Optheria,"

Kill ashandra said, twi ning her fingers reassuringly about Lars's. He gave
her a quick and grateful glance.

"That's why, if you would go to Ironwod to check out the organ
there, you would surely encounter Nahia and Hauness," Lars said eagerly.

"I woul d?" Trag asked.

"Quite likely, if you were suddenly taken ill."

Trag regarded himsteadily. "Crystal singers do not succumb to
pl anet - based di seases. "

"Not even food poisoning?' Lars was not to be deterred.

"And that's a likelihood if you eat often with the Elders. O do
nmean starvation?" Killashandra renarked.

"That way, you can warn Nahia and Hauness, and they can alert
others." Lars |leaned forward, eagerly waiting for Trag's decision. "I
couldn't save nyself at the expense of ny friends."

"How | arge a group do you have, Lars Dahl ?" Trag asked.

"l don't know at the morment. We had about two thousand, and nore
were being investigated. The El der's search and seize to find Killashandra
reduced our ranks considerably." Regret for having provoked the Elders to
such action colored Lars's expression. He squared his shoul ders, accepting
that responsibility. "I fervently hope nore sacrifices will not be
required.”

"Do your islanders perpetrate many outrages on the Miin | and?"

"Qutrages on the Minland?" Lars burst out |aughing. "W |eave the
Mainland to stewin its own juice! If you wish to punish an island child,
you threaten to send himto a Miinland school. Wat crinmes were being laid
on our beaches?"

"Crinmes hinted at darkly but never specified, apart fromthe attack
on Killashandra -- "

"Anpris instigated that -- " Killashandra said angrily.

"And her abduction."

"And | have laid that firmy on the shoul ders of unknown
mal f easants. | thought they'd bought that."

"They mi ght have if the attachnment between you and Lars Dahl was
not so apparent, alnpbst as if you were in resonance with each other
However," and Trag went on quickly, "Torkes contended that young Lars Dahl
could scarcely have found you so conveniently if he had not known where you
were. The islands being so numerous and wi despread he does not accept
coi nci dence. "

"I think Torkes is in for a large surprise on the nechanics of
coi nci dence," Killashandra said in her nost caustic tone. She had poured
another stiff drink for herself, trying to dull anger and indignation

"Trag, | don't see why the Federated Council cannot act expeditiously -- "
"This planet is not threatened by destruction."
"Qur much vaunted Federated Council is not rmuch better than the
El ders Council, is it?"
"I will do everything in ny power, Lars Dahl, to ensure the
physi cal and psychol ogi cal integrity of your adherents,"” Trag said. "And if
that includes servicing every instrunent on this planet, | will do that,
too." A slight shift of the alignnent of his |lips gave himan appearance of

smling. "Greed provokes ne. And all this talk has made me thirsty. Wat is
thi s?" he asked, obliquely requesting a refill.
"The fermented juice of the ubiquitous polly fruit.'

Lars said,



serving him "The Elders may conpl ain about the islands but they are its
best custoners.”

"Tell me again about the security arrangenments at the shuttle
port," Trag went on. "Aliner is due in two weeks' tine. | should like to
have you both on it."

"There's nmore chance of sailing a straight course in the islands,
Trag," Lars said, shaking his head discouragingly. "If anyone had been able
to discover a flaw in the security curtain at the shuttle port, it would
have been done. My father had the uni que honor of adjusting the screens to
prevent a nmass attack. Father cane here on a short-termcontract to provide
security mcro-units for the Optherian Council. Father was co-opted by the
Federat ed Council because of his expertise with mcrochip installations.
The Federation wanted himto find out why another agent had never reported
back to them But, while he was installing the chips, he didn't have nuch
luck with the covert assignnment. So when the Optherians offered himthe
shuttl eport contract, he took it. No one nentioned the fact that three to
four nmonths was the longest it was safe to stay on Optheria wi thout getting
trapped. Wen he realized that he was, and even he couldn't get past the
shuttleport curtain, he talked hinself into his position as Angel |sland
Har bor Master. Far enough away fromthe shuttleport to satisfy the El ders,
and far enough away for himto feel safe fromthem™

"How i s cargo transferred?" Trag asked.

"What little there is, is unloaded through the main passenger | ock
which is operated by the shuttle pilots, true and loyal, incorruptible
citizens of Optheria. The only way into the shuttleport is past the
detector's arc. And if the detector is set off without first presenting the
right pass to those rehabbed guards,” he nmade a popping sound, "you're
dead. "

"Ah, but Thyrol was right beside nme as we left the port, Lars,"
Killashandra said, " And the arc did not go off. Yet you say that it goes
of f whenever the mineral residue is detected."

"Crystal resonance m ght mask or confuse the detector,"” Trag
remar ked, choosing his words slowy. "For the sane thing occurred, and with
Thyrol beside ne, when | exited the port."

"Why don't we just boldly go under the fardling arc then? Both of
us with Lars between."

"You no longer resonate, Killashandra," Trag said.

"Besides, that only helps ne, Killa. I won't |eave the others
vul nerable to the Elder's reprisals.”

"I npasse!" Killashandra threw her hands out in disgust but she had
to admire Lars's stand. "Wait a minute. | may not resonate, but white
crystal does. Trag, they blow out the nmonitors at the sound of an A Wn't
crystal resonance affect other piezoelectrical equipnment? | knowit'd be
folly to try to blow out the shuttleport detector . . . ."

"That's been tried, too, Killa." Lars interrupted her with a rueful

grin.

"Trag? -- If crystal resonance provides a mask . "

"l should not like to put it to the test and fail."

Killashandra turned to Lars. "You said something about your father
being able to detect Council agents. Does he have a unit?"

"A small one."

"I'f we had it, we could test crystal resonance with it. W' ve got
all those crystal shards, Trag, and you know how interactive white is."

"First we have to contact ny father," Lars said with an ironic
| augh, "then get himand the device here. Ch, it's not large but certainly
not something you carry bare-faced through City streets."” But, even as Lars
spoke in pessimstic ternms, it was clear to Killashandra that she had
revived his hopes. "All the nore reason, Trag, for, you to get to |Ironwod
and nmake contact with Nahia and Hauness. They've got the oceanjet. They
could discreetly bring Father and the device as far as |ronwood."



"There are no other enbarkation clearances at the shuttleport?"
Trag asked.

Lars shook his head slowy. "No other beside the security curtain
has ever been needed. You forget, Trag, that |oyal, happy, natura
Opt herians have no desire to leave their planet. Only tourists, who can buy
tickets anywhere, so long as they've enough credit."

"Then," and Trag got to his feet, carefully putting the glass down
on the nearest surface, "patently | nust oblige both you and the greedy
El ders. Good night."

Ki | | ashandra watched, wondering if the polly had got to the
i npervi ous Trag but his step was as firmand unswerving as ever. She saw
that Lars was watching his progress, a very thoughtful expression on his
face.

"If this idea works, Killa," he said, taking her in his arns, his
eyes on that distant prospect, "is there enough crystal to get six or seven
peopl e of f Optheri a?"

"Don't hope too hard, Lars!" she cautioned him her head agai nst
his shoul der, her arns about him "Nor can we schedul e a nass exodus on the
next |iner wthout giving the whole schene away. But if crystal resonance
fool s the scanner, the nost vul nerable people will get free. The Festival
season hasn't even started. Wen it does, a few one-way passengers could go
out on each flight." She | ooked up and caught the bl eak | ook on his face.
"Lars, dance with me?"

"To a distant drunP?" he asked with a rueful grin, but he shortly
sl oughed of f depression

The next norning Killashandra woke to the second chines and to an
i nteresting idea.

"Lars, Lars, wake up."

"Why?" and he attenpted to pull her back down on the bed, nurnuring
suggesti ons.

"No, |I'mserious. W responded to the sublimnals |ast night,
didn't we? How |l ong are they supposed to be effective?"

"Huh? | dunno. I've never . . . Oh, | see what you nmean!" And he
sat up, linking his arns about his raised knees and considering the

i mplications. "W never took |ast night's perfornmance into our

del i berations, did we?" He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, then grinned at
her. "1'd say we could work this to our advantage. Security, pride, and
sex, huh!" Lars began to laugh, a mirth which devel oped into such a
paroxysmthat he fell back on the bed and haul ed his knees up to his chin
to relieve the muscular cranp of uncontroll able |aughter.

Trag appeared in the doorway, pointed to the ceiling nonitor and,
when Kill ashandra pointed to the janmrer on the table, he cane in and shut
t he door, regarding Lars expressionl essly.

"W got conditioned |ast night, Trag," Killashandra said by way of

expl anati on as she haul ed her coverall on. "I don't think I should overdo
it, but if Lars wants to act disaffected with nme, it will lull Anpris and
Torkes into thinking their progranmng's effective. Even on a crysta
singer. Trag, | could even stay on here . . . not want to | eave Optheri a.
I"'ma nmusician. If last night is the best they can do, just lead ne to a
keyboard! I'lIl show 'em sone sensory nusic that'll knock "emin the
aisles.”

Trag shook his head slowy fromside to side. "Risky for any nunber
of reasons which | shouldn't have to enunerate.”

Brushing laugh tears fromhis eyes, Lars was still grinning broadly
as he reached for his clothes.

"So what was so funny?" Killashandra asked.

"M rbethan as a sex i mage when | have you!"

"I"'mnot sure | needed to know that!" Killashandra stal ked into the
main roomand up to the catering unit. She punched out her selection so



hard that the tab stuck and a succession of beverage cups paraded out.
Fortunately the nechani smwas programred agai nst excessive use and the
energency panel flashed "quota" at her as the depressed button snapped out
agai n.

"Put Anmpris in ny place and what do you have?" Lars wanted to know
and his voice was just a shade repentant.

"Nausea." she handed hima cup fromthe plentiful supply waiting on
the catering facility.

Chapter 23
They had just finished eating when the conunit blipped. Killashandra

flicked open the channel. M rbethan appeared, |ooking both annoyed and
hesitant. Killashandra school ed her face to courteous inquiry.

"My apol ogies for disturbing you so early, Quild-menber . . ." she
did not continue until Killashandra had nurnured reassurance, "but a
citizen has been nost persistent in trying to contact you . . . W have

assured himthat you are not to be disturbed by trivia. He insists on
speaking with you personally and his attitude borders on the insolent."
M rbet han cl osed her mouth primy on the verdict.

"Well, well, what's his nanme?"

"Corish von Mttelstern. He says that he met you on board the
At hena." M rbet han obvi ously doubted this.

"I ndeed he did. A pleasant young man who knows nothing of ny Guild
affiliation. Put himthrough."

Corish's image i mredi ately replaced M rbethans. He was frowni ng but
his expression cleared into a broad snmle once he saw Kil |l ashandra

"Thank Krim | got you, Killashandra. | was begi nning to doubt that
you ever existed, with that Conservatory playing it so cozy. | never heard
of a Conservatory nonitoring the calls of a student."

"They're very careful and they prefer your conplete dedication to
your studies here."

"You mean, you've been allowed to play on one of those speci al
or gans?"

Killashandra affected a girlish giggle. "Me? No. But | heard the
nost nmarvel ous recital on the Conservatory's two-manual sensory organ | ast
ni ght. You woul dn't believe how versatile it is, how powerful, how
stimulating. Corish, you ve sinply got to get to one of the concerts before
you | eave. The public ones will be starting soon, they tell me, but | could
see if it's possible to get you to one here at the Conservatory. You really
have to hear the Optherian organ, Corish, before you can possibly
understand what it's like for me." Soneone pinched her arm Wll, maybe she
was overdoing it a trifle but enthusiasmwas not out of order. "Have you
found your uncle yet?"

Corish's expression altered fromthe skeptical to the dol orous.

