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The Ship Who Sang

She was born a thing and as such woul d be condemmed if she failed to pass the
encephal ograph test required of all newborn babies. There was al ways the
possibility that though the linmbs were twisted, the mnd was not, that though
the ears would hear only dimy, the eyes see vaguely, the m nd behind them was
receptive and alert.

The el ectro-encephal ogram was entirely favorable, unexpectedly so, and
the news was brought to the waiting, grieving parents. There was the final
harsh decision, to give their child euthanasia or permt it to becone an
encapsul ated "brain," a guiding mechanismin any one of a nunber of curious
prof essions. As such, their offspring would suffer no pain, live a confortable
exi stence in a netal shell for several centuries, perform ng unusual service
to Central Worlds.

She lived and was given a nane, Helva. For her first 3 vegetable nonths
she waved her crabbed cl aws, kicked weakly with her clubbed feet and enjoyed
the usual routine of the infant. She was not alone, for there were three other
such children in the big city's special nursery. Soon they all were renoved to
Central Laboratory School, where their delicate transformati on began

One of the babies died in the initial transferral, but of Helva's
‘class', 17 thrived in the nmetal shells. Instead of kicking feet, Helva's
neural responses started her wheels; instead of grabbing with hands, she
mani pul at ed mechani cal extensions. As she matured, nore and nore neura
synapses woul d be adjusted to operate ot her nechani sns that went into the
mai nt enance and runni ng of a space ship. For Helva was destined to be the
"brain' half of a scout ship, partnered with a nan or a woman, whi chever she
chose, as the nobile half. She would be anmong the elite of her kind. Her
initial intelligence tests regi stered above normal and her adaptation index

was unusual ly high. As long as her devel opnment within her shell lived up to
expectations, and there were no side-effects fromthe pituitary tinkering,
Hel va woul d live a rewarding, rich and unusual life, a far cry fromwhat she

woul d have faced as an ordinary, 'normal’' being.

However, no di agram of her brain patterns, no early 1.Q tests recorded
certain essential facts about Helva that Central nust eventually |earn. They
woul d have to bide their official time and see, trusting that the massive
doses of shell-psychol ogy woul d suffice her, too, as the necessary bul wark
agai nst her unusual confinement and the pressures of her profession. A ship
run by a human brain could not run rogue or insane with the power and
resources Central had to build into their scout ships. Brain ships were, of
course, long past the experinental stages. Mst babies survived the perfected
techni ques of pituitary mani pul ation that kept there bodies small, elimnating
the necessity of transfers fromsnaller to larger shells. And very, very few
were | ost when the final connection was nmade to the control panels of ship or
i ndustrial conbine. Shell-people resenbled mature dwarfs in size whatever
their natal deformities were, but the well-oriented brain would not have



changed places with the nmost perfect body in the Universe.3

So, for happy years, Helva scooted around in her shell with her
cl assmat es, playing such ganes as Stall, Power-Seek, studying her lessons in
traj ectory, propulsion techniques, conputation, |ogistics, mental hygiene,
basi c alien psychol ogy, philology, space history, law, traffic, codes. Al the
et ceteras that eventually becane conpounded into a reasoning, | ogical
inforned citizen. Not so obvious to her, but of nore inportance to her
teachers, Helva ingested the precepts of her conditioning as easily as she
absorbed her nutrient fluid. She would one day be grateful to the patient
drone of the subconscious-1evel instruction

Hel va's civilization was not w thout busy, do-good associations,
expl oring possible inhumanities to terrestrial as well as extraterrestrial
citizens. One such group, Society for the Preservation of the R ghts of
Intelligent Mnorities, got all incensed over shelled 'children" when Helva
was just turning 14. \When they were forced to, Central Wrlds shrugged its
shoul ders, arranged a tour of the Laboratory Schools and set the tour off to a
big start by showi ng the nmenbers case histories, conplete with photographs.
Very few conmmittees ever |ooked past the first few photos. Mst of their
original objections about 'shells' were overriden by the relief that these
hi deous (to them bodies were nercifully conceal ed.

Hel va's class was doing fine arts, a selective subject in her crowded
program She had activated one of her microscopic tools which she would I ater
use for mnute repairs to various parts of her control panel. Her subject was
| arge, a copy of the Last Supper, and her canvas, small, the head of a tiny
screw. She had tuned her sight to the proper degree. As she worked she
absent mi ndedl y crooned, producing a curious sound. Shell-people used their own
vocal chords and di aphragnms, but sound issued through m crophones rather than
nmout hs. Helva's hum then, had a curious vibrancy, a warm dulcet quality even
inits aimess chromatic wanderi ngs.

"Why, what a | ovely voice you have," said one of the fenmale visitors.

Hel va ' | ooked' up and caught a fascinating panorama of regular, dirty
craters on a flaky pink surface. Her hum becane a gurgle of surprise. She
instinctively regulated her '"sight' until the skin lost its cratered | ook and
t he pores assuned normal proportions.

"Yes, we have quite a few years of voice training, madam" renarked
Hel va calmy. "Vocal peculiarities often become excessively irritating during
prol onged intrastellar distances and nust be elininated. | enjoyed ny
| essons. "

Al though this was the first tine that Hel va had seen unshel |l ed peopl e,
she took this experience calmy. Any other reaction would have been reported
i nstantly.

"I meant that you have a nice singing voice ... dear," the |lady said.

"Thank you. Whuld you like to see ny work?" Helva asked, politely. She
instinctively sheered away from personal discussions, but she filed the
comment away for further meditation

"Work?" asked the | ady.

"I amcurrently reproduci ng the Last Supper on the head of a screw. "

"O | say," the lady twittered.



Hel va turned her vision back to magnification and surveyed her copy
critically.

"OfF course, sonme of ny color values do not match the old Master's and
the perspective is faulty, but | believe it to be a fair copy."

The [ ady's eyes, unmagnified, bugged out.

"Ch, | forget," and Helva's voice was really contrite. If she could have
bl ushed, she woul d have. "You people don't have adjustable vision."

The nonitor of this discourse grinned with pride and amusenent as
Hel va's tone indicated pity for the unfortunate.

"Here, this will help," said Helva, substituting a magnifying device in
one extension and holding it over the picture.

In a kind of shock, the | adies and gentlenen of the conmttee bent to
observe the incredibly copied and brilliantly executed Last Supper on the head
of a screw.

"Well," remarked one gentl eman who had been forced to acconpany his
wi fe, "the good Lord can eat where angels fear to tread."

"Are you referring, sir," asked Helva politely, "to the Dark Age
di scussions of the nunmber of angels who could stand on the head of a pin?"

"l had that in mnd."

"I'f you substitute '"atomli for 'angel', the problemis not insoluble,
given the netallic content of the pin in question.”

"Whi ch you are progranmed to conpute?”
"Of course.”
"Did they renenber to programa sense of humor, as well, young | ady?"

"We are directed to devel op a sense of proportion, sir, which
contributes the sanme effect.”

The good nman chortl ed appreciatively and decided the trip was worth his
tine.

If the investigation commttee spent nonths digesting the thoughtfu
food served them at the Laboratory School, they left Helva with a norsel as
wel I .

'Singing' as applicable to herself required research. She had, of
course, been exposed to and enjoyed a rnusic appreciation course that had
i ncl uded the better known classical works such as 'Tristan und |sol de'
' Candi de', ' Gkl ahoma', and 'Le Nozze di Figaro', along with the atom c age
singers, Birgit N lsson, Bob Dylan, and Ceral dine Todd, as well as the curious
rhyt hm c progressions of the Venusians, Capellan visual chromatics, the sonic
concert of the Altairians and Reticul an croons. But 'singing for any
shel | - person posed consi derable technical difficulties. Shell-people were
school ed to exam ne every aspect of a problemor situation before making a
prognosi s. Bal anced properly between optim smand practicality, the
nondefeati st attitude of the shell-people led themto extricate thenselves,



their ships, and personnel from bizarre situations. Therefore, to Helva, the
problemthat she couldn't open her mouth to sing, ampbng other restrictions,
did not bother her. She would work out a method, bypassing her limtations,
wher eby she coul d sing.

She approached the problem by investigating the methods of sound
reproduction through the centuries, human and instrumental. Her own sound
producti on equi pnent was essentially nore instrunental than vocal. Breath
control and the proper enunciation of vowel sounds within the oral cavity
appeared to require the nost devel opnent and practice. Shell-people did not,
strictly speaking, breathe. For their purposes, oxygen and other gases were
not drawn fromthe surroundi ng at nosphere through the medi um of | ungs but
sustained artificially by solution in their shells. After experinentation
Hel va di scovered that she coul d mani pul ate her diaphragmc unit to sustain
tone. By relaxing the throat muscles and expanding the oral cavity well into
the frontal sinuses, she could direct the vowel sounds into the nost
felicitous position for proper reproduction through her throat mcrophone. She
conpared the results with tape recordi ngs of nodern singers and was not
unpl eased, although her own tapes had a peculiar quality about them not at
al I unharnmoni ous, nerely unique. Acquiring a repertoire fromthe Laboratory
library was no problemto one trained to perfect recall. She found herself
able to sing any role and any song whi ch struck her fancy. It would not have
occurred to her that it was curious for a female to sing bass, baritone,
tenor, mezzo, soprano, and coloratura as she pleased. It was, to Helva, only a
matter of the correct reproduction and di aphragmc control required by the
musi ¢ attenpt ed.

If the authorities remarked on her curious avocation, they did so anong
t hensel ves. Shel | - peopl e were encouraged to devel op a hobby so | ong as they
mai nt ai ned proficiency in their technical work

On the anniversary of her 16th year, Helva was unconditionally graduated
and installed in her ship, the XH 834. Her permanent titaniumshell was
recessed behind an even nore indestructible barrier in the central shaft of
the scout ship. The neural, audio, visual, and sensory connections were made
and seal ed. Her extendi bles were diverted, connected or augmented and the
final, delicate-beyond-description brain taps were conpl eted while Hel va
remai ned anesthetically unaware of the proceedi ngs. Wien she woke, she was the
ship. Her brain and intelligence controlled every function fromnavigation to
such | oading as a scout ship of her class needed. She could take care of
hersel f, and her anbulatory half, in any situation already recorded in the
annal s of Central Wrlds and any situation its nost fertile mnds could
i magi ne.

Her first actual flight, for she and her kind had made mock flights on
dunmy panel s since she was 8, showed her to be a conplete naster of the
techni ques of her profession. She was ready for her great adventures and the
arrival of her nobile partner.

There were nine qualified scouts sitting around coll ecting base pay the
day Helva reported for active duty. There were several m ssions that denanded
instant attention, but Helva had been of interest to several departnent heads
in Central for some tune and each bureau chief was determi ned to have her
assigned to his section. No one had renenbered to introduce Helva to the
prospective partners. The ship always chose its own partner. Had there been
anot her brain ship at the base at the noment, Helva would have been guided to
make the first nove. As it was, while Central wangled anong itself, Robert
Tanner sneaked out of the pilots' barracks, out to the field and over to
Helva's slimnmetal hull.



"Hel |l o, anyone at honme?" Tanner said.

"OfF course," replied Helva, activating her outside scanners. "Are you ny
partner?" she asked hopefully, as she recognized the Scout Service uniform

"Al'l you have to do is ask," he retorted in a wistful tone.

"No one has come. | thought perhaps there were no partners avail abl e and
I've had no directives fromcCentral ."

Even to herself Helva sounded a little self-pitying, but the truth was
she was lonely, sitting on the darkened field. She had al ways had t he conpany
of other shells and, nore recently, technicians by the score. The sudden
solitude had lost its nomentary charm and become oppressive.

"No directives fromCentral is scarcely a cause for regret, but there
happen to be eight other guys biting their fingernails to the quick just
waiting for an invitation to board you, you beautiful thing."

Tanner was inside the central cabin as he said this, running
appreci ative fingers over her panel, the scout's gravity-chair, poking his
head into the cabins, the galley, the head, the pressured-storage
conpart ments.

"Now, if you want to goose Central and do us a favor all in one, call up
the barracks and let's have a shi p-warm ng partner-picking party. HmmP"

Hel va chuckl ed to herself. He was so conpletely different fromthe
occasional visitors or the various Laboratory technicians she had encountered.
He was so gay, so assured, and she was delighted by his suggestion of a
partner-picking party. Certainly it was not against anything in her
under st andi ng of regul ati ons.

"Cencom this is XH834. Connect ne with Pilot Barracks."
"Wi sual ?"
"Pl ease. "

A picture of lounging nen in various attitudes of boredom came on her
screen.

"This is XH 834. Wuld the unassigned scouts do nme the favor of coning
aboar d?"

Ei ght figures gal vani zed into action, grabbing pieces of wearing
apparel, disengagi ng tape nechani sns, disentangling thensel ves from bedsheets
and towel s.

Hel va di ssol ved the connection while Tanner chuckled gleefully and
settled down to await their arrival

Hel va was engulfed in an unshell-like flurry of anticipation. No actress
on her opening night could have been nore apprehensive, fearful or breathless.
Unli ke the actress, she could throw no hysterics, china objets d' art or
grease-paint to relieve her tension. She could, of course, check her stores
for edibles and drinks, which she did, serving Tanner fromthe virgin
sel ection of her comm ssary.

Scouts were colloquially known as 'brawns' as opposed to their ship



"brains'. They had to pass as rigorous a training programas the brains and
only the top 1 percent of each contributory world' s highest scholars were
admtted to Central Wirlds Scout Training Program Consequently the eight
young nmen who cane pounding up the gantry into Helva's hospitable | ock were
unusual Iy fine-looking, intelligent, well coordinated and adjusted young mnen,

| ooking forward to a slightly drunken evening, Helva pernmitting, and all quite
willing to do each other dirt to get possession of her.

Such a human invasion left Helva nmentally breathless, a |uxury she
t horoughly enjoyed for the brief time she felt she should permt it.

She sorted out the young men. Tanner's opportuni smanused but did not
specifically attract her; the blond Nordsen seened too sinple; dark-haired
Al at pay had a kind of obstinacy with which she felt no conmpassion; Mr-Ahnin's
bitterness hinted an inner darkness she did not wish to Iighten, although he
made t he biggest outward play for her attention. Hers was a curious courtship,
this would be only the first of several marriages for her, for brawns retired
after 75 years of service, or earlier if they were unlucky. Brains, their
bodi es safe fromany deterioration, were indestructible. In theory, once a
shel | - person had paid off the massive debt of early care, surgical adaptation
and mai nt enance charges, he or she was free to seek enpl oynent el sewhere. In
practice, shell-people remained in the service until they chose to
self-destruct or died in line of duty. Helva had actually spoken to one
shel | - person 322 years old. She had been so awed by the contact she hadn't
presuned to ask the personal questions she had wanted to.

Her choice of a brawn did not stand out fromthe others until Tanner
started to sing a scout ditty, recounting the m sadventures of the bold,
dense, painfully inept Billy Brawm. An attenpt at harmony resulted in
cacophony and Tanner wagged his arns wildly for silence.

"What we need is a roaring good | ead tenor. Jennan, besides pal m ng
aces, what do you sing?"

"Sharp," Jennan replied with easy good hunor.

"If a tenor is absolutely necessary, I'll attenpt it," Helva
vol unt eer ed.

"My good woman, " Tanner protested

"Sound your 'A'," |aughed Jennan

Into the stunned silence that followed the rich, clear, high 'A' Jennan
remarked quietly, "Such an A, Caruso would have given the rest of his notes to
sing."

It did not take themlong to discover her full range.

"Al'l Tanner asked for was one roaring good |ead tenor," Jennan said
jokingly, "and our sweet mistress supplied us an entire repertory conpany. The
boy who gets this ship will go far, far, far."

"To the Horsehead Nebul a?" asked Nordsen, quoting an old Central saw

"To the Horsehead Nebul a and back, we shall nmke beautiful nusic," said
Hel va, chuckl i ng.

"Toget her," Jennan said. "Only you'd better nmake the nmusic and, with ny
voice, |'d better listen."”



"I rather imagined it would be | who listened," suggested Hel va.

Jennan executed a stately bowwith an intricate flourish of his
crush-brimmred hat. He directed his bow toward the central control pillar where
Hel va was. Her own personal preference crystallized at that precise nonent and
for that particular reason. Jennan, alone of the nen, had addressed his
remarks directly at her physical presence, regardl ess of the fact that he knew
she coul d pick up his inmage wherever he was in the ship and regardl ess of the
fact that her body was behi nd massive netal walls. Throughout their
partnership, Jennan never failed to turn his head in her direction no matter
where he was in relation to her. In response to this personalization, Helva at
that nmoment and from then on al ways spoke to Jennan only through her centra
m ke, even though that was not always the nost efficient nethod.

Hel va didn't know that she fell in love with Jennan that evening. As she
had never been exposed to |love or affection, only the drier cousins, respect
and admiration, she could scarcely have recogni zed her reaction to the warnth
of his personality and thoughtful ness. As a shell-person, she considered
herself renote fromenotions |argely connected with physical desires.

"Well, Helva, it's been swell neeting you," said Tanner suddenly as she
and Jennan were argui ng about the baroque quality of 'Come Al Ye Sons of
Art'. "See you in space sone time, you lucky dog, Jennan. Thanks for the

party, Helva."

"You don't have to go so soon?" asked Helva, realizing belatedly that
she and Jennan had been excluding the others fromthis discussion
"Best man won," Tanner said, wyly. "Quess |'d better go get a tape on
love ditties. Mght need "emfor the next ship, if there're any nore at hone
like you."

Hel va and Jennan watched them | eave, both a little confused.
"Perhaps Tanner's junping to conclusions?" Jennan asked.

Hel va regarded hi mas he sl ouched agai nst the console, facing her shel
directly. His arms were crossed on his chest and the glass he held had been
enpty for sone tine. He was handsone, they all were; but his watchful eyes
were unwary, his mouth assuned a smile easily, his voice (to which Hel va was
particul arly drawn) was resonant, deep, and without unpl easant overtones or
accent.

"Sleep on it, at any rate, Helva. Call ne in the norning if it's your

opt .

She call ed him at breakfast, after she had checked her choice through
Central . Jennan noved his things aboard, received their joint comm ssion, had
his personality and experience file |locked into her reviewer, gave her the
coordinates of their first mssion. The XH834 officially becane the JH 834.

Their first mission was a dull but necessary crash priority (Medical got
Hel va), rushing a vaccine to a distant system plagued with a virulent spore
di sease. They had only to get to Spica as fast as possible.

After the initial, thrilling forward surge at her maxi num speed, Hel va
realized her nuscles were to be given |less of a workout than her brawn on this
tedi ous mssion. But they did have plenty of time for exploring each other's
personalities. Jennan, of course, knew what Hel va was capable of as a ship and



partner, just as she knew what she could expect fromhim But these were only
facts and Helva | ooked forward eagerly to |l earning that human side of her
partner which could not be reduced to a series of symbols. Nor could the give
and take of two personalities be learned froma book. It had to be

experi enced.

"My father was a scout, too, or is that programmed?" began Jennan their
third day out.

"Naturally."

"Unfair, you know. You've got all ny famly history and I don't know one
bl amed t hi ng about yours."

"I"ve never known either," Helva said. "Until | read yours, it hadn't
occurred to ne | nust have one, too, soneplace in Central's files."

Jennan snorted. "Shell psychol ogy!"

Hel va | aughed. "Yes, and |I'm even programed agai nst curiosity about it.
You'd better be, too."

Jennan ordered a drink, slouched into the gravity couch opposite her
put his feet on the bumpers, turning hinself idly fromside to side on the
gi nbal s.

"Hel va, a nade-up nane ..
"Wth a Scandi navi an sound. "

"You aren't blonde," Jennan said positively.
"Well, then, there're dark Swedes."

"And bl onde Turks and this one's haremis linmted to one."

"Your woman in purdah, yes, but you can conb the pleasure houses, "

Hel va found herself aghast at the edge to her carefully trained voice.
"You know, " Jennan interrupted her, deep in sonme thought of his own, "

father gave nme the inpression he was a lot nore married to his ship, the

ny

Silvia, than to my nother. | know | used to think Silvia was ny grandnot her
She was a | ow nunmber so she nust have been ... a great-great-grandnother at
least, | used to talk to her for hours."

"Her registry?" asked Helva, unwittingly jeal ous of everyone and anyone
who had shared his hours.

"422. | think she's TS now. | ran into Tom Burgess once."

Jennan's father had died of a planetary di sease, the vaccine for which
his ship had used up in curing the local citizens.

"Tom said she'd got mghty tough and salty. You | ose your sweetness and
"Il come back and haunt you, girl," Jennan threatened.

Hel va | aughed. He startled her by stanping up to the columm panel
touching it with light, tender fingers.

"I wonder what you look like," he said softly, wistfully.



Hel va had been briefed about this natural curiosity of scouts. She
didn't know anythi ng about herself and neither of them ever would or could.

"Pick any form shape, and shade and 1'l|l be yours obliging," she
countered, as training suggested.

"Iron Maiden, | fancy blondes with long tresses,” and Jennan pant oni ned
Lady CGodiva-like tresses. "Since you're imolated in titanium 1'I1 call you
Brunehi l de, my dear," and he made his bow.

Wth a chortle, Helva |aunched into the appropriate aria just as Spica
made cont act.

"What'n' Hell's that yelling about? Who are you? And unl ess you're
Central Worlds Medical go away. We've got a plague. No visiting privileges."

"My ship is singing, we're the JH 834 of Wrlds and we' ve got your
vacci ne. What are our | andi ng coordi nat es?"

"Your ship is singing?"
"The greatest S.A T.B. in organized space. Any request?"

The JH-834 delivered the vaccine but no nore arias and received
i mediate orders to proceed to Leviticus IV. By the tinme they got there,
Jennan found a reputation awaiting himand was forced to defend the 834's
vi rgi n honor.

"I"ll stop singing," murmured Helva contritely as she ordered up
poultices for this third black eye in a week
"You will not," Jennan said through gritted teeth. "If | have to black
eyes fromhere to the Horsehead to keep the snicker out of the title, we'll be
t he ship who sings."

After the 'ship who sings' tangled with a minor but vicious narcotic
ring in the Lesser Magellanics, the title becanme definitely respectful
Central was aware of each episode and punched out a 'special interest' key on
JH834's file. Afirst-rate team was shaki ng down wel I .

Jennan and Hel va considered thenselves a first-rate team too, after
their tidy arrest.

"OfF all the vices in the universe, | hate drug addiction,” Jennan
remarked as they headed back to Central Base. "People can go to hell quick
enough wi thout that kind of help."

"I's that why you volunteered for Scout Service? To redirect traffic?"

"Il bet ny official answer's on your review"

"In far too flowery wording. 'Carrying on the traditions of ny famly,

whi ch has been proud of four generations in Service', if | may quote you your
own words."
Jennan groaned. "|I was very young when | wote that. | certainly hadn't

been t hrough Final Training. And once | was in Final Training, ny pride
wouldn't let nme fail



"As | mentioned, | used to visit Dad on board the Silvia and |I've a very
good i dea she mi ght have had her eye on nme as a replacenent for my father
because | had had nassive doses of scout-oriented propaganda. It took. From
the tine | was 7, | was going to be a scout or else." He shrugged as if
deprecating a youthful determ nation that had taken a great deal of mature
application to bring to fruition

"Ah, so? Scout Sahir Silan on the JS-44 penetrating into the Horsehead
Nebul ae?"

Jennan chose to ignore her sarcasm

"Wth you, | may even get that far. But even with Silvia's nudging, |
never day-dreamed nyself that kind of glory in ny wildest flights of fancy.
"Il |leave the whoppers to your agile brain henceforth. | have in mnd a
smal l er contribution to space history."

"So nodest ?"

"No. Practical. W also serve, et cetera.”" He placed a dramatic hand on
his heart.

"dory hound!" scoffed Hel va.

"Look who's tal king, my Nebul a-bound friend. At |east |I'm not greedy.
There' |l only be one hero like nmy dad at Parsaea, but | would like to be
renmenbered for sonme kudo. Everyone does. Wy el se do or die?"

"Your father died on his way back from Parsaea, if | may point out a few
cogent facts. So he could never have known he was a hero for danm ng the flood
with his ship. Wich kept Parsaean col ony from bei ng abandoned. Whi ch gave
them a chance to discover the antiparalytic qualities of Parsaea. Wich he
never knew. "

"I know, " said Jennan softly.

Hel va was inmedi ately sorry for the tone of her rebuttal. She knew very
wel I how deep Jennan's attachment to his father had been. On his review a note
was made that he had rationalized his father's loss with the unexpected and
wel cone outcone of the Affair at Parsaea.

"Facts are not human, Helva. My father was and so aml. And basically,
so are you. Check over your dial, 834. Amd all the wires attached to you is a
heart, an underdevel oped human heart. Obvi ously!"

"l apol ogi ze, Jennan," she said.

Jennan hesitated a monment, threw out his hands in acceptance and then
tapped her shell affectionately.

"If they ever take us off the mlkruns, we'll rmake a stab at the Nebul a,
huh?"

As so frequently happened in the Scout Service, within the next hour
they had orders to change course, not to the Nebula, but to a recently
col oni zed systemwi th two habitable planets, one tropical, one glacial. The
sun, named Ravel, had beconme unstable; the spectrumwas that of a rapidly
expandi ng shell, with absorption lines rapidly displacing toward violet. The
augrment ed heat of the primary had already forced evacuati on of the nearer
wor | d, Daphnis. The pattern of spectral enissions gave indication that the sun



woul d sear Chloe as well. Al ships in the imedi ate spatial vicinity were to
report to Disaster Headquarters on Chloe to effect renoval of the remaining
col oni sts.

The JH- 834 obediently presented itself and was sent to outlying areas on
Chloe to pick up scattered settlers who did not appear to appreciate the
urgency of the situation. Chloe, indeed, was enjoying the first tenperatures
above freezing since it had been flung out of its parent. Since many of the
colonists were religious fanatics who had settled on rigorous Chloe to fit
t hensel ves for a life of pious reflection, Chloe's abrupt thaw was attri buted
to sources other than a ranpagi ng sun

Jennan had to spend so nmuch tinme countering speci ous argunents that he
and Hel va were behind schedule on their way to the fourth and | ast settlenent.

Hel va junped over the high range of jagged peaks that surrounded and
sheltered the valley fromthe forner raging snows as well as the present heat.
The violent sun with its flaring corona was just beginning to brighten the
deep vall ey as Helva dropped down to a | anding.

"They'd better grab their toothbrushes and hop aboard," Helva said. "HO
says speed it up."

"Al'l wonen," remarked Jeanan in surprise as he wal ked down to neet them
"Unl ess the nen on Chloe wear furred skirts."

"Charm 'em but pare the routine to the bare essentials. And turn on your
two-way private."

Jennan advanced sniling, but his explanation of his nmission was nmet with
absolute incredulity and consi derable doubt as to his authenticity. He groaned
inwardly as the matriarch paraphrased previ ous expl anati ons of the warning
sun.

"Revered nother, there's been an overload on that prayer circuit and the
sun is blowing itself up in one obliging burst. I'mhere to take you to the
spaceport at Rosary-"

"That Sodon®?" The worthy woman gl owered and shuddered di sdai nful ly at
hi s suggestion. "W thank you for your warning but we have no wi sh to | eave
our cloister for the rude world. W nust go about our norning nmeditation which
has been interrupted-"

"I't'"ll be permanently interrupted when that sun starts broiling you. You
must come now, " Jennan said firmy.

"Madame, " said Helva, realizing that perhaps a femal e voice mght carry
nmore weight in this instance than Jennan's very nascul i ne charm

"Who spoke?" cried the nun, startled by the bodil ess voice.

"I, Helva, the ship. Under ny protection you and your sisters-in-faith
may enter safely and be unprofaned by association with a male. | wll guard
you and take you safely to a place prepared for you."

The matriarch peered cautiously into the ship's open port.

"Since only Central Wirlds is permtted the use of such shi ps,

acknow edge that you are not trifling with us, young man. However, we are in
no danger here."



"The tenperature at Rosary is now 99#," said Helva. "As soon as the
sun's rays penetrate directly into this valley, it will also be 99#, and it is
due to clinb to approximately 180# today. | notice your buildings are nmade of
wood with nmoss chinking. Dry noss. It should fire around noontine."

The sunlight was beginning to slant into the valley through the peaks
and the fierce rays warned the restless group behind the matriarch. Severa
opened the throats of their furry parkas.

"Jennan," said Helva privately to him "our time is very short."

"I can't |leave them Helva. Some of those girls are barely out of their

t eens.

"Pretty, too. No wonder the matriarch doesn't want to get in.
"Hel va. "

"It will be the Lord's will," said the matriarch stoutly and turned her
back squarely on rescue.

"To burn to deat h?" shouted Jennan as she threaded her way through her
nmur mur i ng di sci pl es.

"They want to be martyrs? Their opt, Jennan," said Hel va
di spassionately, "W nust |eave and that is no longer a matter of option."

"How can | | eave, Hel va?"

"Parsaea?" Hel va asked tauntingly as he stepped forward to grab one of
the wonen. "You can't drag themall aboard and we don't have time to fight it
out. Get on board, Jennan, or |'ll have you on report."

"They'l|l die," nuttered Jennan dejectedly as he reluctantly turned to
clinb on board.

"You can risk only so much," Helva said synpathetically. "As it is we'll
just have time to nake a rendezvous. Lab reports a critical speedup in
spectral evolution."

Jennan was already in the airlock when one of the younger wonen,
scream ng, rushed to squeeze in the closing port. Her action set off the
ot hers. They stanpeded through the narrow openi ng. Even cramed back to
breast, there was not enough roominside for all the wonmen. Jennan broke out
spacesuits to the three who would have to remain with himin the airlock. He
wast ed valuable time explaining to the matriarch that she rmust put on the suit
because the airlock had no independent oxygen or cooling units.

"We' || be caught," said Helva in a grimtone to Jennan on their private
connection. "We've lost 18 minutes in this last-mnute rush. I am now
over | oaded for maxi mum speed and | rmnust attain nmaxi mum speed to outrun the
heat wave."

"Can you lift? W're suited.”

"Lift? Yes," she said, doing so. "Run? | stagger."

Jennan, bracing hinmself and the women, could feel her sluggi shness as
she bl asted upward. Heartlessly, Helva applied thrust as |ong as she coul d,



despite the fact that the gravitational force mashed her cabin passengers
brutally and crushed two fatally. It was a question of saving as many as
possi bl e. The only one for whom she had any concern was Jennan and she was in
desperate terror about his safety. Airless and uncool ed, protected by only one
| ayer of metal, not three, the airlock was not going to be safe for the four
trapped there, despite the spacesuits. These were only the standard nodel s,

not built to withstand the excessive heat to which the ship would be

subj ect ed.

Hel va ran as fast as she could but the incredi ble wave of heat fromthe
expl osi ve sun caught them hal fway to cold safety.

She paid no heed to the cries, noans, pleas, and prayers in her cabin.
She listened only to Jennan's tortured breathing, to the mssing throb in his
suit's purifying systemand the sucking of the overl oaded cooling unit.
Hel pl ess, she heard the hysterical screans of his three conpanions as they
withed in the awful heat. Vainly, Jennan tried to calmthem tried to explain
they woul d soon be safe and cool if they could be still and endure the heat.
Undi sciplined by their terror and tornent, they tried to strike out at him
despite the close quarters. One flailing arm becanme entangled in the leads to
his power pack and the damage was qui ckly done. A connection, weakened by heat
and the dead wei ght of the arm broke.

For all the power at her disposal, Helva was hel pl ess. She watched as
Jennan fought for his breath, as he turned his head beseechingly toward her
and di ed.

Only the iron conditioning of her training prevented Hel va from sw ngi ng
around and plungi ng back into the cleansing heart of the exploding sun. Nunbly
she nmade rendezvous with the refugee convoy. She obediently transferred her
burned, heat-prostrated passengers to the assigned transport.

"I will retain the body of ny scout and proceed to the nearest base for
burial,"” she informed Central dully.
"You will be provided escort,” was the reply.

"l have no need of escort."”

"Escort is provided, XH 834," she was told curtly. The shock of hearing
Jennan's initial severed fromher call nunber cut off her half-formed protest.
Stunned, she waited by the transport until her screens showed the arrival of
two other slimbrain ships. The cortege proceeded honeward at unfunerea
speeds.

"834? The ship who sings?"

"I have no nore songs."

"Your scout was Jennan."

"l do not wi sh to conmunicate."

"l1'm422."

"Silvia?"

"Silvia died a long time ago. |'m422. Currently MS," the ship rejoined

curtly. "AH 640 is our other friend, but Henry's not listening in. Just as
wel |, he wouldn't understand it if you wanted to turn rogue. But 1'd stop him



if he tried to deter you."
"Rogue?" The term snapped Hel va out of her apathy.

"Sure. You're young. You've got power for years. Skip. Qthers have done
it. 732 went rogue 20 years ago after she |ost her scout on a mission to that
white dwarf. Hasn't been seen since."”

"I never heard about rogues."

"As it's exactly the thing we're conditioned agai nst, you sure woul dn't
hear about it in school, my dear," 422 said.

"Break conditioning?" cried Helva, anguished, thinking |ongingly of the
white, white furious hot heart of the sun she had just left.

"For you | don't think it would be hard at the noment," 422 said
qui etly, her voice devoid of her earlier cynicism "The stars are out there,
wi nki ng. "

"Al one?" cried Helva fromher heart.
"Al one!" 422 confirmed bl eakly.

Alone with all of space and tine. Even the Horsehead Nebul a woul d not be
far enough away to daunt her. Alone with a hundred years to live with her
nmenories and nothing ... nothing nore.

"WAs Parsaea worth it?" she asked 422 softly.

"Parsaea?" 422 repeated, surprised. "Wth his father? Yes. W were
there, at Parsaea when we were needed. Just as you ... and his son ... were at
Chl oe. When you were needed. The crine is not knowi ng where need is and not
bei ng there."

"But | need him Who will supply ny need?" said Helva bitterly.

"834," said 422 after a day's silent speeding, "Central w shes your
report. A replacenent awaits your opt at Regul us Base. Change course
accordingly."

"A repl acenent ?" That was certainly not what she needed ... a rem nder
i nadequately filling the void Jennan |left. Wy, her hull was barely cool of
Chloe's heat. Atavistically, Helva wanted time to nourn Jennan

"Ch, none of themare inpossible if you're a good ship," 422 renarked
phil osophically. "And it is just what you need. The sooner the better."

"You told them| wouldn't go rogue, didn't you?" Helva said.

"The monent passed you even as it passed ne after Parsaea, and before
that, after den Arhur, and Betel geuse."

"We're conditioned to go on, aren't we? We can't go rogue. You were
testing."

"Had to. Orders. Not even Psych knows why a rogue occurs. Central's very
worried, and so, daughter, are your sister ships. | asked to be your escort.
... don't want to | ose you both."



In her enotional nadir, Helva could feel a flood of gratitude for
Silvia's rough synpat hy.

"We've all known this grief, Helva. It's no consolation, but if we
couldn't feel with our scouts, we'd only be nachines wired for sound."

Hel va | ooked at Jennan's still formstretched before her in its shroud
and heard the echo of his rich voice in the quiet cabin.

"Silvia! | couldn't help him" she cried from her soul
"Yes, dear, | know," 422 murnmured gently and then was quiet.

The three ships sped on, wordless, to the great Central Wrlds base at
Regul us. Hel va broke silence to acknow edge | anding instructions and the
officially tendered regrets.

The three ships set down sinmultaneously at the wooded edge where
Regul us' gigantic blue trees stood sentinel over the sleeping dead in the
smal | Service cenmetery. The entire Base conpl enent approached with neasured
step and forned an aisle fromHelva to the burial ground. The honor detail
out of step, walked slowly into her cabin. Reverently they placed the body of
her dead | ove on the wheel ed bier, covered it honorably with the deep bl ue,
star-spl ashed flag of the Service. She watched as it was driven slowy down
the living aisle which closed in behind the bier in [ast escort.

Then, as the sinple words of interment were spoken, as the atnobsphere
pl anes dipped in tribute over the open grave, Helva found voice for her lonely
farewel |

Softly, barely audible at first, the strains of the ancient song of
evening and requiemswelled to the final poignant neasure until black space
itself echoed back the sound of the song the ship sang.

The Ship Who Mour ned

Wth eyes that did not regi ster what they saw, Helva watched stolidly as
t he Regul us Base personnel broke ranks at the conclusion of Jennan's funeral
Never again, she vowed, would she be known as the ship who sang. That part of
her had died wi th Jennan

From somewhere very far away from her enotional centers, she inpassively
watched the little figures separate, pair off, walking rapidly to continue
interrupted tasks or noving slowy back to the barracks. Sone, passing, |ooked
up, but she did not interpret their glances. She had nowhere to nove to and no
desire to nove anywhere away fromthe gravesi de of her dead partner
"It cannot end like this," she thought, anguish overpowering the stupor
in her heart. "I cannot be like this. But what do | go on to now?"

"XH 834, Theoda of Medea requests pernmission to enter," said a voice at

the base of her lift.
"Perm ssion granted," Helva said autonmatically.

So absorbed in her grief was Helva that by the time the Iift had
deposited the slender female figure at the | ock, Helva had forgotten she had
permtted entry. The woman advanced toward the central shaft behind which
Hel va was enbedded in her shell. In her hand she held out a command reel



"Well, insert it," snapped Helva when the woman nmade no ot her nove.
"Where? I'mnot regular service. The tape explains the mssion but..."

"I'n the northwest quadrant of the central panel, you will observe a blue
slot; insert the tape with the wind tab in position nearest the center red
knob of the panel. Press the blue button marked 'relay' and if you are unaware
of the text and are cleared for it, press the second yell ow button marked
"audi 0.' Pl ease be seated."

Di spassionately and with no nmore than a fleeting awareness that she
ought to have put Theoda at her ease or made sone attenpt at graci ousness,
Hel va wat ched t he woman funbl e before she was able to insert the tape. Theoda
sank uncertainly into the pilot's chair as the tape began

"XH 834, you will proceed in the conpany of Physiotherapi st Theoda of
Medea to the NDE, System Lyrae Il, Annigoni 1V, and present all aid possible
in rehabilitation program of Van Gogh space plague survivors. Al haste. Al
haste. Al haste!"

Hel va sl amred the stop signal on the tape and called Central Control
"Does Physi ot herapi st Theoda constitute ny repl acenent ?"

"No, XH 834, Theoda is not in Service. Your replacenent is delayed in
transit. Proceed in all haste, repeat, in all haste, to Annigoni."

"Request perm ssion for imediate lift."

Est abl i shed routine procedures took Helva through takeoff before she
consciously realized what she was doi ng. Leaving Regulus was the last thing
she wanted to do, but she had her order-tape and she had heard the inperative
"all haste' repeated.

"Al'l areas clear for lifting. Proceed. And XH834 ...7?"
"Yes?"
"Cood | uck."

"Acknow edged," said Helva, ignoring the softened, unofficial farewell.
To Theoda, she explained briefly howto strap herself into the pilot chair,
followi ng the womman's nervous fingers as they stunbled over the fastenings.
Final |y assured Theoda woul d be secure during acceleration, Helva lifted, her
rear screen picking up the base cenetery as long as vision permtted.

It no | onger made any difference to Hel va what speed she attained, but
when she found herself increasing acceleration in an unconsci ous desire to
finish her mssion quickly and return to Regulus Base, and Jennan, she sternly
nmeasured her rate against Theoda's tol erance. Journey speed achi eved, she told
Theoda she could | eave the chair.

Theoda unsnapped the harness and stood uncertainly.

"I was sent here so quickly and |'ve traveled 24 hours already," she
sai d, |ooking down at her runpled, dirty uniform

"Quarters are aft the central columm," and Hel va gasped inwardly as she
realized Theoda woul d i nhabit the place so recently vacated by Jennan
Instinctively she glanced in the cabin. Sonmeone had al ready renoved Jennan's



personal effects. Not one nenmento renai ned of his tenancy, no souvenir of
their brief happiness. Her feeling of desolation deepened. How coul d they?
When had they? It was unfair. And now she must endure this funmbling female.

Theoda had already entered the cabin, throwing her kit bag on the bunk
and entering the head. Helva politely withdrew her vision. She tried to make
bel i eve the homey noi ses of showering were Jennan's, but her new passenger's
ways were conpletely different

The difference, oh, the difference to ne, cried Hel va, nourning.

Lost in an el egy, she becanme only gradually aware of the quiet in the
ship and, scanning discreetly, saw Theoda stretched out on her back in the
linp, deep slunmber of the exhausted. In repose, the woman was ol der than Hel va
had initially assuned. Now, too, Helva justly attributed the ineptitude and
fumbling to the true cause, exhaustion. The face was deeply lined with sorrow
as well as fatigue; there were dark smudges under the cl osed eyes. The nouth
was dragged down at the corners fromfanmliarity with pain. The |ong,
bl unt -ended fingers twitched slightly in reflex to a disturbing dream and
Hel va coul d see the inherent strength and sensitivity, the marks of use in odd
scars on palmand fingers, unusual in an age where manual work was mainly
confined to punching buttons.

Jennan had used his hands, too, came the unbi dden conparison. Nburning
recl ai mred Hel va

"How I ong did | sleep?" Theoda's voice broke into Helva's rem ni scences
as the woman wove sleepily into the forward cabin. "How nmuch |onger is the
trip?"

"You slept 18 hours. The tape estimates an el apse of 49 hours gal actic
to Annigoni orbit."

"Ch, is there a galley?"
"First conpartment on the right."

"Umm is there anything you require?" Theoda asked, halfway to the
gal | ey.

"My needs are supplied for the next hundred years," Helva said coldly,
realizing as the words were formed that her critical need could not be met

"I"'msorry. | know very little of you ships,"” Theoda apol ogi zed. "I1've
never had preferential treatnment like this before,” and she smiled shyly.

"Your home planet is Medea?" inquired Helva with reluctant courtesy. It
was not uncommon for a professional person to claimthe planet of his current

enpl oyer.

"Yes, Medea," Theoda replied. She nade i mredi ate noise with the rations
she hel d, banging themonto the table with unnecessary viol ence. Her reaction
suggested sone inner conflict or grief, but Helva could recall nothing of
great nmoment connected with Medea, so she nust assume Theoda's probl em was
per sonal

"I"ve seen your type of ship before, of course. W of Medea have reason
to be grateful to you but |'ve never actually been in one," Theoda was tal ki ng
nervously, her eyes restlessly searching over the supplies in the galley
cupboards, rearranging containers to see the back of the shelves. "Do you



enj oy your work? It nmust be a trenmendous satisfaction.™”

Such i nnocent words to drop like hot cinders on Helva's unheal ed grief.
Rapi dly Hel va began to talk, anything to keep herself from being subjected to
anot her such unpredictably rasping civility.

"I haven't been conmi ssioned |ong," she said. "As a physiotherapi st you
nmust certainly be aware of our origin."

"Ch, yes, of course. Birth defect," and Theoda | ooked enbarrassed as if
she had touched on a vulgar subject. "I still think it's horrible. You had no
choice," she blurted out, angrily.

Hel va felt suddenly superior. "lInitially, perhaps not. But now, it would
be very difficult to give up hurtling through space and be content with
wal ki ng. "

Theoda fl ushed at the al nost scornful enphasis of the final word.

"I leave that to whoever is ny brawn," and Helva inwardly cringed as she
rem nded herself of Jennan

"I"ve recently heard about one of your ships who sings," said Theoda.

"Yes, | have, too," said Helva unencouragi ngly. Mist everything renind
her of Jennan's | oss!

"How | ong do you live?"

"As long as we w sh."

"That is... | mean, who's the ol dest ship?"

"One of the 200s is still in active service."

"You're not very old then, are you, being an 800."

"No. "

"I am" said Theoda, staring at the enpty ration unit she held in one
hand. "I amnear ny end now, | think." And there was no regret in her voice,

not even resignation

It occurred to Helva that here, too, was soneone with deep sorrow,
mar ki ng time.

"How many nore hours until planet fall?"
"47."

"I must study," and abruptly Theoda rummaged in her kit for filnfile and
Vi ewer .

"What is the problen?" Hel va asked.

"Van CGogh in Lyrae Il was hit by a space plague sinmilar in manifestation
to that which attacked Medea 125 years ago," Theoda expl ai ned.

Suddenly Hel va knew why Theoda had seen Service ships. She microscoped
her vision on Theoda's face and saw the nyriad tiny lines that indicated



advanced age. Theoda had undoubtedly been alive on Medea at the time of their
pl ague. Hel va recalled that the plague had struck a heavily popul ated area and
swept with terrific violence throughout the entire planet in a matter of days,
its onslaught so fierce and its toll so great that nedical personnel often
col | apsed over the sick they tended. Others inexplicably survived untouched.
The airborne di sease spores struck animal as well as human, and then, as
suddenly as it had conme, alnost as if the disease were aware that the
resources of a galaxy were on the way to subdue its ravages, it di sappeared.
Medea had been decimated in the course of a week and the survivors, both the
ones hardy enough to endure the intense fever and pain, and those who were
curiously imune, spent their years trying to discover source or cause, cure
or vacci ne.

From her capacious trained associative recall, Helva found seven ot her
different but simlarly inexplicable plague waves, sone treated with better
success than Medea's. The worst one to be recorded had hit the planet
Clematis, elimnating 93 percent of all human life before help arrived.
Clematis had been placed under eternal quarantine. Helva thought that was
rat her | ocking the barn and never bothering to track down the m ssing horses.

"You had, | gather, sufficient experience with Medea's pl ague so that
your presence nmay be of help to Van Gogh's peopl e?"

"That is the thought," said Theoda, wi ncing. She picked up her
filmviewer purposefully and Helva realized that nore di scussion was out of
order. She knew, too, that Theoda had pai nful word associations even at the
end of along life. Helva could not imagine a time centuries hence when
nmention of Jennan would not hurt.

Anni goni swaminto view precisely as the trip chrononeter edged onto 67
hours, and Hel va found herself inmediately answering a quarantine warning from
an orbital nonitor.

"You have Physi ot herapi st Theoda on board, do you not?" Helva was asked
after she identified herself.

"l do."

"Your |anding should set you down as close to the hospital city of Erfar
as possible. There is, however, no space field in that vicinity and a nmeadow
has been set aside for your use. Are you able to control your dangerous
exhaust s?"

Hel va wyly assured them of her ability to land circunmspectly. They gave
her the latitude and | ongitude and she had no difficulty in bringing herself
to a stand in the patch-sized neadow so indicated. A powdery white road led to
a long white conplex of multiw ndowed buil dings, half a kiloneter away. From
t he conplex came a | and vehicle.

"Theoda," said Helva as they awaited the arrival of the landcar, "in the
ef fects conpartnent under the control panel, you will find a small gray
button. Wth it attached to your uniform you can maintain conmrunication wth
me. |f you woul d be good enough to rotate the upper section of the button
cl ockwi se, | can have two-way contact. It would afford ne sone satisfaction to
be in on the problens you encounter."

"Yes, certainly, of course,”

"If you rotate the bottomhalf of the button, | have limted scope
vision as well."



"How cl ever," murnmured Theoda, exam ning the button before attaching it
to her tunic.

As the car drew to a halt, Theoda waved at the occupants from the high
| ock and stepped onto the lift.

"Ch, Helva, thank you for the journey. And ny apol ogies. |'mnot good
conmpany. "

"Nor have | been. CGood | uck."

As Theoda descended, Helva knew that for a lie. They had been perfect
conpany, each locked in separate m series. Sonehow it had escaped her that
grief was a frequent visitor in the universe, that her inability to aid Jennan
was scarcely unique. Her sister ships had all bad such experiences and were
still at their jobs.

"None of them ever loved their brawns as | did Jennan," she solil oquized
sullenly, perfectly conscious how ill her sentiment befitted her steel, yet
unable to extricate her thoughts fromtheir unconscious return to msery.

"Request perm ssion to board," came a rough voice at the lift bottom
"ldentification?"

"Senior Medical Oficer Onro, Detached Reguli Base. | need to use your
tight beam™

"Perm ssion granted,” replied Helva after a rapid check of the name in
the Medical roster on file.

