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THE BLACK DEATH

Taking a deep breath, Killashandra touched the black crystal to the opalescent material, quiveringly ready to drop forceps and all at any sign that the black was going to react.

The black shaft was ingested so swiftly that her reflexes had no time to respond. Forceps, crystal, and her gloved hand were all pulled into the sudden maelstrom of frenzied, turbulent patterns that cascaded down the opalescence and flowed through Killashandra with such devastating force that she felt her death was imminent. Her whole life flashed across her mind, pushing her down into black oblivion.
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“ ‘And a star to steer her by,’ ” Killashandra Ree shouted to herself. Not that Lars Dahl could have heard her over the roar of the sea crashing against the bow of the Angel and the humming tension of the wind through the sail stays and across the sloop’s mainsail.

She pointed to the first star of the evening in the darkening eastern sky and looked back at him to see if he was watching her. He was and nodded, his grin showing his very white teeth against his very tan skin. She was nearly as dark as he was after their circumnavigation of the main continent of Ballybran. But Lars always looked the complete captain, especially as he was standing now—his straddled legs bracing his long lean body on bare feet against the slant of the deck, strong hands firmly on the spokes of the wheel as he kept the Angel on the starboard tack under tight sail. The stiff breeze had ruffled his sun-bleached and salt-encrusted hair into a crest, much like the ritual headdress of a primitive religion.

They had plenty of sea room between the Angel and the jagged stones of the shore, but soon—all too quickly—they would reach the headland and the harbor that served the Heptite Guild headquarters.

Killashandra sighed. She almost didn’t want this voyage to end—and yet this kind of voyage, therapeutic though it was, was not quite enough to ease the surge of crystal in her blood. Lars, not having sung as long as she, was in better shape; but they had to strike a good lode of crystal on this next trip into the Ranges and make enough to get off-world for Passover, which was, once again, nearly upon them. She devoutly hoped that their sled was repaired and ready for the Ranges.

Killashandra gritted her teeth, remembering the ignominy of having to be rescued when their sled had been buried by a rockslide! Hauling the crushed sled out of the Ranges had sliced a hefty hunk out of their credit balance. The crystal they had cut before the rockslide—which had been preserved in containers sturdy enough to resist collapse—had been sufficient to pay the huge repair bill, but there hadn’t been enough credit left for them to take an off-world jaunt while the refit was being done. Once again the Angel, and the ever-challenging seas of Ballybran, had rescued them from the ping of crystal in their blood and the boredom of the Heptite Guild quarters.

But, by all the holies, Killashandra swore, this time they would sing good crystals—if they could possibly find that wretched lode again. Communication crystal was always valuable. If they could just cut one set quickly and without foul-ups! She wanted to get off-planet, and this time Lars was not going to talk her into going to yet another water world. There were other planets that could prove just as interesting. If she didn’t get to choose once in a while, she might just seriously consider finding another partner. There was that stocky young redhead with weird eyes and a roguish grin—he reminded her of someone. She grimaced into the wind. The need for “reminders” was becoming more frequent for her. She had been singing crystal a long time now, and she knew very well indeed that her memory was eroding; what or how much she was losing she didn’t know. She shrugged. As long as she didn’t forget Lars Dahl, nor he her …

The Angel was nearly round the massive headland, and Killashandra could just see a slice of the eastern face of the great Heptite Guild cube that loomed large from all directions even though it was kilometers inland. The good mood that had sustained her abruptly altered.

“Back to the old grind,” she muttered, anticipating Lars’s next words.

“Back to the old grind, huh?” Lars bellowed, and she rolled her eyes and gave herself a shake.

Damn! Knowing what would come out of his mouth because they had shared so much, so intensely, was also beginning to irritate her. Or maybe all she and Lars needed was new stimulation. He found enough in their sea trips, but suddenly she realized that these were no longer enough for her. She grimaced again. How long was too long?