"Not yet."

"Ch, dear, how very disappointing.”

"Yes, it is. And I've only two nore weeks before |I'm scheduled to
| eave. The fanmily is going to be upset about ny failure. Look
Kill ashandra, | know you're studying hard, and this is a chance of a
lifetime for you, but could you spare me an eveni ng?" Killashandra gave
Corish full marks for a fine perfornmance.

"Ch, Corish, you sound so discouraged. Yes, |I'msure | can wangle
an evening out. | don't think there's a concert tonight. I'Il find out. I'm
not a prisoner here."

"l should hope not," Corish said Stiffly.

"Look, where can | reach you?"

"The Piper Facility," Corish replied as if there were no ot her
suitable place in the Gty, "where you said, and he enphasi zed t he word,
"that you'd | eave a nessage for me. | was concerned when there'd been no



word at all fromyou. Food' s not bad here but they won't serve anything
drinkabl e. Typical traveler hostel. I'll see if they can recommend sone
place a little nore Optherian. This isn't a bad world, you know. 1've mnet
some sterling people, very helpful, very kind." Then his expression

bri ghtened. "You check and | eave word at the Facility only if you can't
make it. Otherw se, come here at seven thirty. You have enough funds for
ground transport, don't you?" Now he was the slightly condescendi ng, well
travel ed adult, ol der sibling.

"Of course | do. You sound just like ny brother," she replied
cheerfully. "See you!"™ And she broke the connection, turning to Trag and
Lars. "That sort of solves one problem doesn't it?"

"Does it?" Trag asked darkly.

"I think so," Lars replied. "Corish has an unlimted travel pass,

i ssued by Elder Pentrom H s credentials nmust have cone fromvery highly
pl aced Federationists for that kind of assistance."

"More likely, his uncle' is due to inherit a sizable hunk of credit
of which the Optherian governnment will get its own share." Killashandra
suggested. Lars nodded. "And if his cover has been that good, it's unlikely
the Elders have tunbled to his true identity so he could get in touch with
anyone we need, including dav Dahl! O Nahia or Hauness."

"What concerns ne," Lars said, his eyes clouded with anxiety, "is
why he's getting in touch with you right now He nust have come back to the
City fromlronwod -- and Nahia and Hauness. Maybe they're in Jeopardy. So
many people were picked up on the search and seize . "

Ki |l ashandra put a reassuring hand on Lars's arm "l think sonehow
Corish woul d have nanaged to intimate that."

"I think he did by not admitting to finding his uncle.™

"If he admitted to having found his uncle," Trag said, unexpectedly
joining forces with Killashandra to reassure Lars, "he would no | onger have
any need to use that travel pass, and if he's as good a Council agent as he
seens to be, he wouldn't surrender that option."

Lars accepted that interpretation with a nod of his head and
pretended to be reassured.

"We'l'l know soon enough,"” Killashandra said kindly.

"Well, when you neet Corish this evening," Lars said, "walk to
whi chever restaurant he's been reconmended. That way you have sone chance
of open talk. The Piper is certain to reconmend The Berry Bush or
Frenshaw s. Neither are far fromthe Piper, but both restaurants are run by
Opt herians, loyal and true to the Elders, so you'll be under observation
The food's pretty good." Lars gave her an encouraging grin.

"Then I'mtaking the jamrer, too. Got to keep themthinking it's ne
that causes the static. Wll, they should have had enough tine to digest
Corish's innocuous conversation." So Killashandra tapped out a sequence on
the conmunit. "M rbethan, is there a concert tonight? | shouldn't want to
m ss any but von Mttelstern has invited me to dinner tonight, and I've
accepted. | don't want himto come charging up here and di scover |'m nore
than the sinple nusic student he thinks nme, so I'll settle his doubts."

VWhat ever M rbet han t hought was di sgui sed by her reassurances that
no concert was schedul ed.

"Then pl ease arrange transport for me this evening. By the way,
when is the next concert? |I'm fascinated by the organ effects. Fabul ous
concert last night. The mpbst unusual one |'ve ever attended."

"Tonorrow eveni ng, CQuildmenber."” Mrbethan's reply was gracious,
but Killashandra noticed the slightly smug turn to the woman's faint snile

"CGood." Killashandra broke the connection. "Offense is the best
defense, Cuil dmenber," she added, turning to Trag. "You didn't have to
prom se the Elders that you'd discipline me for ny enotional aberration
did you? Well, then, it's business as usual for me in a normal fashion
whi ch nmeans | cone and go, whether they trail nme or not. Right? And since
I"mdisaffected with you," and Killashandra ki ssed Lars's cheek, "I'll go



al one. Unless, Trag, you want to conme and neet Corish."

"I mght, at that," Trag said, half-closing his eyes a nonent.

"That gives ne the chance to noon after Mrbethan," Lars said
slyly.

Ki | | ashandra guffawed and wi shed hi m| uck

"Now | et us attend our duties," Trag said, gesturing for
Killashandra to precede themto the door

When they reached the Festival Auditorium a |large contingent of
security nen was | oosely scattered about the stage, concentrated near the
organ consol e, which was open. Two nmen were fussing about the keyboard but
Kill ashandra couldn't tell whether they were dusting or adjusting the keys.
Suddenly El der Anmpris detached hinmself fromthe gaggle and took a few steps
forward to neet them

"Don't overdo it, Killa," Lars nurnured at her, aimng a slightly
fatuous grin at the El der

"After last night, Elder Anpris, | wonder at ny audacity in
suggesting that | play on any Optherian organ," she said, and felt Lars's
adnoni tory pinch on the tender inside flesh of her arm Unnecessary, she
felt, since she had forced herself to enploy a neek and sincere tone of
Voi ce.

"You enjoyed the concert?"

"I have never heard anything like it," she said, which was no nore
than the truth. "Truly an experience. Mrbethan tells me there'll be
anot her one tonorrow evening. | do hope that we'll be invited?"

"Of course you are, ny dear Killashandra," El der Anpris replied,
his eyes glittering al nost benignly at her.

She limted herself to a happy smle and continued on to the organ
| oft door.

"Awrd with you, Elder Ampris," Trag began, his anxious frown
attracting the Elder's instant attention.

Kill ashandra and Lars continued into the organ |oft.

"You pinched far too hard!"

"You wouldn't fool ne, Killal"

"Well, | did fool him" and hiding her gesture from observation
she pointed to the hairless corner of the manual cabinet.

"Janmer on?" she asked.

"The nmonent | finished pinching."

"Brackets, please!"

They had al ready positioned the first of the final slender crystals
when Trag and El der Anpris entered.

"Only five nore crystals and this installation is conplete.” Trag
was saying to Anpris. "I know that Killashandra is well aware that these
upper register notes require the finest tuning." Killashandra nodded,
receiving his tacit nmessage. "I will check the brackets on that sour
crystal in the Conservatory organ and be back here in time for the
tune-up."

Ki | | ashandra was hoping that El der Anpris would | eave themto the
task but he elected to remain, observing every noverment. Killashandra hated
to be overseen under any circunstances, and to have Ampris's ginlet eyes on
her made the hairs on the back of her neck rise. She was annoyed, too,
because Anpris's presence put the danper on any conversation between
hersel f and Lars. She had enjoyed the bantering exchanges which relieved
the tedium and tension of this highly precise work. So she felt doubly
aggrieved to be denied a norning of matching wits with Lars Dahl. They
woul d have so little time left to enjoy each other's conpany.

Therefore, it gave her a great deal of vicarious pleasure to spin
out the last final bracketings, giving Trag anple tine to nake his
alterations on the Conservatory program And deliberately irritating Elder
Ampris with her persnickety mani pul ations. He was in a state of nervous
twitch when she and Lars tightened the | ast bracket.



"There!" she said on a note of intense satisfaction. "Al right and
tight!" She picked up the hanmer and, seized by a malicious whinsy, struck
the first note of the Beethoven notif. Qut of the corner of her eye, she
saw Anpris start forward, one hand raised in protest, his face drained of
all color. She went up the scale, and then, positioning the hamer on the
side of the crystal shafts, descended the 44 notes in a glissando. "C ear
as the proverbial bell and not a vibration off the tune. A good
installation, if | say so nyself."

Killashandra slid the hanmer into its space in the tool-box and
brushed her fingertips lightly together. She rel eased the danper on the
striking base of the crystals and replaced the top. "I don't think we'll
fasten it just yet. Now, Elder Anpris, the nmoment of truth!"

"I would prefer that Quil dnenber Trag -- "

"He can't play! Doesn't even read nusic," Killashandra said,
deliberately msinterpreting Elder Anpris. Lars pinched her left flank, his
strong fingers nipping into the soft flesh of her waistline. She would have
ki cked back at himif she could have done so unobserved. "But | suppose you
woul d feel nore secure if he was to vet the conpleted installation," she
added, giving Anpris a tinorous smle nore consonant to soneone in the
thrall of sublimnal conditioning than her previous decl aration

Trag's reappearance was fortuitous.

"Just as | suspected, Elder Anpris, a | oose bracket on the mddle
G | checked both nmanual s thoroughly."

Ampris regarded Trag with a nonent's keen suspicion. "You don't
pl ay," he said.

"No. "

"Then how can you tune crystal ?"

Ki | | ashandra | aughed al oud. "El der Anpris, every woul d-be crystal
singer has perfect and absolute pitch or they can't get into the Heptite
Quild. Cuildnenber Trag doesn't need to be a trained nusician. Cuildmaster
Lanzecki isn't either. One of the reasons | was chosen for this assignnent
is because | am-- and trained in keyboard nusic. Now, Trag, if you wll
i nspect the installation?" She and Lars lifted off the cover.

Trag was not above giving Ampris a second fright for he tapped out
three of the Beethoven notes in the soprano register before altering the
sequence to random notes. Then he did each note in turn, listening unti
the exquisite sound conpletely died before hitting the next crystal

"Absolutely perfect," he said, handing her the hamrer.

"Now, with your perm ssion, Elder Anpris," Killashandra began, "I
woul d I'ike to use the organ keyboard." Wen she saw his brief hesitancy,
she added. "It would be such an honor for me and it would only be the
sonics. After last night's performance, | would be brash indeed to attenpt
any enbel lishnents.”

Bowing stiffly to the inevitable, Elder Ampris gestured for her to
proceed fromthe loft. Not that she could have done anything to damage the
actual organ keyboard, and live, with so many security guards mllineters
fromher. As she took her seat, pretending to ignore the battery of eyes
and sour expressions, she decided agai nst any of the Beethoven pieces she
renmenbered from her Fuertan days. That would be risking nore than her
personal satisfaction was worth. She began to power up the various systens
of the organ, allowing the electronic circuits to warmup and stabilize.
She al so di scarded a whinsical notion to use one of Lars's themes. She
flexed her fingers, pulled out the appropriate stops, and did a rapid dance
on the foot pedals to test their reactions.

Di pl omatically she began with the opening chords of a Fuertan |ove
song, remniscent of one of the folk tunes that she'd heard that first
magi cal night on the beach with Lars. The keyboard had an exquisitely Iight
touch and, knowi ng herself to be rather heavy handed, she tried to find the
ri ght bal ance, before she began the lilting melody. Even playing softly and
delicately, she felt, rather than heard, the sound returning fromthe



perfect acoustics of the auditorium The phase shield around the organ
protected her fromthe full response.

Playing this Festival organ was an incredible, purely nusical
experi ence as she switched to | owest manual for the bass line. For her as a
si nger, keyboards had been essential only as acconpaninent, tolerated in
pl ace of orchestra and choral augnmentation. She m ght have been
supercilious about the Optherian contention that an organ was the ultimte
i nstrument, but she was willing to revise her opinion of it upward. Even
the sinple folk song, enbellished with color, scent and "the joy of
spring,"” she thought sardonically, was doubly effective as a nood setter
when pl ayed on the Optherian organ. She was sorely tenpted to reach up and
pull Qut a few of the stops that ringed the console.