MedOFf Onro plunged into her lock and, with the briefest of salutes at
her central shaft, lunged into the pilot's chair and sl apped hone the cal
button on the beam

"Have you any honest-to-god coffee?" he grated out, swiveling the chair
to launch hinself fromit toward the galley.

"Be ny guest,"
days of Theoda.

mur mur ed Hel va, unprepared for such vigor after severa

Onro' s shoul der took a bruising as he careened off the threshold of the
gal l ey, wenched open the cupboards, knocking containers about.

"Coffee may still be in its accustonmed place on the third shelf of the
ri ghthand | ocker," Helva remarked drily. "Excuse me; a container just rolled
onto the floor."

Onro retrieved it but cracked his head smartly on the corner of the
cupboard door he had left open. The stream of invective Helva half expected
did not cone. The man carefully closed the cupboard with the controlled
pati ence of the nmuch-put-upon and, breaking the heat seal, imediately stal ked
back to the central cabin and resuned his seat, watching the dial on the tight
beamas it warmed slowly to peak, never blinking as he gul ped the now steam ng
hot coffee. Even as he swall owed, the springs in his taut frane began to
unwi nd.

"Creatures of habit, aren't we, XH? |'ve been dreaning of coffee for 18
nortal days and nights. The stuff they use in its place on this |ousy |unp of



ill-assorted netals makes ME sl eepy. Coffee is not as potent as benzedrine nor
hal f as rough on the system Ah, there they are. | swear these beans take
| onger every time | have to fool with the damed things."

"Central Base Regul us."
"XH 834 reporting,” announced Onro.
"Who?" gasped an unofficial voice.

"Onro tal king."

"Yes, sir, didn't recognize your voice.
"Did you think Helva had a col d?"
"No, sir, that wasn't what | thought."

"Well, never mnd the chitchat. Put this on the conputers and let it do
alittle brainstormng, I'mtoo tired. You better check the computerese, too.
| haven't been asleep nuch lately." He turned to Helva, "How d'ya like the
luck? First home leave in three galactic years and | have to time ny arrival
with the plague's. | wonder if | can get a rebate on vacation time." He turned
back to the beam "Here's the garbage,” and he rapidly dictated the nmateri al
"Now here's a verbal to check it."

"Di sease unidentifiable on the Orson scale as a known virus or variation
thereof. Patients thoroughly tested and apparently perfectly healthy can
devel op clinical synptons in 10 hours; conplete deterioration of muscle
control, presence of high fever, excessive spinal pain followin 3 days. Death
caused by 1) brain henorrhage, 2) heart failure, 3) lung collapse, 4)
strangul ati on or in case where nedical help has been late in arriving 5)
starvation. Al survivors unable to nake nuscul ar coordinations of any kind.
Extent of brain damage negative. But they might as well be dead."

"Inmpairnent to intellect?" asked Central Control.

"I npossible to ascertain except to hope that the injury to the brain
has, as usual, left the intellect alone.”

"Julie O Gady and the Colonel's Lady are sisters under the skin,"
nmuttered Hel va for she could see through the MedOFFs words that the victinms of
t he plague were not as robbed of their bodies by disease as she had been by
birth defects.

"Qur skintight friend is closer to the truth than she knows," Onro
snorted. "Except for infants, there isn't one of themthat wouldn't be better
off in a shell right now They aren't going to go anywhere the way they are.”

"Do you wi sh to stand by for report?" asked Central Control

"Take | ong?"

"You could get a little sleep," suggested Hel va blandly. "These reports
don't usually take too long," she added, tapping out a private distress signa
to Central as she spoke

"Not | ong, MedOfficer Onro," said Central on cue.

"You'll get a crick in your neck, Onro," remarked Hel va as she saw him



stretch out his long |l egs and scrunch down in the pilot chair for a catnap
"Use the pilot's bed. I'Il give you a jolt as soon as the nessage returns.”

"You'd better or I'11 unscrew your safety panel, "
drunkenly toward the bunk

Onro snapped, |urching

"Yes, of course." Helva watched as he took the two deep breaths that
were all that were needed before he was oblivious.

Her contact with Theoda began, sight and sound. Theoda was bendi ng over
a bed, her strong fingers soothing the notionless frane of the woman there.
Fl accid nuscles, |ack of reflexes, pasty skin, unfocusing eyes, |oose nouth;
the chords of the neck strained briefly as the patient nmade sone incoherent
sound deep in the throat.

"There is no sensation in the extremties that we can discover," the
voi ce of an out-of-sight person said. "There is sone reaction to pain in the
torso and in the face but we can't be sure. The patient, if she understands
us, can give us no sign."

Hel va noticed, and she hoped that Theoda did, that the half-closed
eyelids made an al nost inperceptible dowward notion, then upward. Helva al so
observed the flaring of the nostrils.

"Theoda," she said quietly so as not to startle her. Even so, Theoda
strai ghtened quickly in surprise.

" Hel va?"

"Yes. In the scope of ny limted range of vision, | could see a twitch
of the eyelids and a nmotion of the nostrils. If the paralysis is as acute as |
have | earned from MedGS Onro, these bare flickers may be the only nuscle
controls the patient has. Please ask one of the observers to concentrate on
the right eye, another on the |left and you observe only the nostrils.
Establish a pattern of reply and explain it to the patient and see if she
under st ands you."

"I's that the ship?" an off-sight person denmanded irritably.
"Yes, the XH 834 that brought me here."

"Ch," was the disparaging reply, "that's the one that sings. | thought
it was the JH or CH."

"Helva is not an 'it'," said Theoda firmly. "Let us try her suggestion
since her vision is considerably nore acute than ours and her concentration
far superior.”

To the patient, Theoda said quietly and distinctly, "If you can hear ne,
pl ease try to |l ower your right eyelid."

For an age-long second, there was no novenent; then as though the effort
were trenendous, the right lid slowy descended the barest fraction

"In order to be sure this was not an involuntary nmotion, will you try to
dilate your nostrils twce."

Very slowy, very slowy Helva caught the notion of the nostrils. She
al so saw, which was nore inportant, the tiny beads of perspiration on the
upper lip and brow, and quickly called attention to them



"What a tremendous effort this nust be for that inprisoned nmnd," said
Theoda with infinite conpassion. Her blunt-fingered hand rested softly on the
noi st forehead. "Rest now, dear. W will not press you further, but now we
have hope for you."

Only Hel va was aware of the disconsol ate sag and then straightening of
Theoda' s shoul ders as she wal ked to the next bed.

Hel va acconpani ed Theoda through the entire tour of the plague hospital
fromthe nen's and wonen's wards to the children's and even into the nursery.
The pl ague had been no respecter of age, and babies of a few weeks had been
af f ect ed.

"One woul d have hopes that in the younger and nore resilient body those
tissues that were damaged, if any have been, would stand the best chance of
regeneration," remarked one of Theoda's guides. Helva caught part of a gesture
that took in the 50 cribs of notionless infants in the ward.

Theoda | eaned down and picked up a small pink, blonde infant of 3
nmont hs. The flesh was firm the col or good. She tweaked the pectoral fold with
unnecessary force. The baby's eyes w dened and the nouth fell open. A slight
croak issued fromthe throat.

Qui ckly Theoda snatched the child to her breast, rocking it in apol ogy
for the pain. Sight and sound were muffled by the bl anket but not before
Hel va, too, had seen and realized exactly what Theoda had.

Theoda was rocking the child, so that Helva caught only el usive
fragnments of a violent discussion. Then her scope of sight and sound returned
as Theoda laid the child in the crib on its stomach and carefully started to
nmove the child's arms and | egs in an approximation of the crabbed action that
i s the begi nning of independent | oconotion

"W will do this with every child, with every person, for one hour every
nmorni ng and every afternoon. If necessary, we w |l conmandeer every adult and
responsi bl e adol escent on Annigoni for our therapists. If we are to reach the
brain, to restore contact between intellect and nerve, we nust repattern the
brain centers fromthe very begi nning of brain function. W nust work quickly.
Those poor inprisoned people have waited | ong enough to be rel eased fromtheir
hells."

"But ... but... on what do you base your prem se, Physiotherapist Theoda? You
admtted that the Medean plague has fewer points of simlarity than originally
t hought . "

"I can't give you a prenise right now Wy nmust 1? My whol e experience
| eads me to know that | amright.”

"Experience? | think you mean "intuition'," continued the official
stuffily, "and we cannot, on the basis of one woman's intuition, conscript the
wor kf orce needed from busy citizens ..."

"Didn't you see the beads of sweat on that woman's face? The effort
required to do so sinple a thing as | ower an eyelid?" denanded Theoda tartly.
"Can any effort required of us be too much?"

"There is no need to be enotional," Theoda was told testily. "Annigon
has opened herself to these survivors with no thought of the danger of
exposure to the sane virus ..."



"Nonsense, " Theoda sai d. "Before your ships approached Van Gogh you made
certain that the plague had passed. But that is neither here nor there. | wll
return to the ship and contact Central Control. I'll have your premnise and
aut horization all neatly printed out." She whirled around, facing back into
the ward so that Helva could see the respectfully waiting wardnurses. "But any
of you who |l ove children and trust another woman's instinct, do as | just did
whet her it is authorized or not. There is nothing to be lost and the living to
be rel eased. "

Theoda stornmed out of the hospital, brushing aside the conplaints and
tenmporizing of the officials. She stunbled into the | andcar, ordering it back
to the ship. Her tight, terrible voice nmade the driver hold his tongue. Helva
could see her strong fingers washing thenselves, straining in a tense clasp of
frustration, never idle, groping, grasping, clenching. Then Theoda reached up
to the button and cut the contact abruptly.

Unconcerned, Helva switched to the wi de vision of her exterior scanners
and picked up the landcar as it sped toward her. The car discharged its
passenger and left. But Theoda did not step onto the lift. Sonewhat at a
di sadvant age because of the angle, Helva could only watch as Theoda paced back
and forth.

In the bunk, Onro slept on and Hel va wait ed.

"Perm ssion to enter," said Theoda finally, in a | ow voice.

"Ganted."

Stunbling again, one hand in front of her as if feeling her way, Theoda
entered the ship. Wearily she sagged into the pilot's chair and, |eaning
forward on the console, buried her head in her arns.

"You saw, Helva," nuttered the therapist, "you saw. Those peopl e have
been like that for upward of 6 weeks. To nove an eyelid with a commensurate
effort of budging a ton. How many will come out of this sane?"

"They have an additional hope, Theoda. Don't forget, once you can
establish that the integral intellect remains, the body may be bypassed. There
are advantages to that, you know," she rem nded the therapist.

Theoda' s head canme up and she turned in her chair, |ooking in amazenent
at the panel concealing Helva's shell-encased body.

"Of course. You're a prinme exanple, aren't you?"
Then she shook her head in disagreenent.

"No, Helva, it's one thing to be bred up to it, and another to be forced
into it as the only expedient."

"The young woul d experience no shock at shell life. And there are,
repeat, advantages, even distinct gains, to be made. Wtness ny ability to
foll ow your tour."

"But to have wal ked, and touched, and snelled, and |aughed, and cried

"To have cried ..." gasped Helva, "to be able to weep. Ch, yes," and an
unendurabl e tightness filled her mnd as her brief respite fromgrief



di ssol ved.

"Helva ... | ... in the hospital ... | nean, 1'd heard that you had ..
I"msorry but I was so lost in my own problemthat | just didn't realize that
you were the ship who sang, and that you'd ..." Her voice trailed off.

"Nor did | remenber that at Medea the virus didn't just isolate the
intellect in the body; it destroyed it, leaving only a mndless husk."

Theoda turned her head away.
"That baby, that poor baby."
"Central Control to the XH 834, are you receiving?"

Theoda, startled by the voice at her el bow, jerked back fromthe |ighted
tight-beam face

"XH 834 receiving."

"Prepare to tape conmputer report on MedOfficer Onro's request.”
Hel va activated the apparatus and gave the a-ok

"Verbal ?" asked Theoda in a stage whisper

"Verbal requested," Helva rel ayed.

"No correl ati on between age, physical stature, health, ethnic group
bl ood type, tissue structure, diet, location, medical history is indicated.
Di sease random epidemc force. No correl ation nmuscle, bone, tissue, blood,
sputum wurine, marrow i n postpl ague postnortem Negative nedication. Negative
operation. Possible therapy."

"There!" cried Theoda in triunph, junping to her feet. "Therapy the only
positive."

"Only 'possible'

"But the only positive factor, nonetheless. And |I'mpositive it's
repatterning."

"Repatt erni ng?"

"Yes. It's a bizarre therapy and it doesn't always work, but the failure
may have been because the intellect had retreated in desperation,” Theoda
argued wi th vehement confidence. "To be trapped, unable to make even the
si mpl est conmmuni cati on-can you i magi ne how ghastly that rmust be? Ch, what am|l
sayi ng?" she said, turning in horror toward Hel va's presence,

"You're quite right," Helva assured her blandly with inner anusemnent.

"It would be intolerable if I could no | onger control the synapses as | do now
electronically. | think I should go mad havi ng known what it is to drive
between the stars, to talk across light-years, to eavesdrop in tight places,
mai nt ai ni ng my own di screet inpregnability.”

Theoda resumed her restless pacing.

"But you don't really think," Helva said, "that you are going to get
t hose skeptics to do the necessary recruiting on the basis of the conputer



report ?"

"The therapy was a positive factor," Theoda insisted, her face set in

st ubborn |i nes.

"It was a 'possible'. I'mnot arguing with your position, only pointing
out their reaction," she added as she saw Theoda gathering breath to protest.
"I"mconvinced. They won't be and it also won't be the first tune when good
Samaritans have decided to rest on their laurels prematurely, convinced that
t hey have in conscience done all they could.”

Theoda set her lips.

"I"mpositive those people can be saved ... or at |east enough of them
to make every effort worthwhile."

"Why? | mean, why do you think repatterning will do the trick?"

"It's a 20th century technique, used before the correction of the
majority of prenatal defects and with sone severe brain or neural accidents. |
took my degree in physiotherapeutic history. So many of the early problens in
the field no | onger exist, but occasionally, of course, an ancient disease
reappears suddenly. Like the epidem c of poliomyelitus on Evarts Il. Then the
old skills are revived.

"This plague, for instance, is |like the Rathje Virus, only the origina
strain attacked sporadically and recovery was slow but certain. Perhaps
because therapy was initiated as soon as the pai nful phase passed. Also, |
bel i eve that the paralysis was not so acute, but the strain has obviously
mutated in the centuries and becone nore virul ent.

"However, the simlarity cannot be denied. | brought nmy tapes, Helva,"
Theoda sai d eagerly, enthusiasmgiving her face a senbl ance of youth. "The
Doman 42 Del acato repatterning was used with great effect on the victins of
the Rathje Virus.

"You don't suppose,” and Theoda stopped dead in her tracks, "we could
al so prove that the space plague spores had passed by old Terra at that tine.
Have you any details on galactic spiral patterns?”

"Stick to nedical and physiol ogi cal aspects, Theoda," |aughed Hel va.

Theoda scrubbed at her face with her hands as though she woul d wash away
fatigue and stimulate her tired brain to inspiration

"Just one child, one proof is all | need."

"How | ong woul d it take? What age child is best? Wiy a child? Wy not
t hat poor wonan of the eyelid?"

"The medul l a handl es reflex action at birth. The pens, maturing at 20
weeks, directs crawing on the stomach. By 25 weeks, the nidbrain has begun to
function and the child begins to learn to creep on hands and knees. By 60
weeks, the cortex begins to act and controls wal ki ng, speech, vision, hearing,
tactile and nmanual conpetence.”

"A year would be too young ... no understandabl e speech,” Hel va nused
out | oud, renmenbering her first birthday without effort. But she had al ready
been 'wal ki ng' and 'tal king'.



"The best age is 5," said another voice. Theoda gasped as she saw Onro
standing in the galley, a warm ng container in one hand. "Because that is the
age of ny son. I"'mOnro, MedOfficer. | sent for you, Physiotherapist Theoda,

because | heard you never give up." Hi s face, still creased with bl anket
folds, turned hard, determined. "I won't give up either until nmy son wal ks,
tal ks, and |l aughs again. He's all | have left. Wat a way to spend a happy

vacation." Onro | aughed bitterly, then gul ped at the steaning coffee.
"You' re Van Goghi an?" Theoda demanded.
"By chance, and one of the imunes."

"You heard what | was saying? You agree?"

"I"ve heard. | neither agree nor disagree. I'll try anything that sounds
even renotely feasible. Your idea is reasonable and the conputer has only the
one positive suggestion, therapy. I'll bring ny son."

He turned when he reached the | ock, shook his fist back at Hel va. "You
drugged me, you silver-plated sorceress.”

"An inaccurate analysis, but the insult is accepted," Helva said as he
di sappeared, scowing, down the lift.

El at ed, Theoda snatched out her viewer and carefully restudied the filns
of the techni que she would try.

"They used steroids as nedications,"” she munbl ed. "Have you any?"

"No nedication was indicated on the report,"” Helva reninded her, "but
you can get Onro to steal what you require fromthe synthesizer in the
hospital. He is a Senior MedOficer."

"Yes, yes, that hel ps," and Theoda | apsed again into fierce
concentration. "Wiy did they use ... oh, yes, of course. They didn't have any
congl onerates, did they?"

Fasci nat ed, Hel va watched as Theoda scanned the film wi nding and
rewi ndi ng, rechecking, making notations, nmuttering to herself, pausing to gaze
off into space in abstracted thought.

When Theoda had been through her notes the fourth tine, Helva insisted
with authority that she eat sonething. Theoda had just finished the stew when
Onro returned with the Iinp body of a redheaded child in his arns. Onro's
rough face was inpassive, alnost rigid inits |lack of expression as the child
was tenderly laid down on the bunk. Helva noticed the al nost universal trait
of the victins, the half-closed eyes, as if the lids were too heavy to keep
open.

Kneel i ng down besi de the bunk, Theoda turned the boy's face so that her
eyes were directly on a level with his.

"Child, I know you can hear. W are going to work your body to help you
renenber what your body could do. Soon we will have you running under the sun
again."

W thout nore ado and di sregarding Onro's guttural protest, she placed
the boy on his stomach on the deck, seized one armand one | eg and signaled to
Onro to do |ikew se.



"We are taking you back to the time when you were a baby and first tried
to creep. We are nmking your body craw forward on your belly like a snake."

In a patient nonotone, she droned her instructions. Helva tinmed the
performance at 15 mnutes. They waited a full hour and repeated the drill.
Anot her hour passed and Theoda, equally patient, droned instructions to
pattern the child' s body in a wal king, upright position, alternating the left
hand with right foot, and right hand with left foot. Another hour and she
repeat ed the wal ki ng. Then back to the crawling, again and again in double
repetition. The two therapists caught naps when they could. Surreptitiously,
Hel va cl osed her lock, cut the cabin audio on her relays and ignored the
i nsistent radio demands fromthe hospital that she put Theoda or Onro on the
radi o. After 24 hours, Theoda alternated the two patterns, and included basic
muscul ar therapy on the [ ax body, patiently, patiently manipulating the |inbs
in the various attitudes and postures, down to the young toes and fingers.

By the 27th hour, Onro, worn by previous exhaustion, frustration and
i ncreasi ng hopel essness, dropped into a sleep from which violent shaking could
not rouse him Theoda, |ooking nore and nore gray, continued, making each
repetition of every notion as carefully and fully as she had the first tinme
she started the intensive repatterning.

Hel va ignored the crowd outside. She paid no attention to the nuted
demands, threats, and entreaties,

"Theoda," Helva said softly in the 30th hour, "have you noticed, as |
have, the tendency of the neck nmuscles to contort?"

"Yes, | have. And this child was once so far gone that a tracheotony was
necessary. Notice the scar here," and she pointed to the thin mark. "I see,
too, that the eyelids describe a slightly larger arc than when we began the
t herapy. The child knows we are hel ping him See, his eyes open ... ever so
slightly, but it is enough. | was right! I knew |l was right!"

"You won't have much nore tune," Helva said. "The authorities of
Anni goni have called in a Service Craft and it is due to |l and beside nme in
hal f an hour. | will be forced to open or risk damage to the ship, which | am
conditioned to avoid."

Theoda | ooked up, startled.
"What do you nean?"

"Look in ny screen," and Helva turned on the picture at the pilot's
consol e so that Theoda could see the crowd of people and vehicles clustered at
t he base of the ship. "They are getting a bit insistent.”

"l had no idea."

"You needed quiet. | could at |least supply that," Helva replied. "But to
all intents and purposes, their Senior Medical Oficer, his son, and their
visiting technical adviser are inprisoned inside ne and they suspect that ny
recent ... that | amturning rogue."

"But didn't you tell themwe were conducting therapy ..
"Naturally."

"OF all the ridiculous ..



"It's time for therapy. Every minute is necessary now. "
"First he nust be fed."

Theoda carefully inserted the concentrated solution in the thin vein,
snoot hing down the lunp that formed as the nutritive spray entered.

"A sweet child, | imagine, Helva, fromhis face," she said.

"A young hellion, with all those freckles," snorted Hel va.

"They are usually the sweetest inside," Theoda said firmy.

Hel va noticed the eyelids droop down on the cheek and then rai se again.
She deci ded she was right, not the therapist. Imagine calling red hair and
freckl es sweet!

Again the patient routine, the assisted patterning. Then a | oud thud
startled Theoda. It shook the sleeping formof the doctor where he lay on the
deck. Helva, with one eye outside, had expected the bl ow. Onto roused hinself
garrul ously, unaware at first of his surroundings.

"Whassa nmatter?"
A second dul | thud.
"What in Hell's happeni ng? Wio's knocki ng?"

"Half the planet,"” remarked Helva drily and tuned up the exterior visua
and aural. She immediately cut down the nearly deafeni ng noise.

"Al'l right, all right," she said loudly to the audi ence, her voice
anplifying easily over their angry roars.

"Demand permi ssion to enter, XH834," squalled someone at her base. She
nmeekly activated the |ift and opened the |l ock. Onro stanped to the opening and
| eaned down, shouti ng.

" What in Hell's the matter here? Go 'way, all of you. Have you no
decency? What's the bl oody fuss about? Can't a nan get sone sleep around here?
Only quiet place on the whole |ousy planet."

The Iift had by then come abreast of himwith the brawmn fromthe service
ship and the stuffy hospital official of Theoda's tour

"MedOFficer Onro, we feared for you, particularly when your son was
di scovered missing fromhis bed."

"Administrator Carif, did you expect that the |lady therapist had
ki dnapped ne and ny son and was hol di ng us hostage on a rogue ship?
Romanticists all. Hey, what are you doing ... you young squirt," he denanded
as the brawn made a pass at the protected panel of Helva's shaft.

"I amfollow ng orders fromCentral Control."
"You warmup that tight beamand tell Central Control to mind its own
dammed business. Weren't for Helva here and the peace and qui et she nmaintained

for us, don't know where we'd be at."

He stal ked into the cabin, where his son again lay on the floor, with



Theoda pai nst aki ngly appl yi ng her Donman-Del acat o therapy.

"Don't know how many we'll save this way, but it does work and you,
young man, will tell Central Control, after you' ve told themto go to hell for
me, that they will issue authority to Theoda to recruit any and all ... if
necessary ... of this planet's population as a therapy force to activate her
rehabilitation program™

He got down on his knees by his son
"Al'l right, boy, craw ."

"Why, that child will catch a cold in this draft ..." the official
excl ai med.

Sonme wonman was trying to get Helva to lower the Iift for her but Helva
i gnored her as the beads of sweat started on the child' s face. There was no
nmuscul ar novenent, not so nmuch as a twtch

"Son, try. Try. Try!" pleaded Onro.

"Your mnd remenbers what your body once could do, right arm forward,
left knee up," said Theoda, with such control that no hint of the tension she
must feel showed in her calm gentle tones.

Hel va coul d see the boy's throat nuscles noving convul sively but she
knew t he wat chers were expecting nore dramatic notions.

"Come on, nomma's sweet little freckled-face boy," she drawled in an
irritatingly insulting voice

Bef ore the annoyed watchers could turn to renonstrate her, the boy's
el bow had actually slid an inch on the floor and his left knee, slightly
fl exed by Theoda's hands, skidded behind as the throat worked violently and a
croaki ng sound issued fromhis lips. Wth a cry of inarticulate joy, Onro
cl asped his son to him

"You see, you see. Theoda was right."

Carif was forced
He spread his hands expressively,

"I see that the child made a voluntary novenent, yes,
to agree. "But one isolated example is ..."
unconvi nced.

"One is enough. W& haven't had time for nore," Onro said. "I'Il put it
to the people out there. They'll be the workforce."

Carrying his son to the | ock, he yelled down what had happened. There
was great cheering and appl ause. Then the little group at the base of the ship
kept pointing urgently to the wonan who had begged for the lift.

"I can't hear you," Onro called, for many people were shouting at once,
all trying to get across the sane idea.

Hel va sent the lift down and the woman cane up it. As soon as she was
hal fway to Onro she shouted her message.

"In the nursery, we did as Therapi st Theoda suggested. There is already
some i nprovenent anong the children. Not nuch, not much and we want to know
what we are doing wong. But four of the babies are already able to cry," she
babbl ed, stepping into the ship and running to Theoda, where the woman | eaned



wearily against the door janb. "I never expected to be happy to hear a baby
cry again. But sone are crying and sonme are naking awful sounds, and one
little girl even waved a hand when she was di apered. Ch, we've done just what
you said."

Theoda | ooked her triunph at Carif and he, shruggi ng acceptance of the
acconpl i shnent, nodded.

"Now, Carif," said Onro briskly, stepping into the lift, his son stil
cradled in his arns, "this is what we'll do. How we'll organize. W don't have
to take everyone on your very busy planet. The Youth Corps can be called in
from Aval on. Just their bag of tricks."

"Thank you for believing in me," Theoda told the nurse.

"One of the babies was ny sister's,"” the woman said softly, with tears
in her eyes. "She's the only one alive fromthe entire town."

The Iift had come back up and the 'brawn' and the nurse took it. Theoda
had to pack her gear.

"The easy part is over, Helva. Nowit's all uphill, encouraging,
i nstructing, upholding patience. Even Onro's son has a long, long way to go
wi th therapy before he approaches his preplague physical condition."

"But at |east there is hope."

"There is always hope while there is life."

"Was it your son?" asked Hel va.

"Yes, and ny daughter, ny husband, nmy whole famly. | was the only
i mmune, " and Theoda's face contorted. "Wth all ny training, with all the
skill of years of practice, |I couldn't save them"

Theoda' s eyes cl osed agai nst that renenbered agony.

Hel va bl acked out her own vision with a deep indrawn nental breath as
Theoda' s words echoed the protest she herself had voiced at her
ineffectuality. It still burned in her mind. The searing menory of Jennan

| ooki ng toward her as he died.

"I don't know why one makes a certain enotional adjustment,"” Theoda said

wearily. "I guess it's the survival factor forcing you to go on, preserving
sanity and identity by a refocusing of values. | felt that if I could |learn ny
prof ession so well that never again would | have to watch someone | |oved die

because of mny ineffectiveness, then the ignorance that killed my famly would
be forgiven."

"But how could you have turned a space pl ague?" Hel va demanded.
"Ch, | know !l couldn't have, but | still don't forgive nyself."

Hel va turned Theoda's words over in her mind, letting their significance
sink into her |ike an anesthetic sal ve.

"Thank you, Theoda," she said finally, |ooking again at the therapist.
"What are you crying for?" she asked, astonished to see Theoda, sitting on the
edge of the bunk, tears stream ng unheeded down her face.



"You. Because you can't, can you? And you |ost your Jennan and they
never even gave you a chance to rest. They just ordered you up to take me here
and ..."

Hel va stared at Theoda, torn with a variety of enotions: incredul ous
t hat someone el se did understand her grief over Jennan; that Theoda was, at
t he nonent of her own triunph, concerned by Helva's sorrow. She felt the hard
knot of grief coming untied and she was suddenly rather astonished that she,
Hel va, was the object of pity.

"By the Al nmighty, Helva, wake up," shouted Onro at her base. Hel va
hurriedly sent down the lift for him

"What on earth are you crying for? Don't bother to answer," he rattled
on, charging into the cabin and snatching Theoda's kitbag from her |inp hands.
He plowed on, into the galley. "It's undoubtedly in a good cause. But there's
a whol e planet waiting for your instructions ..." He was scooping up all the
coffee containers he could find and stuffing theminto the kitbag, and his
pockets. "I prom se you can cry all you want once you' ve given nme the therapy
routine." He nade a cradle of her hands and piled nore coffee cans on. "Then
"Il lend you ny shoul der."

"She's got mine any time she wants,” Helva put in, alittle unsteadily.

Onro stopped | ong enough to gl ance at Hel va.

"You' re not nmking sense either," he said in an irascible voice. "You

haven't got a shoul der."

"She's naking perfectly good sense,"” Theoda said stoutly as Onro started
to push her toward the | ock.

"Cone on, Theoda, conme on."

"Thank you, ny friend," Theoda nurnured, turning back to Helva. Then she
whirled away, allowing Onro to start the lift.

"No, no, Theoda, |I'mthe one who's grateful,"” Helva called as Theoda's
head di sappeared past the edge of the | ock. Softly, to herself, she added, "I
needed tears."

As the landcar zoonmed back toward the hospital conplex, Helva could see
Theoda's arm wavi ng farewell and knew Theoda understood all that hadn't been
said. The dust settled down on the road to the hospital as Helva signal ed
Regul us Base of the conpletion of her mission and her estimated return

Then, like a Phoenix rising again fromthe bitter ashes of her hundred
hours' mourning, Helva lifted on the brilliant tail of exploding fuel toward
the stars, and healing.

The Ship Who Kill ed

Every diverted synapse in Helva's shell-encased body vibrated in
uncondi tional revolt against the autocracy of Central Wrlds Service.

"Al'l haste, all haste," she snarled in inpotent revolt to her sister
ship, the 822, on the private ship-to-ship band on which not even Cencom coul d
eavesdr op.

The Sel d-11sa snorted unsynpathetically. "You' re doing sonething, which



is more than | can say in Mediation Service. |I've spent weeks and weeks on end
waiting for themto nmake up their mnds which planetary crisis is nost

crucial. By the time we get there, critical nmass has been reached and we have
a helluva ness to clean up."

"You think MedServ doesn't procrastinate?" Helva retorted sharply. "Wy
Jennan and | " and she stopped, startled to have been able to nmention his
nane.

Il sa took advantage of the brief pause and grunbled on, oblivious to
Hel va' s stunned sil ence.

"You'd think they' d ve briefed us better in training. Wen | think of
the situations |'ve already encountered that were never even nentioned!
Theory, procedure, technique, that's all we handl ed. Not a single practica
suggestion. Just garbage, garbage, trivial garbage. They don't need brain
shi ps, they need conputers!” The 822 ranted on. "Stupid, senseless,
unenoti onal conputers.”

Hel va spotted the fallacies in the 822's conplaints but remained quiet.
She and Il sa had been classmates and she knew from past experience the voids
in the other's personality.

"I heard" the 822 said confidentially, "that your nmission has to do with
that blue block building in the hospital annex.”

Hel va adj usted her right fin scanner but the oblong structure was devoid
of any unusual feature that would indicate its contents.

"Have you heard when |I'm supposed to hasten away from here agai n?" she
asked Il sa hopefully.

"Can't talk now, here comes Seld back. See you around."

Hel va wat ched as the 822s brawn-half ascended to the airlock and the
SI-822 lifted off Regulus Center Base. Seld had partied with Jennan in Helva
one time when both ships were down at Leviticus IV. Seld had a passabl e bass,
as she recalled it. Envy briefly touched her. She flicked back to the
anbi guous hospital annex, savagely wondering what kind of emergency this would
be. And woul d she remain an X-designate the rest of her service life?

She had set down at the end of the great Regulus field, the farthest
edge fromthe Service Cenetery. Despite her resignation to Jennan's |o0ss,
despite Theoda's healing tears, Helva could not bring herself to grind nore
salt into her sorrow by proximty to Jennan's grave. Perhaps in a century or
so ... Consequently, waiting around on Regul us was painful. And with the 822
gone, she could no longer divert her pain into anger at the prol onged wait she
nmust endure.

"KH 834, your 'brawn' is on her way with assignnent tape," Cencom

al erted her.

Hel va acknow edged t he nessage, excitenent stirring within her. It was
alnobst a relief to receive a double initial call, the pleasure overriding her
twi nge of regret that her 'brawn' partner was femnine. It was a relief, too,
to experience any enotion after the nunbing of Jennan's death. The Anni gon
experi ence had broken her apathy.

A ground car zipped out fromthe direction of the massive Control and
Barracks conpl ex, skidding to a stop at her base. Wthout waiting, Helva



lowered the lift and watched as a tiny figure hefted three pieces of baggage
onto the platform

"K' neant to stay a while, Helva decided. The lift ascended and shortly
her new brawn was franed in the open | ock, against the brilliant Regul an sky.

"Kira of Canopus requesting perm ssion to board the XH 834," said the
young wonan, saluting smartly toward Helva's position behind the titanium
bul khead.

"Perm ssion granted. Wl cone aboard, Kira of Canopus."

The girl kicked the Iinp lump of a fabric bag uncerenoni ously aboard.
But she carefully carried the other two back to the pilot's cabin. The
odd- shaped one Helva identified, after a nonment's reflection, as an ancient
stringed instrunent called a guitar.

"Naturally they'd send ne soneone nusically oriented," she thought, not
at all sure she was pleased with this infringenment on her nost cherished
menories of Jennan. She ruthlessly suppressed this unworthy thought with the
adnonition that the majority of service personnel were nusically oriented. The
infinite possibilities of the art passed travel time admrably.

Kira flipped open the other conpact case and Helva, surreptitiously
peeking, noticed it was full of vials and other nedical equipnent. Kira
i nspected the contents with quick fingers and, closing the case, strapped it
with care against the rigors of accel eration on the shelves behind the bed.

Kira was, in formand nature as well as sex, the antithesis of Jennan.
Since she was in a carping nood, Helva wondered how nuch of that was
intentional. But that would mean Cencom had nore sensitivity than Hel va
decided, privately, they were conputationally blessed wth.

Kira of Canopus couldn't weigh nore than 40 kilos fully suited. Her
narrow face with sl anted cheekbones had a delicacy which appeared ill-suited
to bear the designation brawn. Her hair, dark brown, was braided tightly in
many | oops around her |ong, oval skull. Her eyes, wi de set and al nond shaped,
were of a clear, cool, deep green, thickly | ashed Her fingers, slimand
tapering, were as dainty as her narrow feet, oddly graceful in heavy
shi pboots. Her movenents, swift and sure, were quicksilver, full of restless
energy, dartingly inquisitive.

Kira reentered the nain cabin. Helva, used to Theoda's |ethargic
noverents, had to adjust quickly.

Kira inserted the order tape, locking it into its niche in the pilot's
board. As the code ran through, a startled exclamati on was wung from Hel va.

"Three hundred thousand babi es?"
Kira's laugh was a staccato arpeggi o of mrth.
"Assi gnnent Stork, by the holies!™”

"You're only tenporary?" questioned Helva, trying to keep the irritation
out of her voice. There was a magneti sm about Kira that appeal ed to Hel va.

Kira smled wyly. "This assignment will take some time. Only 30,000 are
collected already. Even in this day and age, it takes tinme to nmake babies.”



"I haven't got facilities ..." Helva began aghast at the thought of
becom ng a nursery. She broke off as the tape el aborated on the condition of
t he proposed cargo. "Babies in ribbons?"

Kira, who had had previous briefing on their mssion, |aughed at Helva's
out raged reaction

The tape continued renorsel essly and Hel va understood the significance
of the nmles of plastic tubing and tanks of fluid that had been placed in her
not over generous cargo spaces.

In the system of the star Nekkar, an unexpected radiation flare had
sterilized the entire population of its newy colonized planet. A freak power
failure had resulted in the total |oss of the planet's enbryo banks. The
KH 834's mi ssion was to rush enbryos to Nekkar from planets that had answered
t he emergency call.

In the very early days of space travel, when man had still not wal ked on
Mars, or Jupiter's satellites, a tremendous advance had been nmade in genetics.
A human fetus in its early stages was transferred from one wonb to anot her,
the host nother bringing the child to termand giving it birth wi thout having
an actual relationship to it. A second enornous stride forward in propagating
the race of man occurred when a male spermwas scientifically united with
femal e ova. Fertilization was successful and the resultant fetus was brought
to term the child growing to normal, well-bal anced maturity.

It becanme a requirenent of those in hazardous professions, or those with
hi ghly desirabl e dom nant characteristics of intelligence or physica
perfection, to donate spermand ova to what becane known as the Race
Conservati on Agency.

As civilization expanded onto newer, rawly dangerous worlds, the custom
was for young nen and wonen to |l eave their seed with the RCA on reaching their
majority. It was good sense to have such a viable concentration of genetically
cat al ogued seed avail able. Thus, given a lack, say, in a generation of a
particul arly desirable ethnic group, sufficient additional enbryos could be
rel eased to restore the ecol ogi cal bal ance.

On an individual basis, the young wife, untinely w dowed, nmight bear her
husband's children fromhis seed on file at the RCA. O a man, wi shing a son
of certain pronounced genetic characteristics to perpetuate a fanly nane or
busi ness, would apply to the bank. There were, of course, ridicul ous uses made
of the RCA faculties. Winen in the thrall of a hysteria over a noted
spaceranger or artist would apply to the RCA for his seed if the nale in
guesti on was agreeable. But naturally conceived children were the rule rather
than the exception. Helva herself had been the naturally insemnated child of
her parents.

Cenerally, the RCA served Central Wrlds as a repository in case of just
such an energency as had arisen at Nekkar. The inability of individuals to
propagate the race. An appeal had reached the Main RCA on Earth to | ocate and
deliver 300,000 fertilized ova of genetic type simlar to the Nekkarese, RCA
had 30, 000 on hand and had forwarded the call to all major RCA banks
t hroughout the Central Wrlds asking for contributions, which the KH 834 woul d
pi ck up and deliver to Nekkar

The tape ended with a silent hold cue to Helva. It took her a nonment to
realize that, though she had the m ssion information, she had received nothing
on her new partner. No nmatter how tenporary this assignnent, it would take
time. Some basic biography would be essential for Helva to function



effectively in partnership with Kira. Cbediently she cut the tape, activating
a record-store of the balance for later playback. It would appear there were
many unusual factors in this assignnment. Central Wrlds noves in mysterious
ways, itself to sustain.

"Well," Helva exclainmed, to end the brief silence after the m ssion
portion of the tape was silent. "I hadn't expected notherhood at my tender
age. | see | have understinmated the demands Central Wrlds makes of its

m ni ons. "

Her attenpt at levity touched off a violent response in Kira and Hel va
wonder ed what under a first magnitude star had she got for a partner

"Read this tape on nme before we proceed with the mssion," Kira said in

a dead voice, all her previous vivacity w ped out.

She sl anmed the store button, shunting the mission tape to the ship
files, and inserted a second reel. Wth an al nost savage twi st she turned on
the audio, sitting stiffly erect and notionless as the tape played back
ei ther deaf or inpervious to the biograph

Kira Fal ernova Mrsky of Canopus had finished all but a year of brawn
training. She came of a Service-oriented famly that had brought up 10
generations to illustrious, and once, exalted careers in Central Wrlds
service branches. She had left the Training School on marital |eave that had
| asted two years, ending at her husband's death. A long term of
hospitalization and therapy followed, during which tine, the tape noted, Kira
had asked for and taken nedical training but did not reapply for brawn
education. She had responded to a high | evel request to take this tenporary
assi gnment, since her training had matched perfectly the needs of this
particul ar emergency.

Then followed a rattle of personal indices, enotional, psychol ogical and
educational, which Helva translated, as she was expected to, to nean that Kira
M rsky of Canopus woul d make an unusually fine brawn if she gave herself half
a chance. The tape ended abruptly, as if there should be nore. The om ssion
probably on the last tag of the nmission reel, seemed to sing out its absence
far louder than the tritest concludi ng eval uati on or reconmendations. Centra
Wirl ds had many devi ous facets and perhaps such an obvi ous om ssi on was one.
Surely Kira sensed it. That damed bi ograph left too much unsaid, particularly
apparent to a brawn trainee. Helva's nind danced with the possibilities and
gnawed nental teeth against the silent hold-cue. In the meantinme, Helva was
faced with a very awkward situation, her new partner stiff with anticipation
and predi sposed by Central Wrlds to make a bad first adjustment to Hel va.

Hel va made a rude, sibilant noise and was relieved to see Kira react in
surprise to it

"Brains they got?" Helva demanded contenptuously. "I don't call that a
proper tape. They forgot half the garbage anyway. Ssscheh!" and she repeated
her exasperation noise. "Ch, well, | expect we'll do fine together if only

because they left out the usual nonsense. Besides, the mission is tenporary."

Kira said nothing, but the woodenness |left her slender body as if an
antici pated ordeal had been cancel ed. She swallowed hard, |icking her lips
nervously, still unsure of her position, having steeled her nerves for
somet hi ng unpl easant .

"Let's get the cargo aboard and turn ne into a rocking ship."

Kira rose, her body awkward, but she managed to snile at Heiva's col um.



"Wth pleasure. Have your hol ds been outfitted?"

"Wth yards and yards of lacing and a bicycle built for two onit,"'
Hel va replied, quipping froman ancient patter song. She was determined to
establish a confortabl e enpat hy.

Kira's smle was | ess tentative and her body notion became nore fl uid.
"Yes, it would look like that, | guess."

"Of course |'ve never seen a bicycle built for two."

"Or a purple cow?" and Kira giggled girlishly.

"Hmm Purple cow, ny dear brawn, is an all too apt anal ogy for our
present occupation,” Helva replied, ignoring the edge to Kira's |aughter. "And
don't tell me I'Il have room for 300,000 nechanical teats in the cargo space
Central Worlds saw fit to give ne."

"Ch, no," Kira said, "W don't have but the first 100,000 accounted for
as of the tine the tape was cut. W'll swing out from Regul us toward Nekkar
pi cki ng up donations as we go, deliver themwthin the 4-week tine limt when
the fetuses nust be either inplanted or decanted, and swi ng around the \Wee
until we do neet the quota.”

Hel va knew this fromthe tape. "Three hundred thousand isn't a very big
nunber for a planetary population of a mllion that needs to expand."

"My dear KH-834," and Kira savored the name, "the word 'tenporary’
particul arly when used by our bel oved Service, has elastic qualities of
infinite expansion. Al so, another team wth drone transports, is recruiting
orphans from unsocialized worlds to insure the proper age variations. But born
children aren't our concern."

"The heavens be praised!" Helva muttered under her breath. She did not
have roomto transport many active |live bodies nor the inclination, not so
soon after Ravel

Kira smled back at Hel va over her shoul der as she contacted the
Hospital Unit to request transfer

"WIl you activate the punping equi pnent?" she asked Hel va, who was in
t he process of doing just that.

The miles of plastic tubing, once filled with the tiny sacs of
fertilized ova, would contain the nutritive and amiotic fluids necessary for
the growth of the enbryos.

The continuous ribbon of tiny conmpartnments, each with its mnute living
organi sm was prepared for the voyage with the caution and care of a ngjor
surgi cal operation on a head of planet. Each segnment must contact an intake
point for the nutritive fluid and an outgo valve for the dispersal of wastes.
Each neter of ribbon was inspected to insure that the proper contact was nade.
The ribbon and its fluids as well as the encasing tube buffered the enbryos
with nore invulnerability against the rigors of space travel than had they
been carried in a natural wonb. As long as the KH 834 made the journey to
Nekkar within the 4 weeks, all 30,000 fetuses would live to be born

It becanme apparent to Helva that Kira was dedicated, in a detached if
prof essi onal way, to the assignment. Central Worlds mght be relying on a



maternal instinct as additional insurance for the nmission. Helva, to her inner
anusement, found herself, the pituitarily inhibited shell-person, rising nobly
to the challenge. Kira, obviously young enough to sone day enjoy notherhood,
was conpl etely uninvolved. Yet the affinity Helva felt toward these mnute

voyagers was basically a shell reaction. They were, after all, encapsul ated as
she was, the difference being that they would one day burst fromtheir
scientific husks, as she never could nor even desired to. Still, she felt a

growi ng protectiveness, above and beyond the ordinary, toward her passengers.
The situation didn't appear to touch Kira's psyche, and that puzzled Hel va.

She struggled to identify the col dness of Kira's reaction and could not.
Then the technicians who had effected the installation of the precious cargo
wi t hdrew, and Hel va was busy with the nechanics of takeoff.

It was a pleasure to have a passenger who knew how to take care of
hersel f. Not that Theoda had been a burden in the psychol ogi cal sense of the
word, but Kira knew the procedures and Helva did not need to spare a thought
toward her. Takeoff was under m nimumthrust, not that the triply buffered
enbryos could suffer danage had she blasted off with all power, but Helva
preferred to take no unnecessary chances and there was plenty of tinme to reach
Nekkar in Bootes' sector

First planet of call would be Talitha, where 40,000 future citizens of
Nekkar had been prepared. After lift, Kira nade a careful check on al
circuits in the nursery, confirned her findings with Helva's renote nonitors
and i nformed Cencomthat they were clear of Regulus and driving toward
Tal i t ha.

The formalities ended, Kira swng slowmy around in the ginbaled pilot's
chair. Her slenderness lost in the padded arnthair, she seemed both too
fragile and young for her responsibilities.

"The larder is well stocked," Helva suggested.

Kira stretched | eisurely, noving her shoulders around to ease the taut
nmuscl es across her back. She shook her head sharply, sending a shower of hair
fasteners slithering across the cabin as her braids came tunbling out of the
coronet. Helva watched, fascinated. Shoul der-length hair was the common
fashi on anobng spacewonen. The tips of Kira's braids brushed the floor
What ever maturity she possessed departed with the severe coiffeur. Like the
prototype of an ancient fantasy creature, Kira rose fromthe pilot's chair and
nmoved across the deck to the galley.

"You woul dn't by any renote conputational factor stock a beverage known
as coffee?" Kira asked wistfully.

Hel va chuckl ed, remenbering Onro. It seened to be an occupati ona
necessity.

"I have three times as nuch as nornmal Service inventory suggests,"” Hel va
assured her.

"Ch," and Kira's eyes rolled upward in nock rapture, "you know The ship
t hat brought nme here was a provincial transport fromDraconis and hadn't a
drop on board. | nearly perished."

Kira flipped open the proper cabinet and broke the heatseal, sniffing
deeply as the fragrant aroma rose fromthe heating |iquid. She gul ped down a
sip, grimacing agai nst the heat. Wth an expression of intense relief, she
| eaned agai nst the counter. "You and | are going to do nobly together, Helva.



I"'msure of it."

Hel va caught the rasp of fatigue in the lilting voice. Wuld she al ways
recei ve passengers in the advance stages of exhaustion? O was sonething the
matter with Helva that all her visitors tended to fall asleep once aboard her?
As a nursery ship this could be an asset, Helva thought acidly.

"It's been a long day for you, Kira. Wiy don't you get some rest? |I'm
stayi ng up anyway."

Kira chuckl ed, knowi ng that the brain ships never slept. She gl anced
toward t he cargo hol ds.

"I"lIl listen with all ears perked," Helva reassured her

"Il just finish ny coffee and take a short snooze," Kira agreed. At
t he cabi n door she turned back toward Helva's columm, cocking her head
slightly, her green eyes sparkling.

"Hel va, do you peek?" Her expression was primto the pursing of her
lips.

"l assure you,"
manner ed ship, Scout."

Hel va replied with great dignity, "I ama very properly

"I shall expect you to conduct yourself decorously at all tines as
behooves a person in your position in this,"” Kira replied so haughtily that
Hel va i magi ned her pedigree sprinkled with royal ancestors.

Head high, Kira stepped into her cabin only to trip on one of her
swi nging braids and tunble into the room Helva was sorely tenpted to get a
glinpse of Kira's face

"Don't you dare look in!" Kira exclained, her voice breaking with
| aught er.

Hel va had prom sed not hi ng about turning off sound and heard Kira
giggling softly. In a short while only the sound of a sleeper's shallow, slow
breat hi ng broke the stillness of the ship.

Hel va took out of file the portion of the tape which followed the
hol d- cue. The excerpt was brief and enigmatic.