Lars bellowed for her attention, motioning for her to join him in the cockpit. With cautious but practiced steps she made her way astern, balancing against both wind and the slant of the Angel, turning her head against spray and the occasional high wave that broke across the deck.

As she came even with him, Lars reached out an arm and hooked her to his side, smiling down at her, contented in the elements of the sea/wind/ship, even if the end of their voyage was now in sight. She let herself be held against his long, strong body. She knew him so well! Was that such a bad thing for a crystal singer? Especially when memory began to erode? She glanced up at Lars’s profile, elegant despite his peeling nose: Lars Dahl, the constant factor in her life!

“Hey, Killa, Lars! Lanzecki wants to see you soon as you dock,” the harbor master yelled as he caught the line Killa deftly threw at him. He bent it neatly about the bollard as she ran aft, leaping lightly onto the marina slip, stern line in hand.

“Ya heard me?” he roared.

“Sure, I heard.”

“We both heard,” Lars added, grimacing at Killa.

Then, from long-established habit, Killashandra ducked down the companionway to check that everything in the cabin had been stowed properly, her chore as Lars had motored into the harbor. Satisfied, she threw their duffels topside, following more circumspectly with the bag of nondegradable trash.

Lars had shut down the engines and was checking the boom crutch to be sure it was properly secured.

“I’ll keep an eye on the boat for ya,” the harbor master said anxiously. Singers were not expected to dally when the Guild Master sent for them. This pair made their own rules, but he wasn’t about to receive debits for their impudence.

“Sure you will, Pat,” Lars said reassuringly as he checked the mast stays, “but old habits die hard. You’ll run her in”—he jerked his head toward the spacious boathouse—“if there’s a bad blow?”

Pat snorted, jamming his hands indignantly into his jacket pockets. “And when haven’t I?”

Lars scooped his duffel bag off the deck and, leaping neatly from the Angel to the pier, gave Pat a grateful grin and a clout for the reassurance. Killashandra was a step behind him, adding her nod of appreciation before she matched Lars’s stride for stride up the ramp to the wharf. They took the nearest scooter and turned its nose inland, to the Guild Complex.

By the time they had parked the scooter, entered the residential section of the Complex, and taken a lift to the executive floor, nineteen other people had informed them, in tones varying from irritated malice to sheer envy, that Lanzecki wanted to see them.

“Fardles!” Killashandra said, stressing the f sound against her teeth and lips. “What’s up?”

“Hmmm, we are not in favor with our peer group,” Lars said, his expression carefully bland.

“I’ve got a bad feeling,” Killashandra muttered for his ears only.

Lars gave her a long searching look, just as the lift halted at the executive floor. “You think Lanzecki might have one of those choice little extra jobs for us?”

“Uh-huh!”

Then, in step, they swung left to Lanzecki’s office. The first thing Killashandra noticed was that Trag was not in sight. A slender man rose from Trag’s accustomed place: he bore the fine scars of healing crystal scores on face, neck, and hands, but Killashandra couldn’t remember ever seeing him before.

“Killashandra Ree?” the man asked. He looked from her to her companion. “Lars Dahl? Don’t you ever turn on your ship comunit?”

“When we’re in the cabin,” Lars answered pleasantly enough.

“Weren’t in it much, not with only two to crew her through some nasty storms,” Killa added with mock contrition. “Where’s Trag?”

“I’m Bollam.” He gave the odd shrug of one shoulder and tilt of his head that told them that Trag was no longer alive. “You know your way?”

“Intimately,” Killashandra snapped over her shoulder as she strode angrily around him and toward the door to Lanzecki’s sanctum. She didn’t like Trag being dead. He had taught her to retune crystal during her apprenticeship, and she vaguely remembered other remote things about him, mainly good. Bollam didn’t look like the sort of personality who could manage the duties that Trag had so effortlessly—and unemotionally—executed. If she were Lanzecki, she wouldn’t trust that dork-looking weed as a partner in the Ranges. Fardles, she didn’t have half that many scars on her arms, and she’d been singing crystal for … for a long time!