Abruptly she changed to a dom nant key and a martial air, lots of
the bass notes in a sturdy thunpy-thunp, but half-way through she tired of
that nmood, and found herself involved in the acconpaninent to a favorite
aria. Not wishing to spoil the rich nusic by singing, she transferred the
nmelodic line to the manual she had just repaired, taking the orchestra part
in the second manual and the pedal bass. The tenor's reprise naturally
followed, on the third manual, nellower than the soprano range. Fromthat
final chord, she found herself playing a tune, filling in with a chorded
bass, and not quite certain what tune it was when she felt soneone pinch
her hip. Her fingers jerked down the keys just as she realized that it was
Lars's nel ody she was rehearsing. She nade the slip of her fingers into the
first nusic that came to m nd, an ancient anthemw th distinct religious
overtones. She ended that in a flourish of keyboard enbel lishnments and,
wi th considerable reluctance, lifted her hands and feet fromthe organ,
swi vel i ng around on the seat.

Lars, being nearest, took her hand to ease her to the ground from
t he high organ perch. The pressure of his fingers was conplinentary, if the
arch of his eyebrows chided her for that slip. It was the surprise on El der
Ampris's face that pleased her the nost.

"My dear Killashandra, | had no idea you were so acconplished,"” he
said with renewed affability.

"Whefully out of practice," she said denurely, though she knew that
she had struck few wong notes and her sense of tenpo had al ways been
excellent. "Alnost a travesty for soneone like ne to play on that superb
organ, but | shall remenber the honor for the rest of nmy life." She meant
it.

There was a general sort of highly audible reshuffling as the
security nmen permitted a handful of hesitant new arrivals closer to the
consol e. Some nervous clearings of throats and foot scufflings also echoed
faithfully about the auditorium

"Bal derol's students," Elder Anpris murnured by way of explanation.
"To practice for the concerts now the organ is repaired.”

At a glance, Killashandra decided there nmust be nine security nen
for each student. She smled kindly, then noticed out of the corner of her
eye that a solid line of the biggest security men stood shoul der to
shoul der in front of the door to the organ loft. Wre they glued to their
post s?

"Well, let's leave themto it," she said brightly. "Don't you have
some students for Trag and nyself? To |l earn crystal tuning? They nust have
perfect and absolute pitch, you know," she rem nded El der Anpris as they
left the stage. Her voice sounded dead as her final words were spoken in
| ess resonant surroundi ngs.

"That is not scheduled until tonorrow, Killashandra," Anpris said,
mldly surprised. "I had thought that you and Guil dnenber Trag shoul d take
this opportunity to see the rest of the Conservatory."

That was not high on Killashandra's list of priorities but since
she was momentarily in Ampris's good graces, she should rmake an effort to
stay there. She was not best pleased when Anpris turned the projected tour



over to Mrbel han, excusing hinmself on the grounds of urgent adm nistrative
duties. Instead of proving to Anpris that sublimtion worked on crysta
singers, she had to watch Lars proving it to Mrbethan while she tried to
attach herself to Trag. At first Trag remmined his inscrutable self but
suddenly altered. attentive to her explanations of this classroom that

t heory processor, when the small theater had been added, and which

di stingui shed conmposer had initiated what ramfication on the Festival
Organ. Had Lars brazenly pinched the inpervious Trag? As she trail ed behind
the trio, now inspecting the cheerless and sterilely neat dormitories, she
woul d have been gl ad enough to receive Lars's pinch

I f she had hersel f been nore receptive, she would have been
i npressed by the physical advantages of the Conservatory for it was
exceedingly well organized and equi pped in ternms of practice and
classrooms, library facilities, processing termnals. There was even a
library of books, donated by the original settlers and subsequent visitors.
The actual Conservatory had been designed as a conplete unit and built at
one time, only the Festival Auditorium added on at a | ater date although
included in the original plans. In design it was a conplex far superior to
Fuerte's Music Center, which had sprawl ed i n extensions and annexes with no
basi ¢ concept. There was, however, nmore charmin a corner of Fuerte's Misic
Center than in any of the nore el aborate and pretentious chanbers of
Opt heria's Conservatory.

"The Infirmary is this way." Mrbethan's unctuous voice broke
t hrough Killashandra's sour reflections.

"I've been there," she said in a dry and caustic tone and M rbet han
had the grace to | ook enmbarrassed. Then she gave Lars a penetrating | ook
which he returned with an inpudent wink. "And |I'm hungry. W didn't eat any
lunch in order to get the installation conpleted.™

M rbethan was full of apol ogi es and, when both Trag and Lars said
they were sure the Infirmary was of the same high standard as the rest of
the prem ses, she led themback to their quarters.

Once inside, Lars ostentatiously activated the jamer and
Ki | ashandra heaved a sigh of relief. She hadn't realized how tense she'd
becone.

“I"'mhungry, that's all, I'mhungry," she told herself as she nmade
her way to the caterer

"Where did you find the sublininal unit, Trag?" Lars asked, pausing
at the drinks cabinet.

"Under the stage, but keyed by the sanme notif. For clever nen, the
El ders can be repetitive."

Ki | | ashandra gave a contenptuous snort. "Probably can't renmenber
anyt hing nore conplicated at their advanced ages."

"Don't nake the m stake of underestimating them Killashandra,"
Trag said solemmly as he poured hinself a blew

"Let them have that privilege," Lars added. "Sententious bastards.
W' re down to Bascum Killa."

"Well, that goes well with the fish, which seens the only thing
left on today's nenu."

Lars guffawed. "It always is. Take the soup instead," he said in a
tone that suggested dire experience. "And don't, Killa, play my nusic again
in the Conservatory," he added, waggling a finger at her. "Bal derol heard
nme practice often enough.”

"I wont say I'msorry,' Killashandra replied. "It just happened to
devel op fromthe previous chord. It's probably the nost original rnusic ever
pl ayed on that organ if what we heard |l ast night is standard."

"They don't want originality, Killa," Lars said with a twist to his
smle. "They want nore of the same that they can orchestrate to
m nd- penetration. Trag, what did Anpris say about your doing the provincial
or gans?"

"I haven't suggested it. Yet. There has been no opportunity.”



Lars | ooked anxious. "I'mthe one who's greedy now. Disabling their
programin the City is a big step forward because so many provinci al s nake
the trek here in order to say they've heard the Festival Organ, But they're
not the ones who'd be recruited to Anpris's punitive force. So they're the
ones we want to keep unaffected this year."

"Who el se has access to the organ | ofts?" Trag asked.

"Only . . . Ah!" Lars's expressive face altered to triunph.

"Congail never got the chance to make his annual inspection of the other
facilities. And maintenance is Ampris's responsibility, not Torkes. He'l
have to use you and Killa, Trag. He hasn't anyone else. And he certainly
woul dn't entrust maintenance to the puff heads you' re supposed to initiate
into the art of crystal tuning."

"Especially not you, Lars," said Killashandra with a | augh

"Let's not continue that part of the farce. Killa," Lars said.

"Why not?" asked Trag. "I think you rmust realize that we will not
| eave you on this planet, no matter how cleverly you could hide yourself
am d your islands, Lars Dahl. Crystal tuning is a universal skill."

"So is sailing, Trag."

"But let us continue as we have started. Farce or not, it keeps you
in our company and safe."

"Trag, are you recruiting?" Even to herself, Killashandra sounded
unnecessarily sharp

Trag turned his head slowy to | ook at her, his heavy features
expressionless. "Recruiting is not pernmitted by the FSP, Killashandra Ree."

She snorted, "Neither is sublimnal conditioning, Trag Mrfane!"

Lars | ooked fromone to the other, grinning at this evidence of
unexpected di scord. "Here, here, what's this?"

"An ol d controversy," Killashandra replied quickly. "If all the
provi nci al organs need at | east basic maintenance, then you and I, Trag,
are the only qualified technicians on Optheria. Ampris will have to ask

you, for | can't see himasking ne, and that solves that problem doesn't
it?"

"It should,"” Lars replied, grinning at her for her change of
subj ect and the facile solution

"W shall see." Trag added, rising to refill his glass.
"I need a bath," Killashandra said, rising. "After a norning spent
with Anpris, | feel unclean!"

"Now that you mention it," Lars murmured and foll owed her

A stolid security man drove the small ground vehicle that evening.
Its plasgl as canopy gave her an unobstructed view of the City inits
tortured spraw as she was driven sedately down fromthe Conservatory
prom nence. The spring evening was nmld and the sky cloudless. Quite
likely, Killashandra thought, she was seeing the City at its best, for
spring grom h hazed nost of the vegetation with a delicate green, gold, or
fawn brown, providing some charmto the otherw se sterile buildings. The
residential dwellings often sported vines, now sprouting a bright orange
| eaf or bl ossom

Most of the traffic was pedestrian, though a few |arger
goods-carrying vehicles intersected their route through the wi nding streets
of the City. There seenmed to be no visible roadway controls but her driver
slowed to a conplete halt at several cross streets. At one, she received
i ncurious glances fromthe several pedestrians halted on the footpaths.
Doubt | ess all good Optherians were at home with their famlies at that
hour, and the few people that Killashandra did pass | ooked gl um anxious,
or determined. It occurred to Killashandra that she missed the
light-hearted islanders with their ready smles and generally pl easant
behavi or. She'd seen very few genuine or lasting smles in the
Conservatory: a perfunctory novement of the |lips, a show of teeth but no
genui ne delight, pleasure, or enthusiasm Well, what else could she expect



in such a clinmte?

She spotted the Piper Facility before the driver turned up the
broader thoroughfare to it. It hung, block-square and utilitarian, |ike
host el s anywhere, even Fuerte. She had once thought the native orangy-red
sandstone of Fuerte garish and conmmon but she could feel alnost nostal gic
for its homi ness. Certainly the rel axed and random desi gns of Fuertan
architecture were a patch above Optheria's contorted constructions.

The tinepi ece above the entrance of the Piper Facility flashed a
big 1930 as the driver reduced the forward speed of the vehicle. Precisely
then, the main door slid aside and Corish, |ooking tanned and expectant,
energed. Imredi ately he saw Kill ashandra, he smiled a warm and ent husi astic
wel cone.

"Right on the dot, Killashandra, you've inproved!" he said, giving
her an unnecessary assist out of the vehicle.

"Thank you, driver," Killashandra said. "I really need to stretch
my legs, Corish. Let's walk to the restaurant if it isn't far. | felt
awful Iy conspi cuous where so few peopl e use ground transport."”

"Have you paid hinmP?" Corish asked, reaching into his belt pouch

"I told you I could,"” she began in a sul ky voice and nade shooi ng
gestures at the driver. The man reengaged the drive and the vehicle slid
slowy away. "I'm being nmonitored, Corish, and we need to talk," she said,
cocking her head up at himw th an apol ogeti c expression on her face.

"I thought so. I'mtold to try the Berry Bush so | expect it's got
monitors in the utensils. This way." Corish cupped his hand under her
el bow, guiding her in the right direction. "It's not far. I"'monly just
back fromIronwood. "

"Lars is in a sw vet about Nahia and Hauness."

"They're all right " and Corish's tone of voice added so far
"but the search and seize continues! Hauness is convinced that the El ders
mean to rouse a punitive expedition against the islands. In spite of your
safe return.”

"Torkes doesn't believe in coincidence. Mre inmportant and
Ki | | ashandra broke off, stunned by the | ook of pure hatred on the face of a
worman passing by. Killashandra gl anced around but the woman had not paused
or accel erated her pace.