"Scout Mrsky is a practicing Dylanist, accepting this assignnent in
Central World Service without suspension of her craft. Accordingly she is not
to be pernmitted shore | eave on the follow ng planets, as her activities
constitute an infringement of planetary laws restricting proselytization of
government groups and/or an enbarrassnent to Central World Service: Ras
Al got hi, Ras Al hague, and Sabek. Subject Scout and Ship designate are not,
repeat, are not, to approach planets of stars Baham and Homan in the Pegasus
Sector or planets of stars Beid and Keid in the Eridanus Sector."

Not hi ng coul d be clearer than that, but the reasoning behind such
restrictions was unfathomable. And Kira was a practicing Dyl ani st, whatever
that was. The name had a famliar ring and the guitar that Kira cherished
suggested a nusical group of sonme sort. Well, nused Helva, she'd let it cone
up in conversation naturally.

The 6 days to Talitha were livened by Kira's rapid switches of npood and
manner, from gam ne to queen, welcome to Helva after Theoda's stolidness and



as counterpoint to her painful nenories of Jennan. Helva literally did not
know what Kira would do next. However, when it cane tine to check their
passengers, Kira was deftly professional and painstakingly thorough

Dubhe, the second planet on their tour, called in to confirma
contribution of 40,000 fertilized ova, to be ready at touchdown. Kira checked
conput ati ons on ETA at Dubhe, arriving at the same figure sinultaneously with
Hel va. Child she mght |ook, child she might play, but Kira's working nmind was
sharp and accurate.

The transfer at Talitha went w thout undue incident because Kira's acute
attention to detail averted the one possible accident. An attendant, too eager
to finish his assignnent, tripped over the leads to a fluid tank in the
now- cr owded cargo hol d.

Kiralit into himwith a furious catal ogue of his ancestors, his present
worth, his future career potential, and his probable inmnent denmise if he
repeat ed his awkwardness. She did so in three | anguages other than Basic that
Hel va knew and several that had the advantage of sounding ever nore vicious.
Yet the minute she had exhausted her choler, she turned, coolly collected, to
the head of the detail w th apol ogies.

Once lifted fromTalitha, Kira shook | oose the pins that held her braids
and settled in the pilot's chair with a sigh of relief.

"I caught three of your descriptions of him but the others were beyond

"I find that old Terran Russian, mixed with |iberal neunagyarosag, is
extremely vitriolic in sound," Kira said. "Actually | was only repeating a
recipe for a protein dish called paprikash. It sounds much, much worse,
doesn't it?" She grinned broadly at Helva, her green eyes w de.

"Effective, too. The oaf positively blanched."

"Thorn ...." and Kira cut off her words, pressing her lips firmy
toget her, her face, for one tiny noment, showing inner pain. "I think," she
mur mur ed, cl osing her eyes, "I'mhungry." Her voice was breathless, like a
child's. "And," her eyes flashed open, her face conposed again, "I think I
shal I nake paprikash! Since, you realize, | have just furiously remenbered the
accurate recipe." She danced across the floor. "Taught ne by an old gypsy."
She waggl ed her finger at Helva. "Prom se not to peek. It's a famly secret.”

She pivoted on her toes, round and round into the galley, |aughing
breat hl essly as she caught the counter for support.

"Doesn't it smell heavenly?" Kira demanded of Helva, l|ater pausing with
the dish raised to Helva's colum. "Be better with noodles and thick crusty
bread. Him " she nmunbl ed happily over a full nouth. "Ch, perfect. | have not
| ost ny touch." She put her fingers to her lips, releasing a kiss to the air
in the extravagance of gustatory enjoyment. "Mrvelous." She curled her |egs
under her on the wide pilot's chair and ate quickly, licking her fingers
occasi onal Iy when the stew spl ashed.

"You make me wi sh | wasn't nourished by a bunch of flagons,"” Hel va
remarked. "l've never seen anyone enjoy the sinple business of eating as mnuch
as you do. And you don't seemto suffer from excess calories.”

Kira shrugged negligently. "Excellent netabolism Absolutely
unalterable. That's nme!" That fleeting edge of bitterness crept into the gay



Voi ce.

Hel va began to suspect that these sudden sw tches of nood were | ess the
product of a naturally volatile spirit than the el aborate defenses of a badly
hurt woman, struggling to suppress her pain by overriding all references to
it.

Hel va renenbered how carefully the guitar case had been stowed in the
closet. Not so nuch as a hint had Kira nade that it was there, silently
waiting. Was this out of deference to Helva's recent tragedy? for surely Kira
knew of Jennan's death and the | egends that had al ready begun to cling to the
834, O was Kira avoiding the guitar for a reason of her own?

Kira had finished her neal. The dish lay on her |lap. Her face was
broodi ng, eyes fixed on a spot at the base of the control console.

Her whole attitude was apathetical and unhealthy. Helva knew she nust
break this mood. Kira had sonmehow been touched on too vital a point, despite
the overtly innocuous conversation, to help herself.

Softly, w thout conscious choice fromher wealth of nusical references,
Hel va began to sing an old air.

"Music for a while Shall all your cares beguile; Wnd' ring how your
Pai ns were eas'd."

"How my pains are eased?" hissed Kira, her eyes great green gl obes
glittering with hatred at the titaniumcolum. "Do you know how my pain wll
be eased?" She was on her feet in such a violent upward heave that there
seened to be no internmediate nmotion of rising. Tall in fury, Kira frightened
Hel va with the sudden strength in the slight body. "In death! In DEATH " and
she held her arms straight up, wists turned toward Hel va so that she saw the
thin white scars of arterial cuts. "You," and Kira's arns dropped rigid to her
side. "You had the chance to die. No one could have stopped you. Wy didn't
you? \What kept you living after he died?" the girl demanded with trenchant
scorn.

Hel va drew in her breath sharply, against the tantalizing menory of an
angui shed desire to dive into the clean white heart of Ravel's exploding sun

"Do you realize that even if a person wants to die, it is not all owed!
Not allowed." Kira began to pace wildly, graceful even in this savage nood.
"No. You pronptly are subjected to such deep conditioning you cannot. Anything
else is permitted in our great society except the one thing you really want,
if it happens to be death. Do you realize that | have not been left alone in
three years? And now ..." Kira's face was contorted in ugly anger and
contenpt, "now you're ny nursemaid. And don't think for one noment |'m not
aware you have had a confidential report on ny enmotional instability."

"Sit down," Helva ordered coldly and activated the final section of the
m ssion tape with its restriction. As the inport of the nessage reached Kira,
she did sit, slunped lifeless in the pilot chair, her face drained of al
enot i on.

"I"'msorry, Helva. I'mreally sorry." She raised trenbling hands in
apology. "l just didn't believe they would | eave nme alone at last."

"They are very good at conditioning," Helva remarked softly. "They mnust
be and they have to be. They can't have ships or people going rogue from
grief. But | think they have |l et you alone. They've nerely made sure you can't



get to those few worlds where ritual suicide is permtted, |ike Babam Homan,
Beid and Keid. And they can't allow you to suicide because the ethos of

Central Wrlds is dedicated to extending life and propagating it wherever and
whenever possible. I"'ma living exanple of the extremes to which they are
willing to go to sustain a human life. The RCA is anot her aspect of the sane
ethos. For you to seek suicide neans a breakdown in this ethos which cannot be
permtted. Even the Pegasus and Eridani planets |limt the conditions under

whi ch suicide is condoned and proscribe certain grotesque cerenbnies to insure
that only the nost desperate attenpt it.

"You'd think," Helva sighed with exasperation, "they'd figure out sone
way to alleviate | oss, since death is the one thing the great and gl orious
Central Wrlds hasn't been able to cure."

Kira's tunbled hair hid her face fromHelva's view Even the slim
fingers were notionless. The girl had abandoned herself to grief and suddenly
Hel va was inmmeasurably irritated with this immolation in self-pity. True
enough, she had been tenpted to suicide, but her conditioning had hel d. She
had keened her loss to black space, but she had Iifted with Theoda to Anni gon
and gone on with the business of living. Just as Theoda had after her own
tragedy. As many people had, all over the universe and throughout tine. Wen
her medi cal advisers had realized that Kira was wallowi ng in sorrow, they
shoul d have applied a block ... oh, no, not when Kira had nearly finished
brawn training, Helva renenbered that factor. She had been nade
bl ock-resistant so the only therapy was intensive conditioning. They coul dn't
erase, only inhibit.

Hel va | ooked di spassionately at her brawn, furious at her situation
realizing that Central Wrlds had known exactly what they were asking of Helva
when they assigned Kira to her. That, too, was part of the ethos. Use what you
have that will get the job done.

"Kira, what is a Dyl anist?"

The | owered head jerked up, the curtaining hair falling away fromthe
face. The scout blinked and turned to stare at Hel va's bul khead.

"Well, that is the last question | would have expected," she said in a
qui et voice. She gave a little snort of |aughter and then tossed her head,
shaki ng her hair out of her way. She |ooked at Hel va thoughtfully,
specul atively. "Al'l right. I'Il absolve you of the guilty crime of
psychot herapy. Although," and Kira pointed an accusatory finger at the col um,
"I was coerced to make this mssion and | thought it awfully suspicious you
were ny ship."”

"Yes, that would follow logically, wouldn't it?" Helva agreed calmy.

Kira laid a slimhand on the bul khead, on the square plate that was the
only access to Helva's titaniumshell within the colum. It was a gesture of
apol ogy and entreaty, sinple and swift. Had Hel va been aware of sensory val ues
it woul d have been the lightest of pressures.

"A Dylanist is a social commentator, a protester, using music as a
weapon, a stimulus. A skilled Dylanist, and I wasn't one," and fromthe
enphasi s on the pronoun, Helva assunmed that Kira considered her husband,
Thorn, had been one such, "can make so conpelling an argunent with nel ody and
words that what he wants to say becomes insinuated into the subconscious.™

"Subl i m nal song?"



"Well, haven't you been haunted by a nel ody?" Kira paused at the door of
her cabi n.

"Hmm vyes, | have," Helva agreed, not sure that the theme from
Rovol odorus' Second Celestial Suite was exactly what Kira had in nmind. Stil
the point was well taken
"Areally talented Dylan stylist,” Kira continued, returning with the
guitar case, "can create a nelody with a nessage that everyone sings or huns,
whi stles, or druns in spite of hinself. Wiy, you can even wake up in the
nmorning with a good Dyl an-styled song singing in your head. You can inagine
how effective that is when you' re proselytizing for a cause.™

Hel va roared with laughter. "No wonder you'd be considered an
enbarrassnment to Central Wrlds on the Ophiuchus circuit."

Kira's grin was inpish. "I got the chapter, verse, and section on that,
plus what a waste of tinme, talent, and ability that could be put to worthwhile
use in service to CW"

She nade a face as she struck chords, sour fromthe instrunent's |ong
di suse. She tightened the keys, tuning up fromthe bass string, her expression
unexpectedly tender as she worked. She struck a tentative chord, tightened the
E string a fraction nore, to nod satisfaction at the resulting mell ow sound.

Wth flashing strong fingers she wove a pattern of chords and notes,
drawi ng nore volune fromthe instrument than its fragile structure suggested.
To Helva's amazenent she recogni zed an ancient Bach fugue just as Kira struck
an angry discord, clanping both hands on the strings to keep them from
resonati ng.

"Achh," she excl ai ned, sharply flappi ng her hands and then cl enching

theminto tight fists. "I haven't played since ..." She struck a major chord,
then nodul ated to a dimnished mnor. "I renenber we spent one entire night
till noon the next day, actually ... trying to analyze an early Dyl an

song. The trouble was, you weren't supposed to analyze Dyl an. You had to fee
himand if you tried to parse what he was saying into Basic or into

psychol ogical terns, it... it was neaningless. It was the total imagery of the
musi ¢ and the words that nmade the gut react. That was the whol e purpose of his
style. Wen the gut reacts the nmind gets the whiplash and another chip is
knocked off the solid block within."

"I'"d say his work might be good therapy," Helva remarked dryly.

Kira flashed her an angry | ook that dissolved into a grin. She made her
guitar laugh. "The trouble with therapy is you tend to find too many confusing
alternative neanings to the sinplest notions and words, and then you're so
confused, you suspect everyone and everything." And Kira's guitar echoed the
pitch of her words derisively.

A red warning light flashed on the panel sinultaneously with an inpul se
to Helva's internal nonitors. The guitar was the sole occupant of the pilot's
chair and Kira was hal fway down the passageway to the No. 3 hold before Hel va
could activate her own visual check

Kira paused at the hold door |ong enough to assess the danage before she
spun to the farther hold, where their additional supplies were stored.

The cl umsiness of the technician had, to all scrutiny, been renedi ed at
the tine of the accident by securing the tubing in the dem john of nutritive



fluid. What had not been apparent at that tine was that the closure at the
other end of the line had been | oosened. Sufficient of the fluid had dripped
away fromthe weakened joint to register on the telltale. Helva anxiously
checked with her magnified vision along the section of enmbryos serviced by
that tank. There was loss at the joint, but the ribbon was still full

Kira was back with new tubing and joints. Deftly she removed the faulty
equi prent, careful in her transfer to prevent air bubbles seeping in along the
ri bbon. Then she checked the entire length of ribbon and each m nute sac under
magni fication to make certain there were no visible bubbles or disruption to
the contact between sac top and the nutritive nipple fastening.

Then she checked the joints in the other ribbons, each Iine, each flask,
every connection. It was a job of several hours' duration but she nade no
attenpt to hasten the process.

Reassured, she and Hel va did anot her check of the internal nonitors
bef ore she cl osed the hatch

"I should have cut himup and made himinto the paprikash. That woul d
nave served himright!" Kira nuttered as she di sappeared into the privacy of
her cabi n.

Hel va eavesdropped until she heard the slow, even breathing. Al the
while the mute guitar stared back at her fromthe pilot's seat, threads of
t hat haunting nel ody pl agui ng Hel va as she mai ntai ned her vigil

At Dubhe, Kira insisted on an el aborate spectrum i nspection on the
di sturbed ribbon to make sure none of the several thousand fetuses within the
strand had suffered inpairnment. Whatever enotional problens tornented Kira,
she held them apart from her professional life. Her objectivity was the nore
appreci ated by Hel va because she had had a glinpse of Kira's personal turnoil.

The KH-834 sped onward from Dubhe to Merak, where another 20,000 waited.
On the short voyage between Dubhe and Merak, neither Kara nor Hel va nentioned
what Helva styled 'the paprikash' incident. Kira did not put the guitar away
but spent some tinme every 'evening' giving Helva additional sanples of
Dyl ani st wit and social penetration, fromthe ancient dream songs of the
Protest Decade in early Atomi c history to contenporary exanples.

When the call fromAlioth cane, it interrupted Kira's masterfu
rendition of a very early Dylan, "Blowin' in the Wnd."

Kira carefully laid aside her guitar and answered the call, her face
regi stering polite surprise at the origin.

"Fi fteen thousand?" she repeated for confirmation, and received what
Hel va felt was an unnecessarily curt rejoinder and cutoff.

While Kira had been dealing with the call, Helva had activated the
ship's menory files for facts on the planet.

"That's odd," she renarked.
"How so?" asked Kira, jotting down eta conputations.
"There's no record of their having a bank. Gimplanet. In a highly

unst abl e vol canic period. Use a lot of nolten mining techniques. H ghest
nortality rate in the Central Worlds."



"I think," comrented Kira dryly, "you'd better see what Cencom has to
say about our |anding there."

"It's not on the restricted list, Kira," Helva replied, but she
activated the tight beam

"Ali oth?" Cencom excl ai ned, surprised out of its formal voice. "The
mayday didn't go out to them W' ve no record of a bank there. Ethnically
speaking, it's possible. Hold."

Kira cocked an eyebrow at Helva. "They're checking with | know who. Two
gets you one they abort the call."

"Two gets ne one of what?" jibed Hel va.

"KH," Cencomreturned. "Proceed to Alioth. No bank listed but traders
report inprovements in mning techniques indicate technol ogi cal advances at
proper level for race propagation. Religious hierarchy powerful, so do not
ant agoni ze. Repeat, do not antagonize. And report soonest."

"You just lost two whatever it was you bet," Helva taunted.

"Ckay," Kira said with a shrug. "Filnbank have any clips?"

Hel va flashed themon the viewer. The first were aspects of the snall
spaceport The main city was dom nated by an enornous tenple built against the
side of an extinct volcano; the broad nultiple steps leading to it rem nding
Hel va of a ziggurat. She didn't nmuch care for worlds with a religious
hi erarchy, but she was aware that her opinion was at the nmonent jaundiced. Too
many religions were gl oomand doom Alioth, fourth planet of its solar system
was far enough out fromits primary to get little of its brightness and its
vol cani c era predisposed it to Dantean excesses. One | ast scene showed a
processi on of torch-bearing cow ed figures crossing a huge central plaza in
front of the tenple.

"Atruly cheerless place,"”
15,000, we can't have to stay | ong.
nmor bi d pictures.

Kira said, making a face. "Well, with only
" She strunmed a gay tune to counteract the

"They are in the ethnic group required by Nekkar," Helva remarked

dubi ousl vy,

"Can't see a thing with all those hoods," Kira said. "You don't suppose
t he enbryos cone conplete with cow, do you? That'd be a facer for the
Nekkarese," and she giggled, adding a guitar |augh.

"You should say, born with a caul ."

Kira threatened Helva with the guitar, then made her inspection of the
t hree hol ds.

"This extra 15,000 will crowd us a little, with the 20,000 at Merak,"
Kira said as she worked.

"Alioth is spatially aligned with Nekkar. W can make it there with tine
to spare. Then, hoiyotoho off on another stork run."

Kira straightened, winkling her nose in Helva's direction

"Hoi yotoho is utterly inappropriate to a stork run."



"For you, maybe, but not for nme. | am after all, an arnored naid."

"Ha!" Kira fell silent as she peered through a nmagnifying lens at a
joint.

When the two had finished the inspection, Kira paused at the gall ey,
reachi ng absently for coffee. She wandered, noody for the first tinme in nearly
a week, into the main cabin and plunked herself down on the pilot's chair,
curling her feet under her and sitting quietly, only the vapor of the heating
cof f ee nmovi ng.

"Stock run!" she said finally. "D you realize, Helva, |I'mthe sane
et hnic group, too? Those pieces of life are the children of people Iike ne.
Only unlike ne. Because they have | eft seed and | have none."
"Don't be ridiculous,"” Helva snapped, hoping to ward off a Kiran
expl osion. "You made your RCA duty when you reached your majority, didn't
you?"

"No," Kira snapped back. "No. | didn't. | had met Thorn by then and
was going to have all ny children. | didn't need any agency to insure the
propagati on of those chronosones that are essentially Kira Fal eraova M rsky of
Canopus. As a matter of fact," she said sardonically, "I even wote a Dylan on
the RCA, full of wit and drollery, with candid cracks about the uncanned
child."

She swung the chair around to face Helva, her eyes narrowed in
sel f-cont enpt .

"One of the many itens ny so-censored biograph left out was that nmy only
child died a-borning, fromhis nother's wonb untinely ripped, ripping it and
rendering her conpletely barren.”

Kira spanned her tiny hips with slender hands. "No life in these |oins,
ever ... not inplanted nor inpregnated. No nothing of Thorn or all we had
toget her. That," and she snapped her fingers, "for our suprene egotistica
sel f-assurance. "

It was for such accidents that the RCA recomended seed donations from
every young adult. It was pointless to remind Kira of this. She was all too
patently aware of her folly.

"That's why | returned to nedicine after Thorn's death rather than the
Service. But all ny studies proved that there was no rebirth in me nor birth
for me. Science can do many wonders, meke many adjustments, but not that."

She sighed heavily but her bitterness was not as frantic as that first
expl osion. Helva wondered if Kira had resigned herself to barrenness as she
had not, from appearances, resigned herself to living.

"Which is why, dear Helva, it is ironic for me, of all people, to be
assisting this particular cargo around the G eat Wueel."

Hel va refrained fromany remarks. Kira finished her coffee and retired
to rest. Wthin a few hours there would be Merak to deal with, then on to
Alioth.

They cleared Merak in record time, the technicians being both quick and
careful. Alioth was only a few days onward before the last spatial hop to



Nekkar. Scout and ship had now achi eved a pl easant routine in which Hel va
filled gaps in her classical and ancient nusical repertoire with Kira's
conpr ehensi ve acquai ntance with folk nmusic fromold Terra and the early
col oni al periods of the now major worlds.

Hel va woke Kira just before touchdown on Alioth. The scout dressed
quickly in a sonber tunic, braiding her hair so closely to her scal p Hel va
wonder ed her head didn't ache.

Touchdown was not auspicious. To begin with, the spaceport was
over shadowed by the jagged, glowi ng peaks of Alioth's active continental
spine. They were told to touch down sone distance fromthe snmall rectangul ar
bui | di ng that housed what spaceport control and adm nistration the
i nhospi tabl e planet required. Kira protested they were too far fromthe
building to effect a quick transfer and was brusquely inforned she was to
await the arrival of a ground vehicle. It took its tine in arriving, a huge
transport truck | oaded with cow ed figures who took positions around Helva's
base, elbow to el bow. Their belligerent attitude and presence seenmed an insult
to a ship bearing Helva's narkings.

"What is the meaning of mounting a guard on a Scout Ship in Centra
Worl ds Medical Service?" Kira demanded in firmtones to the control tower.

"For the protection of your cargo."

At this noment the charge officer of the guard contingent requested
perm ssion to enter the scout ship.

"Wel |l ?" Hel va asked softly of Kira.

"I don't see we have much choice but | suggest you tape this and tight
beamit back to Regulus."

"My thought, too," Helva agreed. "And | think I'll play silent."

"A good idea," Kira said, adjusting a contact button on her cloak

There were many backward pl anets where the partnership of the nobile
brawn scout and his brain ship were inproperly understood. On such worlds it
often had been to the advantage of the partners to keep the brain's abilities
unknown until needed, if needed. The button would allow Helva to keep in sight
and sound contact with Kira.

The officer, an onminous, tall figure in his black cow, appeared at the
airl ock, which Hel va opened. The man, his face unseen, towered above Kira. A
thin hand was extruded fromthe draperies and nade a gesture toward breast and
hi dden face that could be interpreted as a salute of sorts.

Kira responded in kind, waiting for himto speak first.

"Second Watch officer Noneth," he finally intoned.

"Medi cal Scout Kira of Canopus,"” Kira replied with dignity. Helva did
not fail to note that the girl clung to her planetary designation, rather than

a ship-partner identity as KH 834.

"Your presence is required at H gh Tenple to discuss the donation,"
Noneth said in hollow, neasured tones.

"Time is of the essence in a transfer of this nature," Kira began



snoot hl y.

"Time," intoned the officer, "is at the disposal of H mWwo Oders. It
is at his command you are to cone."

"The seed is ready for shipment?" Kira asked, insistent on sone
i nformati on.

A shudder rippled the fabric surrounding the figure of Noneth.
"Do not bl asphene."

"Unintentional, | assure you," Kira said, calmy refusing to offer
further apol ogy.

"Cone," ordered the officer in a voice of command that crackled with
aut hority.

"He Who Orders bids you cone, woman," a sepul chral, harsh voice echoed
shrilly through the tiny cabin.

Kira won another mark of respect from Hel va when she gave no indication
of surprise at that awesone bellow. The scout's eyes flicked briefly over the
snoot h oval fastening on Noneth's hood. Helva as well as Kira recogni zed the
device for what it was, a two-way control simlar to the one Kira wire. A type
i ssued only to Service personnel

There'd be a nova of a scandal when Central Wrlds di scovered who was
distributing these restricted designs on backward pl anets.

"The order mnust be obeyed. The Tenple itself has spoken,” Noneth cried
in a voice quavering with reverence. "Dally not."

The Tenple was feninine, Helva realized, having appraised the tinbre of
the voi ce.

"I amunder orders," Kira said evasively.

"That is the Eternal Truth," Noneth replied, nodding solem accord, as
Kira apparently responded in a manner consonant with his religion. He raised
his hand in a stylized gesture and added, "May Death come to you at the noment
of your triunmph."

Kira, about to nmake a graceful obeisance, halted and stared up at the
hi dden face, her eyes w de with shock

"May Death come to you at the nmoment of your triunmph?" she murnured. The
bl ood drained from her face.

"I's not Death the greatest of blessings?" asked the priest, mldly
surprised at her ignorance.

It was all Helva could do to remain silent but a deep instinct stifled
her half-formed groan of protest. It took little extra interpolation to
surm se that death on Alioth would be the greatest of blessings: relief from
the terrible drudgery, the grimand gl oony aspect of the planet, with its
hovering, smoking nountains. The normal perils of nolten mining plus the daily
anxi ety of a volcano emergi ng and erupting underfoot had enphasi zed the
brevity of existence until the enphasis had swng toward death as a wel cone
respite fromgrinding toil and m serable conditions. Was Cencom out of its



al l eged m nd? when it did not ban Kira fromlanding on Alioth, know ng her
conpul si on? She woul dn't even have to strain agai nst her conditioning.

"Yes, Death is the greatest of blessings. That is Eternal Truth,"” Kira
repeat ed, trancelike.
"Come with nme," Noneth enjoined, gently persuasive, his gaunt hand
beckoning to Kira. "Come," echoed the sepul chral voice greedily.

The ground car had no sooner left the base of the KH 834 than the guard
began to nove.

"She will see H mWo Orders," one sighed enviously. "The bareface
harl ot will be given an unjust reward. Now Up the Iift and let us secure the
cargo. Think of it! Thousands nore to die to expiate the sin agai nst H m Wo
O ders.”

That was sufficient for Helva. She locked the lift controls and slid the
airlock securely tight. Curse, hamer, buffet though those Aliothites m ght,
Hel va was i nvul nerabl e agai nst such weapons as Alioth's technol ogy possessed.
She activated the tight beamto Cencom Alioth would rue the day its religious
hi erarchy decided to hijack the cargo of a Service ship, much less kidnap its
br awn.

Di spassi onately Hel va took account of the matter of Kira's departure.
The girl had, in the extremes of grief, sought death. But Helva doubted Kira
woul d betray her service. For one thing, she couldn't, although the Aliothites
didn't realize the ship was capabl e of independent thought and action. Having
enticed the brawn away, they assunmed the ship was grounded, inpotent, and they
could take their time forcing Kira to accede to their designs on the enbryos.

I could just |eave, Helva thought. If death is the reward these zeal ots
seek, then | don't need to have any conpunctions about burning the guard
detail to its due nmerits. But | cannot |eave Kira. Not yet. | have tine. What
was the matter with Cenconf? They were never around when you needed thenm And
why in the name of little apples did they permt Kira to land on a
deat h- dedi cated pl anet? You idiot, Helva told herself, because they didn't
know that's the way the religion turned.

The ground runbl ed beneath her. Far to the north a fireball zooned
heavenward, bursting in a shower of lighted fragnents. OQher fireworks
foll owed, as well as nore om nous novenent beneath Helva's tailfins. She held
herself ready for an instant liftoff if her bal ance was shaken beyond the
normal recovery in her stabilizers. Somewhere to the northeast, another
vol cano answered the eruption of the first.

Hel va saw the ground car carrying Kira reach the central building and
she nmuttered ineffective nental commands for Kira to snap out of her trance
and switch on the contact button

The guard, inpervious to the massed eruptions, went right on trying to
force the lift mechanism Their cows kept falling fromtheir faces and they
kept replacing themas if a bare face were indecent. The red light fromthe
fireballs that continued to Iight the sky illum nated gaunt, ascetic faces,
dirty with ingrained volcanic dusts, dulleyed frominproper nutrition and
continual fatigue.

Kira alighted fromthe transport and, flanked by guards, was escorted to
a smaller vehicle that di sappeared from Helva's augnmented vision into the
conpl ex of city buildings. The transport turned back to the field and Hel va.



An enterprising guard urged his fellows to bring a gantry rig agai nst
the ship. Slowy and with nmuch effort, they wheel ed the cunbersonme frane from
a far side of the field.

Hel va wat ched the performance with grimanusenment. Their own fault for
insisting we set down so far fromthe facilities of the port. Perhaps they
couldn't see in the gloomof Alioth's perpetual twilight that the | ock was
cl osed tight, too.

She tried to rouse Cencomon the tight beam cursing at that del ay
because she was so worried about not reaching Kira on the contact.

"Contact button,"” she muttered to herself, recalling the anonal ous
appear ance of one on Noneth's hood. Now, if it were a Service issue or a true
imtation, she ought to be able to use it. That Tenple female had utilized one
to second Noneth's comrands to Kira.

Hel va wasted no tinme in throwi ng open the w de-wave on the contact band.
As hastily, she closed it, dazed with the resultant chaotic kal ei doscope of
sight and sound that besieged her. Mentally reeling fromthe inpact on her
senses, she wondered painfully how she had managed to get several hundred
t housand contacts at once. Quickly she scanned the scurrying guards, stil
trying to westle the gantry frame to her. Each one had a button securing his
hood at the neck

"Great glittering gal axies," mpaned Helva. "This religion nust be
conposed of schizoids to deal with that kind of chaos."

Hol ding tightly to her sanity, Helva opened the band a fraction, w ncing
at the confusion of sound and sight. She tried to focus in on one contact
al one but felt herself drowning in the nyriad pictures that returned. It was
like trying to focus on a pinpoint through the faceting of a fly's eyeball

Gimy she refined vision to one small area, forcing herself to accept
only one of the conflicting and overl apping i mages that returned to her. She
cut out the sound conpletely. Fortunately every wearer in the sel ected segnent
was convergi ng on one location, crossing a huge plaza, crowded with gyrating,
swayi ng cow ed figures, their robes flapping around them as they approached
the wi de deep steps that led up the side of the dead vol cano. This was the
ziggurat Helva had noticed in the tape clip.

Suddenly everything and every figure tilted. It took Hel va a nonent to
realize she too was rocking with earthquake as three nore vol canoes spewed out
their guts skyward. She waited, alert, lest the instability of the spaceport
field became too critical for her to remain planet-bound!

An ecstatic, moaning roar wafted through the air, now hazy as the
earth's minute shifts rel eased gases fromnarrow fissures in the floor of the
pl aza. Helva, already confused, did not at first catch the significance of the
gas or the fact that the ulul ation was reaching her ship's outer ears, not
i ssuing fromthe dunb contact circuits.

Hel va i ncreased power in the tight beam desperately trying to raise
Cencom over the vol canic interferences.

Si mul t aneously she cut in the narrow contact, anxious not to |ose Kira.
Everyone in the plaza was now waving arns al oft, hoods thrown back fromjoyful
faces raised to the spark-filled, gas-fogged skies. Then the Aliothites
wheel ed, ducking their heads to breathe deeply of the rising gas funes.



I ncredul ous, Hel va watched, as nore and nore peopl e pushed and crowded around
the fissures; inhaling deeply, staggering away; faces rapt, arns aloft,
nmoverments erratic. Then Helva realized that the gases were either

hal | uci nogeni ¢ or euphoric, doubly dangerous at a time of mass vol canic
eruptions. Yet the exposed open plaza was rapidly filling with bodies either
already intoxicated or frantically trying to be.

The significance of gas eruptions in the plaza before the Tenple of this
denoni ac religion was not [ost on Helva. Cbviously, this effect was known and
cal cul ated by the tenple hierarchy. Helva was revolted and enraged by such
depravity and she redoubl ed her efforts to |locate Kira and her escort. They
woul d have to | eave the vehicle and enter the plaza on the south side. One
mul ti-exposed group caught her searching eyes. There couldn't be two such
sl ender hoodl ess figures on this nmad planet. Kira was just entering the plaza,
her inexorable progress toward the ziggurat steps inpeded by the jerking,
jolting freak-inebriates.

Ful ly al armed, Helva wi dened the band, trying to skip fromcontact to
contact, forward toward Kira. The effect was maddeni ng, |ike seeing thousands
of filmtapes all interlocking fuzzily, playing on the same naster screen. For
the first time in her life, Helva felt vertigo and nausea. Her sense of
i mpendi ng di saster deepened as she tried to reach Kira before she entered the
Tenpl e of Death. Placed as it was on the top of the massive ziggurat, right
next to the old volcano, it rmust be heavy with the halluci nogeni c gases. Helva
t hanked the Service for the small blessing that Kira had been desensitized to
such hazards as hal |l uci nogens, but the girl was as inmobile in her trance as
if she were susceptible.

Hel va groaned at her inability to reach Kira, spiritually or physically.

"Ooooh," an answering groan rose fromthe nultitude. "The Tenple weeps,"
the garbled cry went up froma thousand throats. Even the guards at the
spaceport, westling with the gantry frame, echoed the chant.

"Ch," Helva gasped. Her surm se that she was broadcasting to all the
Aliothites, was confirnmed as this new exclamati on was repeated by the crowd.
She had been mnistaken for the voice of their Tenple female.

olivious to the nulti-vision, Helva stared at the cylindrical top of
the Tenpl e and recogni zed what she had not consciously identified before. The
cylinder was a ship on its long axis, nose and fins buried in the lava of the
ol d eruption. The Tenple entrance was nothing nore than an airlock, and by the
entrance, Helva could trace the faintly visible designation of a Centra
Worl ds brain ship.

As clear as the day she had heard it, the day Jennan had di ed, Helva
recal l ed what Silvia had told her about another grief-stricken ship. This had
to be the 732. And what better place to nmourn than a red-dark viol ent world,
so conducive to the imolation of grief? O had the 732 ainmed at the fiery maw
of the erupting vol cano and sonmehow been defl ected fromthe seething cone at
the I ast nonent, |odged inmovably in the lava-flow at its base? Had the 732
turned her tortured nmind on the grimworld and urged thousands to die in
expiation for the death of her bel oved?

The requirements of duty were suddenly lucid to Helva and the plans to
di scharge it sprang to mind. Wth the genius of sheer desperation, Helva began
to sing, her voice a deep, caressing baritone, coloring her resonances wth
m nor - keyed | ongi ng, suspending reason to the dictates of sheer instinct.

"Death is nmne, mne forever," she intoned, repeating the phrase a third



above as the responsive Aliothites chanted the first phrase in obedient
mmecry. It was |ike having an incredibly well-rehearsed worl d-chorus at your
di sposal . Hel va exploited the phenonmenon ruthl essly.

"Sleep | cannot, rest eludes me."
tortured I."

And down a fifth "Dreans to plague ne,

Up to an augnented seventh as the chorus chinmed in on a di ssonance,
calcul ated to raise inner hackles and pierce the gut with | onging.

"Let me sleep, let me rest, let ne die."

Hel va sang, her voice sliding into the edged tinbre of a harsh, yearning
tenor. Down again to the original musical phrase, but this time the baritone
quality was tinged with scorn

"Death is nmine, mne forever. Let ne sleep, let ne rest, let ne die."

The | ast word becanme a vibrant crescendo of derision, dimnishing to a
nocki ng whi sper long after the supporting chorus had conpleted its cry on the
augment ed sevent h.

"Cencomcal ling KH-834, will you acknow edge? ACKNOALEDGE!" the hard
of ficial voice of Regulus Base Cencom broke through Helva's fantastic mnusica
i mprovi sation

"Mayday, mayday," Helva replied in a jolting soprano on both tight beam
and the Aliothite contact band. The chorus obediently shrilled out the
resoundi ng emergency chall enge. Hel va caught her breath as she saw Kira
stagger with instinctive reaction to the cry.

"Mayday?" Cencom dermanded. "You sent with a crafty fool Dyl anizing on
Ali ot h?"

Wth a shock, Helva realized that was exactly what she was doi ng,
Dyl ani zi ng. Her appeal to Kira, though couched nusically, the one nmediumw th
whi ch she could hope to reach the entranced scout, had crystallized further
into the sublimnal formof a Dylanesque protest. Exultant, she knew how to
mani pul ate this to her own ends. Wth a barely perceptible increase in tenpo,
she repeated her first phrase, no longer a longing | egato, but a nocking
staccato. As the chorus responded idiotically true to its nodel, she hurriedly
reported to Cencom

"Alioth's religious head is the rogue ship 732; the religious notivation
is death!"

"The brawn, where is your brawn?" Cencom crackl ed

"What is the release word for the 732?" Helva hissed, then chanted the
second phrase of her Dylan, again picking up the tenpo so that the beat as
wel | as the sound had urgency to it.

"Report!" Cencom denmanded.

"I don't have time to report, you nardy fool. The rel ease word!" Hel va
snarl ed. She jumped her voice an octave and a half, switching registers to
hel den-tenor, her phrase ringing through the plaza in an arrow of sheer

enoti on, packed sound to pierce the trance of her scout.

Kira's guards were |lurching now, half-dazed by the treacherous funes



that filled the plaza. They had Kira by the arns, and Helva, trapped in the
background of the m ghty chorus, couldn't tell whether they were restraining
Kira or hanging onto her for support The girl alone was unaffected by the
hal | uci nogen

"Let me sleep, let me rest, let ne die!"

Hel va's tenor rang, scornfully, lashing viciously at Kira's deat hw sh.

"You fool," Cencom said. "She wants to die!"

"G VE ME THE RELEASE WORD!' " Helva cried at the tight beamin a strident
soprano, then projected her voice, bitterly powerful, angrily conpelling,
t hundering the protest:

"Let me sleep, let me rest, let ne die!"

The phrase echoed tauntingly through the plaza. The chorus, unable to
imtate the incredible pitch of Helva's voice, dropped to the | ower octave.
The chal | enge rocked back across the plaza, punctuated by the massive thunder
of erupting vol canoes.

Wth a sudden, soundless, soul-shattering wench, the massed glinpses of
chaos di ssol ved and Hel va was suddenly of single sight, Kiral, in a darkly
curtai ned chanmber, unevenly lit by red braziers. Increasing her dark vision
Hel va penetrated the gloom her attention focused on the hideous object that
domi nated the room

On a raised, black basaltic slab lay the deconposi ng renmai ns of what had
once been a man. The teeth were bared whitely through the decayed flesh in a
travesty of a smle. The tendons of the neck were stark ridges and the
cartil age of his esophagus ended in the indestructible fabric of a scout
coverall. His hands, crossed on the chest cavity crunpled by a nassive fata
bl ow, were linked by the intertw ned overgrowmh of fingernail. The 732's dead
brawn lay in state.

And Hel va was seeing himthrough Kira's contact button ... at |ast.

A wailing chant filled the chanber, a neaningless, nournful dribble of
sound, emanating fromthe walls, the ceiling, the floor. The mad brain encased
inits indestructible titaniumshell, had all circuits open, keening,

oblivious to everything.

In as soundl ess a whi sper as she could broadcast, Helva nmuttered swiftly

to Kara. "It's the rogue 732. It's gone mad. It's got to be destroyed." It was
easi er, sonehow for Helva, know ng what she nust do, to think of the 732 as an
i npersonal 'it', rather than the female the brain had once been

Kira swayed, making no reply.

For one paral yzi ng dem second, Helva wondered if the girl had
i nadvertently opened the contact, if Kira were still in the thrall of the
power ful death wish. Had Helva's Dylan protest pierced Kira's self-destructive
trance with its nockery? Had Hel va succeeded in jolting her brawn to sanity?
The rel ease word woul d be no nortal use if she did not have her nobile brawn's
cooperation to immobilize the rogue.

Wth slow steps Kira approached the bier and its ghastly occupant. The
keeni ng grew | ouder, the munbling becane articul at ed.



"He has been taken. He Who Orders has been taken," chanted the 732 and
the crowd echoed the chant as readily as they had Helva's. "He is gone. Seber
is gone."

Not hel pl ess again? Helva cried, silently, her mnd overwhel med by
hopel essness.

Eerily another sound was superinposed over the 732's wail.
"Now that dwarf presents a definite problem Lia," the wowu ng, muffled
words coul d barely be distinguished. "I wouldn't be surprised ..."

It was a man's voi ce, Helva realized, played back at a |aggi ng speed
whi ch distorted the words into a yawi ng parody. The ship was broadcasting, had
broadcast this tape so many tinmes that the sound of Seber's taped voice was as
decayed as his corpse on the bier

Kira continued to sway in her graceful circumavigation.

"Speak, O Seber, in singing tones that thy servant, Kira, may hear the
musi ¢ of thy bel oved voice," Kira crooned, maki ng an obei sance to the col um
behi nd which lay the shell of the mad 732.

Hel va barely managed to suppress the cry of intolerable relief at the
cues Kira was feeding her

"CENCOV| THE RELEASE WORD!' " Hel va pl eaded on the tight beamjust as the
732' s crooning broke off abruptly. Helva could al nost feel the ship's held
br eat h.

Del ay! Del ay! \Were was Cencomnl

"Lia, the interference on ny contact is incredible. Can't you clear up
the rel ays? That dwarf is weaking havoc ..."

Even Kira jumnped involuntarily as Hel va, deepening her voice to a
baritone approxi mati on of Seber's, ad |ibbed frantically.

"Can't seemto read you clearly. Lia? Lia? You got wires crossed?"

"Seber? Seber?" shrieked the rogue ship, her voice wild w th incredul ous
hope. "I"'mtrapped. |I'mtrapped. | was thrown off course when the edge of the
volcano blew. | tried to die. |I tried to die, too."

Kira was funbling with the draperies at the bul khead. Her escort, roused
fromtheir euphoria as they sensed sacril ege, dove toward Kira. Her sw ft hand
caught one on the voice box in a deadly chop. She ducked under the other man,
usi ng her body to throw hi magainst the bier so squarely that his head cracked
om nously agai nst the stone and he sl unped down.

"KH, the release is na-thomte-ah-ro, watch the pitch!"

And Hel va, knowi ng she was in effect executing one of her own kind,
broadcast the release word to the 732. As the syllables with their pitched
nuances activated the rel ease of the access panel, Kira caught the plate,
reached in deftly and threw the valve that would flood the inside of the shel
wi t h anest hesi a.

"I can't see you, Seber. Where are ..." and the 732's despairing wail



was stilled in I onged for oblivion

Kira whirled, the panel clinking behind the concealing draperies as
cow ed figures lurched into the main cabin fromthe quarters behind.

"Hol d!'" Helva commanded in Lia's voice. "He Who Orders has deci ded. Take
t he barefaced woman back to the ship. Such bl asphempbus seed is not for the
chosen of Alioth."

Kira, again trancelike, followed the dazed hoods back down the steps.

"Hel va, what in the fardles is happening there?" Cencom denmanded within
the 834.

"He has decided,"” the fanatical mob in the plaza groaned and swayed in
the thrall of the hallucinogenic funes.

"Hel va!" snapped Cencom
"Ch, shut up all of you," said Helva, near a breaking point.
"He has ordered. That is Eternal Truth."

She watched just |ong enough to be sure that the reeling, freak-drunk
Aliothites would not interfere with Kira's return. How they could, Helva
couldn't imagine, for they were dropping by the hundreds, exhausted by fumes
and frenzy.

"You better have a good explanation for deliberately abrogating specific
restrictions in your journey tape regarding Dylanistic ..."

"I"1l Dylanize you, you fatuous oaf," Helva cut in angrily. "The end
justifies the means, and might | renmind you that for some reason, unknown
forever to God and man, your list of restricted planets did NOT include
Alioth, as by the fingernails of that God they should have!"

Cencom sputtered indignantly.

"Control yourself," Helva suggested acidly. "I found your |ong-| ost
rogue and | have killed her. And | did some rough but effective therapy on
your precious Kira of Canopus. Wiat more do you want of one brain shell? Huh?"

Cencom nmai ntai ned silence for 60 stunned seconds.

"Where is Kira?" and Helva could swear Cencom sounded contrite.

"She's all right."

"Put her on."

"She's all right!" Helva repeated with weary enphasis. "She's on her way
back fromthe Tenple."

The spaceport rocked under a multiple eruption just as the vehicle
bearing Kira screeched to a halt at the Iift. Helva unl ocked the mechani sm and
Kira | eaped on before the guards cane to their senses. The ground danced under
the ship's stabilizers and, as Kira dove fromairlock to pilot's couch, Helva
slamed the | ock shut and precipitously lifted fromgrimAlioth,

In the tail scanners they saw the guards retreating to safety as the



gantry tunbled | eisurely down. Bright jewels dotted the receding planet as it
gave them a vol cani ¢ sendof f.

"Scout Kira of the KH 834 reporting,"” the slender girl said crisply to
Cencom sheddi ng her cl oak. Helva hal f-expected a shower of hairpins to foll ow
but Kira remained tautly erect before the tight beam She gave a terse report,
demandi ng to know why traders had not reported the presence of Service-type
contact buttons plainly visible on every Aliothite. And why, a far nore
crimnal onission, the hallucinogenic gas eruptions had not been reported.

"Hal | uci nogeni ¢ gas?" Cencom echoed weakly. Such instances were the
ni ght mare of col oni zation; entire popul ations could be subjected to illega
dom nation by such em ssions, as indeed had happened on Ali ot h.

"I reconmend strongly that all traders dealing with Alioth in the | ast
50 years be questioned as to their notives in suppressing such information
fromCentral Wrlds. And di scover who was the sem -intelligent CW
representative who cleared this freak-off planet for colonization."

Cencom was reduced to incoherent sputters.

"Stop gargling," Kira suggested sweetly, "and order an all-haste
pl anet -t herapy team here. You' ve got an entire society to reorient to the
busi ness of living. W'll file a conprehensive report from Nekkar, but now
I've got to inspect our children. That was a rough take-off. Over and out."
And Kira closed the tight beam down.

Wth a fluid notion she propelled herself to the kitchen, shaking her
brai ds free and nmassagi ng her scalp with rough fingers.

"My head is pounding!" she exclaimed, reaching for coffee. "That gas was
unbel i evabl y mal odorous." She | eaned wearily against the counter, her
shoul ders sagging in fatigue.

Hel va waited, knowing Kira was sorting her thoughts.

"The closer | got to that tenple, the deeper the terrible m asm of
grief. It was alnost visible, Helva," she said, and then added scathingly,
"and I wallowed in it. Until that Dylan of yours reached nme, Helva."

Her eyes wi dened respectfully. "The hair on the back of my neck stood up
straight. That final chord got me, right here," she groaned, jabbing at her
abdonen with a graphic fist. "Thorn would have given his guts to conpose such
a powerful Dylan." Her shoul ders jerked spasnodically in a violent mnuscle
spasm

"That awful corpse!" She closed her eyes and shuddered, shaki ng her head
sharply to rid herself of the effect. "I think ..." she murnured, her eyes
narrowi ng with self-appraisal, "I have been thinking, | had done the sane
thing to Thorn."

"I think perhaps you had," Helva agreed softly.

Kira sipped at her coffee, her face tired but alive, the nask of
vivacity replaced by an inner calm "I have been so stupid,” she said with
trenchant sel f-contenpt.

"Not even Cencomis infallible," Helva draw ed.

Kira threw back her head in a whoop of |aughter.



"That's Eternal Truth!" she crowed, dancing back into the main cabin.

Hel va wat ched the victory dance, imeasurably pleased with the outcone
of the affair as far as Kira was concerned. She could not regret that she had
had to kill one of her own peers. Lia had really died years before with her
scout. That tortured remant had peace at |ast, and so had Kira. She and Hel va
woul d continue together on their stork run, picking up the seeds from...

Helva let out a yip of exultation. Kira stared at her, startled. "Wat
hit you?"

"It's so ridiculously sinmple | can't inmagi ne soneone never suggested it
to you. O maybe they did and you rejected it."

"I'"l'l never know unless you tell me what it is,"”
caustically.

Kira replied

"One of the facets of your grief psychosis ..
"I"'mover it now," Kira interrupted Helva, her eyes flashing angrily.

"Ha to that. One of the facets has been the | ack of progeny from your
seed and Thorn's? Ri ght?"

The scout's face turned starkly white, but Hel va plunged on

"Nei ther one of your parents was stupid enough to have ignored their RCA
duty. Right? So their seed is on file. Take some of your nother's and his
father's and ..."

Kira's eyes wi dened and her jaw dropped, her face lighting with
i ncredul ous radi ance. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Delicately she stretched
out her hand, touching the access panel softly.

Hel va was ridicul ously, enbarrassingly delighted at her acceptance of
the idea. Then Kira drew her breath in sharply, her face concerned.

"But for you ... wouldn't you take your nother's and ..