Slapping the door plate with an angry hand, she pushed through as soon as its identifying mechanism released the lock. She strode across to where Lanzecki was leaning over a worktop.

“You do have a comunit aboard that boat of yours,” he began before she could take the initiative.

“Ship,” Lars automatically corrected Lanzecki.

“When we turn it on,” Killashandra said simultaneously. “What’s so earth-shattering?”

Lanzecki tossed the stylus he had been using to the worktop and, straightening, gave the pair a long look. Killa felt something twist inside her. Lanzecki’s face looked drawn and—aged. Had Trag’s death been that recent?

“In the 478-S-2937 system in the Libran area of space, they’ve found what they think might be a new version of crystal, opalescent, but purported to be considerably more complex than Terran opals or Vegan firestones, either clear or opaque.”

He clicked on the viewing screen, fast-forwarding it so that the exploration ship zoomed in speedy orbit, landed, and early-evaluation processes went at an everincreasing kaleidoscopic rate.

“Ah! Here!” And Lanzecki pressed for normal speed. “Planet’s a shell with an immense cavern system—geologists suggest that the planet cooled too fast.”

“No oceans?” Lars asked.

Lanzecki shook his head, and Killa grinned, a trifle sourly, for that was always Lars’s first question about a new planet: Were there seas to sail?

“Underground deposits of ice neither drinkable nor,” the Guild Master added with a rare display of broad humor, “sailable.”

“Damn!”

“Ah!” Killa said, as the vid angled up and a coruscation of what appeared to be liquid was reflected back. The angle altered, and Killa and Lars became aware that the liquidity was actually the reflection of what appeared to be a band of Lanzecki’s medium blue opalescent stone.

Abruptly Lanzecki fast-forwarded to another extrusion, this time a deeper blue in a wider band that was almost a complete rib, vaulting across the ceiling from one side of the cavern to the other, nearly to the floor on both sides, seemingly spread from the “pool” in the center of the roof. Curiously, the color seemed to flow as if it were forcing itself downward on both ends, striving to reach the base.

“This is taken with only existing light,” Lanzecki said, his tone laced with amused interest. “The planet has a very slow rotation, taking nearly forty standard hours to complete one diurnal revolution. This was taped in dawn light. Full noon is blazing.”

Lars was more vocal in his admiration. “All this one stone, or a vein?” he asked, sounding awed.

“Well, that is another matter no one has been able to ascertain,” Lanzecki said dryly.

“Oh?” Killa wasn’t sure she liked the possibilities becoming apparent in the situation.

“Yes, these tapes are several years old. Every member of the exploration team died within four months of landing on Opal.”

“Opal?” Killashandra asked, staving off the gorier details she was sure Lanzecki would give them.

He shrugged, his lips twitching briefly. “The team named it.”

“Not knowing it would be their memorial?” Lars commented wryly.

“Happens.”

“How did they die?” Lars asked, hitching one leg over the corner of the worktop and settling himself there.

“Not nicely. When the deadman alarm went off, broadcasting a contamination code, the Trundomoux who investigated took every precaution. They recovered the tape cassette in the airlock along with the ship’s log and a small chunk of unflexing material which turned out to be part of that coruscating stuff. There were notes from the geologist and the doctor of the stricken ship in the log entries. They concurred in the opinion that they had acquired a lethal dose of something on Opal, and it could well have been from contact with the stone. The log said that to get this sample, they had had to laser out the stone around it, as they couldn’t detach it in any other way.” Lanzecki paused for effect. “The survey guys have identified cesium, gallium, rubidium, and lesser quantities of iron and silicon in the sample. There are also several radioactive isotopes, indicating that at some point the sample included a radioactive element, but we found no trace of one to identify. Odd thing was that the sample did not have the coruscating look of the parent body. Trag thought it had died, being excised from the main body.”

“Trag went?”

Lanzecki looked away from them for a long moment before he answered. Then he made eye contact first with Killashandra, then with Lars.