"More inportant?" Corish pronpted, his hand inpelling her to keep
pace with him

Wth an effort, Killashandra redirected her attention, but an
afterimage of the intensity of that expression burned in her nind

"The El ders use sublimnal conditioning."

"My dear Killashandra Ree, that is a dangerous allegation." Corish
tightened his fingers on her arm shocked by her statement. He | ooked
about, to see if any of the few passers-by could have overheard.

"Al'l egation, fardles! Corish. They blasted | ast night's audi ence
with it," she said, only barely able to keep her intense indignation at the
conversation level. "Security, pride, and sex was the dose. Didn't O av
mention sublimnals to you? He knows about them"

Corish wet his nouth in a grimline. "He mentioned them but he
could provide me with no proof."

"Well, | can swear to it, and so can Trag. He di sconnected the
processor on the Festival Organ yesterday -- while we had the chance -- and
t he Conservatory instrument today." She cast hima snide sideways gl ance.
"Or should we have waited until tonorrow night so you'd have firsthand
experi ence?"

"Of course | trust Trag's evidence . . . and yours." He added the
last in an afterthought. "How were you able to find the equi pnent? Wasn't
it well hidden?"

"It was. Shall we say a joint effort -- the nmurdered Congail, Lars,
and Trag. It wasn't crystal that killed Congail, and | never could see how
it had, but a desparate nman. Probably Ampris. There'll be enough w t nesses



to testify before the Federation Council. Nahia and Hauness too, if we can
get themout."

"You'll never get Nahia to | eave Optheria," Corish said, shaking
his head sadly. He gestured for themto nake a right turn at the next
junction. The snell of roasting neats and frying foods greeted their
nostrils, not all of it appetizing. But this was clearly a catering area.
Open-front stalls served beverages and a pastry-covered roll -- with a hot
filling to judge by the expression of a man cautiously nunchi ng one.

"I'f we could get anyone out," Corish said gloomly. "They're all in
j eopardy now. "

"Which is why we want you to contact O av and get himand

A change in air pressure agai nst her back gave Killashandra only a
second' s warni ng but she had turned just enough to deflect the Iong knife
descending to her back. Then a second knife caught her shoul der and she
tried to roll away from her assail ants, hearing Corish's hoarse cry.

"Lars!" she shouted as she fell, trying to roll away from her
attackers. "Lars!" She had becone too used to his presence. And where was
he when she really needed hin? The thought flitted even as she tried to
protect herself fromthe boots kicking her. She tried to curl up, but hard
rough hands grabbed at arnms and | egs. Soneone was really attenpting to
ki dnap her, even with Corish beside her. He was no bl oody use! She heard
hi myel l i ng above the unintelligible and mal evol ent grow s of the people
beating her. There were so many, men and wonen, and she knew none of them
their faces disguised by their hatred and the insanity of violence. She saw
someone haul back a man with a knife raised to plunge into her, saw a face
she knew -- that woman fromthe street. She heard Corish howing with fury
and then a boot connected with her tenple and she heard not hing el se.

Chapter 24

O the next few days, Killashandra had only di sconnected nmenories. She
heard Corish arguing fiercely, then Lars, and under both voices, the runble
of Trag who was, she thought even in her confusion and welter of physica
pain, laying down | aws. She was aware of soneone's hol di ng her hand so
tight it hurt, as if she didn't have enough wounds, but the grasp was
obscurely conforting and she resisted its attenpt to rel ease hers. Pain
cane in waves, her chest hurt viciously with every shall ow breath. Her back
echoed the disconfort, her head seemed to be vibrating like a drum having
swol | en under the skull.

Pai n was sonethi ng not even her synbiont could inrediately suppress
but she kept urging it to help her. She chanted at it, calling it up from
the recesses of her body to restore the cells with its healing mracle,
especially the pain. Wiy didn't they think about thc pain? There wasn't a
spot on her body that didn't ache, pound, throb, profest the abuse that she
had suffered. Who had attacked her and why?

She cried out in her extremty, called out for Lars, for Trag who
woul d know what to do, wouldn't he? He'd hel ped Lanzecki with crystal
thrall. Surely he knew what to do now? And where had Lars been when she
really needed hi n? Fi ne bodyguard he was! Who had it been? Who was the

worman who hated her enough to recruit an arny to kill her? Why? What had
she done to any Optherians?

Soneone touched her tenples and she cried out -- the right one was
i measurably sore. The pain flowed away, |ike water from a broken vessel

fl owed out and down and away, and Killashandra sank into the gorgeous
oblivion which swiftly foll owed painl essness.

"If she had been anyone else, Trag, | wouldn't pernit her to be
noved for several weeks, and then only in a protective cocoon," said a
vaguely famliar voice. "In all ny years as a physician, | have never seen

such healing."



"Where am | going? |I'd prefer the islands,” Killashandra said,
rousi ng enough to have a say in her disposition. She opened her eyes,
hal f - expecting to be in the wetched Conservatory Infirmary and very well
satisfied to find that she was in the spaci ous bed of her quarters.

"Lars!" Hauness called jubilantly. H's had been the familiar voice.

The door burst inward as an anxi ous Lars Dahl rushed to her
bedsi de, followed by his father.

"Killa, if . . . you knew . Tears welling fromhis eyes, Lars
could find no nore words and buried his face against the hand she raised to
greet him She stroked his crisp hair with her other hand, soothing, his
rel ease fromuncertainty.

"Lousy bodyguard, you are . She was unable to say what crowded
her throat, hoping that her |oving hand conveyed sonethi ng of her deep
feeling for him "Corish was no use, after all." Then she frowned. "Was he
hurt ?"

"Security says," Hauness replied with a chuckle, "he lifted half a
dozen of your assailants and broke three arns, a leg, and two skulls."

"Who was it? A woman . "

Trag noved into her vision, registering with a stolid blink that
her hands were busy conforting Lars Dahl. "The search and seize stirred up
a great deal of hatred and resentnment, Killashandra Ree, and as you were
t he object of that search, your |ikeness was well circulated. "Your
appearance on the streets nade you an obvious target for revenge."

"W never thought of that, did we?" she said ruefully.

The novenent to her right caused her to flinch away and then offer
prof use apol ogi es, for Nahia was noving to confort the distraught Lars.

"So you took the pain away, Nahia? My profound thanks,"

Kill ashandra said. "Even crystal singer's nerve ends don't heal as quickly
as flesh."

"So Trag told us. And that crystal singers cannot assinilate nany
of the pain-relieving drugs. Are you in any pain now?" Nahia's hands gently
rested on Lar's head in a brief benison, but her beautiful eyes searched
Killashandra's face.

"Not in the flesh," Killashandra said, dropping her gaze to Lars's
shudderi ng body.

"It is relief,” Nahia said, "and best expressed."

Then Killashandra began to chuckle, "Well, we achieved what | set
out to do in neeting Corish. Got you all herel™

"Far nore than that," Trag said as the others smled. "Athird
attack on you gave ne the excuse to call a scout ship to get us off this
pl anet. The Guild contract has been fulfilled and, as | inforned the
El der's Council, we have no wi sh to cause donmestic unrest if the public
objects so strongly to the presence of crystal singers."

"How very tactful of you." Belatedly renenbering caution
Kil I ashandra | ooked up at the nearest nonitor, relieved to find it was a
bl ack hole. "Did the jamer survive?"

"No," Trag said, "but white crystal, in dissonance, distorts
sufficiently. They've stopped wasting expensive units."
"And . . ." Killashandra pronpted, encouraging Trag since he was

bei ng uncharacteristically informative.

He nodded, O av's grin broadened, and even Hauness | ooked pl eased.
"Those shards provide enough white crystal to get the nost vul nerable
peopl e past the security curtain. Nahia and Hauness w || organize a
control | ed exodus until the Federated Council can nove. Lars and d av cone
with us on the scout ship. Brassner, Theach, and Erutown are to be picked
up by Tanny in the Pearl Fisher and |leave with Corish on the liner -- "

"Corish?" Killashandra | ooked about expectantly.

"He's searching nmost thoroughly for his uncle,"” Hauness said,
attendi ng the public concerts which have been hastily inaugurated, to
soot he a di sturbed public.”

and



"What's the diet?"

"Security, pride, reassurance, no sex," Hauness replied.

"Then you didn't get to the other organs, Trag?"

"Corish suggested that some should be left in, shall we say, nornal
operating condition as evidence, to be seen by the Federal Investigators."

"What Trag doesn't say, Killashandra," replied Nahia, a |um nous
snmle gently rebuking the other crystal singer, "is that he refused to
| eave you."

"As the only way to prevent the Infirmary frominterfering with the
synmbiont," Trag said, bluntly, disclaimng any hint of sentinent. "Lars
t hought to send for Nahia to relieve pain."

"For which | amtruly grateful. 1've only a tolerable ache left.
How | ong have | been out?"

"Five days," Hauness replied, scrutinizing her professionally. He
pl aced the end of a hand-diagnostic unit lightly agai nst her neck, nodding
in a brief approval of its readings. "Mich better. Incredible in fact.
Anyone el se woul d have di ed of any one of several of the wounds you
received. O that cracked skull."

"Am | dead or alive?"

"To Optheria?" Trag asked. "No official acknow edgnent of the
attack has been broadcast. The whol e epi sode has been extrenely
enbarrassing for the governnent."

"l shoul d bl oody hope so! Wait till | see Ampris!"

"Not in that frame of mind, you won't," Trag assured her
repressively stern

"No nore of us for the time being," Hauness said, nodding
significantly to the others. "Unless Nahia . "

Ki |l ashandra cl osed her eyes for a nonent, since moving her head
seened i nadvi sable. But she opened themto warn Hauness from di sturbing
Lars, who was still kneeling by the bed. He no | onger wept but pressed her
hand agai nst his cheek as if he would never release it. The door closed
qui etly behind the others.

"So you and dav can just walk into the scout ship?" she asked
softly, trying to lighten his penitence.

"Not quite," he said with a weak chuckle, but, still holding her
hand, he straightened up, |eaning forward, toward her, on his elbows. Hs
face | ooked bl eached of tan, lines of anxiety and fear aging him "Trag and
nmy father have conbined their wits -- and I'mto he arrested by the warrant

Trag has. Don't worry," and he patted her hands as she reacted

apprehensi vely, renenbering Trag's remarks about using the warrant.
"Carefully worded, the warrant will charge me with a I ot of heinous crines
that weren't actually commtted by me, but which will keep Anpris and
Torkes happy in anticipation of the dire punishment which the Federated
Courts dispense for crines of such magnitude."

Ki | | ashandra grabbed tightly at his hands, ignoring the spasm of
pai n across her chest in her fear for him "I don't like the idea, Lars,
not one little bit."

"Neither nmy father nor Trag are likely to put me in jeopardy,
Killa. W've managed a lot while you were sleeping it off. Wen we're sure
that the scout ship is about to arrive, Trag will confer with Anmpris and
Torkes, confronting themw th his suspicions about me -- in your delirium
you i nadvertently blew the gaff. Trag is not about to | et such a desperate
person as ne escape unpuni shed. He has held his counsel to prevent ny
escapi ng justice."

"There's somet hing about this plan that alarms ne."

“I'd be nore alarmed if | had to stay behind," Lars said with a
droll grin. "Trag won't give the Elders tine to interfere, and they'll be
unable to protest a Federal Warrant when a Federation scout ship is
collecting me and you and Trag. The beauty part is that thc scout's the
wrong shape to use the shuttle port facility. Its security arrangenents



requi re open-space | andi ng anyhow. That way ny father has a chance of
boardi ng her."