"No," Helva said sharply, then added nore gently, "that won't be
necessary." She knew in nind and heart now that the resolution of grief is
hi ghly individual, that both she and Kira had reached it by different neans,
just as Theoda had.

Kira | ooked unaccountably stricken, as if she had no right to take the
solution Helva offered if Helva did not, too.

"After all," the ship chuckled, "there aren't many wonen," and Hel va
used the word proudly, knowi ng that she had passed as surely fromgirlhood to
worman' s estate as any of her nobile sisters, "who give birth to 110, 000 babi es
at one tine."

Kira dissolved into |laughter, crowing with delight over Helva's anal ogy.
She snatched up her guitar, strummng a loud introductory arpeggi o. Then the
two, ship and scout, surprised the stars with a swi nging Schubert serenade as
t hey sped toward Nekkar and deliverance.

Dramatic M ssion



Hel va turned the sound down, pleased that all the enbryo-tube racks and
the great beakers of nutrients were being pulled out, but not at all pleased
with the mauling the crewren were giving her in the process.

They didn't really need to add to the scars already nade by the netal
frames on her decks, or the strains of spilled nutrients on her bul kheads. But
she was silent because even the pilot's cabin showed unni stakabl e marks of
long tenure and Kira Fal ernova had been a tidy person. However, Helva had no
wi sh to go to Regulus and show this shoddy interior to whichever brawns were
waiting to teamup with her

She said as nuch to the other brain ship sitting near her, to one side
of the comercial pads at the Nekkar spaceport.

"That's a silly waste of credit, Helva," Anon, the TA-618, replied, his

voi ce slightly peevish. "How d'you know your new brawn will |ike your taste?
Let him or her, pay for it out of his quarters' allowance. Really, Helva, use
some sense or you'll never buy free. And | don't see why you're so eager to be

saddl ed with a brawn anyway."
"I 1ike people."

Amon made a rude noise. Since he'd | anded, he had steadily conplained to
her about his nmobile partner's deficiencies and shortcom ngs. Hel va had
rem nded herself that Amon and Trace had been together over 15 standard years
and that was said to be the nost difficult period of any |ong association

"When you' ve had a series of brawns aboard you as long as | have, you
won't be so philanthropic. And when you know what your brawn is going to say
before he says it, then you'll have a little idea of the strain I'"mcurrently
under. "

"Kira Falernova and | were 3 years on this storkrun ..

"Doesn't signify. You knew it was a short-term assignnent. You can put
up with anything on that basis. It's the inescapabl e know edge that you' ve got
to go on and on, 25 to 30 years' worth ..."

"If he's all that bad, opt a change," Helva said.
"And add a cancellation penalty to what |'malready trying to pay?"

"Ch, | forgot." Her reply, Helva realized the noment the words were out
of her nouth, was not very politic. Arong his many grievances with the gal axy
at large, the extortionate price of repairs and mai ntenance nade by outworld
stations ranked high. Armon had run afoul of a space-debris stormand the
damage had required a replating of half his nose. Central Wrlds had insisted
that the cause was his negligence, so it was therefore not a service-incurred
or conpensabl e acci dent.

"Furthermore, if | opted,” Anon went on sourly, "I'd have to take
whoever is up next for assignment with no refusal right."

"That's too true."
"I"'mnot fat with double bonuses from grateful Nekkarese."
Hel va swal l owed a fast retort to such an unfair remark and neekly said

she hoped that things would soon | ook up. Amon wanted a synpathetic |istener
not an advi ser.



"You take the advice of one who's been around, Helva," Anpbn went on
mollified by her contrition, "and take every sol o assignnent you can get. Rack
up bonuses while you can. Then you'll be in a position to bargain. |I'mnot.

Oh, here he comes!”

"He's in a hurry, too.

"Wonder what it his jets." Amon sounded so di sagreeable that Hel va
began to wonder just how rmuch the brawn was at fault. Brain ships were people,
t 0o.

Just then, Helva could her the brawn's excited greeting over the open
shi p-to-shi p band.

"Amon, nman, get us cleared and |lifted. W got to get back to Regul us
Base on the double. | just heard ..."

The band went dead.

It was so like Anon to be selfish with good news, too, that Helva did
not take offense. Good luck to him she thought as she turned on the outside
scanners and watched himlift off. If he did get a good assignnent and the
delivery bonus, he could pay off his debt. He might even resolve nost of his
problems with his brawn. The nan had seened nice enough when he'd paid a
courtesy call on Kira and herself the day they arrived at Nekkar. But it was
petty of him Helva thought ... If the brawn had heard, the news could not cone
via tight beam

"Nekkar Control, XH 834 calling.”

"Hel va? Had ny hand on the switch to call you. Qur ground crew treating
you right? Anything you want themto do, you just let 'emknow, " answered the
affabl e com nman

Consi deri ng Nekkar's recent disaster, you' d think they'd be as sour as
Anon.

"I was wondering if you could tell nme why the TA-618 left in such a

hurry.

"Say, yes, that's sonething, isn't it? Never know who's around in the
next system over, do you? | always said, a galaxy's got roomfor all Kkinds.
But who'd ever think people ... | guess you could call 'empeople ... would
want any old archaic plays. Can you imagine that?" and infuriatingly the com
man chuckl ed.

Amon had probl ens knowi ng ahead of time what his man'd say? Hel va
t hought, inpatiently waiting for this jovial soul to say anything worth
listening to.

"Well, not really, because you haven't told me what you heard yet,"
Hel va cut in as the man seened likely to continue editorializing.

"Ch, sorry. Thought you ships'd all have your ears ... oh, pardon the
slip ... to the runor-block. Wll, now, generally my sources are very reliable
and this came to ne fromtwo sources, as | was telling Pilot Trace. A survey
ship out Beta Corvi way regi stered sonme regul at ed-energy em ssions. Pinpointed
themto the sixth planet which had ... of all inprobabilities ... a
nmet hane- ammoni a at nosphere. Never heard of any sentients before devel oping in



that kind of environnent, have you?"
"No. Please go on."

"Well, before the crew could get an exploratory probe treated to
wi thstand that kind of air; ha, ha, air, that's good."

"Consi der that what we breathe m ght be poisonous to them" Helva
suggest ed.

"Ch, true, too true. Any rate, before the crew could shake a leg, the
Corvi ki had probed them What do you think of that?"

"Fascinating. |'m hanging on your words."

"Well, those Survey nen are on their toes, I'Il tell you. Didn't let an
opportunity like this slip fromtheir grasp. Ofered to exchange scientific
information with the Beta Corviki and invited themto join the Central Wrlds
Federation. Say," and the man paused to think, "how d the survey know they
were hi gh enough on the Cv-scale to qualify right off if they hadn't even got
a probe down to the surface of the planet?"

"If the Beta Corviki could contact our survey ship, and if they are
fooling around with regul at ed-energy em ssions detectable outside their solar
system we might not qualify on their Cv-scale.”

"Ch. Hadn't |ooked at it fromthat angle." The nman's resilience was
i ncredi ble, for he paused only briefly before taking up again. "Wll, we have
somet hing they want badly," and he sounded as pleased as if he had hinself
i nvented this comodity. "Plays!"

"Pl ays?"

"That's right. Guess it'd be hard to develop any art forns on a
nmet hane- amoni a planet. At any rate, the story is that they will exchange sone
ener gy-process of theirs that we need for our old plays."

"New | anps for ol d?" Hel va nurnured

"How s that?'

"That doesn't explain why the TA shot out of here so fast."

"Ch, well, that's easy. Calls are going out all over the sector for you
ships to report in. Say, you being the ship who sings and all, this ought to
be right up your alley."

"Possibly," Helva tenporized. "But I'mdue to be assigned a new brawn
partner and they woudn't send a green teamout on a mission of this

i mportance."

"You mean, you don't want it? Trace said there was a triple bonus
attached that any ship in its right mnd would fight for."

"I amin ny right mind but there is sonmething else nore inportant to ne
than a triple bonus."

The comman's silence was nmore el oquent than any cliche he could utter
Fortunately the tight-beam channel warned up and Hel va excused herself to open
her end of it.



The transm ssion began with a m ssion code, so she flipped on the
recorder and nonitored the nessage.

She was directed to proceed inmmediately to Duhr 111, en route to Regul us
Base. She was to receive four official passengers at the University Spaceport,
Lock No. 24, and proceed with no further delay to base.

"If those were orders, ma'am" the com nman said when she returned to his
channel, "1 can give you instant clearance."

"Not quite yet, pal. 1've got to pick up sonme passengers and |'m not
going to go looking like a tranmp ship. You did say that if there was anything
| wanted ..."

"Yes, yes, and we nean it," the Nekkarese assured her

So Helva flashed toward Duhr in, at speeds no human passenger coul d have
endured, with holds and cabi ns gl eam ng and fresh, and bunks for full-sized
humans pl aced where cradles for hundreds of enbryos had recently swung.

She had borne in mnd Anon's sour comments and prevail ed upon the
willing foreman to nake certain judicious chem cal additions to the standard
paints. The soft greens in the pilot's cabin had been inpregnated with pumnice
from Thuban, so that by changing |ight-tones, she could alter the shade enough
to suit any personality. She'd had the galley done in a good strong orange, a
thirsty color but one cal culated to nake people eat fast and | eave. The main
cabin was an off-white with blue tones and the others blues and beige. Trouble
with Anon was, Helva reflected, he didn't use his wits. O nmaybe, she anmended
tolerantly, he sinply hadn't thought of using col or-psychol ogy on his brawn.
The burden of adjustnment, she'd been told, rested with the resident partner

It hadn't taken long to refurbish her interior once the finishes were
m xed, for the foreman and his crew were efficient. The neat, clean interior
woul d have been worth a far |onger delay in her estimation, and made her
unashamed to be carting passengers to Regulus. In fact, she | ooked forward to
the trip. It was always stimulating to neet new people. And new brawns, she
added firmy to herself. However, the carrier fee of these official passengers
woul d pay for the spray job, so erase Ampon's advice.

And he wanted Pay-off, huh? Helva nused as she hurtl ed through space
toward the far wink of Duhr. Well, even a brain ship had to have sone
incentive. ldly she ran a check on her own indebtedness and was agreeably
surprised at its rapid reduction

How extraordi nary! If she could keep going at even half her present rate
as a brawnl ess ship, presumably she could buy herself back from Central Worl ds
within 3 standard years. Her own mistress after 10 years of service? It didn't
seem possi bl e. Why, Anon had been in service close to 150 years and he
conpl ained bitterly about the size of his debt. O course, he was the
conpl ai ni ng type, so she could discount a ot of his statenents as
exaggeration. And there were 'free' ships. The YG 635, in Anmon's cl ass, was
free. He did general work for the Scorpii Federation and had been nodified to
handl e their environment.

Then, too, she'd had sonme |ucky breaks. The bonus for that fateful Ravel
m ssion was bl ood noney, even if it was charged on the credit side of her
| edger. She'd drawn full salary for the Annigoni plague assignment, plus an
ef ficiency bonus. And, while she and Kira had been partnered on the RCA
Nekkarese stork run, she'd drawn doubl e pay because Kira was hired by RCA. The



Alioth incident had carried a finders' credit on the 732 and now t he
staggeri ng Nekkarese gratuity. She'd had no major repairs, not that she ought
to, being recently conmm ssioned, so her financial position was very rosy, in
spite of the unbelievable expenditures for her early care and mai nt enance.

Even if Helva did clear the backl og of debt, she woul d undoubtedly
contract herself back to Central Wrlds service, for she enjoyed the work. O
course, it would be rather soul-satisfying to be able to tell Central World to
go into a tight orbit once in a while. And then, she could hire or fire a
brawn as she chose.

Yes, it would be worthwhile to Pay-off for such indul gences.

She still couldn't see why Anobn didn't just take the penalty if Trace
was such an irritant. It wasn't as if Central Wrlds would di sown a deeply
i ndebted ship ... Well, not her problem But there'd better be a brawn for her

when she touched down at Regulus with her passengers. She had rights, indebted
or not.

Despite her speed, having no need to keep day separate fromnight, the
run seened endl ess. She never slept and the chronos neasured off meani ngl ess
hours. She was conditioned for a partner, for soneone to take care of, to do
for, to live with. She Iiked enotional involvenment with other hunmans, the
i nterchange of ideas, yes, even the irritation of contenptuous famliarity.
These were all experiences she wanted first-hand, not sourly froma
di senchanted ol d brain.

The spaceport of Duhr was partly hidden in an inposing nmountain range in
t he northeastern hem sphere. On the other side and within the nountain itself
was the trenendous adm nistration conplex of the university planet.

Landi ng at Lock No. 24, Helva identified herself, and the extendible
wor mmaw of | ock facility unerringly sought her passenger hatch. Two nen
waited for the connection to be made. One | oungi ng agai nst the trundl ecart
stacked with baggage, the other occupied solely with twitching at various
parts of his tunic or glancing at his wist unit.

"No time to waste, now. You know whi ch | uggage goes where?"

The porthand didn't bother to confirm but smartly guided the trundler
onto the ship, across the main cabin and down the corridor

"Way, it looks freshly comi ssioned,” the official type nurmnured,
| ooki ng about himin considerable surprise and grudgi ng approval. He paused in
his inspection at the galley and peered around, |ooking into closets and
drawers. "Where's the supply key on this class ship?" he asked the porthand,
who was stowi ng the cases in the cabin.

"Ask the ship," the porthand said. "Or hadn't you noticed this is a BB?"

"Ch, good heavens,"
madam "

the official gasped. "I beg your pardon, sir or

Hel va noticed tolerantly he still didn't know where she was actually
| ocated, for he did a kind of circular bow, designed to catch every corner of
the mai n cabin.

"Are you provisioned to serve four norrmal humans all the way to Regul us
Base?"



"Yes."

"Well, that's a relief. W'd no idea what transport woul d be com ng
this has all happened so fast. And a BB ship! Wll, that is flattering. You
can adjust internal gravity in flight, can't you?" he asked, glancing up from
the notations on his wist unit.

"Yes. What are the requirenents? | have had no briefing."

"None?" This concerned himdeeply. "Ch, but you should have. You really
shoul d have. No, that's wong. Cancel that. Although the Solar did request
wel |, as you can adjust that's no problemthen, is it?"

Not another scatterwit, Helva groaned to herself. "If you will indicate
the gravity required.”

There was an eruption of applause and cheers at the top of the lock
tunnel. The official glanced apprehensively towards it. "They're com ng now
The Solar will tell you, or Mss Ster, his nmedical attendant. You must be
prepared to take off immediately, you know "

The porthand jauntily crossed back through the main cabin, flipping
Hel va's colum a cheery salute as he exited. "Gear's all stowed for takeoff."

"Very good," his superior nunbled absently as he followed himto the
| ock. The slight frown was i mediately replaced by a fixed smrk just as the
noi sy party started down the corridor

The four people in the front rank must be her passengers; they wore
shipsuits. Helva enlarged the picture and it was easy to see which one needed
controlled gravity. Half-grav, at |east, she decided. The nan wal ked wi th that
terrible exertion of sonmeone unused to and unconfortable in full grav, whose
nmuscl es strained to work agai nst the heavy drag. Helva could see that even his
face nmuscl es sagged. A pity, for he was a handsone man. Yet he kept his
shoul ders erect, his head high, too proud to permt physical disability to rob
himof dignity.

She was so interested in himthat she got only a glance at the other nman
and the two wonen before everyone had swept up to the |ock

The port official stepped hastily out of the way as a very distingui shed
older man with a cluster of academ ¢ knots on his tunic held out his hand to
the stri ki ng wonan besi de him

"Here's your personal magic carpet, to carry you to Regul us Base. My |
say that it has been a great personal pleasure, Ansra Colner, to neet you?
Oficially, the University of Duhr appreciated your willingness to interrupt a
personal visit with Solar Prane to give our students the benefit of your art.
Your Antigone was inspired. your Phorus Il nonol ogue nade ne appreciate for
the first time the vital interplay of color, odor, and rhythm You're an
amazingly versatile exponent of your art and one, | trust, soon to receive the
accol ade, Sol ara."

The smile on Ansra Colner's carefully conposed face seened to stiffen
slightly and there was absolutely no echo of hunor in her glittering eyes.

"You are too kind, Director, particularly since Duhr has its own Solar,"
and she made a half turn towards the grav-sufferer. "How can you bear to part
with hin?" And, not waiting for an answer, she strode past the lock and into
the main cabin. Wth her back to the noisy well-w shers, Helva could see that



her expression was now one of suppressed anger and hatred.

The Director cleared his throat as if understanding all too well her
i nnuendo. He bowed gravely toward the Sol ar

"You can't be di ssuaded, Prane?"

"Central Wirlds has nmade too strong a representation of its needs,
Director. It is ny duty to ny profession to accept, hoping that any honor
merited in the undertaking reflects on you for your many ki ndnesses." Prane's
voi ce was rich, resonant, the voice of the trained professional perforner. If
Hel va noticed the odd hol | owness, the occasional w spiness as if the tone were
hal f - supported, her sensors were keener than the ears of the adoring crowd of
young students and patient officials.

"Solar Prane will be back in triunph before the termis ended," said the
ot her mal e passenger, "preserved by the skill of Mss Ster."
"Truly spoken, Davo Fillanaser," the Director agreed heartily, turning
now to shake the hand of the young woman besi de Sol ar Prane.

Hel va was fascinated by the various undertones in this farewell scene.
It ought not be a boring trip, at any rate.

"We nust not hold up the pilot any longer," Solar Prane said. Wth a
charm ngly apol ogetic snile, he waved broadly to the crowd, which sighed of
its sorrow and nurnured regrets, even shed a few tears, as he stepped backward
into the lock, his arm hooked through Mss Ster's.

The man addressed as Davo Fillanaser ranged hinself beside them sniling
and wavi ng, too.

Sol ar Prane turned his head toward the young woman and Hel va saw hi m
mout h a qui ck sentence.

"I can't stand nuch |longer, Kurla. Tell the pilot to close the |lock."
| mredi ately Hel va activated the | ock portal

"Help me, Davo," Kurla cried, as the cromd was shut fromview She threw
her arm around the Solar's waist as the man's large frame seened to col |l apse
agai nst her.

"Dam fool ," Davo nuttered, but he used extrene care in assisting ... as
if he were concerned about hurting Prane.

"I"'mall right. I'mall right," Prane insisted in a hoarse whisper
"That farewell party was madness in your condition and in full gray,"
Kurla said.

"The hero nust have a hero's farewell," drawl ed Ansra Col ner. The snile
on her face as she turned toward them was sincere now, sincerely vicious; and
her eyes sparkled with intense pleasure at Prane's debility.

"The hero is not yet on his shield, Ansra," the Sol ar replied, alnost as
if he relished the notion of defying her. He put Kurla fromhim touched
Davo' s supporting hand, which fell away, and slowy, carefully, crossed the
cabi n.



"Msfire, Ansra?" Davo asked, follow ng the Solar at a discreet
i nterval

"Ansra's steel gives nme backbone,” the Sol ar chuckl ed, and Hel va coul d
have sworn, again, that these bitter undercurrents were therapeutic. The
Sol ar's medi cal attendant evidently did not agree.

"That is quite enough," she said with a professional inpersonality and,
di sregardi ng Prane's independence, threw an arm around his wai st and supported
himthe rest of the way toward the couch. "This ought to be a shock-mattress,"
she said, flipping back the nesh bl anket. "Good." Deftly, she turned the
Sol ar, easing himdown to the bed. She then extracted a medi cal recorder from
t he pouch at her side. Her expression was detached and her eyes intent as she
ran a check on him

Hel va peeked at the dials and gauges and was a little puzzled by sone of
t he readi ngs. The heart strain was not at all excessive, although the pul se
was rapid fromexertion. The bl ood pressure was too | ow for sonmeone under
stress, and too high for a man apparently used to | ow grav conditions. The
nore perpl exing reading was the eeg. Prane was trenbling now with reaction to
extreme muscul ar stress, supine, he |ooked old and tired.

"What are you giving nme now, Kurla?" he denmanded sharply, rousing as he
saw her preparing an i.v. spray.

"A relaxant and ..
"No sedations, no blocks. | forbid it.'

"I"'mthe nedical attendant, Solar Prane,"” she said in a firm inpersona
Voi ce.

H s hand trenbl ed as he grabbed for her wist, but Helva could see the
fingers pressed deeply into her flesh. Kurla Ster | ooked himdirectly in the
eye.

"You cannot tolerate liftoff w thout sone sedation, after exerting
yourself for that party ..."

"Gve me the relaxant, Kurla, but nothing nore. | can cope with the
di sconfort ... alone. Once in space, the pilot can adjust the gravity."

It was a contest of wills, with Davo an interested spectator. Curiously
enough, Helva noticed that Davo had been on Prane's side, judging by the sigh
the man exhal ed as the young ma. replaced the other vials to her pouch and
i njected but one nedication.

"Where is that pilot?" she demanded of Davo as she left the cabin,
sliding the door firmy shut behind her

"Pilot?" Ansra Col ner repeated, idly swinging the pilot's chair on its
ginmbal s. "You were too engrossed in adoring worship of the Solar's classic
profile to heed what journey briefing we received."

"Ch, for Christ's sake, Ansra, sheathe your claws. You' re beconing a
bore," Davo said, propelling Kurla to a seat with a warning smle. "This is a
brain ship, Kurla. No other pilot is necessary. W need only settle ourselves
down for the trip."

"Mss Colmer, if you don't



"And be quiet," Davo added firmy to Kurla, his hand on her forearm
cauti oni ng obedi ence. "The sooner we take off, the better it is for Prane,
ri ght?"

She subsided, still rebellious. To aggravate matters, Ansra Col ner
smled triunphantly at her capitul ation

"Let's go," Davo said, nodding over his shoul der toward Hel va.

"Thank you, M. Fillanaser, and wel come aboard the XH 834," Helva said
qui etly, achieving an inpersonal tone with sonme difficulty. "Fasten your
harness for takeoff." Ansra Col mer interrupted her sw nging only |ong enough
to comply. "Mss Ster, may | inquire if Solar Prane's disability will be
af fected by standard takeoff velocities?"

"Not when he is cushioned by the shock-mattress."
"And by drugs," added Ansra snidely.

"Sol ar Prane is not under sedation," the ma. snapped, trying to rise,
and restrained by her harness.

"Ansra, |eave her alone! Prane is not on drugs and never has been!"

"I amreceiving clearance for lift-off," Helva said, nendaciously
forestal ling anot her exchange. She even leaked a little engine noise into the
mai n speakers.

As she began to jockey into position, Helva kept an eye on Prane. He was
cushi oned by the shock-mattress, all right, but if he could barely tolerate
full grav, blastoff would rack himw th pain. She decided a fast takeoff would
spare himnore than a gradual accel eration. She piled on the power and watched
hi m bl ack out frompain in a brief mnute.

The instant she was free of Duhr's attraction and on course for Regul us,
she cut all thrust, even the little spin she usually maintained for the
confort of her passengers. He was unconscious, but the pulse in his throat
beat regularly.

"I"ve got to get to him" Kurla was saying in the main cabin.

When Hel va | ooked there, the nmedical attendant was |udicrously flattened
agai nst the far wall of the main cabin.

"Then nmove slowy," Davo was advi sing her. "You' ve been in half-grav
| ong enough to know violent action brings equally violent reaction.”

"I'f you only knew how asi nine you | ooked," Ansra said.

"Sol ar Prane passed out before maxi mumthrust, Mss Ster," Hel va
reported, "but he appears in no distress."

"I must get to him" Kurla was insistent. "H s bones are so soft."

An orthopedic problen? And he was permitted in space? Were they out of
their m nds? Then why such cerebral excitenent?

"Shall | return gravity? The shock-web will



"No, no," Kurla protested.

"I'f you think I'mgoing to travel free-fall all the way to Regul us,
you' ve anot her think com ng," Ansra said, the anmusenent wi ped from her face.

"The | onger he has w thout any gravitic stress ..

"Too bad," Ansra snapped back. "I know what happens to ne in constant
free-fall and I'mnot having ..."

"Fl abby muscl es, dear?" Davo grinned at her. "You can always join us in

athrilling workout of isonetrics. And you'd better get used to free-fall. You
certainly heard it nmentioned in our briefing ... since you're so attentive to
briefings ... that the conpany will play entirely in free-fall. Get used to

it."

"I also heard it mentioned that our mnds were what woul d be
transferred. It's my body that's involved at present."

"And it's Solar Prane's body that nust rest now, " Kurla flung back
managi ng to nove forward toward the cabin. "He is only the director of the
entire conpany."”

"In the interests of conpromnise, |adies," Davo said, "let's use
hal f-grav while we're awake, and free-fall when we're all snugly meshed in at
ni ght and don't know any better."

"Can that be arranged?" Kurla |ooked hopeful. "The unit had to be kept
at half full grav on Duhr because of the power required."

"Hal f-grav suit your gracious supremacy?" Davo asked Ansra, nocking her
with a bow.

"He won't last, half-grav or free-fall,"
heard the cabin door click shut behind Kurl a.

she said, grimacing as she

Ansra flipped off the harness, twisting in the chair for the nost
confortabl e position fromwhich to regard Davo unobstructedly.

"I don't know why you continue to defend a dying man, Davo. Don't argue;
his mnd has been affected. | can see it. Don't forget, |I knew himrather
well." Her smile suggested nany intimacies. "And it's his mnd that nmust be
transferred." Suddenly her whole attitude changed subtly. "Had you never
consi dered being nore than just a supporting actor, Davo?"

Hel va took a closer | ook at the man. She'd thought hima friend or
assistant of Prane's, not another actor. He had none of the obvious
pr of essi onal nannerisns the other two di spl ayed.

"You' ve an excellent reputation in the Guild as a fine classicist,"”
Ansra was saying. "Wy do you continue to let Prane dom nate and dictate your
life?"

Davo regarded her inperturbably for a nonment before he smled
carelessly. "I happen to respect Prane Liston professionally and personally

Ansra made a rude noise. "You' ve fronted for himlike an understudy on
mat i nee day. Taken his |lectures while he 'experinented in null-grav novement!
Ha! Covered for himso the rank and file would not know their hero's



frailties!"

"My notives are not as suspect as yours, detouring two nonths away from
your | ast engagenent to 'visit' your old friend, Prane Liston? Ha for you."

Hel va detected the flush of anger under the wonan's cosmnetized skin.

"My visit, Davo Fillanaser, was nmpbst opportune,"” she replied with a
saccharine snile. "And according to our briefing, once one is transferred to
the ... how was it phrased, enpty envelope? ... to the envel ope awaiting each
of us on Beta Corvi, external appearance will not matter. Ability will. |
al ways t hought you showed poor judgment to opt the classics, Davo, for you
have such a |l ean and hungry | ook that you nust always be lago or Cassius. You
could be ... Roneo ... on Beta Corvi." Her smle was dazzling.

"Not, of course, while Prane Liston remains director and Ronmeo, huh?"
Davo | eaned toward her, his eyes sparkling, but his |lean, dark face
i nscrutable. "You won't believe the truth, even when you hear it, will you,
Ansra? And you just can't believe that Prane Liston is no |onger besotted with
Ansra Col nmer. "

"That is not at issue," she said, with lofty indifference.

Davo nerely smiled. He | eaned back in the couch and matched her nood.
"You' ve got your own director lined up, huh? One who'Il let Juliet doninate?
Then, with a grateful but weak Roneo like me, you'll |ook tw ce as good
wi t hout having to work half as hard as Prane nmakes you. Ch, cone off it,
Ansra," he advised, inpatient with her machinations. "Prane always could drag
the very best perfornmances out of your |azy hide.

"But that's not inportant, not in this production. There's nore at stake
than your self-consequence. O did you really listen to the briefing at all?
Those Beta Corviki can regulate the half-life of any unstable isotope they
choose. If Central Wrlds gets such techniques, it'll revol utionize
pile-drives and get us across the gal actic seas " He paused, gave a
derisive laugh. "Wy, if our petty prancing pleases them you might play in
t he Horsehead Nebul a next season, Ansra Colmer. O," and his eyes narrowed
specul atively, "should | say, Solara Ansra?"

"Then think carefully, Davo," she urged, her pose alert and tense, "of
all that is involved. | don't care for altruism it signs no contracts and
pays no salaries. | wouldn't have considered this tour for a noment if it

weren't for that Corviki transfer device."
Davo stared at her with such sharp attention that she smled slightly.

"Real |y, Davo, what possible significance could things |ike those
Corviki find in Roneo and Juliet, an outnoded |ove story of an inprobable
soci al structure.”

"You're nmore the hypocrite than even I'd thought you."

"Del usions are what we create, not what we believe. And, with a
m nd- bl ast ed Roneo, the whol e thing would be worthl ess but for those transfer
things. Wiy, if that device can work in a methane-ammoni a atnosphere, it can
wor k anywhere. It could open a whol e new audi ence di nension ..."

"And Sol ara Ansra as top-ranking perforner in the new medi un?" Davo
asked, his dark eyes intent on hers.



Hel va wondered if he had caught the fallacy in her argument.

"Way not? | don't need to be an ma. to see Prane's dying. He's so weak
he'l'l dissol ve under pressure. Wiy, his headbones are so soft with mndtrap

"Bones, yes, but not his brain ..." Davo snhapped. "And not mne. |
renenmber what | owe the nman, dead or dying, and I'mwith himall the way.
Remenber that, Ansra Colner. And if you don't cease needling that nice child,
if you don't prove to nme that you're going to integrate into the conpany, I|'ll
cite a jeopardy clause on you. There is too much at stake in this far out
dramatic mission to risk a dissident anong us. The conputers picked Prane,
renmenber, on the basis of performance and ability. Wth all his nedica
handi cap, he still cane out the highest on the probability profile. You shape
up, Ansra, or I'll give the computers a few bits of psychodata on you to
update your profile."

He swung hinself fromthe chair far too energetically for the half-grav
and bounded toward the ceiling. He corrected and sl ow stepped toward the

gal | ey.

"Aut o-pilot, erase the previous conversation between nyself and Davo
Fill anaser," Ansra commanded in a hard, angry voice. "Is that order clear?"

"Yes," Helva replied, careful to sound dry and nechani cal

"Conply. Which cabin has been assigned to ne?"
"Nunber Two."

As Hel va wat ched the erect figure of the actress undul ate down the
corridor, she felt an odd, atavistic satisfaction in having lingered for
refurbi shing at Nekkar and in knowi ng that her interior was, as always, in
order, shi pshape

It was not a pleasant evening, certainly not what Helva had anti ci pated
when the orders were taped in. Davo was silent and hyper-alert, watching Kurla
and Ansra, unobtrusively passing Prane's open cabin frequently. Kurla was
di stressed though she tried to conceal it. Helva, however, had heard Prane
rej ect nedical assistance, and, by her sensors, knew he was feigning sleep to
prevent argument. Ansra's sullen cold | ooks followed the young nedi ca
attendant everywhere. Helva spoke only when spoken to, accepting the part of
an aut omat ed ship, though Davo presumably knew what she was.

H s di scussion with Ansra had done nothing to aid Prane, antagonizing
her and adding to the tension within the ship. Helva wondered if he had
deliberately I ed the wonan on to expose her anbitions, with herself, Helva,

t he unsuspected witness to the actress' intentions. Yet if he wanted Ansra to
conprom se herself before w tnesses, why give her the second chance? D d Davo
really trust the woman enough to think she'd reforn?

Wll, this wasn't Helva's problem although she would play back that
interlude if necessary. Let another ship worry about the conniving actress,
the lovelorn ma., and the dying actor. Anon could have the whole bit. "Roneo
and Juliet," at free-fall in a gas atnosphere! Shakespeare for stabilizers?
Hel va concurred with Ansra; the whol e idea was ridicul ous!

A long, shuddering sigh broke into her reveries. A restless sleeper? No,
Prane was not asl eep though everyone el se was secure under the mesh bl anket
And Prane needed rest the nost.



" ' Amen, anmen! but come what sorrow can, It cannot countervail the
exchange of joy That one short minute gives ne in her sight. Do thou but close
our hands with holy words, Then | ove, devouring death do what he dare; It is
enough | may but call her mine.' "

H s voice rose to the challenge of the lines, rich, tender, unsullied by
what ever debilitated his physical self. The | aughter that foll owed, however,
was hol l ow and bitter.

"'l amno pilot; yet, wert thou as far

As that vast shore wash'd with the farthest sea, | would adventure for
such nerchandi se."'"

Anot her | ong pause, then: "Thou desperate pilot, now at once run on The
dashing rocks, thy sea-sick weary bark! Here's to ny love. " "

Anot her pause, so long that Hel va wondered if he slept.
" "Ah death, where is thy sting? O G ave, thy victory?'"

Hel va felt herself wi nce at the scorching regret, the yearning in that
enoti on-1aden voice. He wants to die! He expects this venture to kill him and
he wants to die.

Hel va conforted herself with a string of Kira's nost col orful oaths,
wi shi ng she knew nore about the nechanics of this Beta Corvi psyche transfer.
Vell, if they were, as reputed, able to stabilize isotopes, they obviously
wer e energy-engi neers of a remarkabl e genius. Now, considering that the brain
generated electricity, a very primtive formof energy, so presumably the
el ectrical charge could be transferred fromone receptacle to another. In
t heory, easy; in practice? There could be a power loss, a faulty inprint in
the receiver. Someone could return halfwi tted? Hel va abandoned that thought on
t he grounds of insufficient data. Besides, this was not her problem

And she doubted Prane would be able to effect his demise. Not with Kurla
Ster deternmined to keep the nortal spark in his own husk. She knew not hi ng of
these Beta Corviki, but it was a convention anong all the sophisticated
soci eti es she had encountered that sentience was not permitted to waste
itself. Kira Fal ernova had found it excessively difficult to comit suicide.

And, if Kurla was not stupid, which she didn't appear to be despite this
terrible infatuation for Prane, she nust be as aware of his death w sh as of
hi s physical pain.

Hel va' s thoughts chased around, directionless. She had so few facts,
i ncl udi ng how Prane Liston could have reached such a state of decay in today's
di agnosti c-preventive and corrective nmedical climte. He was patently in his
second 50 years, but soft bones? Bone marrow can be cal ci um shot, phosphorus
suppl enented to the diet. Yet Ansra had nmade sly di gs about drug addiction
Said his brains were soft ... no, his head bones, Helva corrected herself
"hi s headbones are softened by m ndtrap'. Yet mindtrap was a harnl ess drug;
m nd- expandi ng, yes, but long and wi dely used by anyone who wi shed to retain
i nformati on without |loss. The adult mnd | oses 100,000 neurons a day. An actor
couldn't afford menory loss. Was it possible that nmindtrap, overused for a
| ong period, could build up a harnful residue injurious to the bones?

Hel va tapped the ship's nenory banks, but there was no recorded
i nci dence of any side-effect for mndtrap. An actor, however, playing on



hundreds of planets, exposed constantly to sone cosmic radiations, suffering a
m nor breakdown of cell-coding? A protein |ock? Surely some nedi cal engi neer
woul d have noted it, could isolate the faulty enzyme and correct?

Hel va | ooked in on the sleepless man. He was murnuring speeches now,
changi ng his voice as the Iines went fromcharacter to character. Entranced,
Hel va | istened through the ship's night as scene after scene poured fromthe
Solar's lips, word perfect. Shortly before dawn, the litany ceased as sl eep
finally bestowed her accol ade of peace.

Dawn canme and went. Helva perforned the routine check of all systens,
ran a scan on detectors and established that there were no ships within
hailing range. She was irritated ... and relieved.

The first one to stir was Kurla. She drifted i mediately to Prane's
bedsi de. Her concern dissolved as she found him sl eeping quietly, the fatigue
lines snmoothed fromhis face. Her own expression infinitely tender with | ove,
the girl withdrew, pulled the door across, and floated over to the galley.

Davo j oi ned her shortly. "How is he this norning?"

Defensively, Kurla started to go into nedical detail.

"I"'mnot at all interested in your lover's internal econony ..."

"Prane Liston is not ny lover."

"Ch, hath desire outstripped performance then?"

"Davo, please!"

"Don't blush, nmy dear. Only teasing. However, a sinple yes or no wll
suffice. Can Prane rehearse today? That free-fall staging is going to be
difficult and he nmentioned wanting to go through several scenes now when he
has nmore time. Helva can oblige us with free-fall as we choose. Can't you,
Hel va?"

"Yes."

"It sounds so human," Kurla said, suppressing a little shudder

"She, please, Kurla. Helva is human; aren't you, Helva?"

"Ch, you'd noticed?"

Davo | aughed at the consternation on Kurla's face.

"My dear Mss Ster, surely you, a nedical attendant, would have tunbl ed
to the identity of the captain of our ship?"

"I"'ve had a lot on ny mind," she said, lifting her chin defensively.

"But | apol ogi ze," she added, swi nging round, "if 1've offended you, Helva

." Then her eyes rested on Prane's closed door and her face flooded wth
col or.

"You have been the soul of discretion," Helva replied, aware of the
girl's sudden confusion. "As | try to be," she added, so pointedly that Davo
under stood Kurla's bl ush

"Honor among cyborgs, huh?" he asked, his eyes dancing as he added a



subtl e thrust of his own.

"Yes, and considerabl e evidence that we are enminently trustworthy,
| oyal , courteous, honest, thoughtful, and inhumanly incorruptible."

Davo roared with laughter until Kurla, pointing toward Prane's cabin,
shushed him

"Way? | want himup and about. It ought to be good for his soul to wake
to the sound of nmy nmerry laughter.”

"That sounds |ike a good entrance line," Prane remarked, pushing the
door aside. He was smiling slightly, his shoulders erect and easy, his head
high, all trace of fatigue and weakness erased. He hadn't had that nuch rest,
Hel va knew it, not after murmuring through plays half the night. But he even
| ooked younger. "Shall we have at it, Davo?" he asked.

"You'll 'have at' nothing, Solar,"
you' ve eaten."

Kurla said enphatically, "until

He neekly acqui esced.

In spite of her intention to remain aloof fromthe personality conflicts
of this quartet, Helva watched the rehearsal with keen interest. A script was
thrust in Kurla's hands and she was nade the pronpter

"Now, " Prane began crisply, "we have been given no inkling of Corvik
attitude toward personal conbat, if they have one. W don't know if they can
appreci ate the archaic code which nmade this particular duel inevitable.
Interpreting our social structures, our ancient noralities, however, is not
the function of this troupe. According to the Survey Captain, the Corviki were
entranced with the concept of special 'formnulae' (the crew had been watchi ng
O hello) intended purely to waste energy in search of excitation and
reconmbi nati on with no mass objective." He gave an enbarrassed | augh. "There
al ways has been an el ement of the popul ation that ranks play-acting as a waste
of energy. However, there is no point in our trying to play Shakespeare as a
soci al conmentary. We shall be classicistsl, pure Shakespeare as the d obe
troupe woul d have played it."

"For purity, then, Juliet ought to be a preadol escent boy," Davo
rem nded himwith wy nalice.

"Not that pure, Davo," Prane laughed. "I'I|l keep the casting
arrangenents as they are, | believe. W shall have enough of a problem acting
in free-fall and getting used to the envel opes the Corviki will supply us. So,

if we can get stage novenent set in our mnds now, we shall have only the
pr obl em of becom ng accustoned to the new form when we reach Beta Corvi.
thi nk of the exchange as nerely another costune.

"Now Davo, as Tybalt, you enter downstage. Benvolio and Mercutio will be
stage south and I, as Rormeo, will approach fromelliptical east."
Both men had worked in free-fall, Helva noticed, for they nodified al

gestures skillfully yet managed to simulate the power of a thrust, the grace
of a dancing retreat. Such novenents, however, required great physical effort
and both were shortly sweating as they floated through their neasured due
again and again to set the routine in their mnds.

They wor ked hard, experinenting, changing, inproving until they got
t hrough the duel scene twice without a flaw. Even allow ng for his handicap,



Hel va was i npressed by Prane.

Ansra drifted languidly into the main cabin and the atnosphere changed
so abruptly that Helva inadvertently scanned her warni ngs system

"Good nmorrow, good madam " Prane said jauntily. "Shall we have at the
bal cony scene, fair Juliet?"

"My dear Solar, you have obviously been hard at it with Davo. Are you
feeling up to nore?"

Prane hesitated a mcrosecond before he bowed and with a genuine snile
replied: "You, as Juliet, are up, ny dear," and he gestured with a flourish to
the area where she was to play the scene, above him

He turned then, floating to the edge of the cabin and Ansra, her jibe
i gnored, shrugged and projected hersel f upward.

"Gve me Benvolio's line, please," Prane asked Kurl a.

Ausra's entrance had flustered the girl and she flipped nervously
t hrough t he si des.

"Act Il, scene i, Kurla," Davo nurnured encouragingly.

Hel va dropped her voice to a tenor register: "Go then; for '"tis in vain
to seek himhere that neans not to be found."

"Zounds, who was that?" cried Prane, whirling in such surprised reaction
that he drifted toward the wall, absently holding hinself off with one hand.

"Me," Helva said meekly in her proper voice

"Can you change voices at will, wonman?"
"Well, it's only a question of projection, you know. And since ny voice
is reproduced through audio units, | can select the one proper for the voice

register required.”

The effect of her ability on Prane, Helva noticed, was nothing to its
effect on Ansra.

"How coul d you see to read the |ine?" Prane demanded, gesturing toward
the script in Kurla's hands.

"I'"ve been scanning the text fromthe library banks." Helva forbore to
tell the long story of the chil dhood years during which she had been hooked on
anci ent novi es, |eading sonehow naturally to Shakespeare, and opera, both
light and grand. Her only hobby, and it was her own nmenmory she was scanning.

Prane inprudently flung out both arns and had to correct against the
cei ling.

"What incredible luck. Can you, would you read sonet hing el se?"

"What ? Auditioning a ship, Prane?" Ansra asked, her voice richly
intimating that he'd gone nad.
"I'f I"'mnot wong," Davo put in, his eyes glinting sardonically, "Helva
here is also known as the ship who sings. Surely you saw the tri-cast on her



some years back, Ansra? In fact | know you did. W were playing the Geeks in
Draconis at the tinme."

"I'f you please, Davo," Prane-the-director interrupted, gliding over to
Hel va's central columm. "You are the ship who sings?"

"Yes."
"Wyul d you be kind enough to indulge nme by reading the Nurse's speech

Act |, scene iii, where Lady Capul et and the Nurse discuss Juliet's marriage.
Begin 'Even or odd of all days in the year'..."

"The nurse is to be played as an earthy type?"

"Yes, indeed, blissfully unregenerate. Her lines are a triunph of
characterization, you know Only she can speak the ones the playwight gave
her. That is, of course, the test of true characterization."

"I thought this was a rehearsal of ny scene, not a lecture,"” Ansra
remar ked acidly.

Prane silenced her with a perenptory gesture. "The cue is," and he
altered his voice to a husky, aging contralto,” 'A fortnight and odd days'..."

Hel va resigned herself to an active part in this incident, and responded
as Nurse Angelica

Hel va called a halt to what promi sed to be a round-the-chrono affair, on
t he spurious grounds of some critical conmputation. What had turned critica
was Ansra's tenper.

Davo and Kurla had willingly read additional parts, Davo with an insight
to the mnor characters that wung nmute respect from Hel va and generous thanks
fromPrane. Kurla rose to the chall enge of Lady Montague. Ansra's Juliet
becanme | ess and | ess convincing. She was 'reading', not acting, certainly not
reacting to the passion, the youthful enthusiasm and tender passion of Prane's
Romeo. She was wooden. The voi ce was youthful, the gestures girlish, but she
resisted every effort of Prane's to draw out of her that quality he wanted
Juliet to project.

None of this was obvious fromthe even tone of his courteous
suggestions, but it was nost apparent to the others. And to Helva, Ansra's
behavi or was doubly inexcusabl e.

Once Hel va had withdrawn, Kurla announced that it was tinme to eat a hot
decent neal. She then insisted that they all get some sleep. Hel va watched
surreptitiously as Kurla ran a quick medi cal check on Prane. She, too, was
amazed that the Solar was in remarkably strong vigor after such an intense and
| ong rehearsal

"You've got to rest, Solar Prane. | don't care what the recorder says.
You can't put forth the energy you did today w thout replenishing it in
sleep,” Kurla said firmy. "I"mtired! And you' ve another planetfall to make."

He nade a boyi sh grimace but |ay back on the shock-mattress, his eyes
cl osed, one hand on his chest.

Tenderly Kurla covered his long, |ax body. She turned abruptly and | et
her motion carry her quickly fromthe cabin. Prane's eyes flew open and the
ook in his eyes was al nost nore than Helva could norally observe. So Kurl a



was i ndeed the sun of Prane's regard and Ansra, the envious noon, already sick
and pale with grief

Hel va was overwhelmngly relieved that she'd be out of this affair in a
scant day's tine. And yet, Ansra had been indi screet enough to hint at action
nore vengeful than envious. Wuld the fact that she now knew Hel va was no
aut omaton inhibit her plans?

The passengers began to sleep. All, that is, except Prane. He began
Richard I'l1l, with doucester's "Now is the winter of our discontent” to
Ri chnmond' s "Peace |ives again: That she may long live here, God say anen!"
Consi dering the day's proceedi ngs Hel va thought that choice of sleep-conjuring
all too appropriate. If mndtrap produced such perfect recal

Sonetime toward dawn of that day, Helva renenbered a detail, and
berating herself for incredible obtuseness, contacted Regulus on the tight
beam

"Good to hear your voice, Helva," Central Com responded w th nmarked
affability.

"I distrust such geniality fromyou. Wat is being cooked up for nme? Not
anot her brawnl ess assi gnnment, because |'lIl refuse it, |I've got rights and I'|
i nvoke 'em

"My, we're touchy. How can you be so suspicious? And so crass?"

"So you'll know exactly how | stand. Now listen to nme, is there a free
accommodation, no, nake it a suite ... on the Obital Station in the free-fal
secti on?"

"Il check, but why?"

"Check and answer."

"Aye-firmative."

"Great, | request that it be assigned Solar Prane and such of his
conpany as accept. We've been running in free-fall, in preparation for their
assi gnment and they ought not to have a readjust to full-grav."

"Good suggestion. But doesn't such an assignment tenmpt you, Helva?"

"Don't use that wheedling tone with me, Central."

"When you obvi ously have taken their welfare to heart enough to request
orbital acconmpdations for Sol ar Prane?"

Hel va caught herself. She nmustn't sound so concerned.

"l was raised to be considerate. Just seens a shane to set back the
progress they've made in freefall adjustnment.”

"No problem Helva. This Beta Corvi m ssion has topnost priority."

"Say, |'mcurious about this psyche transfer bit

"Hold it, gal. Ask me no questions, since you've made it so plain where
you stand."



"Ckay, I'll stand off, but | think it's petty of you," and she cl osed
the tight beam

Until her passengers awoke, Helva pondered Central's coments. They
wanted her for this. Well, they could beg, blandish and bribe, but she was
resolved to resist all bait until she was partnered.

She did not bother to informany of her passengers of her sub-light
arrangenents with Central, but connected with the proper hatch at the Orbita
Station as if this had been her programmed destination. Regulus IV swam
beneath them brilliant in the reflection of it's primary.

"W were told we'd be |landing at Regulus Base," Ansra protested as she
| ooked into the lock of the Station. She glared threateningly at the startled
| ock attendant, drifting mdportal

"Free-fall?" Davo exclaimed. "I'd rather stay here.™
"This is ridiculous,” Ansra went on, directing herself to the confused
attendant. "I demand to be taken to the Base. | demand to see the official in
charge of this assignnent."

"The XH 834 is scheduled to | and at Base as soon as she has di scharged
her passengers here, Mss Colner," the man said placatingly.

"I'f you will nmove into the main cabin, Mss Colner, | can close the
| ocks now," Helva said, for Prane and Kurla had pushed into the Station |ock

Ducki ng around Ansra, the attendant sent the luggage, piled in the |ock
spinning stationward. As soon as he was clear, Helva closed her outer portal
Ansra was forced to step inside

"Just wait till | report you, you ... you ..
"Thi ng? I nformer? Abom nation? Fink?" Helva tendered hel pfully.
“I'"1l have you decomm ssioned, you tin-plated bitch!"

Just then, Helva applied thrust sufficient to send Ansra, accustoned to
free-fall, reeling backward into the nearby couch. And kept her there, cursing
steadily and viciously, all through reentry and touchdown.