“The Ballybran symbiont will heal our bodies and reduce degeneration to a very slow crawl, but eventually it, too, loses its resilience. Trag has been on the Guild Roll a long, long time. He knew his symbiont protection was waning. When the Guild was asked to send a representative on the premise that the Ballybran symbiont might protect a Heptite member, Trag volunteered. Presnol put him through exhaustive tests and discovered that the symbiont was still active. Trag insisted that he had protection enough to be safe.”

There were many in the Guild who called Lanzecki “the Stone-face.” Even Killashandra had once made the mistake of thinking him emotionless, but later events had corrected that misjudgment. The stony look now was masking at least regret, if not something deeper. Lanzecki had depended on Trag for more than just partnership when he had to cut crystal.

“He spent unshielded time with the stone and suffered no ill effects.”

“Then what killed him?” Killashandra demanded.

Lanzecki gave a snort. “Some damned fool respiratory ailment he caught on the voyage back.” A twist of his right shoulder indicated his dislike of such an ignoble ending. “Presnol did consider the possibility that contact with the stone had further reduced his symbiont protection, and tissue examination proved that Trag certainly hadn’t contracted the same, or a similar, disease to that which affected the geological ship’s personnel.” Lanzecki paused again. “In his report Trag was confident that the Ballybran symbiont would protect crystal singers, and that further investigations should be carried out by the Heptite Guild. He reported a resonance from the stone, unlike anything he ever encountered in the Ranges—unlike but similar.”

Killashandra folded her arms across her chest, ignoring the querying expression on Lars’s face. “And you want us to explore the possibilities?” she finally asked.

“Yes.”

Lars caught her gaze, blinking his left eye in their private code of interest. Killa made Lanzecki wait for their answer.

“How much?”

Lanzecki gave her a shark’s grin. “We have quoted them a … substantial fee for the services of a Heptite Guild team.”

“Ooooh, then the Powers that Be are really interested,” she said. When Lanzecki nodded, she went on, “And you have a price in mind—for us, as well as the Guild?”

“I am able to offer you fifty thousand credits. You’d be off-planet during Passover—and you should have more than enough time to complete the investigation before the frenzy overtakes you.”

Killashandra dismissed that aspect as she rapidly considered the monetary enticement and decided that the Guild must have asked for twice or three times that amount.

“We wouldn’t take less than ninety thousand for that sort of hazardous work.” She flicked a quick glance at Lars. Even the fifty thou would take them anywhere in explored space for as long as they could stand being away from Ballybran.

Lanzecki inclined his head briefly, but the slight upturn of his lips told Killa that he had expected her to haggle. “Sixty. The Guild will have expenses …”

“You should have asked for those above and beyond the danger money,” Killashandra said with a snort of contempt. “Eighty-five.”

“We might have to keep you in isolation on your return from Opal …”

“Why else have I been paying dues all these years? And don’t you trust Trag’s evaluation?”

“As I always trusted him. He was, however, only in the chamber with the stone for a relatively short period.”

“How long?” Lars asked.

“Three weeks.”

“And you want us to believe that it didn’t affect the symbiont?”

“Presnol says not. A simple bronchial infection killed him. Those on the exploration ship—examined by remote probe—died of a rampant lymphatic leukemia which no medication available to any nonaltered humans could combat. There were no indications of lymphatic failure or alteration in Trag.”

“Three weeks might not have been long enough for the problem to develop.”

Lanzecki shook his head. “Not according to the data in the log of the medic on board the exploration ship. Initial symptoms of fatigue, headache, et cetera, appeared in the second week after contact.”

Killashandra kept staring at Lanzecki. After the Trundomoux black-crystal installation—a traumatic memory she hadn’t been able to eradicate—and some other little special assignments, the memories of which had been reduced over the years to feelings of annoyance rather than specific complaints, Killashandra had an innate distrust of any Lanzecki assignments.

“Eighty buys our time and effort,” she told him with terse finality.

“Plus …” Lars held up his hand, entering the bidding for the first time. “A half percent of Guild profits arising from viable merchandising of this as a product.”