"I see." The schenme did sound well-planned, and yet some maggot of
doubt niggled at Killashandra -- but her unease could well arise from her
poor state of health. "How did O av get invited here?"

"He'd been called in by the Elders on an admi nistrative detail. Wy
so few islanders attend concerts" Lars had regai ned considerable
equi libriumand he rose fromhis knees, still holding her hand, to sit

besi de her on the bed.

"Who did attack ne, Lars?"

"Some desperate people whose fanm lies and friends had been scooped
up by that search and seize. If only I'd been free to get into the
mar ket pl ace, d ver would have warned ne of the climte of the City. W'd
have known not to let you wal k about."

"As Corish and | left the Facility, a woman who gave ne such a | ook
of hatred -- "

"You were spotted | ong before she saw you, Sunny, driving down from
the Conservatory. If only I'd been with you . "

"Don't fret about ifs, Lars Dahl! A few aches and pai ns achi eved
what the best laid plans night have failed to do."

Lars's face was a study in shocked indignation

"Do you know how badly you were hurt? Hauness wasn't ki ddi ng when
he said you could have died fromany one of those wounds, |et alone all of
themtogether. "He held her hand in a crushing grip. "I thought you were
dead when Corish brought you back. I . . ." A sudden | ook of enbarrassment
ri ppl ed across his stern face. "The one tine you really needed a bodyguard,
| wasn't there!"

As you can see, it takes a lot to kill a crystal singer."

"l noticed, and don't wish to ever again."

Unwi ttingly he had rem nded them both of the inescapable fact that
their idyll was nearly over. Killashandra couldn't bear to think of it and
qui ckly evaded further discussion of that.

"Lars," she said plaintively, "at the risk of appearing
depressingly basic, |I'm hungry!"

Lars stared at her in consternation for a nmoment but he accepted
her evasion and his understanding snile began to replace the sadness in his
eyes.

"So am|." Lars leaned forward to kiss her, gently at first and
then with an urgency that showed Killashandra the depths of his
apprehension for her. Then, with a spring in his step and a jaunty set to
his shoul ders, he went in search of food

Kill ashandra did have to endure the official apol ogies and
i nsincere protestations of the Elders, all nine of them She nade the
obligatory responses, consoling herself with the thought that their days
wer e nunmbered, and she woul d shorten that nunmber as much as possible. She
pretended to be far weaker than she actually was, for once the synbiont
began its work, her recovery was markedly swift. But, for official visits,
she managed to assune the appearance of debility so that her conval escence
had to be supervised by Nahia and Hauness, skilled nedical practitioners
that they were. This gave the conspirators anple time to plan an orderly
and di screet exodus of people in jeopardy fromEl derly tyrannies.

A av had snuggled his miniature detector unremarked into the
Conservatory as a piece of Hauness's diagnostic equi pnent. At first they
had been bitterly di sappointed when it responded to Lar's proximty,
despite his pockets being full of white crystal shards. If Trag approached
with Lars, the device remained silent, so Killashandra's theory that
crystal resonance confused the detector was correct. But her resonance was
gone and, with the inmm nent arrival of the scout ship, there would be no
chance for Trag to usher a few refugees past the security curtain at the
shuttl eport arch.



Fortunately Lars al so renenbered that Killashandra had di srupted
the nonitors by singing the crystal fragments. These, resonating
di scordantly as the wearer humred, fooled the detector. It was then only a
matter of experinmentation to discover just what quantity of crystal
provi ded adequate shiel ding. Perfect pitch was actually a handicap, the
nore out-of-tune the note, the nore the white crystal reacted, and del uded
the detector.

A week after the attack, O av had no further excuse to stay at the
Conservatory, and left, it was said, for the islands. He had been able to
convince the Elders of his determ nation to send nore islanders to the
public concerts. Actually, he stayed in the City and nade a few ni nor but
i mportant alterations to his appearance. The next day, he reported to
Hauness and Nahia in Killashandra's suite, bearing documents that proved
himto be the qualified enmpath whom Hauness and Nahia had drafted from
their clinic to attend Killashandra. Now that Killashandra was recoveri ng,
they wished to return to their other patients in |Ironwood.

"Nahi a's the one who ought to be leaving," Lars had bitterly
objected. "She's the nobst vulnerable of us all.” "No, Lars," Trag had said.
"She is needed here, and she needs to be here for reasons which you m ght
not understand but for which | esteem her."

Trag's unstinted approval of the worman did nmuch to placate Lars but
he told Killashandra that, in |l eaving, he keenly felt hinself the traitor

"Then come back with the Revision Force," she said, nore than a
little irritated by Lars's self-reproach on this and other issues. She
i mediately regretted the suggestion at the look of relief in Lars's face.
But it was a solution which could resolve many of Lars's doubts, especially
when she knew he | oved his honme world and woul d be happy enough sailing the
Pear| Fisher around the islands. She was sonewhat relieved that Lars would
be happy on Optheria once the government had been changed. "The Federation
will need people with | eadership potential. Trag says it usually takes a
full decade before a new provisional government is appointed, much |ess
ratified by the Federation. You might even end up a bureaucrat."

Lars snorted derisively. "That's the nost unlikely notion you' ve
had. Not that | wouldn't like to get back here unprejudiced. I'd like to
make sure the change is going to be beneficial."

"And ensure that you had official pernmission to sail about in your
bel oved i sl ands." She managed to keep the bitterness out of her voice for
she could think of many things that a man with Lars's abilities and talents
could do, once free to nove about the galaxy. It rankled that her body was
not sufficiently nmended to add that argunent to verbal ones. Lars was
treating her as if she were fragile. He was gentle and affectionate. H s
caresses, though frequent, were undemandi ng, |eaving her frustrated. He was
so solicitous of her confort that she was frequently tenpted to weak a bit
of violence on him Al though her jagged, red scars | ooked nore painful than
they were, a lover as considerate as Lars had al ways been woul d be
reluctant to approach her. The symbiont couldn't work fast enough for her
But would it have repaired her before the scout ship brought themto the
Regul us Federation Base? She tried to overconme her desire for Lars and to
ignore the fact that time was running out for them both.

It was too soon and not soon enough when M rbet han comuni cated the
i mm nent arrival of the scout ship, the CS 914. Then she was called upon to
witness Trag's confrontation of Lars, in the presence of the astonished,
and delighted, Elders Anpris and Torkes as the CGuildnenber, inposing in his
ri ghteous indignation and wath, accused Lars Dahl of infanpbus acts agai nst
t he person of Killashandra Ree, and displayed the Federal Warrant. Agai nst
Killashandra's loud cries of distress and disillusionnment over her
erstwhile lover's felonies, Ampris and Torkes struggled to contain their
exul tation over the arrest.

Trag's timng was superb and his nmanner so daunting that, with the
Federal Scout ship landed in the shuttleport valley, the Elders were |eft



with no option but to permt the arrest and the deportation of their erring
citizen. There was no doubt they were delighted, though deprived of the joy
of punishing him that the Federal justice due to be nmeted out to Lars Dahl
woul d be far nore severe than their Charter allowed them Anong the others

vi ndi cated by this unexpected climax was Security O ficer Blaz, who cl anped
restraints on Lars's wists with undi sguised satisfaction

What was supposed to have been a dignified farewell to their
auspi ci ous guests was hastily cancelled by Anpris, waving off the various
instructors and seni or students gathered on the steps of the Conservatory.
Presently only Torkes, Mrbethan, Pirinio, and Thyrol were left.

Lars was strong-arned by Blaz into the waiting transport and it was
difficult for Killashandra not to react to that treatnent. O deliver an
appropriate parting shaft at the officious Blaz. But she was supine on the
grav-stretcher guided by the disguised dav and she had to concentrate on
looking ill to require the services of an enpath.

When Tor kes stepped forward, obviously about to say sonething which
woul d nauseate her, she forestalled him "Don't jostle me when you | oad
this floating mattress," she irritably warned d av.

"Yes, let us not unnecessarily prolong our |eave-taking," Trag
said, giving the float a little push into the ground transport. " Scout
pilots are notoriously short-tenpered. |Is the prisoner secure?" Trag's
voi ce was the cold of glaciers as he glanced back at his prisoner, and
Security Captain Blaz grow ed a reassurance. He had insisted on personally
turning over this felon to the scout captain.

It was a silent journey, only Blaz enjoying his circunstances. Lars
af fected an appropriate dejected, fearful pose, not |ooking up fromhis
hand restraints. Fromher position, Killashandra could see nothing but the
upper stories of buildings and then sky, and they passed so fluidly she
experi enced notion sickness; she spoke severely to her synbiont until the
reaction di sappeared. Trag was staring stolidly out the wi ndow on the seat
in front of her, and A av was beyond her view Rather an ignom nious
departure to all appearances. And yet, a triunphant one, considering what
she and Trag and Lars had acconpli shed.

She contented herself with that reflection but it was with
considerable relief that she saw the spires of the shuttle port appear
approach, and pass by as the transport was driven to the |landing site of
the scout ship. It was on its tail fins, ready for take-off; the nobile
scout pilot waited for her passengers by the lift on the ground.

"There is no way | amgoing up that," and Killashandra pointed to
the Iift, "in this," and she sl apped the grav-stretcher

"Cui | dnenber, you have been -- " O av began firny.

"Don't 'Quildmenber' ne, medic," she said, raising up on her el bow.
"Just get nme off this thing. 1'll leave this planet as | got on it, on ny
own two feet."

The transport stopped and Trag and O av were quick to get her float

out

"Chadria, Scout Pilot of the CS 914," said the trimwoman in the
Scout Service blue, walking forward to | end an unobtrusive hand. "My ship's
nane is Sanel!" A smle lurked in her eyes but fled as Security Oficer
Bl az haul ed Lars uncerenoni ously out of the transport and roughly propelled
himto the lift

"Where do | stow the prisoner, Scout Pilot Chadria?" he said in an
ill-tenpered grow .

"Nowhere until the uildmenbers are settled,” Chadria replied. She
turned to Killashandra. "If you're nore confortable on the float -- "

"I amnot! "Killashandra swing her |egs over the side of the float,
and A av hastily adjusted its height so that she only had to step off it to
be erect. Lars noved forward but was haul ed back to Blaz's side and she
could see himtensing in rebellion. "Trag!" The man supported her around
the waist. "Pernission to cone aboard, Chadria, Sanel!"



"Perm ssion granted,” scout and ship replied sinmultaneously.

"The unexpected mal e voice, apparently issuing about his feet,
startled an exclamation out of Blaz. A small, superior smile twitched at
Lars's lips, hastily erased but reassuring to Killashandra.

She let herself be conducted to the lift by Trag and the nedic,
wonderi ng how O av would be able to stay if Blaz continued in his officious
manner. There was no hint of uncertainty in either man's face so she
decided to let themworry about such a minor detail. She renmenbered to
salute the ship as she stepped aboard.

"Wl come, Killashandra, Trag. And you, gentle medic." The ship
spoke in a baritone voice which rippled with good hunor. "If you will be
seated, Chadria will be up in just a nmonent."

"How are we going to get rid of Blaz? And keep 4 av?" Kill ashandra
whi spered urgently to Trag.

"Wat ch," Sanel said and one of the screens above the pilot's
console lit up, displaying a view of the lift.

"Il take control of this fellow, now " Chadria was saying as she
pulled a wicked little hand-weapon fromher belt. "I was told to secure
quarters aboard. And there's nothing he can do to escape a scout ship,
Oficer. Get on there now, you."

The observers could see the conflict in Blaz's face but Chadria had
pushed Lars onto the lift and stepped on the platformw th her back to Bl az
so that there was no roomfor himto acconpany them and no way to dispute
the arbitrary decision with soneone's back. That nmaneuver confused Bl az
just long enough. The lift ascended quickly, Blaz watching uncertainly.