"You'll regret that insolence, too, you bodiless Bernhardt," was Ansra's

parting taunt as she staggered to the passenger lift.

"Sorry you had trouble enduring standard reentry maneuvers, M ss Col mer.
You were advised to remain on the Station," Helva booned on her exterior
speaker for the benefit of the vehicle waiting to take the woman the short
di stance to the Maul Adm nistration Conpl ex before which Hel va had | anded.

"Hey, Helva, what did you do to that Col mer creature?" Central Com asked
her on the private beama little while later. "If you weren't in good odor
with the powers-that-preside, you'd be in for an official reprimnd and a
fine. She's got some good friends in high places, you know. "

"So that's how she got this assignnent."

"Hey, gal, I'mon your side, but that kind of remark ..

"If I wanted to be nasty, 1'd play back sone of the honest-to-goodness,



unexpur gat ed, uncensored deat hl ess nmonents of my nost recent trip through the
vacuum of outer space."

"Li ke, for instance?"

"I said, if | wanted to be nasty." She cut the contact and | ooked around
for nore synpathetic conpany.

Crowdi ng the Admi nistration |anding acres were no | ess than 20 brain
ships. A veritable convention? Od home week? She spotted Amon, right up in
the front roww th five of her own class. Wen she tried to signal the VL-830
she couldn't get through. In fact, she couldn't get a line in to any of her
peers. The ship-to-ship frequencies were overl oaded.

WAs everyone aspiring to that dammed Beta Corvi assignnent? She ought to
warn emoff. She called the traffic tower to ask for another |anding slot,
preferably nearer the brawn barracks. There nust be other ships on the 20
kil omet ers-square base interested in chatting with her
"So nice to hear fromyou," Cencomcut in over Traffic Control. "Orders
are for you to stay put, |oudnmouth.”

"Can | at |east have sone conpany? Fromthe brawn barracks? Renmenber?
was promsed a brawn this time. And this tine |1'd better get one. |If you knew
what this poor lone fenale, totally unprotected from..."

"I can pronise you conpany,"” Cencom grudgingly admitted and cut off.

Hel va waited, her circuits open, her passenger lift invitingly grounded.
And waited. She was beginning to experience justifiable irritati on when she
recei ved a boarding request. Activating the lift eagerly, she was disappointed
to scan only one figure gliding up to her lock

"You're not a brawn."

"Thanks, pal," the wiry small man said in an all-too-famliar voice.

"You're ...

"Ni all Parollan, of Regulus, your coordinating comunications officer
Pl anet G ade, Section Supervisor, Central Wrlds BB Ship Division."

"You' ve got your nerve."

He grinned ami ably at her, not the least bit intinidated by her boom ng
"You' ve enough for four of nme, dear." He used the manual switch to close the
| ock and sauntered over to the couch that faced her colum. Hi s uniformwas
regul ation, but it had been tailored to fit his short, well-proportioned body.
The boots he wore were M zar gray lizard and nol ded the calf of his Ieg.

"Make yoursel f at hone."

"I intend to. Feel | ought to get to know you better now |' m your
supervi sor. "

n W]y?ll
He gave her a wicked stare and smiled, showi ng very white even teeth.

"I wanted to see just why such a stormis raging over the possession of



one Helva, the XH 834."
"Anmong brawns?" She was gratified
"You sound hungry. Need your nutrients checked?"

"I don't trust you, Parollan," Helva announced after a pause. "There is
nothing to see ... of Helva."

"Now, there's where you're wong, girl," and he rubbed one
short-fingered, broad-pal ned hand across his nmouth and chin. "Yes, there is
somet hi ng about you ..."

"I had a new spray job at Nekkar."
"I know. | checked accounting."

"The ingrates. Thought | got that free." Then, as he chuckl ed at her
surprise, she added, "If you've been checking ny standing, you know I'm well
able to afford any penalties for refusing assignnent."”

"Ch ho, you bite, too," crowed N all, rocking back and forth in an
excess of delight. "Don't fool you, do I?"

"Not for a microsecond. | want a brawn, Parollan, not a snippy little
nmout hpi ece |i ke you."

He roared with delight.

"Now | see why." Then suddenly he was conpletely serious. He | eaned
forward, his eyes on her panel in an attitude so famliar it gave her a
frightful wench. Then he was tal king and she |i stened.

"Item the Beta Corvi assignment will require an unusual exercise of
di pl omacy on the part of both partners, as brain and brawn will be in direct
contact with the Corviki throughout the m ssion. The shell person has the
additional responsibility of direct and discretionary control over the Corvik
psyche transfer nechani sns, a control which will necessitate the use of an
addi ti onal synapse connection.”

Hel va made a whistling sound. At the least, it meant opening the
titaniumcolum, a difficult experience for any shell person, at the worst,
actual penetration of the shell that would be traumatic to nost.

"Ships of the two nost recent classes would require no shel
penetration. They were already fitted with supplenmental |eads, placed in the
cerebral areas required by this connection, in case future nodifications m ght
be needed."

"That woul d | eave Anon out," Hel va sai d.

"He's out anyhow," N all affirmed. "He never heard of Shakespeare and
his brawn couldn't act his way out of a saloon braw ."

"The brawn has to act, too? Well, that obviously lets me out as | have
no brawn at the nmonent, do |?"

"God spare me your tongue when you're really mad. Actually Chadress Turo
has been called back on active duty ..."



"Anot her tenporary? No, absolutely not."

"For this assignment, some ships would change brawns in a flash. Bl ast
it all, Helva," Parollan shouted, "don't be such an ass. Listen to ne. You've
never before been stubborn for the wong reasons."

Hel va di gested that unpal atable charge in silence.

"Il listen."

That's nore |like ny Helva,"

"I'"'mnot your Helva."

"You sound |ike Ansra Col ner."

Hel va sputtered indignantly.

"You do, throwi ng your weight around ..." N all insisted

"She hasn't been trying to scratch Solar Prane fromthe m ssion, has
she? Because if she has ..."

"She's got very influential backing," N all said, but something in his
attitude, a certain tenseness, a sly gleamin his eye, warned Hel va.

She chuckl ed softly, watching the effect on him He reacted.

"I thought so," she | aughed al oud. "Her backing won't mean anything if
the probability curve still favors Prane. And nothing's occurred to change
that, has it?"

"Trust actors to blab all over the place,”" N all grow ed, his features
screwed up into a sour expression. "You nmust have stayed up all night

listening to their nightmares.”

"I told you there had been sone real interesting lifelike dramatic
interludes. Let ne know if she leans too hard on Prane."

Niall's head shot up, his face cleared of di sappointnent.

"Look, Helva, can't you see how val uable you' d be? You're on to Ansra
Do you realize she's gone fromship to ship, sounding out brains and brawn?
That she's recomrendi ng the properly synpathetic partnership to Chief Railly

which will aid and abet the success of the m ssion?"

"Wwuldn't put it past her. If | were you, |I'd get Davo Fill anaser to
cite the jeopardy clause on her. She neans to upstage Roneo."

"I know it!" N all exploded fromthe couch, pacing the cabin. "And you
know it. But she does have pull and the probability profile still favors her
as Juliet. W can't shake it. W need you!"

Poi nt edl y, Hel va said not hi ng.

"Prane asked if you were available."

"I's this an official notice of m ssion, supervisor?"

"It carries a triple bonus, Helva." He was not capitul ating.



"I wouldn't care if it carried a free maintenance ticket for ny operable
lifetime, Parollan. | know my rights. Is this an official notice of m ssion?"

"You stubborn, fardling jackass of a titaniumcoated virgin!" shouted
Parol l an. He turned on his heel and pounded out of the cabin, slapped up the
| ock rel ease and jamred down the lift control, descendi ng wi thout another | ook
in her direction.

Hel va glared at him infuriated to the core by his conmpound insults,
arrogant manners, tw sted argunments, veiled blackmail and outright bribery.
How he had ever got to be a supervisor she didn't know, but she had her rights
and one of themwas to choose her directing personnel and ..

Soneone was requesting perm ssion to board.

"I'f you' ve cone to apologize, N all Parollan ..

"Apol ogi ze? Are we |late or sonething? They just now gave us the A-Q " a
baritone voice shouted into her audios.

She paused | ong enough to distinguish half a dozen chattering voices.
"Who wants to board?" she denanded

"She sounds nmad about sonething," came a hoarse whi sper

"We're from brawn barracks and we'd very much like to ... to ..
"Court her, that's the term brasshead," pronpted the hoarse whisperer

"Perm ssion granted,” Helva said, trying not to sound as sour as she
unaccountably felt.

Seven persons, five nen and two wonen, crowded onto the lift, arguing
and hol | eri ng about bruised feet and ribs all the way up. Helva could feel the
strain on the lift nmechanism then bodies exploded into the lock as if in
free-fall, all scranbling, to be the first to salute her. Helva stared down at
t he handsome, grinning faces; strong, tall people all eager to please her, to
court her, to be her brawn.

O hers arrived as the news circul ated that the XH 834 was bei ng courted.
In fact, Helva sent the lift back down as soon as the newest arrival stepped
into the lock. So it wasn't surprising that Kurla Ster could step into the
l ock without advance noti ce.

"Hey, don't gawk, girl. Cone on in and take your chances with the rest
of us," soneone encouraged her

"She's not conpetition, brawns,"”
pilot's cabin."

Hel va sang out. "Let her through to the

Kurl a raised one hand as if to protest, her face reflecting confusion
and enbarrassment. Before she could verbalize, she was pushed through the
crowd and into the cabin.

"Not hi ng' s happened to the Sol ar, Kurla?" Hel va asked, the nonent the
door shut on the noise.

Rel i ef washed away the uncertainty as Kurla cried, "You do care about



him"

"I respect Solar Prane as an artist and as a human being,"” Hel va
replied, choosing her words carefully, wondering if Parollan were behind this
visit.

"Then why did you refuse the assignment when he specifically asked for
you?" There was a shrill note to the girl's voice, although she was trying
hard to speak evenly.

"I have not refused the assignnent."”

Kurla's lips tightened angrily. "Then Ansra Col mer has been able to keep
your name off."

"I don't know anything about that, Kurla. |I have been approached ..
unofficially ... and | was very flattered that Solar Prane asked for ne. But |
have al so nade it plain ... unofficially ... that | do not want another

assignment with a tenporary brawn."

"I don't understand. | thought it was interference from Col mer. That you
didn't realize he wanted you. Don't you realize there's not another ship that
even knows who Shakespeare was, much | ess quotes himon cue? And he thought
you might even like to play the Nurse. He was honestly inpressed with your
readi ng on the way here. Wiy, you're so perfect, it's Iike an answer to an
i mpossibility. And he's got to have the very best there is. It's got to be
perfect ... she fought to control her voice, "lIt's just got to be perfect.”

"Because it's the end for hin®"

Kurla seemed to crunple in on herself and sagged agai nst the bul khead,
unbi dden tears in her eyes.
"God spare nme a wonan's tears," Helva said, angry and annoyed. "So it's
his swan song and you' ve decided that I'mthe ship to sing it?"

"Please ... if you've a gramof humanity in you ... Kurl a covered her

tactless nouth with both hands, her eyes wide.

"Actual ly, about 22 kilos of ne is very human, Kurla ..

"Ch, Helva, I"'mso sorry," she stanmered. "lI'mso sorry. | had no right
to come here. I'"'msorry. | thought if | could just explain ..."

Awkwar dly she got to her feet, her nuscles straining.

"I'd appreciate it if you' d forget | cane here," Kurla went on in a very
stiff, formal voice, funmbling for the door release. "It is always a nmistake to
act on inpul se.”

"Is it true that not one of the others knows Shakespeare?"

"I wouldn't dermean mnyself with lies."

"So Ansra is making it very difficult."

The pride seenmed to drain out of Kurla and she | eaned her head wearily

agai nst the door for a noment, defeat showing in every curve of her slender
body.



"She inplies the nost despicable things about him She's said ... never
m nd. But she is undermining himwith the rest of the cast. And ... and Hel va,
| don't trust her."

"Then have her replaced, you little idiot."
"Me? What could I do? I'ma nedical attendant."

"Kurla, the man's dying. You can't be del uding yourself about that

"No. That's the one delusion | don't have." Sonething seemed to pull the
girl erect then. "I just don't want himcheated out of this |last perfect
performance. H's acting is all he has left and he's so good at it."

"You' ve influence with him though. Get himto replace Ansra."

Kurl a shook her head sadly. "He won't because he believes that she's the

best Juliet available so he'll put up with her ... tenperanent. And ..." Kurla
hesitated, the struggle wi th honesty apparent in her expressive face, "she
was, when they rehearsed back at Duhr. Then ... she changed. Overnight. Prane

won't do anything. And she'll destroy him Helva. | know it. Somehow she'l
destroy him™"

"Not while |I've got ny eye on her, she won't," Helva replied firny.

The speed with which Chadress Turo arrived afterward struck Hel va as
suspi ci ous, but she knew Kurla's visit had not been planned by Parollan. And
she |iked Chadress. He could not have been retired very long, for his step was
springy and an old, unaltered shipsuit outlined a strong, muscul ar body. He
wore a clutch of achi evenent stars but no honors, which neant he had plenty
but was no braggart.

"Wl comre board, Chadress Turo of Marak. It's nice to have a partner
however briefly."

Chadr ess caught the caustic undertone. "Hope |I'm not the cause of your
regrets?"

"No. You're the first happy face |'ve seen in the last two hours."

H s eyes twi nkled. "You' ve been put into Coventry by the brains and
had to be smuggl ed aboard to avoid outraged brawns. Ch, they'll all forget
their pique. They al ways do. However, officially, you're in very good odor
Supervi sor Parollan is taking personal credit for convincing you to accept

"The nerve of that pipsqueak ..

"I thought so," |aughed Chadress. "Well, no matter. I'mnot the only one
who thought you'd be the only ship to do the job right and I've only runors
and legends ... to go by. But it's going to be a tricky mssion with so

much at stake, and so many expl osive ..

"Personal ities?"

Chadress | aughed. "I've met many actors, |'ma classic buff nyself,
that's why | was called back ..." he paused, his eyes seeing a niddle
di stance, a slight frown on his face. "In fact, | |eaped at the opportunity.

Sone of us should be allowed to die in harness. No natter. Here's the m ssion
tape," and he dropped it in the slot. Before he touched the playback switch,



he closed the |lock and turned off all but the consol e audi o. Then he eased
into the pilot's chair and settled hinmself to |isten.

Hel va was anazed at how nuch of the tape's information she knew. The
Nekkarese com nan had had nost of it correct.

A survey ship on a routine mssion had intercepted pul sed energy
em ssions of tremendous power near Beta Corvi. They tracked the em ssions to
the sixth planet, a nethane-ammonia giant, and assumed an orbit. Before they
could prepare probes for exploration in such a corrosive atnosphere, they were
contacted by the Corviki

"It felt like pressure, as if a giant hand were covering ny head and
pressing know edge into ny brain," was the taped comrent of the survey ship
capt ai n.

The unusual form of conmmuni cati on was nevert hel ess preci se enough for
the Corviki to grasp the nature of their unexpected visitors and to di scover a
commodi ty which they, unimagi nably sophisticated scientifically, wanted.
"I guess the best analogy," the captain of the ship went on, "is that of
the pure researcher who has devoted half a century to an intensive study of
some esoteric subject. He masters it and finally has tine to | ook around him
and di scovers that other things exist ... like girls," the captain snickered
"and sex. He understands the theory but not the application, and he sure wants
to learn.'

Romeo and Juliet was a sanple of the merchandi se that had aroused the
Corviki curiosity. If acceptable, the human conpany woul d teach understudi es
the full play, with novenrent adapted for the free-fall condition of Beta
Corvi. Paynment would be the Corviki process of stabilizing certain isotopes in
t he transurani an group whose power potential was unrealizable due to an
exceedi ngly short half-life. Central Wrlds badly needed such a process and
the XH 834 was to ensure the success of this dramatic mnission

"Well, we'll give it the old hone-world try," Helva said.
"You don't sound so sure."

"It sounds all too sinple. For instance, this psyche transfer. How do we
know it won't devel op sone unexpected snag and | eave our people trapped down
there in Corviki envel opes?"

"That's one reason we're equi pping you with an override and a tine
control ."

"Suppose the Corvi ki override nme because they adore Colner's Juliet?"

Chadress grinned at the notion, but threw the schematic picture of the
transceiver circuitry onto the pilot's console. "Every eeg expert in the
gal axy has had a go at these. There are no extraneous circuits, nothing that
is not accounted for in the schematics. Furthernore, we manufactured them not
the Corviki. Now, they do specify that 7 hours is the endurance linmt for our
life form"

" Ahah! "

"Cool it. The transceiver has a tinme control, set for the maxi mum of
seven hours, our time, so nothing could happen.”



"After the maxi num period, what happens to the personality if

"Don't invent problens. W' ve got enough. However, | did speak to the
Survey Ship Captain and he was nbst encouragi ng about the transfer. In fact,
he said it was perfect for a bunch of actors. You think that you want to be on
the surface of the planet. And you are! No pain, no strain. Sinplicity
itself."

"Sinmplicity has a habit of expanding into catastrophe!™

Chadress called her a pessimst and went on with the briefing. She
t hought of half a dozen factors that could alter disastrously betw xt here and
Beta Corvi, the |least of which was ringing in an unknown devi ce.

The adjustment to be attached to herself was even sinpler. Even

i ngeni ous, she adnitted, exam ning the conmpact device under microscopic
lenses. It would link several infinitesiml strands al ready enbedded in her
cerebrum One which extended deep in the area controlling the optic nerves,
for the psyche transfer was triggered by this portion of the human brain. The
other two were to link cross-over reflexes that woul d enable her to tune and
to di sconnect the psyche relay for the rest of the nobiles. Al three synapse
attachments were self-activitating and did not appear on the pilot's board.

The hookup had to be nmade with Hel va under anesthesia, and she disliked
that part intensely. It was unnerving for her to hear the chief of Regul us
Base (no less) nouth the pitched syllables that triggered the panel that was
the only access to her shell behind the titaniumcolum. It seemed she hovered
in an eternity of vulnerability before he touched the anesthesia rel ease. She
instinctively struggl ed agai nst unconsci ousness. Was that how poor 732 had
felt? O had her madness bani shed fear?

Hel va' s thought was no sooner fornul ated than she was consci ous agai n.
Startled, she gazed out into an enpty cabin, irritated that Chief Railly dared
| eave her unprotected. Then she was aware that considerable time had el apsed
since the chief had spoken, 18 hours, 20 mnutes and 32 seconds, to be
preci se.

"Awake agai n, Helva?" and Chadress stepped into her lock. "I say, they
certainly tined it to the exact second. I'mto ask if you' ve a headache?"

"Headache? How could 1? |I've no pain refl exes."

Then she | ooked around her main cabin, where transceivers had been
stowed by her couches, and wall units had been added to acconmodate the
addi ti onal personnel. Bunks had been added to all her cabins and another table
fitted into the pilot's cabin.

"I'"'ma ruddy troopship."

"I ndeed you are," Chadress agreed, "and the troupe is assenbling."
Five men ascended in the Iift and were introduced by Chadress, but she
found it easier to think of themas the parts they would play. The
i ntroductions were cut short by sirens and the advent of a fleet of ground
vehi cl es.
"Ansra's nmade the scene,”
a dry voice.

the man who played Prince Escal us announced in

No one seened sorry when Chadress refused any boarders, including Chief



Railly. As he took the restriction in good part, the others had to and Ansra
was reduced to waving and smiling at her admrers as she was lifted snoothly
| ockward

"Here | amagain, Helva," she said in a bright, glad way that certainly
didn't deceive Helva
"Wl comre aboard, Mss Colmer." You feed nme the cue, Helva thought to
herself, and I'lIl read the appropriate line.

I mredi ately Central Com and it wasn't N all Parollan's voice, gave her
clearance for the Orbital Station. The shuttle run was fast, and in no tinme
Hel va was at the free-fall |ock

The scene was rem ni scent of the Duhr |anding, Davo, Solar Prane and
Kurla the central figures of a smling cluster. But here, the whole cluster
entered, all of themfloating with excellent control into the cabin, pushing
down to the couches and securing thensel ves for maneuver and accel eration
There was neither wasted tine nor notion

Prane | ooked so gay and alert that Helva glanced at Kurla, whose
attitude would transmt a truer reflection of her patient's health. The girl
was radi ant, her eyes as bright as Prane's, her manner proud and confident.
She nmanaged a polite nod to Ansra, who smiled fixedly at everyone.

By contrast, Davo |ooked tired and thoughtful. He pushed i mediately
toward the sl eeping accomvpdati ons and nmeshed hinmself into a bunk

Prane hovered in front of Helva. "I want to thank you, very much, for
putting aside your personal preferences to undertake this venture. Chief
Railly has assured ne that you will have the toprnost priority when you
return.’

Hel va did not have time to anal yze why his words di sturbed her, for the
Obital Station transmtted good | uck and cl earance. Chadress did the manua
piloting, that was protocol, but Helva was so used to doing things herself it
was hard to watch. Not that he was inept. Damm, damm, damm, she thought,
gl anci ng around the crowded cabin, w shing half her m nd were busy on
somet hing routine, how had she I et herself get talked into this?

The nonent Chadress announced turnover and freefall, Prane called a
rehearsal. First he put the five men who had joi ned the ship pl anetside
t hrough the staging they had m ssed. They'd all worked in freefall and they
knew their roles. Al they required was tine to fam liarize thenselves with
nmoverrents and the Nurse's voice issuing fromthe wall. Ansra, however, chose
to be difficult about that. She undul ated toward the director, whether to
charm himor intimdate himwas a question

"Real ly, Prane, | can project any enotion required of any capable
actress, but to pretend an ... an abstract voice is Juliet's Nurse is the end.
How can | play to a wall? And, how may | ask, can ... Helva (it seened to be
difficult for Ansra to name her) acquire any ease in free-fall, when

under stand she has never made any use of a body?"

"My stage directions are perfectly clear and are printed in ny
circuitry. Therefore | cannot make a nistake. That is, as long as you are
where Juliet is supposed to be," Hel va answered.

No one actually |aughed al oud at the putdown. Ansra resumed her proper
position, frowning, and chew ng her I|ip.



However, her assertion that she could project any enotion required of
any capabl e actress seened to fall short of the mark in scenes with proper
actors. Her Juliet remni ned wooden and i nadequate. She did not take fire from
Romeo' s speeches, although how she could fail was beyond Hel va's
conpr ehensi on. The man was inspired ... and inspiring.

Rel i eved now for many days of the press of gravity on his spongy bones,
buoyed constantly by the success of every other aspect of this singular
producti on, Prane exuded a vitality, an enthusiasmthat was contagi ous. He was
apparently indefatigable.

As he was setting scene iv of Act |, with himself, Mercutio, Benvolio
and others doubling up as maskers and torchbearers, Mercutio finished his
speech: "Come, we burn daylight, ho!"

The scene had been quick, bright exchanges, the lighthearted nonsense of
friends bound for a gay evening.

Mercutio repeated his line. Hastily, Helva renmenbered she doubl ed as
prompter and found the place.

"Nay, that's not so," she read out.
Silence met this attenpt, so she, too, repeated the line.

"We know the line," Prane said as this additional pause |engthened
conspi cuously. "Who says it?"

Hel va gul ped. "You do."

For a nonent a terrible expression haunted his eyes. Then he burst out
l aughing and the terror was gone. "Tis always the littlest Iine that escapes,"”
and he briskly cued Mercutio.

That night, as everyone slept, Prane was restless. Shanel essly, Helva
turned up the volume in the cabin he shared with five other nen. He was
repeating scene iv over and over. Then he lay silent. Helva thought he slept,
until she saw his right hand slowy creep to his belt, carefully extract a
small pill fromthe wai stband fabric of his shipsuit. Wth a gesture
counterfeiting a random sl eepy novenment, the pill reached his nouth.

The secretiveness of his action, added to the intense rehearsal of that
scene, gave Helva a tragic insight to the Solar. He was an addict, in the npst
horrifying degree: mndtrap, listed as harmless in the gal actic pharnmacopoei a,
had becone poisonous to him fatal to mnd and body. And he knew it. Yet nore
devastating to Sol ar Prane was | oss of nenory and to prevent that, he courted
sel f-destruction.

Except for Ansra, rehearsals proceeded well. How Prane kept his tenper
wi th such deliberate obstructionism Helva did not know Every scene the
Sol ara pl ayed began to sag, lose fire, drop pace. But Prane did not react. And
Ansra apparently gave up trying to goad himinto an action no one could
condone. She took to needling Kurla, a far nore vul nerabl e personality.

Fortunately, N a Tubb, the Lady Capul et, shared the pilot's cabin, which
was the wormen's room She was wise in the ways of human relations and if she
said nothing to the point, she did buffer Kurla fromAnsra's hostility. She
al so hel ped Kurla in her lines, kept up a |ighthearted nonol ogue when the
worren were al one. But even she could see Ansra's tactics increasing the



pressure on the sensitive, anxious nedical attendant. "Honey, you have any
real trouble with Col ner, you let ne help, huh?" N a Tubb said to Kurla one
nor ni ng.

"Thanks," Kurla answered with a wan sml e

"Say, just between the two of us, Prane's no addict, is he? He doesn't | ook
like one and |I've seen enough to know, but still-"

"Sol ar Prane devel oped an adverse chenical reaction to |ong use of
m ndtrap. "

"I always thought nmindtrap was the nost harm ess thing in the world.
|'"ve used it nyself tines wthout nunber.”

"Ordinarily. But the Solar has been using it for over 70 years. A
resi due of the silicon content, which ought to have been flushed out of his
system has built up in his tissues. He also has a liquid retention problem
and the diuretic originally prescribed conbi ned unfavorably with the mi ndtrap
resi due, |eaching potassiumfromhis systemin an unrenedi able process."
"What does that nean? He | ooks fine to ne." Kurla's voice,
di spassionately clinical, was nore tragic than tears.

"In lowgrav conditions, in free-fall particularly, there is no strain
on the skeleton and he's fine. But his bones are soft, a fall, a blow, any
| ong period of heavy physical strain and he would ... in effect ... break up.
And the silicon is gradually choking his vital organs to death."

"Repl ace '"em "

Kurl a shook her head. Nia. patted her hand rhythmcally,. Helva
interrupted themwith a rehearsal call. And that was the worst rehearsal yet.
Ansra's attitude had insidiously unnerved the entire cast, Evervone was off.
They blew their lines, forgot stage business. Wen Mercutio and Paris got into
a fight that was not in the script, Prane called a halt.

"We've gone stale. W will take today off and tomorrow. Hel va, break out
the finer rations. Nia and Kurla, would you be so kind, please, to see what
surprises the gallev mght serve up? Helva, have you some tri-casts of
interest? W need to relate to the evervdav worlds that we have forgotten
i mersed as we have been in ancient England.”

Ansra stal ked out of the main cabin, slanmm ng the door to the wonen's
Quarters. Helva looked in to find her staring angrily into a mrror. It was
di sconcerting for Helva to watch her frustrated, brooding self-exam nation
while Nia and Kurla chattered inconsequentialities in the galley.

Helva tried to be everywhere, keeping an ear out for any trouble ... any
nore trouble, that is. Davo floated purposefully toward Prane. Since Helva had
been speaking onlv fromthe main cabin, she fostered the tendency for her
passengers to forget she had ears and eyes everywhere in the ship.

"You must realize by now Prane," Davo was saying, "that Ansra is
determned to ruin this production. And she is succeeding admirably."

Prane regarded his friend for a |l ong nmonent, a slow smile beginning.
"You' ve a sol ution?"

"Let's put her off bal ance. Renmenber what we used to do on the |ong



haul s on tour?"
"Reshuffle all the parts?"
"Exactly. Christ, we all know each other's lines and novenents."
Prane began to grin mschievously. "And ... let Helva be Juliet?"

"No, Kurla is Juliet!" Davo returned Prane's surprised stare with a dead
serious dare.

"And Roneo?"

"That part need not change," Davo said evenly, then added in a |ight
voice, "but | shall be Friar Lawence and marry you two."

Prane waited till everyone had eaten and was rel axed with Thraci an beer.
The announcenent net with approval, raucous and bawdy.

"I"1l be Lady Capul et," Escal us announced in a squeaky fal setto.

"And 1'll be Lady Montague," said Friar Lawrence in a quavering
contralto, reverting to his own normal bass to add, "Always thought she was a
wi no."

"I"I'l be Escalus," Helva volunteered in a voice so |like the real actor's
t he man dropped his tankard.

"You could be the whole damm play all by yourself," Davo vowed, his
voice far nmore slurred than it should be on Thracian beer. "There isn't one
part you couldn't do."

"Really? In that case, I'll be the Nurse," Ansra Cornier announced.
"Then Hel va can see how the part should be played."

"And Kurla will be Juliet," Davo cried, his eyes on Ansra. "Set the
stage, oh chorus. Places, everyone. Places."

"Two househol ds, both alike in dignity ... " Helva began pronptly in a
basso, sweeping everyone into the act before they had tine for second
t hought s.

Davo canme on as Sanpson, and Chadress, normally Lord Capul et, as
Gregory, hamming their lines and indulging in slapstick nonsense. Balthasar
rolled on, as though drunk, slurring through the establishnent of conflict
bet ween the two houses. Lines were rattled off, and actors bodily noved each
other into proper stage position or deliberately upstaged the speaker

When Escal us, Lady Capulet glided on in the conmpany of Nurse Angelica,
Ansra, with deliberate malice, dispensed with fun and pl ayed her part as she
had not played Juliet. And sonehow tw sted her lines as Nurse to mean
something entirely different. Her exit line, "Go girl, seek happy nights to
happy days," was barbed enough to make Escalus falter

But then Juliet net Roneo at the feast, and Ansra's spiteful ness
backfired. For Prane was a different, tenderer Roneo, his voice trenbled not
with fatigue but with newfound | ove, gentle, protective, eager. And Kurla, her
eyes equal ly discovering her |over, was Juliet, breathless, shy, daring, and
preci ous. She blushed shyly as she said,



"For saints have hands that pilgrins' hands do touch, And palmto pal m
is holy palners' kiss."

She turned her hands pal ms down on Roneo's, as he had so often directed
Ansra only to have her ms-time the words and action as to nake them
nmeani ngl ess.

Romeo raised Juliet's hands on his, and the ardor in his eyes, the
answering joy in hers, nade that little scene so tender that everyone was
spel | bound.

"Thus fromny tips, by thine, nmy sin is purg d' said Roneo in so soft a
voice it seemed a faint echo, but it hung clearly until his tips nmet Juliet's
in a kiss that was as devout an avowal as a shout.

Her role forgotten conpletely, Ansra flung herself forward at the two
still enmbraced and lost to their surroundings. And the proximty al arns
twanged. They had arrived at their destination

"Now, " Chadress said to the actors, all seated in the main cabin,
hastily cleared of all its party debris, "the transceivers were fitted to your
head sizes so they will be quite confortable. You all heard the reports from
t hose survey ship menbers who used the first device. You know the transfer
process is painless and easy. You think yourself on the surface and there you
are."

"How can you think yourself on a surface you' ve never seen?" N a
demanded, grimacing at the transcei ver she was hol di ng.

"The nearest anal ogue woul d be the underseascapes on Terra in the
Carribean area, or the water world in Al debaran. O Vega |V. |magine
your sel ves surrounded by seaweeds, all shapes and col ors. Yes, the survey
peopl e repeatedl y enphasi zed the enornous inportance of color. The Corvik
resenble a marine aninmal in the class hydrozoa, sort of a |large sac-1like body
with a complex collection of tendrils that may be nerve endi ngs."

"Gawd, what a costume!" N a Tubb ruttered, shuddering.

"It'1l fit, I"'mtold." Chadress grinned at her. "Now, Helva is our
fail-safe. She's equipped with an automatic return relay. W' ve been warned
not to remain too long in the Corviki environnment."

"Why?" Ansra denmanded in a bored voice.

"The Corvi ki undoubtedly have good reason, but they did not say what.
Now, Prane?"

The Sol ar rose, |ooked around at the entire cast "W all know the
i nportance of this unlikely exchange of Shakespeare for power. The Bard has
been transl ated into every concei vabl e | anguage, alien and humanoi d, and
somehow t he essence of his plays has been understood by the nost exotic, the
nost barbaric, the nost sophisticated. There is no reason to suppose that WII
Shakespeare hasn't got something to say to the Corviki ... if we do the job
whol eheartedly ... or whatever our Corviki envel opes use for that O gan

"Ladi es and gentlenen, curtain!" He sat down and donned his transceiver,
settling back in the couch and rel axing conpletely. In a few seconds a |ight
gl owed across the rimof the transceiver

"If that's all there is to it," N a Tubb said, and pulled hers down on



her head.

The others inmtated her nore or |ess sinultaneously until only Chadress
and Hel va remai ned on board.

"Check Prane," Helva said.
"He's all right as far as | can see. 1'll see you down there, Helva."
And he was gone. Helva had the uncanny notion that the new synapse | eads

were burning hot. But that was inpossible. She willed herself to descend. On
the heels of the thought that this was the first time she had been outside a

shell in her life, came a terrifying surge of primtive fear and then ..
Transfer!
Her first indication of the difference involved pressure ... an

envel opi ng pressure. But the Corviki had said they would provide enpty

envel opes for the cast to occupy. She was envel oped and the envel ope was al so
envel oped. She could 'feel' it all around. She undul ated experinentally,
hoping to rid herself of this sense of being covered. It was somehow uncl ean
to feel all along every part of her. And yet, even as she felt |oose, she was
at the sane time conpressed. Not gravity pressure, but sonmething in which she
was and was noving. Well, nmovenent was not a new skill for her. This was,
then, just a formof notion. She wiggled again and things that were part of
"her' floated up frombeneath her. She could not | ook at them because they

fl oated away when she tried. Hm She could see every part of her ship-self
from one scanner or another. How limting mobility was. Well, she'd | ook
around as far as she was able. And stared down, down, in an unlimted
perspective until finally her sight distinguished a burbling, burping mass of
ochre eruptions that she recognized as 'ground' . Above and around her fronds
swayed, exhaled and inhaled in a full spectrum of colors unbelievably varied
and varying. Colors which in sone cases had 'sound' and 'snell' as part of
their value. Only '"snell' was al so a novel sensation to Helva, who had
utilized gauges all her life instead of the ol factory sense.

"Adapting, Helva?" a famliar presence dom nated her nmind. Instinctively
she turned toward the 'sound' that wasn't sound as she had previously known
it, but a patterned interruption of the pressures around her

"It's odd to feel physical sensations,” she replied.

"It would be, for you."

"How do you feel, Chadress?" For the presence was indisputably her
br awn.

"Vel vet, soft, deep, a very pleasurable tactile sensation, | assure you.
And a sense of unlinited power." Chadress was inpressed. "Of being young and
new again." Here the dom nant quality of his thought was incredul ous and
sel f-anused. "They have evidently |l ent us brand-new, guaranteed-unsullied
shells."

"I wonder where they get themfrom"

A new dom nance approached them and this entity was recogni zed by both
as being a true Corviki. The presence was very dense and Chadress and Hel va
both received an undeni able feeling of great age and wi sdom of a unique
application of basic energy.

"I am your Manager," he introduced hinself. "The others are al



contai ned. W may proceed with this expression of energy."

"That which we call a rose by any other nane would snell as sweet,"
t hought Hel va as they propelled thensel ves toward a sphere-shaped area,
surrounded by unanchored | unps of a dead bl ack substance, framed by enornous
breat hi ng fronds. And suddenly, she could recogni ze everyone, despite their
apparently honmogeneous shape, by the slight variation of color tone and
pressure weight.

Prane cane on as dense as Manager, Helva di scovered. She began to equate
density with age or wi sdom Subjectively, she wondered how she 'felt' to
others. Then Prane called her as chorus to open the rehearsal

For a frantic nonent, she wondered how she coul d possibly project
‘chorus' without the audi o equi pment avail able on the ship. She had an intense
desire to retreat back to her own shell again. But Prane was Director and one
obeyed Director

"Two househol ds, both alike in dignity," and sonehow her dom nance
enl arged, darkened, and she was nore than herself.

Then Sampson and Gregory emerged from behind fronds and their dom nance
was shallow, light, tenuous as if inconsequential. In a fashion the cast
managed to condense or dissipate thensel ves through the scenes until by Act
IV, the new medium and the difference or exposition no | onger seened strange.

It was al nost physically painful to be wenched by the tine control back
into the ship and di scover that they were, sadly, only flesh and bl ood. No one
said much. They ate a great deal quickly, and then went to bed

Hel va, unfortunately, was w de awake and, for the first time in her
conscious life, envied the others for the gentle oblivion of sleep. She tried
not to think of the experiential effect of mobility on her conditioning. She
di sciplined herself by running a full scan outside. Not because anything m ght
have changed but just to make sure all was as before. They were in orbit,
bl ack space topside, but the amorphous boiling cloud of diffuse colors, shot
with brilliant lights, |oomed bel ow. She ran a check on her systens and
di scovered sonmething a little unnerving in her engine conpartnent.

There was sonet hi ng bl ocki ng her readings there, yet the systems were
all green on the boards. She could not 'feel' power, although there was no
evi dence of its absence. It was sinply unavailable to her. As she pondered the
i mplications of this, she heard a faint susurrus. She snatched at the
diversion and traced it: Prane at his litany.

"I'f by your art, ny dearest father, you have put the wild waters in this
roar, allay them "

She listened avidly until the sleepy voice trailed into silence after
"As you fromcrimes would pardon'd be. Let your indul gence set ne free."

They picked up the staging the next 'day' where they had left off. Helva
had the feeling none of the Corviki had left the 'stage' or were even aware
that the troupe had been away. Did they control tinme as well as energy? Was
time, as one Al pheccan theoretician maintained, nmerely another emni ssion of
ener gy”?

Her perceptions were nore acute today. She had control over her envel ope
and the sensory data it constantly received. And while the others were
begi nning to act, Ansra was consci ously danpi ng down.



Manager approached Ansra, in front of all, just before tine was up

"There is no |l ogical reason to w thhold energy. Conservation is not the
aimof this experinent. W are assessing the effects of this form of energy
expul sion on the pressure-senses and dom nance factors. You inhibit this
experiment. Therefore, |ose energy as the equative factors require.”

"y 2"

A ripple of pressure and col or answered Ansra's ultimatum

"The envel ope will be permanently enptied ..

"I will not go back to that perverted seascape to be insulted and
degraded in public," Ansra decl ared.

She was rat her nmagnificent, Helva thought, even if she |left her audi ence
unnoved.

"That is sufficient, Ansra Colmer," Prane said quietly, rising fromthe
couch, his voice glacial, his eyes stony, his attitude unbending. "You have
made your personal preferences and private opinions known to each and every
menber of the cast. However, there is nore at stake than personal differences
and everyone here has been exceedingly forebearing with your whinsies and
little schemes. You will go back tomorrow and you will, as you were advised by
t he Manager, |ose energy as the equative factors require.”

"Who's going to make nme?" Ansra struck a pose with that chall enge

"Any one of us, honey," N a Tubb replied, forestalling Chadress and
Davo, who began to rise fromtheir seats. "Any one of us would be glad to make
you. In fact, you might find when we got through with you here that it would
be a relief to get into that Corviki envel ope.”

"You woul dn't dare!"

Hel va wonder ed whet her Ansra, having taken a stand, was too hardheaded
to retreat, or unable to believe that one of her standing could be violable.
Fortunately, she was al so a person who could not tolerate physical pain and a
hal f - dozen open handed bl ows from Nia were an effective proof and pronise.

"Ch, no you don't, honey," N a cried, grabbing Ansra's armas the
sobbi ng woman headed for the cabin. "You' re not noving fromny side, because
don't trust you out of ny sight. Now you sit down and you'll eat and you'l
behave. And tonmorrow you'll be the best Juliet that's ever trod air."

That scene, on top of the psychol ogi cal exhaustion of rehearsing on Beta
Corvi, drained everyone's reserve. Chadress and Kurla passed around |iquor
bul bs and a high-protein soup. As soon as they ate, people drifted off to
their bunks and neshed in.

"Keep Nia and Ansra under observation, Helva, wll you?" Chadress
suggest ed.

There's somet hing di fferent about him Helva realized, a new depth,
oddl y Corvi ki an.

"Do you think she will play now?" Hel va heard Kurla asking Prane. The
two were the |ast awake, and seenmed unabl e to separate.



"Her color was that of an anger-fear conposite ..
staring down at Kurl a.

Prane stopped short,

"You' re thinking Corviki," she | aughed, her eyes dancing. "It's
contagious, isn't it? Like assum ng the characteristics of the part you're
pl ayi ng? See, even a rank amateur like me picks up tricks of the trade!"

"You transfer into a very solid, warm presence on Corvi, ny dear."

The | aughter caught in her throat and her eyes were filled with a
haunt ed yearning. They seened to be a breath away froma ki ss when Prane, a
gar bl ed sound issuing fromhis throat, whirled away down the corridor

Ansra | ost energy the next rehearsal with such good will they were able
to run conpletely through the play. Prane was so pleased with the result he
i nforned the Manager that they could give the first conpl ete perfornance.

"My energy group is excited to experience the total pressure dom nances
of these envel opes,"” the Manager replied, emanating the |avender-purples Hel va
equated with pleasure in Corviki. "Your next entry here is convenient?"

Prane agreed heartily.

"If this enmission is satisfactory," Chadress asked, shading his
dom nance with the sharply controll ed waste of deference to a superior force,
"will Corviki entities then undertake a transfer of our patterns so we may
fulfill our contract with you?"

"Affirmative. For it is evident that there is a | oss of ego-entity
superior to the programed mni rum Entropy coul d exceed basic energy
requi rements. "

Hel va felt she'd better analyze that statenent the noment she returned
to herself. It sounded ... omnous ... to Helva, but not to her inprinted self
in the Corviki envel ope. Such a split of personality could be dangerous
i ndeed.

Once back on the ship, it was easier to spot those who were
psychol ogically twisting their orientation. They tended to express thensel ves
in Corviki terms, as Prane and Chadress had the night before. The only one who
seened i nmpervi ous was Ansra, but then, Ansra was so wrapped up in her persona
gri evances, she had no energy ... there | go, nmoaned Helva ... for objective
experi ences.

Openi ng night on Beta Corviki was a white-hot, frenetic triunph as far
as Corviki acceptance of this formof energy |oss was concerned. Beyond the
stand of fronds were nmasses of Corviki, pulsing, throbbing as they absorbed
the cast's enmission, to all appearances starved for this form of energy.

Hel va coul d feel her Corviki envel ope swell to incredible dinmension as
the feedback resulted in a thermal reaction, giving her an unlinited mass to
energize to a high excitation level. Yet she was also aware that the Corviki
audi ence understood the conflict of the two warring energy-groups, of the
desire of the two new, but not shallow, entities to conmbine into a new force
group, of the energy-stoking of herself as the Nurse, of the brilliant |ight
of beta particles exchanged by the two new entities, swearing neuron
coalitions and, finally, forced to expend the vital energy of their cores to
bring the warring groups to the realization that coexistence was possible on
their energy | evel



As the Prince sunmed up the entropy death of the two, novas of approval
expl oded outside the fronded area. And Helva, gross with feedback, found
herself racing to emt into the nearest drained entity some ergs of that
pressure, in a self-sacrifice that was ecstatic. Al around her, the
at nosphere crackl ed, popped, boomed and thundered with the resultant
expl osi ons as inmeasurabl e positive forces reconbined and all the previously
expended energy was reabsorbed.

Then, indeed, did Helva bless the surgeons. Bless and curse them for
haul i ng her inexorably back from such glorious intercourse. She dazedly
recal l ed her scattered wits as warning lights and signals penetrated the
coruscating inpressions and forced her to be aware of imr nent danger

Lax figures lay, lifeless puppets with no nore sign of vitality than the
slight rise and fall of chests.

Scared, Helva tripped the transceivers. Lights reluctantly faded on the
transceivers and still no one stirred. It seemed an eternity to Helva before
Ansra noaned.

"Ansra. Ansra," Helva called in an insistent, hard voice, hoping to
penetrate the woman's trancelike state. "Ansra. Ansra."

"Wha ... what?"

"Cet to the galley. Get stimulant K, in the blue i.v. spray."

It was |like moving a robot. She kept droning her orders, relentlessly
forcing Ansra to obey. The woman's eyes blinked, her body jerked as Helva
encour aged, ordered, denanded the necessary actions. Finally she got Ansra's
hands around the right i.v., and got the uncoordinated body to depress the

dernospray agai nst her arm The stimulant took effect.

"Ch mgod, oh migod," Ansra nuttered hoarsely. "Ch migod."

"Ansra. Gve themall injections. Mve, wonan, nove."
The actress was still little better than an autonmaton, so Hel va took
advant age of her will-lessness to nake her give Kurla and Prane the first

i njections. Then Chadress. It was a stunned group who returned to their forner
bodi es.

"I don't think I can go back there," Escalus told Prane in a hoarse
tremul o. He put both hands to his tenples, where the transceiver had left a
red band. "Never thought to see the day when I couldn't face an audi ence
because they liked me too nuch. But man, that place is ... is," his eyes
wi dened with a terror he mastered. "I alnost said, pure entropy." And he
| aughed. "But that's what's wong with it all.”

Prane, | ooking as drained and haunted as the others, managed a weak
smile.

"There is no question that we have been overwhel med by an unpredi cted
reaction. At this nonment," and he paused to enphasize the phrase, "I would
find a return engagenent inconceivable. No, no discussion now W need to
convert mass, in the parlance of our hosts, into much-needed energy and to
conserve our em ssions. But | want to say how very, very proud | am of you
all.”



It was as well, Helva knew, for the cast could not have accepted, in
their present enervation, the devastating truth of their captivity.

The silence of the ship was unbroken, even by Prane's nightly litany.
Hel va, too, found herself close to the verge of unconsci ousness, too fatigued
to worry about the problens of the norrow

The next day brought no visible change. Everyone was still enervated.
Kurl a turned professional and roused those seeking oblivion in slunber to take
hi gh protein neals and massive therapeutic i.v. sprays.

Toward the evening of that day, Helva got Chadress alone in the galley
for a conference.

"We'll have to put it off as long as we can, Helva. These people are
drained dry. | know," and he shook his head slowly. "How re you doi ng?"

Hel va tenporized. "I always maintai ned shell-people are as human as
anyone nobile. | knowit now |I'Il find it extremely difficult to go back to
Beta Corvi nyself. Only | know we have no choice."

"What do you mean, Hel va?" Chadress didn't have enough energy left to be
nmore than mldly curious.

"They' re wondering where we are right now. They have the understudies
lined up and raring to learn."

Chadress nmustered a defeated groan

"Hel va, how can we ask anyone here to undertake that?"
"As | said, Chadress, we have no choice."

"I don't follow you."

"There is a little block on any lead into ny power sources. | couldn't
even dodge a neteor if | had to."

Chadress dropped his head into his hands, his whole body shuddering.
"Helva, | can't go back. | can't. I'd ..."

"You don't have to go back. Not right now Lord, you don't even have the
energy to put on a transceiver," she said, deliberately m sunderstanding him
"I't's up to nme."

"What's up to you?" Prane asked, drifting into the galley.

"I'"'m going down to explain our absence."

"On the contrary," Prane objected, trying to straighten his shoul ders
but all he managed was a directionless lurch against the warmng units. "I'm
the director. | should explain our inability to fulfill our contract."

Chaddress groaned in distress.

"You're out on your feet, Prane. Chadress, too. |I'mgoing. That's final
Chadress, we'll discuss this further when |I get back," she ordered.

"Chadress?" she prompted until he nodded acqui escence.

Pain assailed Helva's nmind in a brief flicker of thought as she



reentered the Corviki envelope. The nyriad tactile sensations from her
trailing appendages indicated the presence of several strong

pressur e-dom nances. How was she going to explain human frailty to these
masters of pure energy?