“What!” Lanzecki’s blast of surprise startled Lars off his perch.

Killashandra threw her head back in a burst of laughter as he pulled himself back up onto the worktop. “Boy, you’re learning!”

“Well, I don’t see why not,” Lars told her, but he was watching Lanzecki’s face. “If we’re risking our asses for the Guild, we should see some of the profits!”

“It may be nothing more than a pretty stone!” Lanzecki bit out the words.

“Then there’d be no royalty to be paid.”

“It could be sentient,” Killashandra put in.

“Whose side are you on?” Lars demanded.

But Lanzecki grinned.

“Done!” And before either crystal singer could protest, he caught Killashandra’s hand and slapped it down on the palm pad, effectively registering her agreement. Then he extended the unit to Lars Dahl, who grinned broadly and made a show of wriggling his fingers before placing them down on the pad.

“We could have held out for more,” Killashandra said with some disgust.

Lars parted his lips in a broad grin. Bargaining was usually her province, and she was very good at it. He was rather pleased with his initiative in adding the percentage: not too much for Lanzecki to reject out of hand, but if the rock proved useful, they could easily never have to cut crystal unless they needed to renew the symbiont. Still, eighty thousand credits and a royalty was enough to salve pride and greed.

“So, if unaltered humans can’t land on this planet, how do we?” Killashandra asked.

“Brain ship’s been allocated.”

“Our old friends Samel and Chadria?” Lars asked.

The names titillated Killashandra’s memory but produced no further recall.

Lanzecki gave Lars a patient stare. “Not them.”

Killashandra winced, for his attitude plainly indicated that that pair were no longer alive. She wondered, but only briefly, how long ago their demise had occurred. Brain ships had life expectancies of several hundred years. Could she have been cutting crystal for that long?

“They had an awkward accident,” Lanzecki amended, and Killashandra relaxed. “I’ll inform the Agency that you’ve taken the contract.”

“So there’ve been no tests or assays or anything completed on this stone? Even by Trag?” Lars asked. “Discounting its effect on humans.”

“Trag felt it was sentient.”

“Trag did?” Killashandra was astounded. “Then it is.”

“And you treat that as a possibility only, Killashandra Ree,” Lanzecki said, sternly waggling a blunt finger at her.

“You bet!” She began to feel better about the assignment. If blunt ol’ thick-skinned conservative Trag had felt something, she rather supposed that she and Lars would have much better luck. “A silicon sentience has been postulated.”

“Will it say it’s sorry it killed the team?” Lars asked sarcastically, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Does crystal?” Killashandra responded with a snort.

“At least crystal sings” was Lars’s soft rejoinder.

To Lars, Lanzecki passed a flimzie and a thin tape cassette. “That’s all we have on the silicon, and the relevant log entries.”

“So when do we go?”

“Your transport, the BB-1066—” He held up his hand when Killashandra started to interrupt him. “The Brendan/Boira. Boira’s on sick leave, so Brendan’s willing to undertake the journey.”

“Truly a B-and-B ship,” Lars said dryly.

“And I suppose you expect us to depart immediately?” Killashandra asked irascibly.

Lanzecki nodded briefly. “Brendan’s been patiently waiting your return.”

“We just got in,” Killashandra protested.

“From a holiday,” Lanzecki pointed out.

“Holiday?” Noting Lars Dahl stiffen on his corner of the worktop, she grinned impudently. “Well, from one point of view, but I’d like time to get the salt off my skin and a bit of crystal out of my blood.”

“A tub—a double one”—Lanzecki’s grin was malicious—“and sufficient radiant fluid are aboard the 1066. With eighty thou to your credit, you can surely see your way clear to a precipitous departure. Everyone you might know—bar Presnol—is out in the Ranges.”

Killashandra sniffed her displeasure at what seemed suspiciously close to being part of a maneuver to shanghai them.

“If you’d bothered to keep in contact, you’d’ve had more time,” Lanzecki pointed out.