"Perm ssion to board?" Lars said, grinning in at Killashandra.

"Granted, Lars Dahl!" Samel replied, and Chadria stepped beside
Lars in the airlock, punching out control sequences. The lift collapsed and
secured itself, the airlock door closed, Lars and Chadria stepped into the
cabin while the inner door slid shut with a final nmetallic thunk. An alarm
sounded.

On the ground, Blaz reacted to the claxon, suddenly aware that the
medic was still on board and not quite sure if that was in order. The
transport driver shouted at himas the ship's drive began to runbl e above
the noise of the take-off alarm and Blaz had no recourse but to retreat to
safety.

"Ch, that was well-done!" Killashandra cried and, finding her |egs
a bit unstable in reaction to the final nmonents of escape, she sank onto
t he nearby couch

Trag thunbed the bar that rel eased the restraints on Lars's wists
and Lars stunbled to enfold Killashandra in his arns.

"Everyone, take a seat," Chadria warned, sliding into the pilot's
ginballed chair. "W were told to nake it a fast exit, she added with a
grin. "Ckay. Sam they're secure. Let's shake the dust!"

Chapter 25

Ki |l ashandra's conpl acency about their confrontation with the Federated
Council on Regulus Base altered drastically as the CS 914 began its fina
approach to the landing strip. The building which housed the adm nistrative
of fices for that sector of the Federated Sentient Planets covered an area
slightly nore than twenty klicks square.

Chadria cheerfully informed her passengers that there was as nuch
again in subterranean |l evels as above ground, and some storage areas del ved
as much as a half a klick bel ow Regul us's surface. Mnorail |ines connected
the sprawing offices with the residential centers thirty and forty Kklicks
away, for nost of the workers preferred the nearby valleys and the many
anenities available there. Regulus was a good post for everyone.

From a distance, the profile was awe inspiring. The random pattern
of rectangul ar extrusi ons above the mass of the conpl ex was sil houetted



agai nst the light green early-norning sky. Even Trag was inpressed, a
reaction which did nothing to assuage Killashandra's growi ng sense of
doubt. She inched as close to Lars as possible and felt himreturn the
pressure in an answering need for tactile reassurance. But he was nowhere
near as tense as she was. Perhaps she was just hypersensitive due to her
recent ordeal. As they approached, the building dom nated the | andscape to
t he exclusion of any other features on Chinneidigh Plain. Skimers could
then be seen |l anding and taking off at the nyriad entrances, each

enbel lished with official synbols depicting the departnment housed within.

W re cleared to | and at the Judicial Sector," Chadria said,
swi ngi ng about in her ginballed chair. "Don't |ook so worried." She grinned
up at the three. "They don't |eave you hangi ng about here for weeks on end.
You' |l know by midday. It's anticipation that gets to you, and waiting!"

Ki Il ashandra knew that Chadria nmeant to reassure them for both
brain and brawn partners had been excellent hosts, with stories scurril ous
and amusi ng, and stocks of exotic foods and beverages in the scout ship's
wel | -stocked larder to tenpt every taste. Wth exquisite tact, the others
had left Killashandra and Lars to enjoy their own company for the week in
which the CS 914 hurtled fromone corner of the sector to the Regul an
planet at its center. Courtesy, however, had dictated to both Lars and
Killashandra that they join the others at nealtines and for evening
conversations, and the occasi onal rehearsals of Lars's defense against the
warrant's charges. Trag and O av had begun a friendly conpetition over a
tri-di nensi onal maze ganme which could last up to a day between well -natched
pl ayers. Chadria and Sanel had teaned up against the two men in anot her
contest, one of multiple-choice, which could be expanded to include Lars
and Kill ashandra whenever they chose to play.

There was a strange di chotony about that journey: the tug between
| earning nore of each other's mnds and sating their bodies and senses
sufficiently to cushion the immnent parting. On the final day, it was nore
than Killashandra or Lars could endure to make | ove: instead they sat close
toget her, one pair of hands |inked, playing the maze gane with an intensity
that bordered the irrational

Now Chadria swung back to the screens as their progress to the
landing site closed with the |inear diagram Sanel displayed on the
situation screen. Killashandra could not restrain the small gasp nor her
instinct to clutch at Lars's hands as the two positions matched and the
scout ship settled to the ground.

"Here we are,"” Sanel said in a tactfully expressionless tone.
"Ground transport is approaching. dad to have had you all aboard and
hope that Chadria and I will neet you again."

Chadria lifted her long frame fromthe chair, shaking hands with
each one in turn, clasping Killashandra's with an encouraging smle and
giving Lars an inpish grin before she kissed his cheek in farewell. "Good
luck, Lars Dahl! You'll cone out on top! Feel it in ny bones."

"Me. too," Sanel added, and opened the two | ock doors.

Kill ashandra wi shed that she felt as positive. Then, suddenly,
there was no way to evade the inevitable. They picked up their carisaks and
filed out. Trag and A av took the Iift down first, permtting Lars and
Kill ashandra a few nonments privacy.

Kil Il ashandra di dn't know what she had expected but the ground
transport was a four-seat skimrer, renmpte controlled, the
pur pl e- gol d- and- bl ue enbl em of the FSP Judiciary Branch unobtrusively
mar ki ng the door panel. She took in a deep breath. Looking off to the
massi ve tower of the entrance. As she had done for several days, she
repeated to herself that "justice would prevail,"” that the nuch edited
wordi ng of the warrant woul d support their hopes. And that the disclosure
of sublimnal conditioning would result in the swift dispatch of a
revisionary force to overthrow the El ders' tyranny on Optheria.

But one Killashandra Ree, one-tine resident of the planet Fuerte,



barely four years a nmenber of the Heptite Guild, had had no encounters at
all with Galactic Justice, and feared it. She had never heard or known
anyone who had been either defendant or plaintiff at an FSP court. Her

i gnorance rankl ed and her apprehension increased.

Silently the four settled into the skimer and it puffed al ong on
its short return journey. It did not, as Killashandra half expected, stop
at the inmposing entrance. It ducked into an aperture to one side, down a
brightly lit subterranean tunnel, and cane to a gentle stop at an unmarked
pl atform

There a man built on the nost generous of scales, uniformed in the
Judicial Livery, awaited them In a state of nunmbness, Killashandra
emer ged.

"Kill ashandra Ree," the man said, identifying her with a nod, not
friendly but certainly not hostile. "Lars Dahl, Trag Morfane, and d av
Dahl ." He nodded politely as he identified each person. "My nane is
Funadorm , Bailiff for Court 256 to which this case is assigned. Foll ow
ne."

"I am Agent Dahl, number -- "

1 know, " the nman said pleasantly enough. "Wl come back from exile.
This way." He stepped aside to allow themto enter the lift which had
opened in the wall of the platform "It won't take |ong."

Killashandra tried to convince herself that his manner was
reassuring if his appearance was daunting. He towered above them and both
Lars and Trag were tall nmen. Killashandra and O av were not nany
mllineters shorter but she had never felt so dininished by sheer physi cal
proportions. The lift noved, stopped, and its door panel slid open to a
corridor, stretching out in either direction, pierced by atriunms with trees
and ot her vegetation. Gardens seemed an odd decorative feature of a
Judi cial building but did nothing to buoy Killashandra's spirits. She
rearranged her fierce grasp on Lars's fingers, hoping that Funadorm did
not see it and that he did, to show this human representative of the Courts
that Lars Dahl had her total support.

Funadorm gestured to the left and then halted their progress at
the second door on the left, which bore the | egend "G and Fel ony Court
256."

Ki | | ashandra reel ed agai nst Lars Dahl, Trag behind him placed a
reassuring hand on his shoulder, and A av straightened his | ean frane
agai nst the imminent testing of a schene that had been entered rather
lightheartedly.

Funadorm thunbed open the panel and entered. It was not the sort
of chanber Killashandra woul d have recogni zed as judicial. She did
recogni ze the psychol ogi cal testing equi prent for what it was, and the
arnbands on the chair beside it. Fourteen confortable seats faced that
chair and the wall screens and a terminal which bore the Judicial Seal. A
starred flag of the Federated Sentient Planets bearing the synbols
i ndi cati ng the nonhuman sentient species was displayed in the corner

The door panel wkooshed shut behind them and Funadorni i ndicated
that they were to be seated. He faced the screen, squared his shoul ders,
and began the proceedi ngs.

"Bailiff Funadorm in Grand Felony Court 256, in the presence of
t he accused, Lars Dahl, remanded citizen of the planet Optheria; the
arresting citizen, Trag Morfane of the Heptite Guild; the alleged victim
Kill ashandra Ree, also of the Heptite Quild; and witness for the accused,

A av Dahl, Agent Nunber AS-4897/KTE, present at this sitting. Accused is
restrai ned under Federal Sentient Planet Warrant A-1090088- 0O FSP55558976.
Perm ssion to proceed."

"Perm ssion is granted,” replied a contralto voice, deep and oddly
maternal , definitely reassuring. Killashandra could feel her nuscles unlock
fromthe tenseness in which she had been holding herself. "WIIl the accused
Lars Dahl be seated in the wi tness chair?"



Lars gave her hand a final squeeze, smiled with a cocky w nk at
her, rose, and | ook the seat. The Bailiff attached the armcuffs and
st epped back.

"You are charged with the willful abduction of Heptite Guild nenber
Kill ashandra Ree, malicious invasion of the individual's right to Privacy,
fel onious assault, preneditated interference with her contractua
obligation to her Quild, placing her in physical jeopardy as to shelter and
sust enance, deprivation of independent decision and freedom of novenent,
and fraudul ent representation for purposes of extortion. How do you pl ead,
Lars Dahl ?" The voi ce nanaged to convey an undertone of regretfu
conpassion, and an invitation to confide and confess. Highly sensitized to
every nuance. Killashandra wondered if, by some bizarre freak, the Judici al
Branch mght actually be guilty of a subtle use of sublimnal manipulation
in that persuasive voice

"Not gquilty on all counts,'
he had rehearsed.

And. Killashandra reassured herself, he was not, by the very
wor dage that Trag and d av had cl everly enpl oyed.

"You may testify on your own behal f." The request was issued in a
stern. unconprom sing tone.

Al t hough Killashandra |istened avidly to every word Lars said in
rebuttal and in explanation, tried to analyze the terse questions put to
hi m by the Judicial Mnitor, she was never able to recall the next few
hours in nuch detail.

He was conpletely candid, as he had to be, to discharge the
accusations. He explained how El der Ampris, superior to Lars Dahl, student
in the Conservatory and as a ruling El der of the Optherian Council, had
approached him citing the dil emma about Killashandra's true identity and
the request to wound her, resolving the quandary. H's reward was the
prom se of reconsidering Lars's conposition. The point that Lars had been
coerced to performa personally distasteful act by an established superior
was accepted by the Court. To the charge that the abduction was
premedi tated, Lars explained that he had cone upon the victimunexpectedly
in an unprotected environnment and acted spontaneously. He had, it was true,
rendered her unconsci ous but wi thout nalice. She had not even suffered a
brui se. She had been carefully conveyed to a place of security, with tools
and instructions to provide daily food and shelter, so that she had been in
no physical jeopardy. As she had left the prenises of her own volition, she
obvi ously had not been deni ed i ndependence of decision and nmovenent. He had
not fraudulently represented hinmself as her rescuer for she had not
requi red rescue, and she had requested his continued presence as a
saf eqguard agai nst further physical violence fromany source on Optheria. He
had not prenmeditated any interference on her contractual obligation to her
@uild for he had not only assisted her in repairing the danaged manual, her
preenpti ve assignnment, but he had al so provided her with concl usive
evi dence to resolve the secondary assignnment. He therefore restated his
i nnocence.