The at nosphere, however, was unusually free of energy enissions.
Manager, dark and full and rich, discreetly contained his mass of
pressur e-dom nances. The others, ranged beyond himat a courteous distance,
nmust be the understudies, she thought. If a Corviki had conpassionate |evels
in his consciousness, surely the Manager was activating them for he was
patient as Hel va struggled to present the explanatory equation, pointing out
t he unresolvable fractions. He replied with a show of depletion that could
only be an apol ogy that the unprecedented feedback and the production of an
unst abl e reacti on mass had resulted in such entropy for the visitors. However,
t hey had thensel ves as cause.

Nevert hel ess, Manager sternly inforned Helva, a new condition of imense
signi ficance had devel oped. Every single energy group around this thermal core
i nsi sted on obtaining the fornul ae which could repeat those uni que emni ssions.
The benefits of such expul sion woul d rejuvenate static energy groups once
consi dered | ost beyond reactivation. The fornul ae nust be passed on. No matter
woul d be considered too precious in the exchange.

Hel va, feeling she was emtting desperate energies, repeated the
i mpossibility.

Sone arrangenent woul d have to be effected, the Manager insisted. There
was one unit, he drew the equation of sound that neant Juliet, which had shown
an admrable control of intrinsic energy. Let it return and deliver the
formulae. O herwise ... the Manager swayed his tentacles in an unnerving
approxi mati on of a human shrug.

For a long interval Helva |acked the noral courage to indicate her
return. She tried to think how this sinple mission had turned into such a
cat astrophe. Ruthlessly she reviewed the elenents of this inpasse, trying to
find a solution. There had to be one.

How cosmically ironic that Ansra Col mer, so bent on ruining them was
the only personality with sufficient egocentricity to survive the experience.
But woul d she save themall?

"I"'mnot out of my mind, even if you all are,"” was Ansra's imediate
response. "Nothing ... not even if you beat me to death ... could nake me go
back to that ... that ... gas factory. |'ve done all ny contract called for."

"Actually you haven't, Ansra," Davo replied wearily, "not that any of us
are likely to take you to task for it at Guild. But those contracts read that,
if the Corviki accept our dramatic presentation as paynent for their
techni ques, we nust instruct Corviki understudies.”

"Go back? Just to teach a Corviki to play Juliet?" Ansra |aughed
shrilly, sem -hysterical. She whirled oa Prane. "I told them at Regul us that
you'd fail. And you have! |I'mglad, glad, GAD"

Her hatred washed like a visible tide over sensibilities already abraded
and tender. Still Iaughing, she careened off the walls on her way to the
cabin, collapsing like a linp doll in front of the mrror, alternately
| aughi ng and staring at her reflection.

"She's gone stark raving mad," N a stated in a flat voice.



"I don't think so, unless we're all mad right now " Davo replied
j udi ci ously.

"Well, we can't just sit here and let her spite us,"
rousing to indignation. "She's just got to do her part."

N a excl ai ned,

"The show nust go on?" Escal us asked sarcastically. "Not this one."
"I apol ogi ze to everyone," Prane began, rising to his feet. "Ansra's
grievance is with ne. You shall not be the victinms of it."

"Christ, Prane, spare us that role," Davo expl oded.

"No role, the solution is sinple," the Solar went on his voice and
manner so matter-of-fact that the accusation of heroics was void. "As
director, | know every single line in this play. In fact, | have conplete
recall of some 212 ancient, medieval, classical, atomc, and nodern dramas."

"You'd die under the strain," Kurla cried, throwing her arns around him

He di sengaged hinmsel f, smiling tenderly at her
"I'"'mdying anyway, mny dear. |'d prefer a good exit line."

"Next week East Lynne," roared Helva, successfully shocking everyone
alert with her nocking | aughter. Prane was deeply hurt, which Helva found a
trifle healthier than heroic self-sacrifice. "Now will everyone cal mdown. Al
is not |ost because Ansra Colner is a vicious, vengeful bitch. In the first
pl ace, Solar Prane, we don't want the Corviki possessed of our entire bankrol
in one mass cathartic purge. One play, Ronmeo and Juliet, which has rolled 'em
up by the fronds, is all we contracted for. And we shall give it to them and
then accel erate out of their sphere of influence as fast as | can bl ow ny
jets. 1 shall strongly, urgently reconmend that we do not darken their
dom nance again until our bright boys figure out how to cushion our fragile
psyches agai nst Corvi ki feedback

"And, Sol ar Prane, you are not the only person on board wth perfect
recall. | know this may sound fatuous but |, too, probably Davo as well,
possi bly our Escal us, know every bloody line of R & J, too. Al three of us
are physically and enotionally better able than you to go back down to Beta
Corvi ..."

"Listen to me" she bell owed when everyone began to protest. She shifted
to the voice that signified a broad smle and hammed it. "This is Your Captain
speaking!" And as they broke into | aughter, becane dead serious. "I, Helva,
have the final responsibility for this mssion and for everyone on board the
ship."

"I know all of Romeo and Juliet, too. Used to play Juliet, you know,
when | was in ny first hundred," Nia said quietly, before Helva could
continue. "And you've forgotten sonething, Helva. A very essential point. It's
performances, on Beta Corvi, not rehearsals, which rock us. | feel sure
could cope with a rehearsal situation, with the customary halts and breaks
needed to teach understudies. W don't even have to rehearse the full seven
hours. Not if these Corviki want the plays so bad. W can call the tune." Then
her expression changed and she gl anced toward the wonmen's cabin, where Ansra
was | aughing softly. "And I'Il be goddammed if 1'11 let that bitch close the
nost successful show |'ve ever been in."



Escalus roared with | aughter and enbraced Nia in a m ghty hug.
"By the toenails of the seven saints of Scorpius, neither will I!"

"I'"'mgane, too," Benvolio agreed, "and bugger her!" he added with a rude
gesture in Ansra's direction

"Look, Helva, get the Corviki to give us another day's rest," Chadress

said. "Thea we'll all go down and finish the job. The show nmust go on!"
"Who' Il do Juliet?" Davo asked and then answered his own question by pointing
directly at Kurla. "You'll do Juliet.”

"Ch, no. Not me!"

"Why not, ny sweet young | ove?" asked Prane, pulling her hands from her
cheeks and ki ssing her tenderly before themall. "You're nore Juliet than she
at her best."

"I"mworried about only one thing," Escalus said then. "I don't |ike her
here, with us, there," and his forefinger punctuated his words with stabs in
t he proper directions.

"A very good point," Davo agreed with a whistle.

"No problem" Helva assured them "Mss Colnmer is ... resting, | believe
the professional termis. | shall encourage it." And she proceeded to flood
the pilot's cabin with sl eepy gas.

The Manager signal ed acceptance, emtting relief that the problemhad a
solution. Helva sent everyone off to bed after a protein-rich meal. Kurla and
Nia preferred to bunk on the couches despite the fact that Hel va had cl eared
the gas fromthe cabin. Kurla agreed to administer a tinmed sedative to Ansra
to keep her unconscious while there was no one in the ship.

The cast voted to limt the first rehearsal to 4 hours. However, al
appr ehensi ons vani shed when it became evident to the troupe that the
understudi es were very discreet with energy enmissions. In fact, back at the
ship again, there was a nood close to hysterical relief.

"Those Corviki are the quickest studies |'ve ever worked with. Tell '
once and they just don't forget," Escal us excl ai ned.

em

"Yes, they are holding back, aren't they," Davo agreed. "But wll they
know how rmuch to emt, to nake the show cone alive? | mean, there's that old
di fference between amateur and pro."

"Good point, Davo," Prane said, "and one | discussed with Manager. |
tal ked over unconserved energy levels with himand he assured nme that he had
t aken neasurenents during our performance so that they will know when to enmit
energy to produce the proper reactions. He has great dom nance, that nan,
great doni nance."

"And a fine sense of level integrities, too," Chadress added, nodding
t hought ful | y.

"You sound nore Corviki than human,” Nia said in her droll way.
Prane and Chadress | ooked at her, their expressions puzzled.

"Well, you do," Kurla agreed.



"Imtation is the sincerest formof flattery, you know," Prane said into
the silence, but, to Helva, his joviality sounded forced.

The second rehearsal went so well that Prane decided only one, slightly
| onger additional session would conplete the contract.
"Let's get it over with then," Escalus said. "There's sonething
seductive about that freak-out place that gets to you. |I've a hard tine
t hi nki ng human. "

Escal us was right, Helva thought. She found it all too easy to think in
Corvi kian ternms. And Prane and Chadl ess seened to have noved theatre semantics
into another frame of reference entirely. She'd heard them di scussi ng stagi ng
in terms of excitation phases, shell novenents, particle em ssions, subshel
directionals until she wondered if they were tal king theatre or nucl ear
physi cs.

She kept an eye on Prane, anyhow Kurla was too, but playing Juliet to
Prane's Romeo was overloading her circuits sufficiently to cloud her
di scretionary ... Helva caught herself up sharply. The sooner they all got
away from here, the better.

She wat ched Kurla adninister an additional sedative to Ansra. The wonman
had been kept unconscious for 40 hours. Five nore wouldn't hurt her. It had
certainly inproved the ship's atnosphere.

She told Kurla that she'd be down directly and then checked al
circuitry on the ship. Once the Corviki renoved that power block they could
| eave, but she wanted no | ast-ninute del ays.

Prane was of fstage when she got down, dominating with his understudy.
She found hers and then was swept into scene ii of the fourth act.

The Corviki had nore trouble this cycle controlling their suppressed
energy. It occurred to Helva that Davo need not have worried that the dramatic
content would be | acking. Renpbve all the instructors with their frail spirits,
and the Corviki would deliver every bit of excitation required by the
fornul ae.

Hel va had to expend effort now to control excitenment. Prane did, too,
for as he and his understudy, the two Balthasars beside them waited to enter
the churchyard for Roneo's death scene, he seened to be | eaking energy.

"The tine controls are fixed?" he asked nervously. "They cannot be
al tered?"

He was on before Hel va coul d answer.

The rehearsal was soon over. The Manager had to exert trenendous contro
over his spontaneous emi ssions as he conplinmented the actors. He announced
that the information on isotope stabilization had been sent to the ship in a
specially prepared container, and that the ship's power was unbl ocked. He kept
emtting on such a broad baud that Helva felt the insidious tug of entropy and
resolutely nmade her farewells.

Transferring back, it took her a nonent, a nonment of regret that seened
an eternity, to get her bearings. She detected the container neatly secured in
her engine room violently radi oactive as yet, so it had better stay where it
was.



Soneone groaned in the dimy lit cabin. Dimy |it? But she hadn't
| owered the Iights!

She brought up every light in the ship, scanning the pilot's cabin for
Ansra. The bed was enpty. How had she thrown off the drug? Helva did a
searching scan and found Ansra, crouched down by Prane's body. In her hands
were the wires that led to the transceivers on Prane and Kurl a.

"Ansra, that's the sanme as murder!" Helva roared, trying with sheer
volume to stun the woman. Wth the determ nation of vengeance, Ansra ripped
the helmets fromtheir users and tried to tear the units apart.

Even as Ansra was acting, Helva triggered the return on the
transcei vers, desperately hoping that she'd forestall Ansra's intention. It
seened so long, with the woman's harsh panting as netronone, until transceiver
lights winked out across the rimof the helnmets. On one, the |ight renunined.
On Chadr ess.

"Davo! Davo!" Hel va shout ed.

The actor, shaking his head as the urgency of her voice roused him
responded dazedly. Then he saw Ansra, saw what she was doi ng and | aunched
hi nsel f at her. Davo's thrust pinned her against the far wall as other nenbers
of the cast began to revive.

"Escal us, help Davo with that crazy woman," Helva ordered, for Ansra was
twi sting and scream ng, beating at Davo with nmaddened strength. "Benvoli o,

cone on, man. Snap out of it. Check Chadress. How s his pul se?"

Benvolio |l eaned to the |linp body beside Mn "Too slow, | think. It's
so... so faint."

"I'"ve got to get back to Corvi. Soneone, N a, you re awake. Find two
usabl e transceivers in the mess Ansra made of them and put 'em on Prane and
Kurla. 1've got to get them back here."

"Wait, Helva." She heard Davo call as she was in the act of
transferring.

The Manager was beside her. And so were the shells that were undeni ably
Prane, Kurla, and Chadress. Their pressure dom nances were overwhel m ng

"Stay with us, Helva. Stay with us. It's a newlife, brand new, with al
the power in the universe to control. Wy go back to a sterile life in an
i mobil e envel ope? Stay with us."

Too tenpted, too terrified to listen further, Helva retreated to the
safety of her ship, the sanctuary of the only security she knew.

"Hel va!" Davo's voice rang in all her ears.
"1'm back," she nurnured.

"Thank God. | was afraid you'd stay with them™
"You knew they'd stay?"

"Even without Ansra's help," Davo admtted. Beyond hi m N a nodded.



"It's the answer for Kurla and Prane, you know," Nia said. "Hell, they
can conbi ne energi es now," and her |augh was mrthless.

"But Chadress?"

"Shock you, huh, that a brawn woul d defect?" Davo asked synpathetically.
"But he wouldn't be a brawn nuch | onger, would he, Helva?"

"And what if | had stayed?"

"Well," Davo admitted, "Chadress didn't think you could, but he did
t hi nk you shoul d."

"It was a case of being where | am needed, Davo. And sonetinmes you have
to help by not doing anything, | guess,"” she added, nore to herself. She
| ooked then toward the four breathing but |ifeless bodies. "Four." she cried
al oud, stunned to identify Ansra, laid beside the others. "Wat did you do?
How coul d you do it?"

"Easy," N a replied, shrugging negligently. "A case of the puni shrment
fitting the crime. Besides, the Corviki are better qualified to deal with
unst abl e energies than we are, Helva. Can't we | eave now?"

"Manager said the exchange had been made, "
unbl ocked your power?"

Escal us said. "Have they

"Yes," Helva sighed, unwilling to act yet.

"Hel va," Davo murnmured gently, his hand pal m down on the titanium
colum, "Helva, the play was the thing, wherein to catch the conscience."

As she wearily fed the return voyage tape into the conputer, his words
echoed in her mnd |like a gentle absolution

Wth an exquisite sense of reprieve, Helva watched official debriefing
experts disperse to their waiting vehicles that clustered in the floodlights
at the base of the XH 834 |ike energy notes ... Helva censored that anal ogy.
Ni ght-piercing lights blinked on, jabbed in crisscross webs as the groundcars
turned and wheeled. Al nmonmentarily were parallel, outlining the darkened
| ower stories of Regulus Base tower. Not all the vehicles nade for this
structure, Helva noted. Some darted beyond, out of the Base conplex, into the
di stant netropolis.

Shel | - peopl e were presunably inexhaustible, but Helva felt drained and
depressed. She was not sure which experience had been the worse, coping with
Beta Corvi or with the repetitive questioning of the affair by singlem nded
speci ali sts. She could appreciate why Prane had made use of nmindtrap to retard
neuron | oss. Had she no nenory banks to scan, she mi ght cheerfully have
forgotten much of what had happened. Too bad she couldn't.

Hel va sighed. Not, Helva, the XH 834, sleek BB ship of Central Worlds
Medi cal Service, but Helva, the wonman.

They encase us in titaniumshells, place the shells in titanium
bul kheads and consi der us invul nerable. Physical injury is the |least of the
harnful accidents that this universe inflicts on its inhabitants; it is
soonest mended.

Li ghts began to appear in the Base Tower and Hel va was perversely
delighted. So, others would have a sl eepless night tonight. They deserve it,



unsettling her fragile resolution of the Beta Corvi affair with their barrage
of questions. How powerful was the Corvi comunity? How | arge were the

i ndi vidual entities? How long did she believe the human/ Corvi ki shells that
contai ned Prane, Kurla, Chadress, and Ansra would retain their previous

| oyalties and menori es? How soon could, should a second expedition attenpt to
broach their atnosphere? Wiat ot her medi uns of exchange woul d Hel va reconmend,
assum ng Prane's encycl opedia of drama was bled from hin? And why did she fee
that the Corviki environment was so dangerous to the human m nd? Coul d she
expl ain the dangers? Coul d she recommend preventive measures to be used in
precondi ti oni ng?

There was no consolation in the fact that every other nmenber of the
m ssion was al so being closely interrogated, prodded and probed, physically as
well as nentally. At |east she was spared that, although the shell nedics had
run an acidity test and checked the intake on the nutrients that sustained
her. There had been a rise in the protein flow, which was deened consonant
wi th the unusual activity required of her.

The Base conputers were going to get a workout tonight, but she didn't
want to have to think at all. Not about the Corviki, at any rate, or the four
humans who had opted to remain in Corviki shells, to exchange and | ose energy
in the new sub-orbita

"I don't want to think at all," Helva said al oud.

Rest | essly she scanned outside, her glance reaching briefly the lighted
wi ndows in the brawn barracks. She felt no desire to place a call there. She
hadn't the requisite flexibility to enjoy contact with new personalities,
usual |y such a reviving and stimulating experience for her. She didn't want,
either, to be alone tonight.

"This time | get a brawn before | nove a centineter fromthis base," she
vowed.

The Service cenetery where Jennan |lay buried was nercifully lost in
dar kness kil ometers across the huge Base field, but she began to feel that
di stance psychol ogi cal |y di m ni shi ng.

Rat her than dwell on that closed chapter of her life, she
masochi stically reviewed the |ast few hours. Had she really given themall the
i nformati on available to her? Was she subconsci ously withhol ding a single
i nportant fact or mnor observation? Had she really anal yzed the schizophrenic
trauma of the human mind in the Corvi shell? Had she ..

A groundcar braked to a rocking drop at the base and someone activated
t he passenger lift, which she had not w thdrawn when the |ast of the
debriefing group had |eft.

"Wio the hell ..."
"Parollan!" a sharp voice reassured her in the Supervisor's curt way.

As her Service Supervisor, N all Parollan had naturally been present
during debriefing. He had kept to the role of arbiter, speaking only when the
experts had got excited or too insistent on points that Hel va was unable to
clarify. She had been grateful as well as inpressed by his unexpectedly deft
handl i ng of the incidents. Evidently Parollan enjoyed considerable prestige in
spite of his blunt manners. Was he returning for a private session?

He stepped into the airlock, feet spread, arnms dangling at his side. He



was glaring at her colum w th unexpected belligerence.
"Now what have | done?" Helva asked, masking a sudden apprehension

As he broke the pose and swaggered forward, Helva wondered if he had
been drinki ng heavily.

"I claimrefuge, mlady,"
fl ouri shes.

he replied, bowing wth exaggerated

"And a cup of coffee?"

"You're out of it. Those fardling circuit-clowns drank it all up. But
you' re of f bounds and i ncomuni cado 'sfar as Cencom knows, ny orders, nilove
-so you're the safest place for ne to be."

"You're not in trouble over the Beta Corvi

"Troubl e?" and he sat down on the couch facing her colum, suddenly
col lapsing linmply back agai nst the cushions. "Hell no. Not my Helva gal. Not
Ni al | Parollan, Supervisor extraordinary. But we are," and a wild sweep of his
arm suggested gal actic rather than service paraneters. "Well, you're not to be
bothered, and I'mnot to be bothered, and by norning, maybe the ol' brains'l
be ready for nore draining and dredging and ..." his voice ground down to a
whi sper.

Hel va t hought he had gone to sleep, but then she saw that he was
regardi ng her through narrowed eyes.

"Did anyone renmenber to tell you how far you exceeded optim mum
expectation? Did the Chief remenber to nention you' ve got two nore
conmendat i ons on your distinguished record? And a whoppi ng bonus!" He pounded
the couch in enphasis. "You'll Pay-off, if you keep up this rate." Then his
voi ce softened. "Did | renmenber to thank you, Helva, for pulling off a |ousy,
fardling, stinking job you got conned into ..."

"Not by you, Parollan ..

"Ha!" Niall Parollan arched his body to let out that burst of |aughter
bef ore he sank again into the cushions. "Wll, you did a great job, gal. |
don't think another ship could have pulled it off."

"Maybe anot her ship would have brought all her passengers back,"

"OfF all the noisone fardles, Helva," and Parollan sat straight up, "I
don't need that kind of irrational thinking fromyou! Prane and Kurla had
their own reasons for transition; so did Chadress. Al three profited. As for
Ansra Col mer, best place for that bitch. Qutsmarted herself for once. There is
true justice in the universe, and the Corviki never heard of Hammurabi!"

He | ay back again, lacing his fingers behind his head.

"I like to see em sweat, those nardy bastards in Procedures," he
chuckl ed.

"Over the bodies? Wuldn't decent burial be indicated by now?"
"Why? The bodies are still clinically alive, Helva. Your body is

clinically dead," he added with utter disregard for the tacit strictures on
that subject in the presence of a shell-person. "And neither you nor |, nor



anyone el se on this Base tonight thinks you re a zonbie. \What does constitute
death, Helva? The lack of nmind, or soul, or what-have-you? O the |ack of

i ndependent notion? You' re nobile enough, ny pet, and you can't nove a
nuscl e. "

"You're drunk, N all Parollan."”

"Ch, no! Parollan's a long way fromdrunk. |I'mjust hangi ng | oose, gal
hangi ng | oose.” He sat up in a single nmovenent that denied any inpairnent of
motor control. "Ethically, socially, you delivered four corpses to that Fleet

ship outside Beta Corvi. Four nechanically functioning but enpty husks. And
their original inhabitants, owners, what-have-you, won't be back in 'em"

He was on his feet, striding toward Hel va. "There's your chance, gal
Opt out ... opt out into Kurla's body, it's the youngest. O Ansra's. O
Chadress' for that matter, if you'd |like a change of pace."

For one blinding second of whirling possibilities, Helva considered the
staggeri ng proposal. As she had fleetingly considered remaining in the Corvi
shell. Had she really presented an unbi ased report to the specialists?

"Presum ng, of course, that | want to be a nobile human. Renenber,
Parol |l an," she managed to answer in a reasonable voice, "l've just been in
anot her body. | find | prefer myself."

Paroll an was staring at her with an inscrutable intentness. He put one

hand out to stroke the snoboth nmetal on the exact spot where the seam cl osed
access to her inner shell

"Well put, Helva, well put." He turned and wal ked to the galley. He was
dialing for soup, not a stimulant, Helva noticed with relief. He sat down
again in the main cabin before he broke the heat seal. The w sp of escaping
steam seened to nesnerize him for he shook his head as the pop of the
rel eased top broke the semtrance.

"I didn't think you'd go it," he remarked in a casual tone.

"Why did you ask then? Testing, Supervisor?"

He gl anced up, chuckling at the purring tone in her voice.

"Not you, nmigal ..."

"And I am not your gal..."

"Irrelevant!” and he took a careful sip of the hot soup

"Then why did you ask?" she insisted.

He shrugged. "Seened like a once-in-a-lifetinme chance to get you out of
that titaniumchastity belt."

Laughter burst fromHelva. "I've been out. On Corvi."
"Tried it once and didn't like it?"

"Movenent ? Freedon?" she asked, deliberately ignoring the double meaning
expressed in the cocked eyebrow and malicious grin on Parollan's face.

"Physi cal novenent," he qualified, his manner wary. "Physical freedom"



"Define 'physical'. As this ship, | have nore physical power, nore
physi cal freedom than you ever will know | think, | feel, | breathe. My
heart beats, bl ood does flow through ny veins, ny lungs do work: not as yours,
but they are functioning."

"So are the hearts and veins and lungs of those four ... four nothings
inthe life support room of Base Hospital. But they are dead."

"Am | ?"
"Are you?"
"You' re drunk, Parollan," she accused in a flat, cold voice.

"I"'mnot drunk, Helva. |'mdiscussing a deep noral issue with you and
you evade ne."

"Evade N all Parollan? O Supervisor Parollan?"
"Niall Parollan."

"Why are you di scussing this deep noral issue with Helva, Nial
Par ol | an?"

Unexpect edl y he shrugged and | eaned back, his shoul ders saggi ng as he
| apped his fingers around the soup cup and regarded its contents noodily.
"Passes tinme," he said finally. "W both have time on our hands tonight.
Time that must be passed some way or other. Silly to waste our valuable tine
(and he gave a sardonic laugh) in small talk. Mght just as well discuss a
deep nmoral issue which, | night point out, you dunped into our |aps. \Wich no
one's going to resolve anyway. You shoul d' ve made the Corvi clear their
gar bage before you cleared their fartful atnosphere. Say, did you snell that
stuff they breathe?"

Hel va found herself answering his question while another part of her
rapi dly churning m nd wondered at his renmarkabl e behavi or

"I, Helva, have no ol factory sense, so I, Helva, wouldn't have noticed
how t he Corvi ki atnosphere 'snelled . None of the others mentioned it, so
assune that, for Corvi entities, the atnospheric odor was unexceptional."

"Aha!" The thin forefinger jabbed at her accusingly. "You don't have
t hat physical ability."

"Nor am| sure that | want it ... except to snell coffee, which everyone
says snells particularly pleasant."”

"Remenber to order sone in the norning."
"Order's already on file with Comm ssary,"” Helva said sweetly.
"That's ny gal ."

"I"'mnot your gal. And, at the risk of being a bore, why are you here,
Ni all Parollan?"

"I don't want to be bothered by those fardling specs,” he nuttered,
jerking a thunb over his shoulder in the direction of the Base Tower, "and



woul d be if they could reach me. They can't here because Cencomis not allowed
to admt any calls to you, Helva XH 834, until 0800 because you, Helva nigal
have had enough of them for one revolution. Haven't you?" Hi s question
crackled in the air. "Don't deny it," he advised when she didn't answer

i mediately. "I know you well enough ... oh, | know you, gal, like no other
man ever has ... and you were so close to telling themto stuff it, you were
so close to ..." his voice trailed off briefly. "This assignnent was a | ot
rougher on you than you'll ever admt."

She sai d not hi ng.
He nodded and took another mouthful of soup.

"You aren't drunk," she said.

"I told you that." He grinned at her

"I hadn't realized," she went on in a light tone to hide the fact that
she was deeply touched by his unexpected enpathy, "that ship-sitting was a
function of a Supervisor."

He waggl ed a | ean finger expressively. "W have wi de discretionary
atitude."

"And am | really incommuni cado until 0800 or were you nerely keeping ne
from neeting personabl e brawns?"

"Hell no," he explained, his eyebrows arching in protest. "That's
absol ute fact you can check out. You can call out, you know. It's just no one
can call in. And ..."

"You're here to divert ne fromcalling the brawns."

"That woman's got brawns on the brain!" he exploded. "Go ahead," he
urged, "call the brawns in. Rouse the whole barracks. We'll have a sw nging
party ..." He was halfway to the console.

"Why are you here?"

"Hey, noderate your voice, gal. |I'mhere because you're the safest place
for me to be." He turned back to her again, grinning wickedly. "Sure you don't
want to call the brawn barracks?"

"Positive. Wiy are you escapi ng?"

"Because," and he dropped down onto the couch again, naking hinself
quite confortable. "I've had it with their nardy questions and suspicions and

" Suspi ci ons?" Hel va pounced on the word.

Ni al | made a crude noise. "They (and his fingers flicked in the
direction of the Tower's lit w ndows) got fardling dammed theories about
schi zoid brains and bl ocks and that kind of drift."

" About ne?"

Agai n the expressive rude noise. "I know you, gal, and so does Railly
and we're taking none of that crap about you"



"Thanks. "

"Don't get snide with me, Helva," and Parollan's voice turned hard.
"Il make you work your ass off for the Service. I'll make you take
assi gnments you don't want because they're good for you and the Service ..

"Good for nme? Like the Corvi affair?"

"Yes, damm your eyes, good for you, Helva. For the woman inside that
arnor plate.”

"I thought you were urging me to come out of ny arnor plate ... into
Kurla's body."

Parollan was still. H's angry eyes seened to bore through the col um
into her shell. Abruptly he rel axed and | eaned back again, apparently at ease,

but Hel va noticed the small contraction of jaw nuscles.

"Yes, | was, wasn't I?" he said mldly. Wth a sigh, he swiveled his
feet up on the couch and yawned in an exaggerated fashion. "You know, |'ve
never heard you sing. Wuld you oblige?"

"To keep you awake? Or would you prefer a |ullaby?"

Ni al | Paroll an yawned again, laced his fingers behind his head, crossed
his neatly booted ankles and stared up at the ceiling.

"Deal er's choice."
Surprisingly, Helva felt like singing.
The Ship Who Di ssenbl ed

"Brain ships don't disappear,
no- ar gunment tone.

Hel va said in what she hoped was a firm

Teron stuck his chin out in a way that caused himto appear a neckl ess
Neanderthal . This manneri sm had passed from anusi ng t hrough annoying to
unendur abl e.

"You heard Central ," Teron replied at his nost didactic. "They do
di sappear, because they have di sappeared.™

"The fact of di sappearance is inconsistent with shell psychol ogy,"” Hel va
said, barely managing to restrain herself from shouting at top volune. She had
the feeling that she might force himto understand by overwhel ming himwth
sound al one. She knew this was basically illogical, but in trying to cope with
Teron over the past gal actic year, she found she reacted nore and nore on an
enotional rather than a reasonable |evel

This partnership was clearly intol erabl e-she would even go so far as to
say, degrading, and she would allow it to continue no |onger than it took them
to finish this assignment and return to Regul us Base.

Hel va had had enough of Teron. She did not care two feathers in a
jet-vent if the conclusion wasn't nutual. It had been difficult for her to
admt she had found herself in a situation she couldn't adjust to, but she and
Teron were clearly inconpatible. She would just have to adnmit to an error of
judgrment and correct it. It was the only sensible course of action



Hel va groaned inwardly. He was contagi ous. She was tal king nore and nore
as he did.

"Your loyalty is commendable, if, in this instance, m splaced," Teron
was sayi ng ponpously. "The facts are there. Four brain-controlled ships
engaged on Central Worlds conm ssions have di sappeared without trace, their
acconpanying pilots with them Fact: a ship can alter its tape, a pilot
cannot. Fact: the ships have failed to appear at a schedul ed port-of-call
Fact: the ships have failed to appear in the adjacent sectors of space nearest
their previous or projected ports-of-call. Therefore, they have di sappear ed.
The ships must have altered the projected journey for no known reason
Therefore the ships are unreliable organisnms. This conclusion follows the
presented data and is unalterable. Any rational intelligence nust admit the
validity of that conclusion.”

He gave her that irritating smrk she had originally thought a sweet
smile.

Hel va counted slowy to 1,000 by 10s. Wen she spoke again, her voice
was under perfect control.

"The presented data is inconplete. It lacks notivation. There is no
reason for those four ships to have di sappeared for their own purposes. They
weren't even badly indebted. Indeed, the DR was within 3 standard years of
solvency.' Just as | am she thought. "Therefore, and on the basis of
privileged information available to nme ..." she came as cl ose as makes no
never mnd to spitting out the pronoun, "your conclusion is unacceptable."

"I cannot see what privileged information, if you actually have any,"
Teron awarded her a patronizing smle, "could change my concl usion, since
Central has al so reached it."

There, Helva thought to herself, he had managed to drag in old
infallible authority and that is supposed to stop me in ny tapes.

It was useless to argue with himanyway. He was, as Niall Parollan had
once accused her of being, stubborn for the wong reasons. He was al so
pi gheaded, dogmatic, insensitive, regul ati on-hedged and so narrowy oriented
as to prevent any vestige of imagination or intuitive thinking from col oring
his mental processes for a m crosecond.

She oughtn't to have thought of Niall Parollan. It did her tenper no
good. That officious little pipsqueak had paid her another of his unsolicited,
unofficial visits to argue her out of choosing the Acthionite.

"He passed his brawn training on theory credits. He's been slated for
gar bage runs, not you," N all Parollan had cried, pacing her main cabin.

"And you are not the person who will be his partner. H's profile-tape
| ooks extrenely conpatible to ne."

"Use your wits, girl. Just look at him He's all muscle and no heart,
too perfectly good | ooking to be credible. Christ, he's ... he's an android,
conplete with metal brainwrks, programmed in a rarified atnosphere. He'll
drive you batty."

"He's a reliable, well-balanced, well-read, well-adjusted ..

"And you're a spiteful, tin-plated virgin," said Parollan and for the
second tine in their acquai ntance, he charged out of her cabin without a



backwar d | ook

Now Helva had to adnmit N all Parollan had been denoralizingly accurate
about Brawn Teron of Acthion. The only kind thing that could be said about
Teron, in Helva's estimation, was that he was a conpl ete change from any ot her
partner she had had, tenporarily or permanently.

And if he called her an unreliable organi smonce nore, she would bl ow
the lock on him

However, Teron considered he had silenced her with the last telling
remark. He seated hinmself at his pilot control board, flexed his fingers as he
al ways did, and then ran his preci ous and omi potent data through the
conput er, checking their journey tape. It was obvious he was out to thwart any
irrational desire Helva night have to change their journey and rmake them
di sappear .

Teron worked nmethodically and slowy, his broad brow unwinkled, his
wi de- cheeked face serene, his brown eyes never straying fromthe task at hand.

How, under the suns of heaven, did | ever have the incredible | ack of
insight to pick hin? Hel va wondered, the adrenalin level in her shell stil
high. | nmust have been out of my ever-Iloving, capsulated mnd. Maybe ny
nutrient fluid is going acid. Wien | get back to Regulus, | am going to demand
an endocrine check. Something is wong with ne.

No, no, no. Helva contradicted herself. There is nothing wong with ne
that getting rid of Teron won't cure. He's got nme doubting ny sanity and
know |I'msane or I wouldn't be this ship.

Remenber that, Helva, she told herself. It's quite possible that, before
this trip ends, he'll have persuaded you you're a nenace to Central Wrlds
Aut onony because your intelligence is so unreliable the safest thing for the
known world is for you to opt out. Hmand his assunption that a brain ship
nmust be an unreliabl e organi smbecause they/she/he (never it, please) could
di gest data, ignore the irrelevant, and proceed on seemingly illogical courses
to |l ogical and highly successful ends. Such as the tangle she and Kira had got
into on Alioth.

And to quote particulars, she, Helva, had already been unreliable
several times in her short career as a brain ship. Teron had been 'Kkind
enough' to point out these deviations to her, as well as a far nore | ogica
course of action under all the same conditions, and he had adnoni shed her
never to act outside cut orders while he, Teron of Acthion, was her brawn
partner. She was to do nothing, repeat, nothing, without clearing first with
himand then with Central. An intelligent organi smwas known by its ability to
foll ow orders without deviation.

"And you actually nmean," Helva had remarked | aughingly the first tinme
Teron had made this sol etm pronouncenent, she had still had her sense of hunor
in those days, "that, if our orders require me to enter an atnosphere ny
subsequent investigations proved was corrosive to nmy hull and would result in
our deaths, | should follow such orders ... to the death, that is."

"Irresponsi ble orders are not given Central Wrlds Ships," Teron replied
reprovingly.

"Half a | eague, half a | eague Half a | eague onward ..

"I do not understand what hal f | eagues have to do with the principle



under discussion,"” he said coldly.

"I was trying to make a subtle point. I will rephrase.™
"I'n a concise, therefore conprehensible, manner, if you please.”

"Orders can be cut w thout foreknow edge of unavail abl e but highly
rel evant facts. Such as the beforenentioned corrosive atnospheres ..."

"Hypot hetical ..."

"but valid as a case in point. W do, you nust adnmit, often approach
rel atively unexplored star systens. Therefore, it is entirely possible, not
nmerely hypothetical, that precut orders can require an intelligent and mature
reeval uati on which may require what appears to be insurbordinate alteration of
t hose sanme orders and/or rank di sobedi ence to those before-nentioned orders."

Teron had shaken his head, not sadly, because Helva was certain he had
experi enced no deep human enotions in his life, but reprovingly.

"I know now why Central Worlds insist on a human pil ot as commander of
the brain-controlled ships. They are necessary, S0 necessary when an
unreliable organismis nominally in control of so powerful an instrunment as
this ship."

Hel va had sputtered in astoni shment at his m sconception. She had been
about to point out that the pilot control board did not override her. She had
the override on the pilot.

"There will come a day," Teron had continued inexorably, "when such poor
expedi ents are no | onger necessary. Automatic operations will be perfected to
such a fine degree, human brains will no | onger be needed."

"They use hunman beings," Helva had replied, pronouncing each syllable
di stinctly.

"Ah, yes, human beings. Fallible creatures at best, we are, subject to
so many pressures, so frail a barque for so great a task." Teron tended to go
in for homletics at the drop of a gauge. "To err is human, to forgive
divine." He sighed. "And when this human el ement, so prone to error, is
el i minated, when automation is perfected, ah, nere, Helva, is the operative
word, when it is perfected, there will be no nore need for such stopgap
techni ques as Central Worlds nust presently enploy. Wen that perfection is
achi eved, ships will be truly reliable." He patted the conmputer console
patroni zi ngl y.

Hel va had stifled a monosyllablic comment. Historical and
i ncontrovertible argunents welled up fromher schooling and conditioni ng
years. These were based, she abruptly realized, on incidents that
unfortunately tended to support his peculiar theory of unreliability, however
sane the outcone. In each instance, the brain ships had acted by ignoring or
revising previous orders as the unusual circunstances they encountered
required themto do. By Teron's unswerving logic, intelligence itself, whether
shell or nobile, is unreliable. Helva could not see himever admtting that
intelligent conclusions are not always | ogical

And right now, every scrap of intelligence, instinct, training,
conditioning, and reason told Helva that brain ships do not just disappear.
Not four in a row Not four in less than a Regulan nonth. One in 100 years,
yes, that was possible, |ogical and probable. But there was always sone hint,



some deduci bl e reason. Like the 732, psychotic with grief on Alioth.

Why had she allowed Kira to | eave her when that assignnent was over?
Kira woul d have been quite of Helva's mind in this matter, but Helva did not
see the faintest hope of convincing Teron that multiple di sappearances were so
preposterous. Because it involved some intuition, of which Teron had none.

How had this didacticismof his escaped Psychprobe? And another thing
she had noticed about him whether he would ever admit it consciously or not,
the very concept of cyborgs |ike Hel va was repugnant to Teron. A brawn was
very much aware, if the majority of Central Wrld' s popul ati ons were not, that
behi nd the ship's titani um bul khead reposed a shell, containing an inert,
but - conpl et e human body.

If only Teron weren't so thoroughly irritating, she could al nost fee
sorry for him And before he had antagoni zed her, she had actually understood
this drive to perfection that notivated every thought and action. Teron was
psychotically afraid of error, of naking any m stake because m stake inplied
failure and failure was inadm ssible. If he made no m stakes, he would never
be guilty of failure and woul d be a success.

Well, Helva nused, I'mnot afraid of making a m stake and I'm not afraid
of admtting failure. And | sure made one with Teron. Wen he starts
m strusting shell people, he is not good to nme or Central Worlds. Well, |

won't be vindictive. I'll request a change and take the fine. It won't set ne
too far back in the red. And with a new partner and a coupl e of good
assignments, 1'll still Pay-off. But Teron goes off mnmy deck

The deci sion of divorce, now subvocal i zed, made her feel nuch better

When Teron woke the next 'day', he checked, as he always did, every
gauge, dial and meter, forward and aft. This practice took himnost of the
nmorni ng. A similar rundown woul d have taken Helva 10 m nutes at the outside.
By custom and by any ot her brawn but Teron, the check was left to the brain
partner. Wearily Helva had to read back to Teron her findings, which he
corroborated with his own.

" Shi pshape and bristol fashion," he cormented as he always did when the
results tallied ... as they always did. Then he seated hinmself at the pil ot
consol e awai ti ng touchdown on Tani a Borealis.

As the TH 834 had had planetfall on Durrell, fourth planet before Tania
Borealis, the spaceport was fanmliar with Teron; famliar with and
contenptuous to the point of addressing all remarks to Helva rather than to
her brawn. If this conplinmented Helva, it made Teron harder to deal wth
| ater. He responded by being twi ce as officious and pompous with the port
officials and the Health Service Captain to whomtheir cargo of rare drugs had
been assigned. A certain anpunt of extra precaution was required, considering
the nature and potency of the drugs, but it was of fensive of Teron to
tight-beam back to Central Wirlds for a replica of Captain Brandt's | D Cube
bef ore turning over the invaluable packet to him

To make matters worse, N all Parollan, being Section Supervisor, had had
to take the call, and Hel va caught all the nuances in his carefully official
wor ds.

Hel va seethed inwardly. It would have to be Parollan. But she had the
her et of ore unexperienced urge to burst outward from her shell in al
directions. Parollan woul d be unbearably righteous no matter when she filed
intent to change brawns. There were three nore stops, one at Tania Australis



and the two Alula counterparts, before she would touch down at Regul us Base.
Better let Niall Parollan have his | augh now so he'd be over it by the tine
she did ditch Teron

So, girding herself for Parollan's snug reception, Helva flashed a
private signal for himto keep the tight beam open. Teron, slave that he was
to protocol, would see Captain Brandt off the ship, to the waiting | andcar
She' d have a chance to file her intention then

"Tower to the TH 834. Perm ssion to board you requested by the
Anti ol athan Xi xon," said Durrell Tower.

"Perm ssion refused,” Helva said without so much as a glance in Teron's
direction.
"Pilot Teron speaking," the brawn interjected forcefully, striding to
t he consol e and opening the [ ocal channel direct. "What is the purpose of this
request ?"

"Don't know. The gentlenen are on their way by groundcar."

Teron di sconnected and gl anced out the open airlock. Brandt's car was
just passing the oncom ng vehicle mdfield.

"You have no right to issue orders independently, Helva, when the
request has been properly stated.”

"Have you ever heard of an Antiol at han Xi xon?" Hel va demanded. "And
isn't this a restricted m ssion?"

"I amperfectly aware of the nature of our mssion and | have never
heard of an Antiol athan Xi xon. That doesn't mean there isn't one. And, as it
sounds religious and one of our prinme Service directives is to be respectful
to any and all religious orders, we should receive him"

"True enough. But may | remind Pilot Teron that | amhis senior in
service by some years and that | have access to nmenory banks, mechanica
menory banks, |ess prone to | apsus nenoriae than the human nmind? And there is
no X xon."

"The request was issued properly," Teron repeated.
"Shouldn't we consult Central first?"

"There are sone actions that are indicated without recourse to official
sanction."

"Ch real ly?"
The groundcar had arrived and the Xi xon people had dutifully requested

perm ssion to board. Their arrival meant no chance for Helva to speak
privately with Central. She was doubly infuriated by Teron's childish

i nsi stence on seei ng whoever these Xi xon were. She knew perfectly well, if she
had count ermanded his order, he would have been in the right of it to call her
down. But since he had taken the initiative, naturally it was all in order

The four nen stepped on board, two in plain gray tunics, stepping
smartly inside the | ock as though the vanguard of a great dignitary. Sidearmns
hung fromtheir belts and both wore curious cylindrical whistles on
neckchai ns. The third man, gray of hair but vigorous, obsequiously ushered in



the fourth, a whitehaired man of inposing stature in a |long, gray-black robe.
He fingered a whistle, larger than the guards, but simlar in design, as if it
were sone sacred talisnman

There was sonething not at all reassuring, Helva noted, in that
obsequi ous performance. For the grayhaired man, in the action of ushering, was
m ssing no single detail of the cabin's appointnments. Just as he switched his
direction to put himbeside Teron, who was still at the control console, the
old man reached the titani um bul khead behi nd which Hel va resided. The
maneuvers were al nost conpl eted when sonmething in Helva's mnd went wild with
al arm
"Teron, they're inposters,"” she cried, remenbering with sudden hope t hat
the tight beamto Central Wrlds was still open

The white-haired nman lost all trace of formal dignity and, nouthing
syllables in a frightful cadence, stabbed a finger towards her col um.

Helva, in the brief nonent before she [ost consciousness, saw the two
guards blowing on their whistles, the piercing notes sonically jamm ng the
ship's circuitry. She saw Teron slunp to the floor of the cabin, felled by the
gray-haired man. Then the anesthetic gas the old man had rel eased into her
shel | overwhel med her.

My circuits are out of order, Helva nmused ... and then returned to acute
awar eness.

She saw not hi ng. She heard nothing. Not so rmuch as a whi sper of sound.
Not so rmuch as a tiny beam of |ight.

Hel va fought a primeval wave of terror that all but washed her into
i nsanity.

I think, so | live, she told herself with all the force of her wll.
can think and | can renmenber, rationally, calmy, what has happened, what can
have happened.

The horror of conplete isolation fromsound and |ight was a m croneter
away fromutter domi nation of her ego. Coldly, dispassionately, Helva reviewed
that final, flashing scene of treachery. The entrance of the four nen, the
arrangenent of the two guards and their whistle-ornanents. A supersonic bl ast
patterned to interfere with her circuitry, to paralyze her defense against the
unaut hori zed activation of her energency panel. The maneuvering of the third
man to over power Teron

Now, Helva continued inexorably, this attack was engi neered to overcone
brawn and brain sinultaneously. Only sonmeone intimately connected with the
Central Worlds would have access to the informati on needed to vanqui sh both
nmobil e and i mobile units. The rel ease syllables, and the proper pitch and
cadence at which they nmust be spoken, were highly guarded secrets, usually
kept separate. For anyone to have known this information was shocki ng.

Helva's mi nd | eaped to an obvious, but still startling conclusion. She
knew now how the four brain ships had 'disappeared' . They had unquesti onably
been shanghai ed in much the same way she had been. But why? She wondered. And
where were the others? I nconmuni cado like herself? O driven mad by ..

| refuse to consider that possibility for nyself or any other shel
personality, Helva told herself firmy.



Constructive thought, fierce concentration, will relieve the present
t edi um

The first ship to di sappear was the FT-687. They had al so been on a drug
run, picking up raw material, though, not distributing it. So had the RD 751
and the PF-699. This line of thought bore possibilities.

The drugs that she had been delivering were avail able only through
application to Central Wrlds and were delivered in mnute quantities by
special teams. A | OOcc anpul of Menkalite could poison the water of an entire
pl anet, rendering its popul ation mndl ess slaves. A granule of the sane drug
diluted in a massive protein suspension base woul d i nocul ate the inhabitants
of several star systens against the virulent encephalitis plagues. Tucanite, a
psychedel i ¢ compound, was inval uable for psychotherapy in catatonic and
autistic cases, since it heightened perceptions and awareness of environment.
The frail elders of Tucan had revived wani ng psychic powers with its use.
Deadly as these drugs nmight be in one form they were essential to mllions in
anot her and must be avail abl e. The danocl ean sword of use and abuse forever
swung perilously over the collective head of mankind.

Not even a shell-person was sacred fromthe machi nati ons of a di sturbed
m nd. Disturbed nmind? Helva's thoughts ground down. Were was that idiot brawn
of hers right now? H mand his Neanderthal attributes, his muscles would be
very useful. She felt a distinct pleasure within herself as she recalled his
bei ng cl outed wi ckedly by the third man. She hoped he was brui sed, beaten, and
bl oodi ed, But at |east he could see and hear wi thout nechani cal assistance ..

Hel va felt every crevice of her mind quivering with the effects of sense
deprivation. How |l ong could she keep her m nd channel ed away from...

Two househol ds, both alike in dignity ..
| attenpt from Love's fever to fly ..
Fly, I cannot see. Fly?

The qualify of nercy is not strained ..
It droppeth as the gentle rain from...

No, not heaven. Portia will do me no good. The Bard has played ne fal se
when | have been his sturdy advocate on ot her shores.

In Injia" s sunny clinme where | used to spend ny time ... Tinme | have too
much of or not enough. Could it be that | am suspended m dway between tine and
madness?"

There once was a bi shop from Chi chester

Wio made all the saints in their niches stir ... | had a niche once,
only I was noved out, not by a bishop, but a Xixon

| should sit on a Xixon or fix on a Xixon or nix on a Xi xon or
| cannot nove. | cannot see. | cannot hear
Howl onghowl onghowl onghowl ong? HOW LONG?

When in the course of human events, it beconmes necessary for one country
to dissolve the ... I'mdissolving.



There is nothing I can think of in all space and tinme that does not
bring me right back to ..

SOUND

A scraping netallic sound. But a SOUND upon her aural circuits. Like a
hot iron in her brain, a fiery brand of sanity after the dense, thick, solid,
infinite inquiet soundl essness. She screamed, but having no connections except
the aural, screamed soundl essly.

Sonet hi ng was thundering: "I have reconnected your sound system ™

Hel va toned the volunme rapidly down to an acceptable | evel. The voice
was harsh, whining, nasal, unpleasant, but the sense divinely wel cone.