“C’mon, Killa,” Lars said, dismounting from his perch and draping an affectionate arm about her shoulders.

“I suppose our sled isn’t ready?” she said, eyeing Lanzecki sourly.

“It is.” Lanzecki never took kindly to any suggestion of Guild inefficiency. “And you’ll earn more from this—”

“As well as easy credit for the Guild,” Killa put in.

“Not to mention that we’re the best ones for this little errand,” Lars added.

“That, too,” Lanzecki unexpectedly conceded. “Only this time”—his pointed finger stabbed in Lars’s direction—“I want on-the-site accounts recorded in Brendan’s memory circuits from the moment you land on Opal.”

“This time,” Killashandra said, smiling in saccharine obedience, “you’ll have ’em. We’ll just dump our gear and grab a few personal things from our quarters.”

“Brendan’s stocked your usual brands, and being a B-and-B ship, he’s amply supplied with more than the usual trip paraphernalia. Leave for Shanganagh from here. Now. There’s a shuttle waiting.”

Killashandra unslung her duffel and launched it at Lanzecki, who neatly caught it. Lars merely slipped the webbed carry strap from his shoulder.

“Everything needs cleaning,” he said.

Lanzecki nodded. “Get out of here!” The phrase combined imperative order as well as gruff farewell.

So they left Lanzecki’s office. Being more diplomatic than his partner, Lars nodded briefly to Bollam, who stared back with no response.

“Once in a while Trag’d smile,” Lars muttered in Killa’s ear as the door slid shut behind them.

“I don’t like the idea of that dork going out into the Ranges with Lanzecki,” she muttered, scowling.

Lars made a comforting noise in his throat. The Guild Master was in the unenviable position of having to keep as much memory current as possible to manage the intricacies of his position. But he also had to renew contact with crystal periodically or lose the vitality of his symbiont, despite being a virtual prisoner on Ballybran.

As they entered the lift and pushed the shuttle-level plate, Killashandra’s frown deepened. Lanzecki wasn’t stupid. So Bollam must have more substance or intelligence or skill than his appearance suggested. But she couldn’t help fretting. Lanzecki was one of those unfortunate singers who became so rapt by the song of the crystal they cut that they could be totally lost to the thrall. A partner was essential to such singers; they dared not sing crystal alone, or they risked never returning from the Ranges. Antona had once told Killashandra that it was an infrequent enough manifestation, more often accompanying the Milekey Transition, the mildest form of adjustment to the Ballybran symbiont.

Lanzecki had always put off cutting crystal as long as he possibly could, even with Trag to accompany him and bring him safely back from the Ranges. Sometimes, as at one time he had done with Killashandra, he could establish an intimate relationship with someone whose body was singing with crystal pulse; that contact supplied surrogate reinforcements, staving off the need for true crystal. Killashandra did remember her interview with Trag, who had all but physically manhandled her off the planet to force Lanzecki out to the Ranges for a thorough revitalization of his symbiont. Would this Bollam have that sort of loyalty to his Guild Master?

The lift door slid back into the brightly banded corridor that led to the shuttle bays. The blinking orange ready light steered them to the waiting ship.

The pilot waved urgently to them to hurry, but as they passed him on their way into the vessel, he glowered and pinched his nostrils.

“You reek! Where have you two been?”

“Oh, around and about,” Lars said with a grin.

“If I wasn’t under orders to—”

“Well, we are all under orders to,” said Killashandra, sliding into the backseat of the otherwise vacant transport, “so the sooner you get us to Shanganagh, the faster you lose the stink of us.”

“Can’t be too soon for me,” the pilot said sourly, slamming the door to his cabin after a brief pause to be sure they had buckled up.

Lars grinned at Killashandra. “Shall we stuff our old socks somewhere?”

They would have, too, but the pilot had taken their suggestion and their takeoff was the most perpendicular Killashandra had ever experienced. They were jammed so forcefully back into their cushioned seats that she swore she felt the flexible plastic turn rigid. It was the shortest trip she remembered making.