After Lars gave his testinony, Killashandra was called to the chair
and had to exercise the greatest degree of control to suppress signs of the
stress she felt. It didn't help to know that the sensitive psych equi prment
woul d record even the nobst minute trenmors and uncertainties of its subject.
That was its function and the results which the Mnitor then anal yzed
agai nst the psychol ogical profile of each witness. bjectively she was
pl eased that her voice didn't quaver as she supported Lars's testinmony on
each count, managing to publicly absolve himfrom fel oni ous assault as he
was, in fact, acting even when he abducted her in her best interests,
contractually and personally. She kept her answers conci se and unenoti onal
Subj ectively she had never been so terrified of any experience. And the
equi prent woul d record that as well.

Trag and A av had their turns in the witness chair. Each time the

Lars answered quietly, and firmy, as



subl i minal mani pul ati on was nentioned, there was a significant pause in the
flow of questions, though there was no hint of how this information was
bei ng received and anal yzed by the Judicial Mnitor, since, in point of

law, this part of everyone's testinony was irrelevant to the case at hand.

VWhen d av resuned his seat between Trag and Lars, the Bailiff
approached the screen. They could all see the activity of the term nal but
the pattern of its flashing Iights disclosed nothing. Killashandra, hol ding
Lars's hand, junped an inch above her chair when the contralto voice began
its summation.

"Wth the exception of felonious assault, the charges against the
accused, Lars Dahl, are dismissed." Killashandra swallowed. "Crimnal
intent is not apparent but disciplinary action is required by law Lars
Dahl, you are remanded into the custody of the Judicial Branch, pending
di sposition of the disciplinary action. You are further renanded for
exam nati on of the charge of sublimnal manipul ati on agai nst the El ders of
Optheria. A av Dahl, you are seconded to assist these investigations, which
have now been initiated. Trag Mrfane, Killashandra Ree, have you anything
to add to your recorded testinonies on the charge of sublimna
mani pul ati on by the El ders of Optheria?"

Havi ng al ready been as candid as possible, neither crystal singer
could expand on the information already on record. And Killashandra did not
quite understand the matter of disciplinary action for Lars and the remand
orders.

"Then this session of the G and Fel ony Court of Regul us Sector
Federation is closed.” The traditional crack of wood agai nst wood ended the
heari ng.

Perpl exed by the legal formulas, Killashandra turned to Lars and
hi s father.

"Are you free, or what?" she denanded.

"I"'mnot quite sure,” Lars said with a nervous |laugh. "It can't
mean nuch. Everything el se was dism ssed, wasn't it?" He |ooked to A av and
was sobered by his father's sol erm expression

"He has been renmanded,"” the Bailiff explained kindly, taking Lars
by the arm "I interpret the judgment to mean that the Court has di sm ssed
all charges but Lars Dahl's physical assault on you in the matter of your
abduction. Disciplinary action is always short term On the second renand
charge, the Court requires further discussion of the allegations about the
use of sublimnal conditioning by the Optherian governnment. |If these are
proved correct, then it is likely that the disciplinary action will be
suspended. | can give you hard copy of the precedents involved, indeed of
the entire trial, if you wish." When Lars nodded a perplexed affirmation
"Then | shall programthemfor your quarters. If you gentlemen will cone
with ne?"

A panel at the back of the seating area opened and it was toward
this that Funadorm gestured Lars and his father.

"Come with you?" Lars cried, trying to break fromthe Bailiff's
grip.

Shock and surprise briefly i mobilized Killashandra and before she
could make a nove to reach Lars, the Bailiff, securely holding her |over,
had himnearly to the open door

"Wait! Please wait!" she screaned, falling over the chairs in her
hast e.

"You two have been di smi ssed. Justice has been served! Arrangenents
for your transport have been made and the ground vehicle progranmed to take
you to the appropriate site.”

"But -- Lars!" Killashandra's cry of protest was nmade to the
i mense back of the Bailiff which was di sappearing through the aperture,
totally eclipsing Lars. Oav hurried anxiously after, adding his protests.
"Lars Dahl!" she screaned, every fear alerted to his unexpected departure.
The panel closed with a final thuck just as Killashandra reached it.



"Justice has been served?" she shrieked, beating the wall with
i mpotent fists. "Wat justice? What justice? LARS DAHL! Couldn't they |et
us say good-bye? |Is that justice?" She wheeled on Trag who was trying to
silence her tactless accusations. "You and your fool-proof verbiage.
They' ve charged himafter all. | want to know why and what does
di sciplinary action nean for a man who's put hinself on the line for a
whol e beni ghted fardling usel ess pl anet?"

"Kill ashandra Ree," and both crystal singers turned in astoni shnent
as the voice issued unexpectedly fromthe wall. "During your evidence, your
psychol ogi cal reactions exhibited extreme agitation and apprehension --
unusual when conpared to your official profile -- which have been
interpreted as fear of the accused, despite your generous testinmony to his
actions against you. Disciplinary action will prevent the accused from any
future acts of felonious assault."”

"WHAT?" Killashandra could not believe what she had heard. "O al
the ridiculous interpretations! | love the man! | love him do you hear, |
was frantic with worry for him not against him Call himback. There's
been a dreadful m scarriage of justice."

"Justice has been served, Killashandra Ree. You and Trag Morfane
are scheduled to leave this Court and this building i mediately. Transport
awai ts."

The silence after that inpersonal order provoked a thunder of
tinnitus in her skull.

"I don't believe this, Trag. This can't be right. How do we

appeal ?"

"l do not believe that we can, Killashandra. This is the Federa
Court. W have no right of appeal. If there is one available to Lars, | am
certain that Oav will invoke it. But we have no further right. Cone. Lars
will he taken care of."

"That's what |I'mfardling afraid of,"” Killashandra cried. "I know
what penalties and disciplines the Judicial Branch can use. | had G vics
i ke any other schoolchild. | can't go, Trag. | can't leave him Not |ike
this. Not without any sort of a . . ." Tears so choked her that she could

not continue and a sudden disastrous inability to stand nade her wobble so
that Trag only just kept her fromfalling.

She didn't realize at first that Trag was supporting her out of the
room Wen she found themin the hall, she tried to wench herself out of
Trag's grasp but there was someone el se by then, assisting Trag and between
the two of them she was westled into the lift. She struggl ed, screan ng
i nprecations and threats, and although she heard Trag protesting as sternly
as he could, she was put in padded restraints. The ignom ny of such a
hum | i ati ng expedi ent conbined with fear, disappointment, and her recent
physi cal ordeal sent Killashandra into a trenbling posture of aggrieved and
cont ai ned fury.

By the time they reached the shuttle transport to the Regul us
transfer noon, she had exhausted her scant store of energy and crouched in
the seat, sullen and silent, too proud to ask for her release fromthe
restraints. She let Trag and the nedic | ead her where they woul d, and
didn't protest when they undressed her for imersion in a radiant fluid
tank. Legitimte protest and recourse denied her, she subnmitted to
everything then, despairing and listless. Over and over she revi ewed her
nmonents in the witness chair, when her body, the body which had | oved and
been | oved so by Lars, had betrayed themboth with fal se testinony. She was
appal l ed at that treachery, and obsessed by the horrifying guilt that she,
hersel f, her anxieties and idiotic presentinments, had condemmed Lars on the
one count which had not been dism ssed by the Court. She could never
forgive herself. Sonehow, sonetime, she would be able to face Lars, and beg
his forgiveness. That she prom sed hersel f.

Al the way back to Ballybran, she said not a single word to
anyone, noddi ng or shaking her head in answer to the few questions that



were put directly to her by officials. Trag supervised her neals, inmmersed
her in radiant fluid whenever such facilities were avail able, and remi ned
by her side during her wakeful hours. If he resented her silence or
interpreted it as an accusation, he gave no indication of regret, renorse,
or penitence. She was too i Mmersed in her obsession with the Qutrageous
circunmstance of Lars's betrayal to try to explain the conmplexities of her
depr essi on.

By the time she and Trag had conpleted the long journey to
Bal | ybran's surface, Killashandra was conpletely restored to physical
heal th. She paused only [ ong enough in her quarters to check, as she had
begun to do toward the end of the trip, with galactic updates. There was no
further word on the Optherian situation beyond the original bulletin
announci ng the arrival of Revision troops on the planet to "correct
| egi sl ative anonmalies." She refused to consider what that statenment m ght
mean for Lars. Dunping her carisak, she changed into a shipsuit. Then she
headed for the Fisherman's bailiwick and, with a voice grown gruff from
di suse, demanded her sonic cutter. Wiile waiting for himto retrieve it
from storage, she checked with Meterol ogy and, with a tw nge of
sati sfaction, learned that the forecast predicted a settled period of
weat her for the next nine days.

She backed her sled out of its rack herself, though she could see
the wild protesting signals of the duty officer trying to abort her
preci pitous departure. As soon as she was clear of the Hangar, she poured
on the power and, in an undeviating line, fled for the Ranges.

It was all part of the m serable web of ironic coincidence that she
found bl ack crystal again in the deep, sunless ravine in which she had
hoped to bury herself and her grief for the reason and manner of her
parting with Lars Dahl

EPI LOGUE

Stolidly Killashandra watched, arms fol ded across her breasts, as Enthor
reverently unpacked the nine black crystal shafts.

"Interstellar, at the least, Killashandra," he said, blinking his
eyes back to normal vision as he stepped back to sigh over the big
crystals. "And this is all fromthat vein you struck |ast year?"

Ki | | ashandra nodded. Not much noved her to words these days.

Wor ki ng the new claim she had quickly recouped her |osses on the Optherian
contract; Heptite rules and regs had required her to part with a percentage
of that fee to Trag. She accepted that as passively as she had accepted
everything since that day in Court on Regulus. Not even Ri nbol had been
able to penetrate her apathy, though he and Antona continued their

attenpts. Lanzecki had spoken pleasantly to her after her first return from
t he Ranges, conplinmented her on the new bl ack crystal vein but their early
rel ati onship could never have been revived even if Lanzecki had persisted

She didn't see him She saw no one but Lars, a laughing Lars,
garl and-w eat hed, his blue eyes gleanm ng, teeth white in his tanned face,
his bronzed body poised on the deck of the Pearl Fisher. She woke
sometines, sure she felt his hand on her hip, heard his voice in the
whi sper of the wind in the deep ravine, or in the tenor of warm ng crysta
at noon, when the sun finally touched the cliff. She nade two attenpts to
succunmb to crystal thrall but each time the synbiont had somehow pul | ed her
back. Not even that enchantnment was powerful enough to break through her
enoti ons, obsessed as she was by the guilty betrayal of her body in the
wi t ness chair on Regul us.

She had kept inforned of the situation on Optheria and often, on
the nights brilliant with crystal song, she conposed letters to Lars,
asking to be forgiven that betrayal. She wote imaginary letters to Nahia
and Hauness, know ng that they would be conpassionate, and intercede for
her with Lars. In her better nonents, common sense dictated that Lars would



not have held that bizarre psychoanal ysis against her for he, of them all
knew how much she treasured and adnired him But he had not heard her

i npassi oned plea to the Court, and she doubted if "I |ove you" had been

i ncluded in the hard copy of the hearing transcript. And he had other plans
for the rest of his life.

She frequently entertained the notion of returning to Optheria to
see how he was getting on, even if she never made actual contact with him
He mi ght have found another wonan with whom he could share his life on
Opt heria. Sonetimes she returned fromthe Ranges, full of determ nation to
end her wetched half-life, one way or another. She had nore than enough
credit for a fiercely expensive galactic call: ironically through sonme of
the bl ack crystal she had herself cut. But would she reach Lars on
Opt heri a? Maybe, once he had conpleted that disciplinary action and his
subordination to the Federal investigation of Optheria, he had found
anot her channel for his abilities and energies. Once he discovered his
freedomto travel the stars, they m ght have won himfromhis |love of the
sea.