"You have been di sconnected fromyour ship function."

The words made no i medi ate sense. She was listening to the glory of
sound and the sensation of noi se was unbelievabl e agony. It took a noment for
those syllables to reformthensel ves into conprehensibl e tones.

"You have been connected to a limted audio-visual circuit to permt you
to retain your sanity. Any abuse of this courtesy will result in further "
a nasty |laugh acconpanied the threat, "if not permanent, deprivation."

Unexpectedly sight returned, an evil benison, because of the object in
her |l ens. She could not suppress the scream

"This is your idea of cooperation?" demanded the strident voice and a
huge cavern, spiked with great ivory tusks, opened directly in front of her
pink and red and slimy white.

She adj usted vision hastily, putting the face into normal proportions.
It was not a pleasant face even at proper size. It belonged to the man, no
| onger disguised as old, who had styled hinself the Antiolathan X xon

"Cooperation?" Helva asked, confused.

"Yes, your cooperation or nothing," and the Xi xon noved his hand to one
side of her limted vision, wapping his fingers around input |eads.

"No. I'll go mad," Helva cried, alarmed, frightened.
"Mad?" and her tornentor |aughed obscenely.

"You' ve plenty of conpany. But you shan't go mad ... not yet. | have a
use for you."

A finger domi nated her lens |ike a suspended projectile.

"No, no, fool, not like that!" her captor shrieked and dashed off to one
side of her screen

Desperately assenbling her wits, Helva tuned up her hearing, sharpened
her sight focus. She was facing a small audio-visual anplification panel into
whi ch her |l eads and those of ... yes ... she could count 12 other ... input
lines were plugged. She had only one line of vision, straight ahead. Directly
in front of her, before the panel, were two shells, trailing fine wires |ike
fairy hair fromtheir blunt tops. Wthin those shells existed two of her



peers. There should be two nore. Beside ne? She had a peripheral glinpse of
nore wires. Yes, beside ne.

Carefully, she drew against the power in the anplifier. Avery limted
capacity. To her left, whence the Xi xon thing had gone, was the beginning of a
conplex interstellar conmunications unit fromthe ook of it and the few dial
readi ngs she coul d see.

Xi xon returned, smling a nmocking, snug smle at her

"So you are the ship who sings. The Hel va obscenity. May | present your
fell ow obscenities. OF course, Foro's conpany is limted to groans and how s.
W kept himin the dark too long," and the Xixon how ed with pure spite.
"Delia's not much better, true, but she will speak if spoken to. Tagi and Merl
had | earned not to talk unless | address them So shall you. For | have al ways
wanted my own zoo of obscenities and | have themall in you. And you, ny
| atest guest, will cheer nmy leisure hours with your inconparable voice. WII
you not ?"

Hel va said nothing. She was instantly plunged into utter dark, utter
soundl essness.

"He is mad hinmself. He is doing this to terrify me. | refuse to be
terrified by a madman. | will wait. | will be calm He has a use for me so he
will not wait too long before giving me sight and sound again or he wll
defeat his purpose. I will wait. | will be calm | will soon have sight and
sound again. | will wait. I will be cal mbut soon, oh soon ..

"There now, ny pretty awful, you've had tine to reconsider ny
generosity."

Hel va had indeed. She Iimted her capitulation to a nmonosyllable. The
bl essedness of sight and sound could not quite erase the endl ess hours of
deprivation, yet she knew, fromthe chrononeter on the panel board, that he
had shut her off for a scant few mnutes. It was frightening to be dependent
on this vile beast.

She refined her vision, scanning his eyes closely. There was a faint but
unm st akabl e tinge of blue to his skin tone that tagged himas either a native
of Rho Puppis' three habitable worlds or a Tucanite addict. The latter seened
the nore likely. Well, she had been carrying Tucanite and she knew the RD had,
al so.

"Feel like singing now?" H s | augh was denoni ac.

"Sir?" said a tentative and servile voice to her left.

The Xi xon turned, frowning at the interruption

"Vl | 2"

"The cargo of the 834 contained no Menkalite."

"None!" Her captor whirled back to Helva, his eyes blazing. "Were did
you squander it?"

"At Tania Australis,"” she replied, purposefully keeping her voice | ow.

"Speak up," he screanmed at her



"I"'musing all the power you've allowed ne. That anplifier doesn't
produce much. "
"It's not supposed to," the Xixon said irritably, his eyes restlessly
darting around the room Suddenly there was his finger obscuring all other
objects fromher vision. "Tell ne, which ship is to deliver Menkalite next?"

"l don't know. "

"Speak up."

"I feel that | am shouting already."
"You're not. You're whispering."

"I's this better?"

"Well, | can hear you. Now, tell me, which ship is next to deliver
Menkal i t e?"

"l don't know. "

"WIl you "don't know in darkness?" His |laugh echoed hollowy in her
skul | as he plunged her back into nothingness.

She forced herself to count slowy, second speed, so that she had sone
reference to tine.

He did not keep her out very long. She wanted to screamsinply to fil
her mind with sound, yet she nanaged to keep her voice very |ow

"Isn't it any better?" he demanded, scowling suspiciously. "Took that
Foro obscenity off completely."

Hel va steel ed hersel f agai nst the compassion she felt. She conforted
herself with the know edge that Foro had al ready been ni ndl ess.
"For speech, it is sufficient," she said, raising her volune just
slightly. She could not use that ploy again for it would cost Meri or Tagi or
Delia what fragile grip they had on sanity.

"Hhmph. Well, now, see that it does," He di sappeared.

Hel va hei ghtened her listening volune. She could hear at |east 10
di fferent novenment patterns beyond her extrenely limted vision. Fromthe
reverberations of sound, they were in sone |arge but |owceilinged natura
rock cavern. Now, if the main conmunications panel, part of which was visible
to her, was a standard planetary nodel, if there were not too many chanbers
beyond this one to diffuse the sound, and if all the nadman's personnel were
near by, she mght just be able to do sonething. He wanted her to sing, did he?
She waited and she kept calm

Presently he returned, absently rubbing his shoul der. Hel va increased
magni fi cati on and noticed the traces of the subcutaneous blue. He used
Tucani te, then.

A chair was produced from somewhere for himand he settled hinself.
Anot her di senbodi ed hand provided a table on which a dish of choice foods was
set.



"Sing, ny pretty obscenity, sing," the mad Xi xon comranded, reaching
| anguor ously above his head toward her input |eads.

Hel va conplied. She began in the niddl e of her range, using the nost
sensuous songs she coul d renenber, augnenting them subtly in bass reflex but
keeping the volunme tantalizingly |low so that he had to crouch forward to hear
her .

It got on his nerves and when he peevishly reached out to snatch all but
her |l eads fromthe board, she begged himnot to deprive her peers of sense.

"Surely, sir, you could not, when all you need do is augnent ny power
just slightly fromthe main board. Even without their very mnute power draw
on this anplifier, | could not possibly reticulate a croon, for instance."

He sat up straight, his eyes flashing with anticipation
"You can reticulate the mati ng croons?"
"OfF course," she replied with mld surprise.

He frowned at her, torn between a desire to hear those renowned exotic
songs and a very real concern to limt a shell's ability. He was deep in the
thrall of the Tucanite now, his senses eager for further stinulation, and the
lure of the reticulated croons was too rmuch for him

He did, however, call over and consult with a fawning technician, who
bl i nked constantly and had a severe tic in one cheek. Fascinated, Helva
magni fied until she was able to see each muscle fiber jerk.

She plunged into dark soundl essness and then, suddenly, felt renewed
with the sense of real power against her |eads.

"You have anpl e power now, singer," he told her, his expression vicious
with anticipation. "Performor you will regret it. And do not try any shel
ganes on ne, for | have had themseal off all the other circuits on this
anplifier. Sing, shipless one, sing for your sight and sound."

She waited until his laughter died. Even a Reticulan croon could not be
heard ... or be effective ... above the cackling.

She took an easy one, double-voicing it, treble and counter, testing how
much power she could get. It would be enough. And the echo of her lilting
croon came back, bouncingly, to reassure her that this installation was not
| arge and was set in natural stone caverns. Very good.

She cut in the overtones, gradually adding bass frequencies but subtly
so they seened just part of the Reticulan croon at first. Even with his
hei ght ened sensibilities, he wouldn't realize what she was doi ng. She
augrment ed t he inaudi bl e frequencies.

Her croon was of a particularly conpelling variation and she heard,
under her singing, if one would pernit Reticulan croons such a dignified
title, the stealthy advance of his slaves and co-workers, lured close by the
irresistible siren's sounds.

She gat hered herself and then punped pure sonic hell into the triple
not e.

It got himfirst, heightened as he had been by the Tucanite. It got him



dead, his brain irretrievably scranbled fromthe massive dose of sonic fury.
It got the others in the cavern, too. She could hear their shrieks of despair
over the weird conposite sound she had created, as they fainted.

The overl oad short circuited several panels in the master board,
showering the unconsci ous and the dead with blinding sparks. Helva threw in
what breakers she could to keep her own nowreduced circuit open. Even she
felt the backlash of that supersonic blast. Her nerve ends tingled, her 'ears
rang and she felt extrenely enervated.

"I"ll bet 1've developed a very acid condition in ny nutrients," she
told herself with graveyard hunor.

The great roomwas silent except for hoarse breathing and hissing wres.
"Delia? Answer ne. It's Helva."

"Who is Helva? | have no access to nenory banks."

"Tagi, can you hear ne?"

"Yes." A flat, nechanical affirmative

"Merl, can you hear ne?"

"You're |oud."

Hel va stared strai ght ahead at the dead body that had tortured them so
cruelly. Ch, for a pair of hands!

Revenge on an inert husk was ill ogical

Now what do | do? she wondered. At that point, she remenbered that she
had been about to divorce Teron. And the tight beam had been | eft open
Parol l an wasn't the kind to sit on his hands. WHERE WAS HE?

"There you are, Helva, back at the old stand,"” the ST-1 Captain said,
patting her columm paternally.

She scanned to nake certain the rel ease plate was | ocked back into
seam ess congruity with the rest of the col um.

"Your new cadence-syll able rel ease was tuned into the nmetal and Chief
Railly is the only one who knows it," the Captain assured her

"And the independent audi o and visual relays are attached to the spare
synapses of ny shell?"

"Good idea, that, Helva. May make it a standard procedure.”
"But mine are hooked up?"

"Yes, yours are hooked up. Seens |like a case of asking for clearance
when the ship was blasted off, this precaution after the fact, but ..."

"Have you ever been sense-deprived, Captain?" He shuddered and his eyes
dar kened. None of the Fleet or Brain-Brawn Ship personnel who penetrated the
Xi xon's asteroid headquarters would be likely to forget the pitiable condition
of the shell-people, the anplified human bei ngs who had once been consi dered
i nvul ner abl e.



"Tagi, Merl, and Delia will recover. Delia'1ll be back in service in a
year or so," the Captain said quietly. Then he sighed, for he, too, couldn't
bring hinself to name Foro. "You people are needed, you know " He | eaned
forward so suddenly toward her panel that Helva gasped. "Easy, Helva." And he
slid his hand down the colum. "Nope. Can't even feel the seam You're al
secure."

He carefully gathered up the delicate instruments of his profession
wrappi ng themin soft surgi-foam

"How re the brawns?" she asked idly, as she stretched out al ong her
rewi red extensions, shrugging into her ship skin.

"Well, Delia's Rife will pull out of Menkalite addiction. He'd had only

the one dose. They've still to track down the other two ships, but | expect
all the brawmns'|| survive." H s expression altered abruptly as if he had
caught an unpl easant snell. "Wy did you have your tight beam channel open
Hel va? When we got that brawn of yours out of his padded cell, he was furious

that you coul d disregard proper procedure in such a fashion." The Captain
managed to sound like Teron for a monment. "Wy, if you hadn't, and Cencom
hadn't heard the whol e dammed thing ... How come you |eft the channel open?"

"I'"d rather not say, but since you' ve nmet Teron, you might do a little
guessi ng. "

"Huh? Well, whatever the reason, it saved your life."
"It took 'em | ong enough."

The Captain | aughed at her sour complaint. "Don't forget, you'd been
cl eared, so your kidnappers just lifted off Durrell before your supervisor
could stop 'em But Parollan sure scorched the ears of every operator in
frequency range getting Fleet ships after you. At that, with a whole sector to
conb, and the drug runners using this asteroid off Borealis as a hideout, too
close to Durrell to be even a probability, it took a little tinme."

"That Xi xon thing was smart-mad, hiding right out in sight."”
"Well, he had a high intelligence factor," the captain admtted. "After
all, he made it into brawn training 20-odd years ago."

That had been an unnerving devel opment, Helva reflected. If he'd
actually qualified and then devel oped neural maladjustrments ... He had taken
enough Tucanite to break the deconditioning mnd bl ocks, another matter that
was going to be reevaluated by Central Wrlds as a result of this incident,
and had managed to insinuate hinself into maintenance crews on Regul us Base,
| ayi ng the groundwork for his operation by the judicious use of addictive
drugs on key enpl oyees. Then, using Central Wrld brains ships with drugged
brawns under his control, he could have | anded anywhere, including Regul us
Base.

"I'"ll be off now," the Captain said, saluting her respectfully. "Let
your own brawn take over now. "

"Not if | can help it," Helva replied.
What ever bond of loyalty she had once had for Teron had dissol ved as

surely as she had been parted from her security. Teron, having decided that he
was hopel essly incarcerated, had stolidly conposed hinself to await the worst



with calmdignity ... as any |logical man ought to do.

On anyone else's tapes (including the Captain's, to judge by the
expression on his face), such logic was cowardi ce; and that was Helva's
unal terabl e concl usi on. Al though she would grant that his behavi or had
certainly been consistent.

Delia's Rife, on the other hand, had tried to break out. He had clawed a
foothold in the padded fabric of his cell, lacerating hands and feet in the
attenpt to reach the ceiling access hatch. Dizzy froma Menkalite injection
confused and weak from starvation intended to allow the Menkalite to work
unhi ndered in his system he had actually crawled as far as the airlock when
t he rescue group had arrived.

Helva et the ST-1 down the personnel |ift and ran a thorough but hasty
flip-check of herself, scanners, sensory neters, power-pile drive chamnber,
inventory. It was like revisiting a forgotten treasury of mnor mracles.

Hel va wondered if she had ever before appreciated the versatility incorporated
in her ship body, had really valued the power she had at her disposition, or
cherished the ingenuity of her engineers. Ch, it was good to be back together
agai n.

"Hel va?" a | ow voi ce spoke tentatively. "Are you al one now?" It was
Central Worlds on the tight beam

"Yes. The ST-1 has just left. You can probably reach him...

"Shove him" and then Helva realized that the hoarse voice nust bel ong
to Niall Parollan. "I just wanted to know you were back where you bel ong.
You' re sure you're all right, Helva?"

Ni al | Parollan? Laryngitic with concern? Helva was flattered and
surprised, considering his unconplimentary description hurled at her at their
| ast parting.

"I"'mintact again if that's what you nean, Parollan," she replied in
droll good hunor.

She coul d have sworn she heard a sigh over the tight beam

"That's my girl," Parollan |aughed, so it nust have been a wheeze she'd
heard. "OF course,"” and he cleared his throat, "if you hadn't had your
synapses scranbl ed on Beta Corvi, you d' ve listened to me when | tried to tel
you that that sinple siman Acthionite was a regul ati on-bound brass ..."

"Not brass, N all," Helva interrupted sharply, "not brass. Brass is a
netal and Teron has none."

"Ch ho ho, so you admit | was right about hinP"
"To err is human."

"Thank God!"

Just then Teron requested perm ssion to board.

"I"ll see you later, Helva. | couldn't stonach ..

"Don't go, Parollan ..



"Helva, my own true love, |'ve been glued to this tight beamfor three

days for your sake and the stimtabs have worn off. I'"mdead in the seat!"
"Prop your eyelids open for a few nonents nore, Niall. This'll be
official," she told Parollan as she activated the personnel lift for Teron

She felt a cold dislike replace the bantering friendliness she had been
enj oyi ng.

Big as life and disgustingly Neanderthal, her brawn strode into the main
control room saluting with scant cerenony toward her bul khead. Strode? He
swaggered, Helva thought angrily, |ooking not the Ieast bit worse for his
absence.

Teron rubbed his hands together, sat hinmself down in the pilot's chair,
flexed his fingers before he poised them very businesslike, over the conputer
keyboar d.

"I'"1l just run a thorough checkdown to be sure no damage was done," Hi s
words were neither request nor order.

"Just like that, huh?'" Helva asked in a dangerously quiet voice. Teron
frowned and sw veled round in the chair toward her panel

"Qur schedul e has been interrupted enough with this mshap."

"M shap?"

"Mbdul at e your tone, Helva. You can't expect to use those tricks on ne."

"I can't expect what?"

"Now, " he began placatingly, jerking his chin down, "I take into
consi deration you' ve been under a strain recently. You shoul d have insisted
that | oversee that ST-1 Captain during that installation. You might have
sustai ned sone circuit damage, you know. "

"How ki nd of you to consider that possibility," she said. That was it!

"You coul d scarcely be harned, physically, contained as you are in pure
titanium" he said and swung back to the console.

"Teron of Acthion, all |I can say at this point is that it's a dammed
good thing for you that | am contai ned behind pure titanium Because if | were
mobile, | would kick you down that shaft so fast "

"What has possessed you?"
For once, sheer blank illogical amazenent flashed across Teron's face.

"Cet out! Get off ny deck! Get out of ny sight. Get QUT!" Hel va roared,
pouring on volunme with each word, with no regard for the tender structure of
the human ear.

Wth sheer sound she drove him hands cl apped to the sides of his head,
of f the deck, down the side of the 834 as fast as she could escalate the lift.

"Take me for granted, will you? Unreliable organism am1? IlIogical
i rresponsi ble, and i nhuman ..." Helva bellowed after himin a planet-sized
shout. And then she burst out |aughing, as she realized that such enotiona
behavi or on her part was the only way she could have routed the over-| ogica



Teron of Acthion

"Did you hear that, N ali Parollan?" she asked in a reasonabl e but
nevert hel ess exultant tone. "Niall? Hey, Cencom you on the tight beam. ..
answer nme?"

From t he open channel cane the shuddering discord of a massive adenoi da
snor e.

"Ni all ?" The sl eeper wheezed on, oblivious, until Helva chuckled at this
addi ti onal evidence of human frailty.

She asked and received clearance fromthe asteroid' s hal f-rui ned
spaceport. She was going to have a long chat with Chief Railly when she
r et ur ned.

Her penalty for 'divorcing' Teron would be a speck against the finder's
fee for four shanghaied BB ships. And there ought to be a Federation bonus for
aid in the apprehension of drug runners. Totaled, if true justice was giving
her half a chance, the rewards m ght just nake her a free ship, out of debt,
truly her own m stress. The thought was enough to set her singing.

The Partnered Ship

Hurtling through space at speeds no unprotected human could tol erate,
Hel va contenpl ated the delightful know edge that she had paid off her
i ndebt edness to Central Worlds Brain-Brawn Ship Service. She was her own
mstress. Free. And free to choose, at long last, a partner, a brawn, a nobile
human to compani on her wherever she chose to wander. She was no longer linited
to those sterling souls, fresh and eager from Acadeny training, fully
i ndoctrinated in Central Wrlds' ethos, conditioned to a set way of thinking
and acting, nolded according to predeterm ned physical, intellectual
spiritual, psychol ogical requisites, and not what she had in mnd. She could
pi ck anyone now. She could ..

Well, now, conme to think of it, she couldn't. Brawns, for all their
short com ngs, were not ordinary technicians, cranked out by the thousands from
speci alists' prograns on every planet. They were especially trained and
educated to function in an unusual partnership. She could not pick out an
agreeabl e personality and find hi mdeadheadi ng on that charm Even on short
contracts, with an industrial or planetary agency, she'd have to rely to a
certain degree on a brawn with sense, integrity, and a certain breadth of
education, or she'd get royally rooked, industrially and systematically. And
besi des, she wanted a permanent partner, not another transient. She wanted
conpani onship, an intelligent, synpathetic friend; not a passive enpl oyee.

Anot her factor limted her field further. Many ot herw se well -adj usted
citizens of a conplex, civilized galaxy were revolted or superstitiously
terrified at the thought of a human being entonbed in a bul khead, connected to
the operational circuitry of a powerful space ship. The neurosis could even
extend to personalities |like Teron, who del uded thensel ves that a shell person
was really not human, was actually a highly sophisticated conputer

Very few people she had met, Helva admitted sadly, thought of her as
Hel va, a person, a thinking, feeling, rational, intelligent, em nently human
bei ng.

Jennan had. Theoda, except for that one brief instance of rapport, had
been too inmrersed in her lifelong expiation to entertain a personal reaction
to Helva, the human. And, although Kira Fal ernova had been with her over 3
years, neither of themhad let the friendship develop into a deep attachnent.



In fact, the only nobile human who appeared to regard Hel va as Hel va was
Ni all Parollan. And for all Helva knew, he had nerely devel oped an effective
way of handling his BB ship subordinates by alternately praising and insulting
themin that highly personal, stinmulating way.

And yet, he had stayed on the tight beam for 3 days, nursing that
tenuous trace of her whereabouts. He could just as easily have del egated the
duty to a regular comman. That he hadn't done so absol ved hi m of her previous
gri evances.

She hoped soneone had di scovered him asl eep at the control panel. He
must have been in a deuced unconfortable position to snore that way. Helva
chuckl ed to herself. Too bad he wasn't bigger. He'd ve nade a good brawn. And
yet, he was passed over, while someone like that nardy idiot, Teron, tall,
brawny enough to |l ook at, not only got into training but conpleted the
ri gorous course. He nmust have done it ... as N all had acidly suggested ... on
theory credits. Perhaps Central Wrlds had better reevaluate their inage
requirements as a result of this Borealis fiasco. What heavy-woriders |ike
Paroll an | acked in stature, they made up in mass ... and pure cussedness.
"Fardl es," Helva said in unaccustoned profanity. The word echoed
satisfactorily through the enpty cabins. "I wonder if he stayed awake | ong
enough to record ny divorce."

She didn't like to contenplate Niall's remarks anent ditching Teron. She
could practically hear his rasping voice renmnding her that he'd tried to talk
her out of Teron.

"For a smart ship, you can be a dunb broad!" Well, it hadn't been a
conpl ete disaster. She'd have that to counter Parollan's scorn. In fact, if
Teron hadn't been such an irritating dolt, the Xi xon creature would never have
got into the main cabin; she and Teron woul dn't have been overwhel ned and she
woul dn't have made enough in bonuses and rewards to Pay-off so soon

That was such a conforting thought. To acconplish Pay-off so early on in
her career; to reach the goal all BB ships dreamed of. So, now what? She
needed a brawn, one of her exceeding careful choice, and she needed anot her
goal, a point, a destination. Maybe one would supply the other. O vice versa?

"I could go to the Horsehead Nebul a," she said al oud for the sound of

And the sound triggered a carefully suppressed nmenory. Jennan | eani ng
agai nst the console, grinning at her, his eyes alight with affection and hunor

"If they ever take us off the mlkruns, we'll rmake a stab at the Nebul a,
huh?"

She was off the mlkruns, but Jennan | ay dead in Regul us Base cenetery,
all their wild, happy schenes entonbed with him The challenge of such a
flight, unacconpani ed, was as enpty as her ship self.

Hor sehead Nebul a, indeed! To divert her trend of thought, she ran a
rapi d cal cul ati on. Oh, she could make it, for all her present material
dependence on man. Her pile was fresh, though she w shed sonmeone would rattle
a few brains and devel op an energy source that would utilize the ful
potential of the f.t.l. principle. It was |like having two high gears in a
power ful ground car that couldn't be used because they'd burn up all avail able



fuel in a fewmlliseconds. As it was, she could reach the Horsehead ... in a
100 standard years, at her present top speed.

And then what? You needed someone to celebrate a victory with, to extole
a not abl e achi evenent, or any triunph was enpty. If there was no goad to
progress, advance was sterile. You needed a goal, or there was no point to
anyt hi ng.

Now Hel va coul d under st and why ol der class shi ps suddenly opted out for
no di scernible reason. And she wondered why Pay-off had seened so enviable a
state. Here she was. And where was she? Shell-people Iike Amon and Treel, so
determ ned to get here, would never believe that it was the act of paying off
that really mattered.

The ship-to-ship band bl eeped t hrough her gl oony reflections.

"Helva, this is 422!"

"Silvial"

"Fromyou |'ll accept the nane. Runor is that you' ve reached Pay-off."

"According to nmy computations | have!"

"What's the matter with you, then? That's not the end of the world. It's
t he begi nning. "

"OF what ?"
"Say, that Borealis sense-deprivation hit you hard."
"No, no, really. I"'mall right. | just don't |ike solitude."

"You don't appreciate being well off," Silvia went on in her cynica

way. "1'd've thought you'd be glad to be rid of that asinine Teron. He

rem nded me so nuch of that half-lobed ... well, never mind him Helva, you're
going to have to watch your step. You' ve Paid-off in less than 10 standard
years. That's too soon. Mich too soon for Central Wrlds to be willing to |let

you of f their hook."

"I"'mnot so sure I'moff," Helva replied.

"What do you nean? Listen," and Silvia's voice sounded fierce, "if
there's any funny taping on you, you call in the Muitant Monitors or the
Society for Preservation of the Rights of Intelligent Mnorities. That'd be
Am ki ng and Rocco on Regulus. Amiking's SPRIM got the fancy uniform but it's
Rocco who has the brains. You get themin on any di scussions. Denmand a
recal cul ation of all costs fromthe day they shelled you out of your cradle."

"Silvia, there's not going to be any trouble about the Pay-off figures.
I"'mclear. I'"'msure of it."

"Then what's the probl en?"

"What do | do now?"

Silvia spluttered for a monent. "Don't you realize," she demanded
angrily, "that industrial conplexes, notl to nmention planetary unions, wll

pay you any figure you nane? For any time you'll spare then? O course, you do
have to watch yourself with private industry. They play dirty. Before you



touch down at Regulus, you call Broley. A city shell-person always knows who's
ready to bid and who you can trust. Particularly Broley. He'll get you a good
contract!"

"And a good brawn?"
"Are you on that wheeze again, Helva?" Silvia was disgusted. "Change

around. Grab the kind of technician you need for an assignnent, then drop him
|'d' ve thought you'd had quite enough of brawns for a while."

"Quite enough brawns, yes. | just want one who'll stay a while. If only
Jennan ..."

"I'f only ... "If converts no energy and has no credit. You don't seemto
realize, Helva, you're a top BB ship. You'll have brawns begging to board you.

Take your pick. Sure, you and Jennan nmade a fine team Hi s death was a piece
of rotten luck. But he is dead. Let himrest in peace. Find yourself another
guy, soneone up to your calibre. Not another bluntbrained bastard |ike the one
you shouted off your deck."

Hel va was startled that Silvia had al ready heard about that.

"And if you' ve got to have a partner, grab one young, train himup
right. The Acadeny ruins nore than it inmproves. You ought to know by now what
you don't want in a partner. Teach hi mwhat he ought to know. Don't wait for
the inmpossible! Engineer it. And | ook out for Railly's conniving. He's going
to try to keep you on the roster or | haven't been around this Service for 400
years."

"Why have you been around for 400 years, Silvia?"

There was such a long silence Hel va wondered if they'd gone beyond
contact range.

"I don't ask myself that any nore, Helva. | used to when | was your age
and Pay-of f seened close. Then we ran afoul of a neteor swarm of f Saadal sund
and ... well, there's usually something interesting to do for Central Worlds.

I've had good partners and bad ones, too." Her voice wavered now from
attenuation. "Be careful, Helva. Don't sell yourself cheap."

The contact broke then but the confort of Silvia's astringent concern
over shadowed t he substance of her warning for a tune.

To reassure herself, Helva ran through the conputations again, starting
with the fearful debts of her early infancy and chil dhood. The pituitary
adjustments so that her body woul d not outgrow the final capsule and the
delicate brain surgery that made Hel va the ship had been, as al ways,
expensi ve. However, since there could be no 'slaves' or 'indentured' servants
within Central Worlds Autonomy, committees and organi zati ons of dedicated
citizens decreed that a salary scale, a bonus-and-awards system should
provi de incentive and renuneration for shell people in every occupation

Now Hel va coul d see that the subtle, massive conditioning she'd received
in her formative years was doubl e-edged. It made her happy as a shell-person
it had dedicated her to her life in Service, and it made Pay-off a nockery.
What el se could a BB ship do but continue as she had started ... in Service?
The sane nust apply to shell people trained to nmanage ships, mning planets or
i ndustrial conplexes. And yet there was conpensation

The nmenory of Jennan rose to plague her again, to plague and consol e.



Those had been marvel ous years; short but full of a gl owi ng wonder of

sel f-di scovery and joint exploration. They'd been eager for the chall enge of
each new mission to be faced together. They'd taken a perverse pride in her
sobriquet. And Jennan had had to defend them both agai nst the ridicul e of
other brawns until the JH 834 had been admired and respected as the Ship Wo
Sang. Jennan had been unique. But surely there would be another man wi th ot her
qualities to recomrend him

She wondered if she had unconsci ously chosen Teron because he had been
the antithesis of her first brawn. Wll, Silvia was right. She ought to find a
reasonabl e conpromise, train himup as a proper brawn. Train himup to
consi der her a person, not a ship or an enotionally responsive conputer

She was Pai d-of f. She could take time to | ook around, to let Broley find
a reliable, independent contract.

Idly she wondered how long it had taken the FG 602 to contract with the
Al pheccan Confederacy. He'd Paid-off, just before her birth. She'd net him
once with Jennan, but both he and his partner affected an amused, detached
superciliousness that had been offensive.

She coul d, she supposed, broadcast an advertisenent right now She began
to feel better. Action, that was what she'd needed. But perhaps it would be
smarter to report in to Regulus Base, make sure all was in order. It was only
sensible to keep on good terns with Central Wbrlds. She'd need their
techni ci ans and mai nt enance sheds for any overhaul s.

She found she had sl owed somewhat and added thrust, confidently speeding
back to Regul us. She began to cast up a list of qualities that she wanted in a
partner, and the traits to avoid. So pleasant were her nmeditations that it
seened no tinme at all before she had to request landing instructions from
Cencom

"Why, Helva, as | live and breathe,"” N all Parollan answered her

"Catch up on your beauty sl eep?"

"Both."

" Bot h?"

"Caught up with beauty and sleep!"

"She didn't mnd your snoring?"

"They were too exhausted to hear and nmuch too grateful to coment,

m gal
"I amnot your gal."
"The endearnent is considered an accol ade by nany."
"How do you arrange that del usion?"

Ni al I chuckled maliciously. "I pick my partners carefully, not just for
the symretry of their features and the density of their skulls.”

"Al'l right, Parollan. You' ve counted coup. By the way, | trust you
stayed awake | ong enough to register Teron's dism ssal ?"



"Ch, yes, and took even greater pleasure in posting the penalty to your
account . "

"l can afford it."

"I know," and there was an unexpected grimess in his voice. "Put your
lazy tail down on Pad No. 3, Administrative Landing. An official welconing
conmittee has been waiting for you."

"You mean, an enmnci pation del egation. "
Cencom was silent.

Well, she'd got off lightly at Parollan's hands. She'd miss him H s
causti c manner had been stimul ating, and whatever his notives, he had been
there at the end of the tight beam |ndependence would have its own
conpensations. Wuldn't it?

As she jockeyed with finicky precision onto the No. 3 pad, she
experi enced another jolt of uncertainty. Every conscious hour of the last 10
years had been devoted to Central Wrlds. She had 'bel onged' in that Service
and had not been aware of her indebtedness to them Well, she was just going
to have to make some drastic reorientations in her thinking. Change was
necessary to growth and maturity.

She was about to send a perenptory signal to Cencomto get a nobve on
when she saw the group energing fromthe Base Tower. N all Parollan was
dwarfed by the other three tall men. She recognized the burly figure of Chief
Railly, fitting and due her achi evenent. The other two men she identified as
Conmander Bresl aw of Engi neering and Adm ral Dobrinon of Xeno Rel ations. This
wasn't a standard graduation line-up. Silvia mght be right about Central not
letting her off their hook. She ought to have called Double Mor SPRIM O
Broley. She could hardly blast off now She'd fry the quartet of notables.

So she | owered the passenger lift and cannily turned up her audio units.
However, none of the visitors nmade any comments until they reached the | ock
Then they only played the precedence routine.

However, after N all Parollan had politely ushered the Chief fromthe
lift, he stared at Helva's colum with a definitely possessive air. As he
stepped into the lock and tossed off the customary salute, it was as if he had
procl ai med her his exclusive property.

H s audacity staggered her. It wasn't Railly she must guard against. It
was this liter-sized, heavyworld machiavelli, Parollan

Dobri non noticed the Supervisor's sal ute.
"Centl enen, our manners," and, bringing his bootheels smartly together
he accorded her the proper cerenony.

Service had such archaic traditions, Helva nused; |ike saluting a ship
on boarding. O did they salute her as a ranking officer? Probably not.
Sal ut es between persons had to be reciprocal. She'd train her new brawn to
salute. Sentinental about the Service?

"And our profound gratitude, Helva," Chief Railly was saying, holding
his own salute an overl ong nonent "Your superb courage and resourceful ness at
Borealis are already Service |legends. A triunph of mnd over inmmbility. W're
proud, very proud, to have had you on our roster."



Hel va caught the past tense and wondered again at Parollan's attitude.

"You know Dobrinon of Xeno and Breslaw of Engi neering, of course," the
Chi ef went on, so snoothly passing by the adroit admi ssion that Hel va wondered
if she had heard aright. And why were these two here if she were, by tacit
admi ssi on, an independent.

"Yes, we've net," she admitted so drily the Chief chuckl ed.

He gestured for the others to take seats, his deference of nonents
before giving way to the next order of business. Helva scanned the del egation
warily. Parollan gave her a quick, sideways grin before he settled hinself on
t he couch, one arm draped negligently al ong the back

"As if he neant to stay a while," Helva thought sourly.

"I don't know if the directive reached you in transit, Helva," the Chief
said, "but those audio-visual nodifications you suggested are going to be
built into every new shell. Never again will one of our people have to suffer
sense-deprivation. Can't imagi ne why such a contingency wasn't provided for
| ong ago."

Breslaw cleared his throat and pulled at his left ear, managing not to
| ook at anyone as he replied. "Units exist in prematuring shells, Railly, and
used to be transferred at final encapsul ation of ship-designated personne
until the 4th Cass. In that century, nodifications to the inner shell made
direct linkage to the ship's facilities and seened to make an auxiliary system
redundant . "

Railly frowned. "Sonetinmes these apparent archaic traditions passed
along in Service do have their place in our nodern context."

"Unfortunately, the shell people kidnapped by Xi xon were all of later
cl asses.”

"Yes, indeed, that was unfortunate, Breslaw In your case, Helva," the
Chief went on briskly, "there will be no charge for the nodification. That
puts you right close to Pay-off ..." he held up his hand, sniling benignly as
Hel va started to interrupt, "probably over and to spare. | think there's no
qguestion that you'll get full finders' fee and the reward for the apprehension
of federal offenders. That comes in from Central Bureau of the Federation."”
Railly had taken to pacing the length of the cabin. Helva couldn't decide if
he had a guilty conscience, or was gathering nental take-off speed. In either
case it augured ill for her

"Therefore, Helva, Regulus Base must consider you a free agent," he
announced in stentorous tones, smling again to contradict apparent
reluctance. "We're proud of your record, Helva. Very proud." He dropped his
voice to a confidential aside. "All spacedrek to the contrary, we w sh all the
BB ships could performat such efficiency and renmove thensel ves from our
fiscal autonomny. Be quite an achievenent to run the Service in the black
However, pending the confirmation of those rewards, Regulus Base is required
to consider you unavail able for a new assignnent of any duration.”

"And you had one in mind for ne.

"Yes, we did have one in mnd," Railly admtted with tw nkling eyes and
the paternal smle. He glanced expectantly toward Paroll an



"Rat her pointless to waste your valuable tinme, Chief, discussing it
then, isn't it?" Helva asked just as Parollan got to his feet.

"Way, | don't think the Chief would ever consider you a waste of his
time, Helva," Parollan said, his eyes nocking, challenging her. "O course, if
you' ve made ot her plans on the way back fromBorealis, it was real courteous
of you to check in here and say goodbye." He turned on his heel and started
purposefully for the lock. "Drop in again sometine."

"Just a minute, Parollan,"” Railly said.

The Chief managed to control his expression but Breslaw | ooked close to
pani ¢ and Dobrinon's smile had frozen in alarm Whatever they had had in mnd
for her rmust be mighty big. She didn't trust any ploy of Parollan's but these
other two were keen, solid, honorable specialists. It wouldn't hurt to |listen

Parollan got to the lock, turned to give her a hearty wave.
"Parollan!"

He halted, hand on the left rail, his face expressing only polite
attention. He wasn't giving anythi ng away.

"What had you cooked up, Parollan?"
"I'? I'd cooked up nothing."
Hel va i gnored Dobrinon's startled excl amation

"We had," Parollan adnmtted after a glance at the Chief, "discussed
anot her assignment for the TH 834 after that spectacul ar drug-run. Naturally
that m ssion has been aborted due to circunstances beyond our control."

Hel va chuckl ed to herself. He hadn't let her off lightly on the matter
of Teron after all. He'd needle her for the next 25 years for that m stake ..

"As a matter of purely academ c interest, until those rewards are posted
to nme, would you deign to discuss this aborted m ssion?"

"No harmin discussing it, certainly,"” he agreed as he sauntered back
into the cabin, "while we wait for confirmation from Federation." He settled
his wiry body into a confortabl e position before he continued. "It had
originally been planned to assign the TH 834 to the projected Beta Corvi
m ssion. "

"Beta Corvi?" Helva suppressed the flicker of alarm Then she | aughed
out loud. "Teron of Acthion in a Corviki shell, coping with the environnent?"

Ni al | regarded her sardonically for a nonent. "You yourself made the
poi nt that Ansra Col mer, a true egocentric, singlemnded, stubborn, and
pragmatic as hell, suffered the |east personality trauma fromthe phenonena of
the Corviki transfer. Teron was so well endowed with the sanme sterling
attributes that it was obvious he'd ..."

"Not last a mnute as a personality on Beta Corvi, and you know it,
Ni al | Parollan. That man was incapabl e of coping with such anonalies."
Parollan's tactics infuriated her. Wy, what he had suggested was not hing
short of bald nurder. And he'd talked Railly into the scheme? Had they both
wanted to get rid of Teron?



"Now, really, Helva," Railly said, stepping forward as if separating two
ant agoni sts, "I was never in favor of Teron as your brawn, if you'll forgive
the remni nder "

"You were right, Chief," Helva said in so sweet and contrite a tone that
Parol l an snorted his disgust.

"And sorry to be, | assure you. However, no harm appears to have
resulted.”

"Except that Helva's now a free agent,"”
expr essi onl ess voi ce.

Parollan said in a conpletely

"Exactly," Railly continued with unexpected enthusiasm "And, unless
Hel va has other plans in mnd, perhaps we all can nmake her see the advantage
of undertaking this new mission in spite of her changed status."

There was an odd half-smle on Parollan's face as he returned his Chiefs
i ntense stare.

"Yes, perhaps we can,"
ent husi asm

t he Supervisor said with a hearty | ack of

Hel va saw Dobrinon give hima quizzical |ook and Breslaw was plainly
startled. Sonmething was going amiss with their sales pitch?

"Well then, Helva," Railly started off determ nedly, "have you any plans
in mnd?"

"She's had no tune to advertise,” N all said abruptly. "She made no
pl anetary calls on the return trip here. And I doubt that even the nost
assi duous of our known inforners has had tine to discover that the XH 834 has
Paid-off. It so rarely occurs this early in service."

"Il answer for nyself, thank you, Parollan.”

The others were staring at their colleague with bl ank astoni shnent. The
at nosphere in the cabin had become strained. Helva was at a loss to figure out
why Parollan was deliberately disrupting the nood Railly was attenpting to
create. Trust himto have an ulterior notive, but what?

"So ny enterprising supervisor planned to have ne go back to Beta Corvi?
That somewhat expl ains Adm ral Dobrinon's presence. And you, Conmander
Breslaw? Or is Engi neering bidding agai nst Xeno for ny services?"

"W were hoping to conbine forces, Helva," Dobrinon answered after an
unconf ortabl e pause.

Soneone has m ssed his cue, Helva thought.
"It seened appropriate," Breslaw said, breaking his silence, "that you
shoul d be the first ship to benefit fromthe discoveries resulting fromthe
Beta Corvi data you brought back."

I f Engineering had used the stabilizing key for unstable isotopes ..

"Just how woul d | have benefited?" Helva asked casually. She kept one
eye on Parollan. He was adept at titillation. She wouldn't put it past himto
have staged this whole thing, including his own apparent disinterest, to
arouse her to indiscretion. O course, she'd want an unproved f.t.1. drivel



"When we began to study the basic theories," Breslaw was saying, "we
could see an i mediate application to our present f.t.l. system You're surely
aware, Helva, that the potential of the f.t.l. principle is vastly beyond
present performance. The probl em has been an energy source that could tolerate
the demands full f.t.l. speed requires. The Corvi ki data nakes intergal actic
travel possible in this decade. This year!"

Intergal actic travel ? Hel va's excitement matched Breslaw s, Between
whi ch gal axi es? This one and ... the Horsehead Nebul a?

"Yes, intergal actic distances traversed in a fraction of present
estimates," Railly said, as if he sensed they had her attention. "lnmagine it,
Hel va, unlimted power, literally inexhaustible power, to take you to the edge
of the galaxies visible fromthe rimof the MIky Way. Beyond any space now
known to man." Railly spoke urgently, firing her desire. "Power to make those
f.t.l. drive components work efficiently for the first tine since they were
designed. All we've | acked has been a constant fuel source to stand up to the
drain of energy required. And you' ve the chance to expl ore unknown space. You
can chart new star systenms, open up whol e gal axies for Central Wrlds."

That rem nder brought her out of those stars.

"Interesting. Very interesting. The f.t.l. always has been a case of
havi ng a good cart and no draft animals strong enough. However, if this
radi cal new devel opment stemmred fromthe Corviki data, why is another m ssion
necessary?"

Railly gestured to Breslaw, who began whi ppi ng out cube-graphs and
conput er tapes, which he arranged nervously on her console.

"Wth the Corviki data for stabilizing unstable isotopes, we were able
to make use of that form of waste energy, not just for the fractional seconds
of half-life before the AMJs deteriorated, but for as long as that power was
needed. Imagine it, Helva," said Breslaw s eyes, glowing with wonder, "the
power of an exploding star, always equal to that of the exploding star at its
hi ghest energy |evel ."

The cabin seenmed to darken at his words. It was an expl odi ng star
operating at its highest energy |level, Ravel's sun, that had burned Jennan to
death as she had frantically tried to outrun its fantastic energy. But to have
such a power ... enslaved to her requirenments?

She had to have it. An inner nova to expiate the crime of the outer.
Hamur abi an justice at its purest! She forced herself to listen to Breslaw s
expl anati ons.

"Admittedly, Helva, there are trenmendous subtleties involved which, |
readily confess, no one in nmy teamis scientifically sophisticated enough to
appreciate. It's alnost as if the Corvi were discussing personal intinmacies
rather than sub-particular facts, but the result is a fantastic discipline of
nucl eoni ¢ forces.

"As you'll notice, Helva," and he pointed to the first cube and tapped
the equations into the ship's computer, "the isotopes are pernmitted to radiate
energy in cycles, but instead of a decrease in the energy avail able as
deterioration occurs, the energy |level remains constant. By varying the nunber
of cycles initiated per second, or millisecond for that matter," and Bresl aw
beamed with paternal fondness for the abilities of his devel opment, "the f.tl.
drive receives the power it requires to exceed the speed of |ight by any



multiple required. To traverse a given distance, in a given length of tine,
the original f.t.l. equations supply the rate of cycle variation needed!"

Wth an unexpectedly dramatic flourish for such a pragmatic nman, Breslaw
tapped out a set of voyage requirenents.

"I'f you have to get to, say, Mrfak, in 2 standard days, you can, now.
Instead of taking ... oh, how |l ong?"
"Four weeks." Helva supplied the answer absently, nore intent on
following the print-in of the profoundly interesting equations.

"Four weeks then. Well, you can see the advantages."

And then Hel va under st ood what necessitated the new nm ssion to Beta
Corvi .

"One woul d scarcely try to release that kind of energy within a sol ar
system wi t hout know ng the subjective and objective effects. Wat
di sadvant ages have you observed?" she asked. "Are these conputations based on
experiment, or sheer theory?"

Doubt and concern danmpened Breslaw s ardor. "W have tested the CV
energy source, Cycle Variant. W took every possible precaution, used a very
slow cyclage rate. It was inpossible," he said, grimcing, "to keep the
experimental vessel in range of the testing instrunentation ..."

"The vehi cl e was manned, or BB?"
"Manned. " Breslaw s answer was just audible.
"The effect of such accel eration on the personnel was fatal ?"

"Not that we know of." Breslaw glanced sharply at Railly, who had been
talking in a low voice to Parollan. Before Helva could turn up her audio, the
two separated, Railly joining Dobrinon on the couch, |eaving Paroilan al one,
opposite them Niall's face was inscrutably polite, his eyes guarded.

"Well, why don't you know?"

"The vessel has not returned. The estimated tinme of arrival is 9 years
standard. It has been sighted returning on normal drive. Their | ast
i ntercepted comunication indicated we nust proceed with i mense caution in
the use of this power source.”

"Evidently. I'd al so hazard a heavy hand was on the CV switch to get
that far out of comrange. You should have used a BB ship with no fragile
brawns to clutter up the test run."

"There was al so a suggestion that we may have m sused the Beta Corvi
data," Breslaw went on, nodding thoughtfully at her observation. "You can
easily extrapol ate the destructive potential of the CV factor. W nust be sure
we have not perverted the data and unl eashed uncontrol | abl e or unstable
em ssions that m ght have cosm c repercussions.” Breslaw | ooked toward her
worri ed and hopeful.

That could be sonme pile to put rods in, Helva nused, although she hoped
they woul dn't have to danp that reactor. Intergalactic travel! The test ship
flung 9 years away from known space!



"First, | amgratified by the confidence you have in ne, gentlenen," she
said after a long nonent. "However, | cannot help wondering if you selected ne
because, being Paid-off, in theory, that is, | amtherefore nost expendabl e,
constituting no enbarrassing debit |oss on the fiscal records.™

Only Parollan appreciated her levity and he | aughed with uninhibited
del i ght.

"Your facetious attitude is ill-tined, Helva," Railly renonstrated. "You
are the | east expendable of our ship personnel. | fail to see, Paroilan, the
hunor in such an outrageous suggestion.”" There was no ni staking the anger
behi nd his reprimand.

"In that case," Helva said, "you're a | ow species of extortionist."
"What ?" Railly bellowed, diverted fromNi all

"You know perfectly well, Chief Railly, that 1'd want to possess such a
drive once | knew of its existence. |I'd certainly want to remain in Centra
Wrlds Service to get it!"

Paroi |l an sobered instantly, staring at her.

"That's the ganme, isn't it?" Helva demanded, her voice cold because she
was talking to Parollan and he knew it now He kept staring at her, the
muscles in his jaw tw tching.

"Frankly, yes," Railly answered when it was obvious Parollan woul d not.
"And there's not much time for you to decide.”

"How so?"

Sone subtle change in Railly's face roused her to a bitter anger. So
this was how Central Wrlds treated their BB ships. She should have called in
Doubl e M and SPRIM She shoul d have got in touch with Broley. Let Centra
Wrlds fight its own fires.

"Central Wirlds is bound by Federation directives, Helva, directives
control |l ed and pronul gated by the peoples of the civilized galaxy. There is no
| ati tude on some of those strictures. You are under your original obligation
to Central Wirlds until those additional bonuses come through from Federation
After that, an entirely different set of directives controls the kind of
authority, the type of contract, the wording and restrictions of the clauses,
t he payments and prerogatives of any further dealings we have with a BB ship.
If we operated any other way, Helva," Railly went on inplacably, "we would
have the humanities' guardi ans scanning our tapes, sitting on our shoul ders,
hi nderi ng our operations. You have proved to be an extrenely capable
contractee. The Service needs you. Qur need has, so far, been to your benefit.
You have been given extraordi nary opportunities to achi eve Pay-off early in
your career. We felt you might consider that at this time, when we are
of fering you the chance to be the first BB ship with a fully realized f.t.I.
drive."