As soon as the shuttle had locked on to the Shanganagh Moon facility, the lock opened with such unusual dispatch that there was no misinterpreting the urgent invitation to depart.

“The B-and-B is one level above, Bay Eighty-seven,” the pilot’s voice said over the com.

“You are above all a courteous gentleperson, skilled in the performance of your appointed duties,” Lars said facetiously.

“I’m what?” was the startled comment that followed them down the lock ramp.

“They must have lowered entrance standards,” Killashandra remarked. “I’m first in the bath.”

“Lanzecki said it’s a double,” Lars reminded her.

At the end of the lock tunnel they took turns placing their palms in the ID plate, and the aperture irised open into the corridor.

They encountered no one, which was slightly unusual as Shanganagh was a major stopover point, as well as the Guild’s main display and testing center. It also had supply and servicing facilities for vessels of any size.

“You don’t suppose that antsy pilot warned everyone off until we’ve passed and the corridor’s been fumigated?” Lars asked.

Killashandra snorted, frowning, and lengthened her stride. “I shall, however, be very grateful for the tub.”

“Last one in …” Lars began, but then they saw the plate above Bay 87 blinking orange.

“He warned the B-and-B we were here!”

“Last one in …”

“After we make our duty to Brendan,” Killa said quellingly. Of all the myriad manifestations of humans, altered or otherwise, she most respected shell people—to a point of reverence. There was something awesome about knowing that a human being, residing within the main titanium column, ran all the ship’s functions and was the ship in a way an ordinary pilot could never be. The combination of a shell person with a mobile partner, known as a “brawn,” made B&B ships the elite of spacegoing vessels. Traveling with Brendan was truly an honor.

“Of course!” Lars murmured.

As soon as they entered the lock, the panel behind them slid shut.

“Permission to come a—”

“Oh, I never stand on ceremony when I’m solo, kids,” said a pleasantly resonant baritone voice. “Don’t you ever answer your comunit? I’ve been sitting here on the moon long enough to pick up cobwebs.”

“Sorry, Brendan,” Lars said, giving as respectful a bow to the titanium column that encased Brendan’s shelled body as Killashandra did.

“Ah! A tenor!” Brendan said with delight.

“And he can sing!” Killashandra said. Crystal singers might require perfect pitch, but that did not always accompany a good singing voice or any real musicality.

“So who’s going to be last in the tub?” Brendan asked.

“Which way?” the two singers demanded.

“And when can we get under way?” Lars asked, stripping his salt-stiffened garments off. He nearly tripped out of the shorts, trying to keep up with Killa, who had less to shed.

“We are!” Laughter rippled in Brendan’s voice. “I don’t waste time.” Then he laughed again as Killa elbowed Lars to prevent him from getting to the ladder to the tub rim. Lars merely vaulted up and neatly immersed himself in the thick viscous fluid just as Killa slid into the tub. They gave simultaneous sighs of relief as the liquid covered them. Moments later they found the armholds and secured themselves against the pressure of takeoff.

“You’re sure you’re under power?” Killa asked after a long interval of bracing herself against a shock that never came.

“Most certainly.” Abruptly a screen in the corner of the small cabin lit up with a spectacular view of Shanganagh and Ballybran receding at an astonishing speed. “And about to initiate the Singularity Drive. I think you will find that being immersed in radiant fluid will reduce the discomfort the effect often gives you soft shells.”

“Never thought of that before,” Lars said.

“Here we go,” Brendan said, and everything altered before the eyes of the two singers.

Killashandra squeezed her eyes shut against the Singularity Effect. She did not like seeing the decomposition and re-formation of space as the Singularity Drive “surfed” them—Lars liked the nautical analogy—down the long funnel of “interspace” from one relative spatial point to another. And yes, the radiant fluid did reduce that nauseating feeling of falling in on oneself, spinning and yet deprived of any sense of one’s own position relative to that spin.

Then they were through.

“Does the fluid help?” Brendan asked solicitously.