At her nost rational, she recognized all the ifs ands and buts as
procrastination's. Yet, it was not exactly an unwillingness to chance her
luck that restrained her: it was a deep and instinctive "know ng" that she
must remain in this period of suspension for a while yet. That she had to
wait. When the time was right, action would follow |ogically. She settled
down to wait, and perfected the art.

"You're in early, too, you know," Enthor was saying to her. "Storm
war ni ngs only just gone out."

"Aren't those good enough?" Killashandra asked. "No need to risk
life and linb, is there?"

"No, no," Enthor hastily assured her

Kil |l ashandra had, in fact, answered the storm warning her synbiont
had gi ven her. She was used to listening to it because it so often proved
the nost accurate sense she had.

"You' ve enough here to spend a year on Maxim" Enthor went on wth
a sly sideways glance. "You haven't gone off in a long time, Killashandra.
You shoul d, you know. "

Ki | | ashandra shrugged her shoul ders, glancing inpassively at a
credit line that would once have made her chortle in triunmph. "I don't have
enough resonance to have to | eave," she said tonelessly. "I'Il wait.
Thanks, Enthor."

"Killa, if talking would help

She | ooked down at the light hand the old Sorter had put on her
arm mldly surprised at the contact. H s unexpected solicitude, the
concern on his lined face nudged the thick shell which encased her m nd and
spirit. She smiled slightly as she shook her head. "Tal king wouldn't help.
But you were kind to offer."

And he had been. Sorters and singers were nore often at | oggerheads
than enpathetic. The northeaster which her synbiont had sensed swept a fair
nunber of singers in fromthe Ranges to the safety of the Conplex. The
lift, the hall, the corridors were crowded but she wended her way through
and no one spoke to her. She didn't exist for herself so she didn't exist
for them

The screen in her quarters directed her to contact Antona. There
usual ly was a nmessage fromthe nedical chief waiting for her. Antona kept
trying to make a deeper contact.

"Ah, Killa, please cone down to the infirmary, will you?"

"I"mnot due for another physical ?"

"No. But | need you down here."

Ki Il ashandra frowned. Antona | ooked determ ned and waited for
Ki | | ashandra's acqui escence.

"Let me change." Killashandra brushed at the filthy bl ouse of her



shi psui t.

“I'"ll even give you tinme to bathe."

Ki | | ashandra nodded, broke the connection and, unfastening the suit
as she nade her way to the hygiene room sw tched on the taps. Though once
-- fresh in fromthe Ranges -- she might have done, she didn't luxuriate in
the steam ng water. She made a qui ck but thorough bath, and put on the
first clean clothes she found. Her hair, close crapped for convenience,
dried by the tine she reached the Infirmary Level. Her nostrils flared
agai nst the smell of sickness and fever, and the muffled sounds reni nded
her of her initial visit to Antona's preserve. A new class nust be passing
t hrough adjustnent to the Ballybran symnbiont.

Antona cane out of her office, her color high with suppressed
excitenent.

"Thank you, Killa. 1've a Mlekey Transition here whom|'d Iike you
to talk to, reassure him He's positive there's sonmething wong." Her words
cane out in a rush, as she dragged Killashandra down the hall, and thrust

her through the door she opened. |npassively, Killashandra noted the
nunber: it was the sane room she had so briefly tenanted five years before.
Then the occupant rose fromthe bed, smling.

"Killal"

She stared at Lars Dahl, unable to believe the evidence of her eyes
for she had seen his phantom so often. But Antona had brought her here so
this vision had to be real. Avidly she noted each of the tiny changes in
him the lack of tan, the gauntness of his shoul ders under the light shirt,
the newlines in his face, the loss of that tw nkle of gaiety that had been
a trademark of his open, handsone expression. He had subtly aged: no,
mat ured. And the process had brought himdistinction and an indefinable air
of strength and the patience of strength and know edge.

"Killa?" The snmile had dropped fromhis face, his half-raised hand
fell to his side as she failed to respond.

| mpercepti bly she began to shake her head, and tentatively, certain
that he would vanish if she admitted to herself that he was flesh, bone,
and bl ood, her hands began to lift fromher sides. Inside her body the cold
knot into which all enotion and spirit had been reduced began to expand,

i ke a warm draught through her veins. Her mind reverberated with one
exul tant conclusion: he was there, and he wouldn't be if he hadn't forgiven
her .

"Lars?" Her voice was a whi sper of disbelief but sufficient
reassurance to propel himacross the intervening space. Then, as if he
found their reunion as incredible as she, he folded her carefully into his
ar ns.

Monentarily she | acked the strength to return the enbrace but
burrowed her head into the curve of his shoulder and neck, inhaling the
snell of him and exhaling into the tears she had kept bottled for the
eternity in which they had been parted.

Lars swept her up in his arns, and carried her to the chair, where
he cradl ed her, appalled at the w | dness of her sobbing and conforting her
wi th ki sses, caresses, and strong enbracings.

"That fardling nachine that served justice was never told we were
enotionally attached, the one piece of information that no one but us woul d
have t hought relevant,"” he said, releasing in talk the tension he had
endured all through the process of getting to this point when he woul d be
ready, and able, to neet her again.

"Then Fat her found out what had happened and he nmoved the entire
Departnment to revoke that judgnent on the basis of msinterpretation of
your psychol ogi cal response. Poor sweet Sunny, so worried about me she
messed us both up." To her surprise, he chuckled. "You didn't know that the
only reason that disciplinary action was entered against me was the Court's
attenpt to satisfy what they took to be a suppressed desire for revenge in



you. Justice was being served, blind as it was. Father finally reached a
human in authority, swore blind to half a dozen psych-units that he hinself
had hand-fasted us on Angel I|sland and got the action revoked. D you know,
that Court Bailiff was a narding construct! No wonder | couldn't nove when
he grabbed me. Then, when we did understand our rights, Trag had al ready
departed with you

"l guess you were pretty upset."

At such a massive understatenment of fact, she nanaged to nod,
trying not to | augh at the absurdity, but she couldn't stop weeping. It had
built up quite a head and it ought to prove conclusively to Lars, if he
needed any, just how nuch she had mi ssed him She had waited so long to be
in his arnms, to hear his rich and pl easant tenor voice, and the sort of
nonsense he was likely to speak. He could have been speaki ng gi bberish and
she'd have been content to listen. But he was also telling her the things
she woul d have asked about him what she needed to know to put sone col or
in the past dreadful year.

"Then Father, Corish, and | spent two nonths processing materi al
for the Council. Theach, Brassner, and Erutown had come out with Corish and
t hey got assigned to the Revision Corps until someone in the Council took a
cl oser | ook at the equations which Theach was idly calling up on his
termnal." Lars smiled tenderly as he delicately blotted tears from her
cheeks, then kissed her forehead for such an un-Killashandrai sh di splay of
sentinmentality. "So he I anded on his feet, as usual. Five nore people,

i ncluding the brewmaster of Gartertown, whom you might renmenber," he added,
tappi ng her nose as he teased, "got out on the next liner and are being
resettl ed. What had worried Nahia and Hauness was what refugees would do
once they got off Optheria, but there seenms to be a resettlenent policy.
Not that Optherians have all that many skills to offer the advanced

soci eti es.

"Father and | got drafted to brief the actual Revision Force. You
see, right after that infanmous hearing, several nore agents were sent in to
play tourist during the Sumrer Festival. Good job we |left some two-nmanual s
i ntact. They canme back, reporting that they were subjected to bl atant
sublimnal conditioning at public concerts in Ironwood, Bailey, Everton
and Pal amb. One thing Father and | enphasized was that the Revision Forces
had better wait until after The Festival or they'd have a bankrupt planet
as well as a disorganized one. So Optheria got its annual chance to acquire
revenue," and Lars grinned with great satisfaction, "and the El ders hadn't
twigged to the fact that no sublimnal nmessages were going out on either of

the big Conservatory organs. Leaving the mainlanders quite willing to
accept anything said about them
"When we've spare tine, |'ve got some tapes of the actual | anding
and the takeover. Four Elders had fatal seizures but Anmpris, Torkes, and
Pentromwi || answer to the Suprene Judiciary for their infanous, felonious,
mal i ci ous, prenmeditated, and illegal manipulation of Optherian loyalties.
"The Revision Forces are well installed now on Optheria . . ." He

| ooked out with the unfocused gaze of soneone imagining a scene and was
briefly sad. He bent to kiss Killashandra again, noting that her tears had
abated and her breath was no | onger taken in ragged gasps.

"Way didn't you go with then®"

"Ch, | was given many argunents why | should. Even a rather
conplimentary comm ssion. Father returned, but | rather thought he woul dn't
| eave Teradia for long. To ny surprise, Corish went, and of course Erutown
and Brassner. | had other plans.”

Ki | | ashandra shook her head in sad rebuke. "If |I'd known what you
pl anned to do . " Her gesture included all that his presence in the
infirmary signified.

Lars hugged her tightly to him "That's why | didn't nention them
Besi des," and he gave her a raffish | ook, "I hadn't really nmade up ny
m nd. "



"How did Trag recruit you then?"

Lars raised his eyebrows in surprise. "He didn't. It is illegal to
recruit citizens for the highly dangerous Heptite Guild. Didn't you know?
Candi dly, ny bel oved Sunny, | was nuch inpressed by Trag's integrity. It
was refreshing to find an honorable and trustworthy man. It was yourself
who did the recruiting, Killa. You were the enbodi ment of the undeniable
advant ages of being a crystal singer. Your vibrant youth, charm
i nvul nerability, indefatigable energy, and resourceful ness. Then all those
di versified assignnents, space travel, credit, not to mention the chance to
see a Galaxy | had been denied all ny reckless youth -- "

"You're mad." Vitality returned to Killashandra in the form of
exasperation with his flanmboyance, and such relief that she was once again
inits presence. "Did you listen to one word | told you about the
di sadvantages? Didn't you pay attention to any of the details in the Ful
Di scl osure and that isn't the half of what does happen? As you'll find out.
How coul d you be so blind?"

"None so blind as will not see, eh, Killa, my lovely Sunny? My pale
Sunny, ny beloved. |Is there no sun on this planet that you are so wan?" He
began to kiss her in a leisurely fashion. "I admt | did hesitate.

Briefly." His eyes sparkled with his teasing. "Then | ran the entry on
Bal | ybran itsel f. That deci ded ne.

"Bal | ybran? Bal |l ybran deci ded you?" Killashandra wi ggled about in
his arms, astounded. Not that she understood why she had such anbival ent
reactions to his decision in the first place. He was here! How had she, and
t hat connivi ng synbi ont of hers, known that he woul d cone? Because she
didn't think that he wouldn't'? Long absent, she felt the caress of crysta
al ong her bones.

"OfF course, Sunny. Now if you'd thought to mention earlier on that
Bal | ybran has seas -- "

"Seas?" Killashandra put a hand on his forehead. He nust be
feverish. "Seas!"

"Al'l 1've ever needed for perfect contentrment is a tall ship and a
star to sail her by." He held her as her tenper began to rise, though she
didn't know if he was mauling that obscure quotation or not. And then, too,
Bal | ybran has you, beloved Sunny!" H's tenor voice dropped to an intense

and passi onate whi sper, his eyes were an incredible brilliant blue,
dom nating her imrediate vision. Hi s arns enconpassed her in a grip that
rem nded her of sun-warmed beaches and fragrant breezes and -- "Show ne,

crystal singer, all that Ballybran has to offer ne.
"Ri ght now?"