“You know,” Lars said in surprise, “I do believe it does. Killa?”

“Hmmmm! How many more of these jumps do we have to make to get to Opal?”

“Only two more.”

Killashandra groaned.

“Something to eat, perhaps?” Brendan suggested. “I took on all your favorite foods.”

Killa rallied hopefully. “Yarran beer?”

Brendan chuckled. “Would I forget that?”

“Not if you’re as smart a brain as you’re supposed to be,” Lars said. Disengaging his arms, he pushed himself to the ladder. “You want anything else, Killa?” he asked as he clambered down.

What else she wanted required two trips by Lars, but in the end they were both well supplied. Brendan had even acquired flotation trays for them to use while immersed.

“I think this trip’ll be sheer luxury,” Killa murmured quietly to Lars.

Brendan heard her anyway. “I’ll do my part,” he said.

“Ah, Brendan …” she began, and was rewarded by a knowing chuckle.

“Just tell me when I’m off-limits and I’ll chop the audio system,” the ship said.

“Will you really?” Killa asked, trying to keep skepticism out of her tone.

“Actually,” Brendan went on conversationally, “if I didn’t, Boira would haul off the panel and disconnect me. Now there’s a gal that liked her privacy …”

“How’s she doing?” Lars asked.

“Oh, she’s regenerating nicely.”

The two bathers exchanged glances.

“Do we solicitously ask what happened, or shall we keep our noses short?”

A long silence ensued. “I won’t say she was foolish, or stupid—just very unlucky,” Brendan said with so little expression that the two would have had to be tone deaf not to appreciate how distressed he was at his partner’s injuries. “I was only just able to get her to proper medical assistance in time. It will take a while, but she will completely recover.”

“She’s been a good partner?” Killa asked gently.

“One of the best I’ve had.” And then his voice altered, not too brightly or lilting falsely. “One tends to nurture the good ones carefully.”

“Even if there is only so much one can do?” Killa made it not quite statement, not quite query.

“Exactly. Now, shall I leave you to enjoy your bath in peace?”

Lars and Killa once again exchanged glances. Lars’s yawn was not feigned.

“I’m going to have to get some tub-sleep,” he said. “Can you monitor this contraption so we don’t inadvertently go under?”

“Of course.” And by Brendan’s tone, the two singers realized they had struck the right attitude with him.

“I could probably sleep a few weeks …” Killa said.

“At which point you’d be a wrinkled prune,” Lars replied caustically.

“I shall not permit that desecration of your most attractive self, Killashandra Ree,” Brendan said in a flirtatious tone.

“Now, wait a mo—” Lars yawned. “—ment, Brendan. This one’s mine, you rotten baritone.”

Brendan chuckled, a sound that had odd resonances due to the artificial diaphragm he needed to speak or laugh.

“Go to sleep, Lars Dahl. You’re no match for me in your present semisomnolent state.”

Killa yawned, too, and jammed her arms deeper in the straps, tipping her head back against the padded rim of the tub. She never knew which of them fell asleep first.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_012_r1.jpg
Il cHAPTER 12 |






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_011_r1.jpg
I cHapTER 11 |






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_010_r1.jpg
|l cHAPTER 10 |








OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_005_r1.jpg
[ cHAPTER 5 |






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_004_r1.jpg
| cHAPTER 4 |






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_003_r1.jpg
[ cHAPTERZ ||






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_002_r1.jpg
Il cHApTER 2 ||






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_tp_r1.jpg
CRYSTAL
LINE

Anne McCaffrey

DL
R=Y

A Del Rey® B
BALLANTINE BOOKS * NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_001_r1.jpg
Il cHApTERT |






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
BALLANTINE BOOKS






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_009_r1.jpg
Il cHAPTER 9 ||






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_008_r1.jpg
[ cHAPTER 8 |






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_007_r1.jpg
| cHAPTER 7 ||






OEBPS/images/McCa_9780345457448_epub_006_r1.jpg
|l cHAPTER 6 |