"If apologies are in order, kindly accept them | did not realize that
contract terns changed after Payoff was achi eved. However, you can scarcely
blame me for wanting to understand all the factors involved in what was only
to be a discussion, pending confirmation of those rewards.

"I nherent in Conmander Breslaw s explanation is the possibility that |
could blow nmyself into a nova ..."



"I protest," Breslaw junped to his feet. "You can see that the theory is
valid! It has been tested ..."

"And scared you into taking the precaution of checking against

perversion of data. | like nmy skin, gentlenen. | prefer it in one piece."
"Your shell is solid titanium" Breslaw said heatedly, "inpervious to
"The full power of an exploding sun in ny guts?" Helva snapped. "I've

al ready suffered fromthe heat of a nova, Breslaw. And this solid titanium

shell of mne has proved to be no sanctuary against injury ... and the

perversions of man."

Bresl aw sank to the couch, utterly deflated. O the others, only
Parol | an suffered neither enbarrassnent nor chagrin. He had jerked his head
toward her columm, at her rebuttal. His lips were set in too bitter a line
even for the cynical supervisor. For a noment, his eyes were unguarded,
reflecting a physical pain and an expression Hel va had seen once before, in
the eyes of a dying man.

It was he who broke the silence, speaking in a heavy, tried voice.

"There's been no attenpt to nmask the danger involved, Helva. And we've
tried to nake an unwieldly forest of restrictions work for you. It would be
nor e advant ageous for you to extend the original contract than to enter a
conpl etely new one. You can check your files on that if you doubt nme. W can
anend some of the old clauses. W cannot change any of the new. Now have the
courtesy to hear us out and then a sinple yes or nois all that's required."

He sounded indifferent to that decision now, and she coul dn't understand
why.

Dobri non cleared his throat and wal ked slowy toward her colum as if
gathering his disrupted thoughts.

"The projected mssion to Beta Corvi had multiple purposes, Helva, every
one needing abilities, talents, and background that pointed inexorably to you.
"Il explain those that relate to nmy sphere of activity.

"l believe we could condition future observers to withstand the
psychol ogi cal disorientation of Corviki transfers, if we had sonme idea of the
change taking place in the human psyche that has been retained in the Corvik
entity. Yes, this is asking for a double portion of your soul's flesh, Helva,
but | have an altruistic reason for asking you to return there. Parollan and
are both positive that if you could return and reassure yourself as to the
integration ... or disintegration, of the personalities of Solar Prane, Kurla
Ster, Chadress and Ansra Cohner in their Corviki environment, you m ght be
able to resolve the sense of guilt and failure that resulted fromthe outcomne
of the first mssion

"You are the best qualified, if not the only person capabl e of
recogni zing the immgrants." Dobrinon gave a faint smle at his description
It was apt, Helva thought, trying not to adnit how the notion of a return
scared, and tenpted, her. "Now, Davo Fillanaser has volunteered to return.
But, frankly, his psyche profile indicates a deep trauma. | suspect that he
would ... ah, inmmgrate, too."

"Very unsettling, | assure you," Helva said. She didn't |ike the nental



pi cture of Davo Fillanaser's body stretched out, uninhabited, on a couch. But,

if Prane and Kurla and Chadress were content as Corviki ... Helva forced her
mnd away. "Well, it's obvious we are going to need Corviki help if we are to
play with their toys wi thout damaging the entire gal axy. | assume ny psyche

profile was run through and you feel you can trust ne to return?"
"Yes." Dobrinon's answer was pronpt and firm
"Even after the Borealis sense deprivation?"

"I"d hazard the guess that the Corviki experience hel ped you during that
epi sode. "

"Shrewd of you, Dobrinon. We are all, are we not, the sum of our
experi ences. Wiich brings ne to a sordid subject. | assume, Commander Bresl aw,
that the CV factor will be installed in ny drive chanbers before |I undertake a
return to Beta Corvi?"

"Yes, that would be a necessity. How el se could they assess our
application of their data?"

"And the cost of such an installation?"

Bresl aw gl anced nervously at Railly. The Chief inclined his head. "W
can't determine the exact cost. The experinental vessel was rebuilt severa
times. Shielding is reinforced, structural nenbers doubled, a new alloy on the
hull. Well, 1'd estimate in the nei ghborhood of 500,000 gal actic credits."

He had the grace to | ook appalled, Helva noticed, although the
staggering cost left her relatively unnoved. After all, she'd paid off nore
t han that already.

"That would be if | contracted i nredi at el y?"
"Yes."
"And about twice that if the old contract |apsed?”

"I expect so." Breslaw closed his folders disconsolately as if he had
now abandoned all hope of this project. This kind of pessimsmirritated Hel va
i measur abl y.

"However, Helva, if you extend the old contract, we are in a position to
flex any conditions that bind a person of your proved abilities," Railly said
snoot hl y.

"Don't pressure me, Railly. | haven't considered all the angles from ny
poi nt of view"

That was not true. She had made up her nmind. She'd make Railly flex
t hose conditions that bound a person of her proved ability until SPRI M and
Doubl e M coul d hear regul ati ons cracki ng.

Parol l an had certainly cooked up a real tight orbit for her. And she'd
bet her next bonus that he knew exactly what an effect Breslaw s description
of that power source would have on her. He didn't miss a trick, that one.
He' d' ve seen the justice of enslaving a nova to her bidding after what Ravel's
sun had done to Jennan, And he certainly had pointed out that guilt resolution
ginmmick to Dobrinon. Well, she'd show this egotistical, self-assured,
dom neering, machiavellian refugee froma heavy-world ... Helva brought her



polemic to an abrupt halt. And stared down at Paroll an

His face was drawn into dark lines of strain and exhaustion. There was
no trace in the slunped shoul ders of the arrogant nanipul ator who call ed her
bl uff by being ready to wal k out before he'd even started. There was no
mal i ci ous gl eamin the back of the unguarded eyes apathetically turned on her
col um. He nust know he'd won! And, sure of her interest, was he regretting
hi s machi nations? He certainly |looked as if he regretted sonething from
somewhere in his ill-starred past.

Fine time to feel sorry for Niall Parollan! She must keep firmy in nind
that they wanted her very badly indeed, for sone pretty substantial reasons,
and they were going to have to pay for her

"I assune that the probability curve is high in my favor?" she broke the
silence to ask.

Rai | | y nodded.

"As | mentioned," Dobrinon said quickly, "you are the nost likely person
to identify the inmgrants if there is any trace of their previous personality
in the Corviki entities."”

"You don't think there will be?"

Dobri non shrugged. "How can one gauge the depth of transfer with totally
alien structure and psychology? As a human, | prefer to think some vestige of
t he humanoid remains. | reconmend, however, that your initial contact be
extremely brief. That is," he anended discreetly, "if you decide to undertake
this mssion. Under no circunstances woul d you be asked to jeopardi ze yourself
in the search for others.”

"The primary goal of the missionis to obtain the Corviki evaluation of
the CV data," Breslaw spoke up. He gl anced anxi ously at Dobrinon, who shrugged
hi s acqui escence to the priority.

Ch, she had t hem now.

"I should very nuch like to have that drive if it's feasible," Helva
said. Wiy on earth should Parollan flinch? Wre they hiding sonething after
all?

"My personal faith in you has been vindicated," Railly declared, his
usual jovial self.

"But you're going to have to agree to a few stipulations of mne or
there is no point in proceeding further."

"You' ve never been unreasonable, Helva, and | do have authority to
stretch a few regulations in your favor."

"You'd better listen to my conditions before you make any pronises,
Railly," Helva said drily. "I'mnot about to nortgage ny soul for 25 years or
so, paying off 500,000 credits, on the supposition that the CV drive will be
vetted by the Corviki and that 1'll resolve a few dangling traumas in the
process.

"This extension of nmy old contract will be void if the CV drive is not
feasible. You can junk the nodifications to ny hull, 1'll pay for the cost of
the alloy coating, and you'll just have to wite the rest off as experinental



loss. That's what it'll be."

There was a hurried conference between Railly and Breslaw, with Railly
reluctantly giving in to the engineer's persuasions.

"Al'l right."

"Second, | can use ny own judgment on the advisability of contacting the
human i mmigrants on Corvi, with no penalty for not conpleting all phases of
t he pl anned m ssion."

"I think Dobrinon nade that contingency clear."

"Third, the matter of a brawn partner

"You have certainly proved that you can operate better w thout a brawn,"
Railly interrupted her, all cooperation. Parollan made an inarticul ate sound
in his throat. "You had something to say, Supervisor?"

"May | finish?" Helva demanded acidly. "Parollan, at least, is well aware of
nmy continuous demands for a permanent brawn. | do not like to operate alone. |
detest it."

"I't would be nost inadvisable,"” Dobrinon put in anxiously.

"I will not undertake this mission at all w thout the brawn of ny
choi ce!" she said, raising her voice above the others.

"I heartily concur, Railly. This Corvi ki psyche exchange has trenendous
enoti onal kickback. Parollan and | feel strongly ..." but when Dobrinon
gl anced toward the Supervisor for confirmation, he got no response at all and
hurriedly continued, "that it is inperative for Helva to be sustained by a
strong, enpathic brawn as a buffer to the trauma of the experience."

"The whol e di scussion can be term nated right now, Railly, if ny
conditions are not net. They are, as your experts agree, reasonable,"”

Rai | |y acqui esced, but his snile had di sappear ed.

"Good. My final condition also hinges on the success of the drive. You
have set me 500,000 credits to pay off. Acceptable. However, with the CV
utilizing the full potential of the f.t.I. drive, I will be able to get from
here to there in next to no time at all. 1'd be working ny tail off for you. |
hardly think the old scale of salary and bonuses would apply to the new | evel
of mobility."

Railly began to protest, volubly, mentioning the possibility that
Breslaw s estimate of 500,000 was conservative, but he was willing to accept
that fee.

"Pure extortion," she interrupted him "For that matter, am| expected
to absorb the cost of any expensive adjustnments that the Corviki m ght
recommend? |'ve got to consider that, too, as well as service to a conpletely
new power source. No, Railly, I'msure that Double Mand SPRI M m ght very well
consider that the old rate of pay will need some adjustnent upward to
conpensate for ny increased efficiency."

"She'll be the fastest thing in the gal axy," Breslaw said.

"\Whose side are you on, Breslaw?"



"In this case, Helva's," the engineer replied, unintim dated.

"I"'monly asking a reasonable one-third increase. Surely not excessive
for such a loyal enployee of Central Wrlds. I'msure you'll contrive to get
your noney's worth out of me, if | know how you operate?"

"How | operate?" Railly swung around to glare pointedly at Parollan

"Parol |l an operates his section under your orders, Chief," Helva said,
"and the dictates of expediency."

She was sorry she said it the nmoment the words were out. Parollan's
wi t hdrawal was obvious to the others now. He, not the Chief, had initiated
this project. He had neatly | ayered the odds against her refusing it. She
couldn't imagi ne what was wong with himnow He had sinply dropped out of the
argunents, ignored the discussions, was totally imersed in that private
struggl e.

She was sorry for him She hated him She needed him And she was about
to get him She couldn't beat himbut she could join him

"Do you agree to ny conditions, Railly, or don't you? Take 'emor |eave

em

Dobri non and Bresl aw added their entreaties and Helva didn't really need
to hear Railly's growl of consent to know that he'd had no real alternative
ei ther.

She'd say this for Railly, he was a good |loser. For a |ong nonent after
he called the revisions in to the Base conmputer and made them official, he
stood with his head down, staring at the pilot's console. Wen he turned back
his face was inpassive.

"I was warned you nmight drive a stiff bargain, Helva." He flicked a

gl ance at Parollan. "I didn't think a BB ship would ever outguess ne. But
you' re goddammed right," he added, his eyes flashing, "when you say that 1"l
work your tail off while you're still a Central Wirlds ship."

"Fair enough."

"Now, Breslaw s going to want you at the mai ntenance docks to lay in the
CV drive. You'll retain all standard equi pnent until the Beta Corvi vet the
new drive. And yes, that's included in the 500,000. Dobrinon has a stack of
results on his analysis of the Beta Corvi trauma for you to print into your
banks. "

"It's as nuch Niall's work as mine," Dobrinon said, again trying to draw
the silent man into the discussion. "He had several astute correlations to
make from the debriefing and psych tapes of the others on that m ssion that
have hel ped ny staff fornulate such prelimnary conclusions as we've been able
to make."

"Yes, yes, Parollan's very helpful,” Railly nuttered. "So there's just
the proper brawn left to be discussed. Right now..."

"Hold it," Helva interrupted him "I thought | nmade it clear that | wll
only undertake the Beta Corvi run with the partner of mnmy choice. \Whether that
man continues after Beta Corvi is not at issue."”



Railly turned to her, his eyes wary. "Yes, we'd agreed to that. But you
al so said you wanted a pernmanent brawn,"

"I do. But I won't go to Beta Corvi unless Parollan goes with ne."

She ignored Railly's explosive protest and the astoni shed excl amati ons
and congratul ati ons from Dobri non and Breslaw. Her eyes, her mnd, her being
were focused on Niall

The wiry little man turned, his eyes seeking the exact spot on the
colum parallel to her head.

"This is a bad time for jokes, Helva."

"I'"'mnot joking, mboy."
"By all that's holy, Parollan, Helva's a genius," Dobrinon cried
delightedly, clapping the unresisting shoulder. "And she's called your bluff."

"I ndeed she has. You've al ways boasted you could outbrawn any man in the
Service," Railly said in a dry, cool voice. There'd been no vindictiveness in
Hel va's nomination, but there was in Railly's pronpt ratification. "Alittle
field work will make you a better supervisor."

"I think Helva can rectify that fluctuating gravity problemthat bugged
the test ship," Breslaw assured Parollan. "And there's always the shockweb for
added protection.”

Abruptly they left. N all Parollan remnai ned, troubled and dazed,
reacting not at all in any of the ways she coul d understand.

"You've got to be joking, Helva," he said, his voice cracking despite an
obvious effort to control hinself.

"Why? You know nore about brawning than anyone in Service. You know the
Corvi ki probl em backward and forward, and you undoubtedly researched Breslaw s
equations thoroughly before ..."

"OfF course | did," and the control was gone. Hi s words tunbl ed out harsh
and bitter. "Do you think 1'd let you walk into sonething | hadn't checked
t horoughly? But | rigged this farce. | did! Not Railly. |I talked himinto it.
And Bresl aw and Dobrinon, too, once | saw the possibility of hooking you."

"That was obvi ous!"

"You didn't have a chance, Helva, because | knew every button to push on
you and when. And | did, gods help nme, | did!"

"You are undoubtedly the nost unscrupul ous supervisor in the Service,"
she agreed, countering his scathing self-contenpt with unruffled hunor. "And
that was a fardling underhanded trick you just served ne."

"You're not even listening to me, you stupid tinplated witch. Can't you
understand what | did to you? | nmade you stay in the Service!"

"No. | elected to stay. On ny conditions."
Niall stared wildly at her, his eyes dark with the conflict that was

tearing himapart. Al arrogance, all self-confidence had been stripped from
him This was too violent a reaction to finding hinmself nonmentarily



out naneuver ed.

"Your conditions? Your conditions! Now there's another real fine exanple
of cosmic justice," and he | aughed hoarsely at an irony only he could see.

"Maybe you'd better let me in on that joke, Niall. | could use a |augh
even if it's on nme."

There were tears in his eyes now and he held his clenched fists rigid
agai nst his thighs.

"I rigged all this, Helva, because |, N all Parollan, could not let you
| eave Central Worlds Service. Onh, yes. | put every nission your way that woul d
hel p you Pay-off. And when you actually had, |I found | couldn't tolerate the
prospect. So | set up all those clever nardy ploys to keep you in. Only when |

saw you reacting just as I'd planned you should, |I knew |I'd used ny position
for the nost despicable act in a long series of clever, shrewd, despicable
mani pul ations. And | couldn't stop what 1'd started. | couldn't even think of

a way to get you out of the ness. Then you, Helva, want me, Parollan, for your
brawn."” His laugh was a cry of angui sh

"That doesn't change my option, Parollan," she said forcefully. She had
to override that horrible laughing. "I want you for brawn as selfishly as you
want nme in Service. And it'll be safer to have you ny brawn than ny
Supervisor. There isn't much else for me to do anyway but stay with Centra
Wrlds," she added in a gentler voice. "You did make it possible for nme to
stay on ny terns, because they fardling well know that I'mthe only ship to do
this job. I want you as brawn, Niall Parollan, because you are clever,
devi ous, despi cabl e, unscrupul ous, and demandi ng. Because you do know the
right buttons to push on nme. You're not nuch on | ooks and size, but |'ve been
that road. I'Il trust you to bring me back out of anything ... even Beta
Corvi . "

"Trust ne?" It was a screamstarting fromhis guts. H s body was shaking
with effort. "Wy, you fool, you freak-out, half-grown, wirehaired retard of a
romantic, tin-assed fool. You trust me? Don't you realize that | know every
single thing there is to know about you. | even had a chronpsomal
extrapol ati on made so |I'd know what you | ook like. And |I know the rel ease
syl l abl es they coded into your panel not seven days ago! Trust nme? |'mthe
| ast person you can trust. Choose me as brawn? CGod!"

Hel va was staggered by his disclosure. Parollan had a brawn fixation on
her? She wanted to sing hallelujahs, she wanted to screamwi th rage. She was
exalted and full of panic. But she knew what to do. She'd better. A brawn's
irrational desire to see the face of his 'brain' partner was scarcely uncomon
when there was a deep enotional attachnent between partners. It was usually
thwarted by the difficulty of renmoving the access panel. If N all had those
guarded syllables ..

She had to deal with this fixation, one way or the other.

"That's why | can't be your brawn, Helva," N all said in a broken voice.
"And don't give me that assywarbl e about fixations are common and cured.
know t he rel ease syllables. And one day, it'd be too nuch for Niall boy. I'd
have to open that coffin they' ve sealed you in. 1'd have to | ook at your
beautiful face, touch that god-lovely smle, and hold you ..."

He' d noved, fighting the drive of his body every inch, until he was
eagl espread agai nst her colum, his cheek pressed against the cold nmetal, his
fingertips white with the effort to penetrate the unyiel ding surface. One hand



slid slowy toward the access panel. Yet his face was oddly clear, serene,
al nost happy, his eyes closed as if he already held her against him

"Then say the syllables,"” she cried passionately. "Qpen the panel
breach the shell, stare at ny face and hold ny tw sted body. It would be
better for me to die at your hands than remain an inviolate virgin w thout
you!"

Wth an inarticulate cry, he junped back as if the metal had burned him
H s face was contorted in a terrible grinace

"If you didn't then, Niall, you never will," she said, keeping her voice
gentl e and soot hi ng, suppressing the unexpected |onging that threatened to rob
her of sanity.

"Cod, Helva. No!"

He whirled, running to the |ock, janmm ng down the controls on the lift.
He junped fromit before it reached ground | evel, and di sappeared into the
Tower .

And | can only wait, Helva thought bitterly. He's got to nake this
decision hinself. He's got to want to come back because he's sure he can trust
hinself. My inplicit trust in himis irrelevant. He nust be the initiator, the
mani pul ator, the schener.

Way didn't | slamthe | ock shut? Wiy didn't | keep himhere until he
realized that he's all right now, that the critical nmonment had conme and gone?
Al'l his defenses had been down: he'll never be that vul nerabl e again, either
to hinmself or ne. He's got to see that when he gets hinmself under control

Surely he'll be back soon, all arrogance, jaunty, swaggering wth
sel f-assurance. If the fixation is so deep, he'll have to cone back. He
couldn't stay away. Only a Niall Parollan could ... if one Niall Parollan

deci ded that was what he had to do. He's that kind of man. He can rationalize
away all the deceitful, collusive, unprincipled things he does, disnmiss them
fromhis mnd once they'd acconplished their purpose. But set himup against
pressure on his deepest integrity, touch himin the core of reluctant goodness
and honesty, and Niall Parollan could nmake the noble gesture, the
uncharacteristic sacrificial act. And foul themboth up for the rest of their
lives!

Shoul d she call Railly? He'd act instanter. On what? Niall had gone into
the Tower. To think, consider, decide; she sincerely hoped, to cone back
After what they'd put Railly through, she'd better not roil himunnecessarily.
Particularly against N all.

And Hel va was stuck again, waiting, with her |ock wi de open and the lift
ground | evel, i mobilized.

He'd said she was beautiful. When had he had an extrapol ati on nmade from
her chronpsonme pattern? It cost a fortune to nake even a solido. Before Beta
Corvi? Or at Borealis? Ch, gods, had he got hold of her medical records? No,
that woul d have revolted a man with Niall's predilection for the nubile. She
felt like giggling; wasn't she nubile, and young? O course, the easy know ng
way in which he inferred startling sexual prowess m ght be del usive. No, small
men were often conpensated for their |ack of stature by another nore generous
endowrent. And the appetite to fit. But her face was beautiful, he'd said.
Even if it was only by way of an artificial extrapolation, it pleased her. He
was unlikely to use that adjective lightly. She would have to be beautiful for



himto say she was.

The concept of being beautiful was both reassuring and di sturbing.
Shel | - peopl e were conditioned not to think of their personal appearance, never
saw any repros of thenselves. These, too, were high security secrets.

Evi dently nothing was secret or sacred to the determ ned. N all had managed to
get the new rel ease syll ables, supposedly known only to Chief Railly and
hypno-1ocked in to that m nd as an added precaution.

She was beautiful. N all had said so. Were was he?
'Men have died, and worns have eaten them But not for |ove.'
She gi ggl ed unexpectedly at the ridiculous line that floated into her
m nd. Men had dared nore for beauty, however, particularly beauty
unattai nable, than for any other single notivation
For | egendary Hel en's beauty had Troy fallen. For the beauty of gold and
gens others had risked life, superstition, and freedom For the beauty of
know edge nen had strained and died. For the beauty of a principle a host of

fanatics of every noral persuasion had perished.

She didn't want N all dying for her, beautiful or not. She wanted hi m at
the pilot's console!

A channel opened.

"Yes?"

"What a charm ng wel cone," a familiar voice replied.

It was not Niall's and her surge of relief died.

"Wio is it?"

"What an insulting change, ny dear."

"Ch, hello, Broley. I was ... expecting another call. But |I'm al ways
glad to hear fromyou." It was inmpolitic to antagonize a city shell-person
particularly when it was Broley, and especially right now She mght need his

hel p.

"You sounded so glad! And | sincerely trust that your anticipated caller
is not arival."

"R val ?"

"Yes, yes," and a touch of asperity crept into Broley's voice. Helva
brought herself up sharp. Broley wouldn't be so affable unless he wanted
somet hing. "l understand,"” and his voice was suave again, "that you' ve reached
Pay- of f. "

"Trust you to find that out."
"Ah, then, you haven't nmade any conmmitments yet?"
"Sorry, Broley. | extended my Central Wrlds contract."

"You extended? Wth Central Wirlds?" Broley's voice was an appal | ed
whi sper. "And | always thought you were a keen one. For the | ove of printed



circuits, why did you have to do such an irrational, acid-headed, sour-phased,
debasing thing like that? Don't you realize that |I have four industrials and
two planets lined up ready to bid thensel ves out of a decade of profits to get
a 6 nonth contract with a BB ship |ike you? Whatever possessed you to do it?
" mstunned! |'d better check ny own acid-level. You' ve put me off with your
folly. 1'm speechl ess!™

Sonehow Brol ey's exacerbations revived her. The grasping, greedy,
gossi ping, cynical city shell person reinforced her previous decision. There
probably were six bidders waiting to cut each other's financial throats for
her, but she was certain that she wouldn't enjoy working their contracts,
what ever they were. There'd be all the unpleasantness with the | osers. Despite
every shortcom ng, Central Wrlds at | east worked for the good of the total
Federation, not for the aggrandi zement of one isolated star system or a
nercenary nonoply.

"Brol ey? Speechl ess?" Helva asked with a creditable |augh. "You don't
sound it."

"Parol |l an conned you, didn't he?" Broley countered quickly.

Hel va coul d al nost see his mnd correlating bits and pi eces of
eavesdropped conments and private assunptions to reach that conclusion. But
how much had he guessed? How nuch was actual know edge? She knew Brol ey prided
hinsel f on anticipating events. It made himan extraordinarily capable city
manager. The spraw i ng Regul us netropolis, imense, conplicated, catering to a
dozen sub-races as well as the huge humanoi d popul ati on, operated snoothly
wi t hout transportation sl owdowns, work crises or material shortages, all under
Brol ey's supervision. But he always had a circuit open for trouble and runor.
He |oved trouble, and said it kept himyoung; but he relished rumor and was
not above spreading some of his own sinply to keep amused.

"Parollan's ny supervisor,"
of my own."

she replied airily, "but I'd a few changes

"You did bargain, then?"

"Yes, | did and, to restore nyself to your good opinion, if they don't
produce, the extension is void."

"l do feel better. You wouldn't care to name the conditions?"

"Bored, Broley?"

"I"ve your best interest at heart, Helva. You're one of ny favorite
peopl e, ever since that first brawn of yours fought five fleet bullies to a

pul p because they | aughed at your singing."

Just like Broley to rem nd her of Jennan. And right now Well, he'd
| earn the conditions anyhow so she'd better tell himand keep himfriendly.

"The CV drive," he bellowed at the first nention. "You are out of your
m nd, Helva! |1l just keep those industrials around for you, ny dear." He
sounded very smug

"The CV's that hazardous?"

"Ch, my dear Helva, they cannot have been honest with you. Didn't you
hear what happened to the test ship?"



"Nine years out, I'mtold, but you know perfectly well that a
shel | -person is far better equipped to handle delicate circuitry than any
mobile ..."

"Balls," Broley interrupted her. "I never get tinme for a decent chat but
somet hing has to go wong."

She was grateful to whatever enmergency had interrupted them Alittle of
Broley's cynicismwent a | ong way. Wen she'd been in service as long as he,
woul d she be as mi sogynistic and sour? Or as inpassive as Silvia, living
t hrough years of quiet desperation on the off-chance that there might be a
nmonent of beauty, of |ove, tonorrow?

Where was N all? He nust have cal ned down enough to think straight by
now. Hours had passed since he left. He nust have realized that theirs could
be a brilliant partnership, rich and full! He was wasted as a supervisor. Wy,
they'd pay off the CV debt in contract tine, if not sooner, with both of them
working to that end. Then she wouldn't worry about being i ndependent. No one
could harmher with Niall as brawn. If N all would be her brawn ..

She gl anced outsi de hopefully, surprised that the quick equatorial
dar kness had cl osed down on Regul us Base. Lights were fewin the Tower,
shining only at duty stations and odd offices. She remenbered she'd turned on
only the lift audi os when she'd | anded. Now, as she turned on others, she
heard nmuted metal sounds fromthe di stant nmai ntenance shops and the neasured
tread of the cerenonial sentry, parading the front of the Tower.

Anot her of the Service's archaic whinsies, Helva thought, know ng that
hi ghly speci alized sensors around the Base coul d detect the mere passage of a
ni ght insect, identify and destroy it if noxi ous before the human guardi an
could react to a nore visible or audible invasion. But the sentry's about-face
clatter was conforting. She did not feel so alone. Sone old traditions did
have a special place for which there was no nodern substitute. Like ... Dam
Brol ey! Way had he nentioned Jennan?

Broley could locate Niall for her. But he'd want to know the details.
And he was unlikely to be synmpathetic to her need. According to Broley,
shel | - peopl e ought to be autononous as well as self-sufficient.

She hastily answered the strident call signal

"Well, Parollan may not have conned you into all he planned, but he's
certainly celebrating sonmething!" Broley was at his churlish best. "And he
started off by tangling up 15 air-cushion vehicles, and three mass
transporters and that sheared off two transmitter masts. Wy he wasn't killed
| don't know, but there wasn't a scratch on himor the three females with him
Fortunately, no one was nore than shaken in the other cars, but he's been
fined a stiff 1000 credits for such irresponsible behavior. And he had the
nerve to laugh. If he weren't a Service Supervisor with plenty of pull
he' d' ve been sent down to cool off for a fewnonths. And it's all your fault.
"Il be glad to see you go. Onh, fardles! He's at the Vani shing Point. And now
| have to drag on energency monitors to ensure order there! If he thinks he
can get away with two civil m sdeneanors in one night, he's vastly m staken.
will not have ny city disrupted by Parollan's egregi ous escapades.”

Havi ng vented his spleen, he broke the connection
Parollan was trying to kill hinself? She could understand the Vani shing

Point visit, the house was notorious for the variety and ingenuity of its
entertai nnents. Mst planets had several such establishnents, particularly in



spaceport cities, and npst brawns were regul ar custoners.

It was too unsettling to contenplate his activities there. She devoutly
wi shed that shell-people were allowed the surcease of sleep. They ought to
have sone way to dispense with nental activity, sone refuge from unbearable
t houghts. Disobediently her mind ranged back to the Vani shing Point House and
its reputation.

"Two households, alike in dignity ... " she began in a resolute voice
t hat echoed t hrough the enpty cabins. She wondered: would the Sol ar
Prane/ Corvi ki understand her gratitude for this pastinme?

A channel opened and it was no surprise to hear Broley's sharp voice.
But he sounded puzzled, not irritated.

"Did you get Niall Parollan discharged for cornering you into that
ext ensi on?"

"No, | did not."

"Just asking. | sinply can't imagine why he's acting the way he is. It
just isn't like the Parollan | know. "

"What's he doi ng?" The question was out before Helva could reflect.

"He was doing his usual. Now he seens to have lost what little sense al
that strong drink left him In fact the nonitors were all set to close in,
when he calls the House jeweler, buys all the girls a bauble, '"to remenber him
by,' he says. And he goes home. Alone, what's nmore. And you'll never guess
what he's doi ng now "

"Not unl ess you tell ne.

"He's got an effects buyer in and he is selling off his furnishings, his
paintings, his artifacts, his tapes. He spent a fortune on that collection and
he won't get half of it back. He's sold his aircar. And he's selling his
war dr obe. "

Helva tried to quench the sudden hope this news generated. A synbolic
rejection of a closed part of his life? Wiwy? N all knew that brawns kept a
hone in sone port of call. Wiy should he sell off? Not unless ... She refused
to consider the alternative.

"You woul d have heard," Broley was saying, "if he and Railly had had
anot her one of their fights?"

"I haven't heard a word from Cencomall night."
"You'll remenber Broley, won't you, if you do?"
"Yes, Broley, |I'll renenmber you."

Could the girls and the drinking and the V-P House, the farewell jewels,
all be part of a bachel or night out?

Caesar and C eopatra occupied her until dawn, until the technicians and
conput er men poured back into the Base conplex to divert her

An urgent beep from Cencom and then Railly was on the |ine, bell ow ng.



"What ' n' el |l does Parollan nean, handing in a resignation? \Wat're you up
to now, Helva? Let me speak to him Now "

"He's not aboard."
"Not aboard? \Where is he?"
"l don't know. "

"And | suppose you al so don't know that Parollan left a resignation on
nmy desk to foul up my norning? That he cited Paragraph 5, subarticle D? I'lI
say he's suffering frommental aberration. He's out of his mnd. If you two
t hi nk you can put sonething el se over on the Service after that performance
yesterday ..." Railly's angry ranting trailed off. "All right, Helva," he
began again in a patient voice, "what happened after we cleared out? | thought
the whole matter was settled. Parollan was the brawn of your choice, and you
two woul d handle the Beta Corvi mssion as outlined. So ... what happened?"

"A partnership is formed by the mutual consent of both parties,"” Helva
replied, speaking slowy and carefully.

There' d been a dangerous edge to Railly's voice, an unspoken threat, and
the astounding inplication that she and Niall had prearranged yesterday's
events.

Then that was why N all had resigned, trying to stay one junp ahead of
Railly, who would certainly have tried to coerce himback on board. So N al
Parol | an had made his decision. That was why he'd sold everything off, to have
nmoney enough to get away from Regul us, beyond Railly's authority.

It was very difficult to think clearly. And she nust keep her wits for
Mail's sake. If that was what he had to do, she wouldn't |et anything hinder
hi m

"I amaware of that definition of partnership, Helva," Railly said
acidly. "And?"

"Niall was not agreeable to the partnership."

"Now see here, Helva, No nore garbage. N all Parollan begged to join the
Service 12 years ago when he found out he was too dammed short to be a brawn.
Si nce he made supervisor, he's been telling brawns how to nmanage their
m ssions, their brains, and their lives. You can't tell nme that when N al
Parollan got a ship to the point where she'd opt himas brawn, he'd sheer off?
Vell 1'11 tell you, XH 834, he's going to make that Beta Corvi mnission, or
he'll be inirons for the rest of his life."

I rons? Hel va thought wildly. Another Service hol dover? How ridi cul ous of
Railly to think he could "iron' N all Parollan

Cal m down and think! Railly would soon find out Niall had sold
everything. She'd better lift ... The shrill keen of overworked aircars roused
her. She ran an automatic check and saw a full squad depl oying at her base.
Round one to Railly.

"Broley," she began as soon as she got through, "you' ve got to warn
Parollan. Railly's after himand out for blood."

"Real | y?" Broley was delighted. "Parollan's on his way to the spaceport
now. He got an under-the-counter ticket fromthe effects buyer. | just found



out .
"When's liftoff?"
"At 0900 but ..."

"Warn Parollan that Railly's out to stop him He's mounted a guard at ny
base, so |I'm stal emated, and the next place he'll close off is the spaceport.”

"Helva, really! Parollan is Service ..

"Not any nore. Renenber? He resigned. That's why Railly wants to keep
hi m on Regul us. "

"But, if Parollan has tendered his resignation, Railly has no authority
to stop him"

"Brol ey, you? Naive? That extension with Railly is void unless Parollan
goes as my brawn on the Beta Corvi m ssion."

"Railly will stop him" Broley agreed, and then realized what Hel va had
admtted. "You tried to con Parollan into being your brawn?" Broley had a
[ augh |i ke a dyi ng anphi bi an, probably fromlack of use, Helva thought, but at
| east he was not annoyed by the choice information she'd withheld. "My dear
girl! You are fabul ous, absolutely fabulous. Wy, that nan's pure stud. He'd
never |ock hinself away in a brawn's celibacy ... Geat heaving gods, maybe he
woul d!' He sent those girls away |ast night."

"Listen to me, Broley. Warn Niall nowthat Railly is out to secure his
hi de for that contract."”

"Easy, dearie. If Parollan stays m ssing, the contract's voi d?"
"Yes, yes."

"And then you'd be free to listen to ny bidders?"

She'd hal f expected that bargain, so she agreed

"Railly's a bad eneny, Helva."

"He can do nothing to me without Parollan. And if he tries, I'Il call in
Double Mand SPRIM "

"Them " Brol ey was cont enpt uous.
"They have their uses, like right now "
"But my bidders will have first chance?"

"I agreed, didn't 1? Now warn Parollan. And then forget where you called

him"
"He's in a public cab, but I'mto renenber which one, with all | have on
my mnd, managing this city?" Broley was chuckling as he broke the connection

"Lock himself away in celibacy." That was what Brol ey had said. But
Ni al | had called her beautiful. There had been such desire in his voice, in
the wiry body straining against the netal barrier. He'd wanted to | ook at her
to hol d her



That |ong night after she'd returned fromBeta Corvi, he'd conme to keep
her company. He nust have been obsessed with her then. And that was why he'd
suggested that she take Kurla's enpty body. How could she have been so dense
not to realize what pronpted that bizarre conversation

Her body that could not function as a body, inhabited by a soul that was
all too human. And Kurla's body, that was only flesh, nubile, tactile,
beautiful, soul-Iess.

She coul d have been tangible for him to be used by him able to
experience herself that ultimate gift of self

Maybe, if Kurla's body had not been appropriated ..

No! No. Resolutely she rejected such devastating thoughts. Broley would
keep his word. He'd warn Niall. The rest was up to the man. She was sure he
could keep free |l ong enough for Railly to cool off. He had plenty of nobney.
You can al ways buy safety.

But Railly was a bad eneny. Brol ey had been right about that. However,
an unwilling BB ship is an unnmovabl e object. Even if Railly could catch N all,
she'd only refuse himadm ttance. She wanted no rel uctant brawn.

Rel uctant? Hm vyes, that was the key word. How droll that the first man
she'd wanted as brawn since Jennan died should prove reluctant. W | ose
perspective, we shell-people. W forget that not everyone is eager to share
our destiny.

But Niall had wanted to be a brawn! Wen he couldn't qualify physically,
he had raised hinself to supervise a whole section of brawns. And then she had
to come al ong, coy and stubborn, and force himto throw away everything he'd
achi eved, rank, prestige, |uxury.

"Brol ey?"

"Now what ?"

"You war ned hi n?"

"I said |l would. And | did. | also made a few pointed remarks about his
behavi or and a warning of nmy own about future enbroil ments.”

Oh, no, she groaned inwardly, Broley preaching to Niall in his state of
m nd?

"Where's Parollan now?"

"I can't tell what | don't know "

"You nust have sone idea."

"None, but you'll be the first to hear when | have. In the neantine,
you' d better check your acid level, dear!" Broley signed off with that snide
advi ce.

She had to get in touch with Niall. She'd work with another brawn, if he

woul d stay on as supervisor. She couldn't allow himto sacrifice everything on
her account.



She scanned outside anxiously. The area was heavy with small craft
traffic. Railly was nmounting an intensive search. If Broley wouldn't help, how
could she find Niall?

Wl |, there was another way to acconplish the same end. And it was
patent that Railly's objective was to proceed with the Beta Corvi thing. Al
right, then ...

Bef ore she could open a channel, a signal canme through fromthe Tower.
Railly advised her with stiff formality to open her com screen. The picture
cleared to show Railly, shoul ders thrown back, eyes strai ght ahead and
unfocused, sitting at a littered desk, an aide hovering fearfully in the
background. There were two other men in the room the older one with a sad
face wore the SPRI M uniform of green and gold. The other nman was younger, wth
a taciturn expression in his shrewd eyes. He | ooked conpletely at ease and
idly tapped the el egant boot of his crossed |eg.

"Captain Am king of SPRIMand M. Rocco of Double Mare here in answer
to a conmplaint registered on your behal f, XH834." Railly's voice was as grim
as his expression.

"Yes, our informant says you have enough credits from your | ast
assignment, Helva, to Pay-off, " Rocco smoothly interjected, appearing not to
notice that Railly hadn't finished his prefacing renark.

"Some Federation credits are still pending,"” Helva replied, conceiving
it politic to be truthful, particularly if it would |leaven Railly's anger

"The credits are in but Rail |y began
"Then the original financial obligation incurred by the XH 834 has been
sati sfied?" Ami king asked in a gentle voice.

"Yes, however

"The contingent of servicenen clustered so congenially on the |anding
pad occupied by Helva are there, then, to protect her fromthe inportunities
of independent bidders?" Rocco asked.

Railly compressed his lips into a very thin line as he stared coldly
back at the Double Mrepresentative.

"Qtherwise it |ooks very much like a formof noral restraint, for Helva
could certainly not renove herself, if she so desired, without charring them
Whi ch a BB ship cannot do. They ought to withdraw. | mrediately."

"This is a Service Base, M. Rocco ..

"Inmredi ately, Chief Railly, or Captain Amking and | will be forced to
suspect coercion." The Double M agent sniled indolently but his voice, too,
had a cold, hard sound.

Railly barked at his aide, who funbled with the corn-unit. Al nost
instantly the men on her |anding site began to disperse.

"Have they left, Helva?"

"Yes, M. Rocco. But you nust understand that | extended ny Centra
Wrlds contract."



"So I'd heard," Rocco remarked, his eyes glittering as he turned
politely to her. "Which nmakes a guard totally uncalled for. However, I'd al so
heard that one of the conditions of the extension specifically requested by
you cannot now be filled through circunstances beyond your control. Therefore,
that contract is invalid ..."

"That contract is not invalid until Central Wrlds has failed to fulfill
that condition!" Railly said, enphasizing his words with an angry fist on the
desk,

"Whi ch they cannot do," Rocco countered with equal enphasis. "N al
Parol | an was the brawn of your choice, isn't that correct, Helva?"

"Yes, but ..."

"He has resigned fromthe Service and is no | onger available ..

"Niall Parollan will be on board the XH 834 by nightfall," Railly
bel l owed, rising to his feet to tower over the others. "That condition will be
met and the contracted assignment will proceed."”

"I'f you can find Niall Parollan,” Rocco amended.

"CGentlenen, this is ridiculous," Helva said, raising her voice to be

heard. "Yes, | wanted N all Parollan as ny partner. | amsorry that he could
not oblige me. | deeply regret that he felt it necessary to resign fromthe
Service to enphasize that reluctance. But | would not coerce himinto
accepting an onerous duty ... Hound him |'d rather discuss another brawn

assi gnment "

"Why you fickl e-m nded, doubl e-crossing, wirehaired retard of a
tin-assed martyr," a rasping voice roared fromher main corridor. "You'l
di scuss anot her brawn assi gnnment ?"

Ni al | Parollan stood by the open drive-room hatch, his torn nechanics
overall grimed, his angry face scratched and sneared.

"Don't try to fool nme, Helva, that's Parollan,"
conscr een.

Railly yelled fromthe

"It is, and | deal with himfirst, Railly!" Helva cried. She cut the
connection, slanmed the |ock shut, activated the tanperproof field on her
hull. She was going to thrash this out right now "Wat do | nean by
di scussi ng anot her brawn assi gnnent? Wat alternative do you | eave ne, you
drunken, womani zing, litersized knave! How else can | get Railly to lift the
search and let you go free?"

"Free? Who's free? The nonment | | eave you alone you're ready to sel
yoursel f right back into slavery! O all the stupid, half brained,
short-sighted, fardling foolish ..."

"Fool i sh?" Helva sputtered with rage and indignation. "Look at you,
selling off 7 years' hard work and rank because you're too damed bed- happy to
go on one lousy mission for ne. Force me to nortgage ny soul for the second
time in 2 days ..."

"Rocco and Am king got here, didn't they? They were to see Railly before
he got out of bed to be sure you'd go free. Next thing | know that queen
gossip Broley is telling me there's a full search on and ..." His agitated
recital broke off. He gritted his teeth, his eyes flashing so angrily Hel va



knew t hat Broley's sernmon had been read in pure vitriol. "Rocco and Am ki ng
are with Railly now, aren't they?" he asked with considerably |ess vehenence.
"Yes, they are." She matched her tone to his, too relieved to have him
safely aboard to prolong a quarrel. "And you' d better have a sound expl anati on
for Railly in nothing flat, because there's a no-nonsense penetration team
assenbling on the pad. And Railly knows ny rel ease syllables, too."

Niall didn't need that remi nder as he heard the penetration team cl ank
agai nst the outer hull

"You fool, you could have been all clear,"
now t han angry.

he murmured, nore desperate

"Just the Beta Corvi mission, Niall. That's what he wants."

Niall jerked his head up. "I don't think it's that sinple even for
Railly."

"If the CV drive's good, |I'm ahead of the gane," she said. "If it's

bust, then I'mfree and so are you!"

"Free?" N all repeated softly but there was an odd grin on his tired
face. He put one hand out, gently stroked the panel, sensitive fingertips
finding and running along the all but invisible seamof her quarters. "I'mno
nore free than you are, Helva. But, as the gods are nmy witness, | tried to get
you out of this fardling foul contract | cooked up." Deliberately he jammed
one fist against the colum, breaking the skin and bl oodyi ng his hand.

"Stop it, Parollan. If we couldn't settle a piddling 500,000 debt in
| ess than 10 years, we're not the team!| think we are!™

He had cocked his fist to strike again, but he stepped back, staring at
her, eyes wide with surprise and hope.

"You know, you're right. Absolutely right."

"OfF course | am And if you' ve got to exact penance, get the hell on the
com and persuade Railly to call off that penetration team"

He was already at the console, banging for vision, forgetting that Helva
would do it faster for him

"What'n' hell's going on out there, Railly? Dammall, can't a brawn | eave
his ship alone on a Service Base, for chrissake, w thout finding her subjected
to some asinine indignity? | thought that nardy Beta Corvi flap had top
priority! Were are the specs? Wiere are Breslaw s nodel s? | need Dobrinon's
files. Howin hell can we lift off in 5 days unl ess you nove those | azy
techs!"”

"Parollan,"
arrest. You're fined. You're ..

Railly began with a full spleen to unload, "you're under

"I resigned, renenber, Railly?" N all roared back, gathering fresh
i npetus. "You have no authority to fine or arrest or order ne anywhere. I'ma
citizen of Central Worlds, acting as nobile partner to the Hel va-834. She
contracted a mssion with you, stipulating in Paragraph 6, Section 1, that she
woul d have free choice of aforesaid partner, to wit, one Niall Parollan. There
was not hing taped about the rank or status of said Niall Parollan. And if you
thi nk you can nake sonething of it, ny resignation is time-stanped before



those Federation credits cane in. Therefore, before the contract extension
took effect Now, if you want to tie this ship up in a court battle over who
bosses who, go right ahead. But if you want to get this ship off her expensive
ass to Beta Corvi to vet your |lovely new power source, you' d better start

nmovi ng! "

Hel va shoul d have known that N all would neither explain or hunble
hi nsel f. And perhaps such an offensive was the only effective nethod of
dealing with Railly. She could feel sorry for the Chief's aide, standing in
paral yzed shock at Raillys el bow. She was glad for his sake as well as theirs
that Rocco and Am king were still there. In fact, she didn't doubt that Nial
counted on their presence to force Railly to accept this bald revision of the
facts.

And the Chief was going to have to accept this version. He had no choice
and no recourse, not before representatives of powerful organizations that he
coul d not antagoni ze.

"You'll move, Parollan," he vowed in a strangled voice, "and you'll work
i ke you never believed a teamcould work."

"Naturally."

"And one day ..." Railly grated out the words, "one day, Parollan
you're going to outsmart yourself!"

"No prophecies, Chief, just the tapes and nodels. Nice to see you, Rocco,
Captain. Signing off."

As the screen blanked, N all turned back to Helva, his expression oddly
def ensel ess.

"He'd give his pension to know | already have, wouldn't he, Helva?" He
spoke in a quiet, resigned voice, but his wide grin took away the sting. And
the ook in his eyes, possessive, proud, loving, intensely alive, made Helva's
mnd reel with joy.

They'd cone through this crisis together after all. They could face any
chal | enge. They knew each other better than she and Jennan ever had. They knew
each other's strengths, and flaws. This was going to be bright heaven wth
fireworks, a constant stretching toward chall enge and achi evenent. Hel va
| onged to extend this ardent noment. Such pure happi ness was so rare, SO
fragile.

The Cencom beeped to shatter it.
"Ah, M. Parollan? | nmean, XH, ah, NH 834?" a nervous voi ce stanmered.

"Parollan here,"’
she' d open the channel

he said w thout glancing away from her col umm, know ng

"Sir, we can't use the lift to nake delivery because ..

Hel va cut him off as she bel ayed the tanmper field, restored the lift
power and slid the | ock open

"Fardl es, what a way to take conmmand. Look at ne!" N all swore, suddenly
aware of externals again, of the filthy clothes he wore. "1'd've been cl eaner
if they'd dragged ne back." He began to strip off the torn clothes as he
strode toward the pilot's quarters. "Order me some gear from Base



quarternmaster, Helva. They know my size. Tell someone to pick up a small bl ack
carrier on guard post 17. And, oh yes, the perineter sensors are shorted
between 17 and 18."

He continued to give instructions while showering, dressing in the
hastily delivered shipsuit, grabbing a quick neal fromthe galley. Neither her
l[ift nor comcircuits were free a noment. The mmin cabin sprouted additiona
tables to acconmmmodate the drive nodels and the tape files Dobrinon rushed
over. Niall sent for every filnmstrip fromthe exploratory ship. He seened
i ndef ati gabl e, yet he'd been up the previous night and running half the day.
Railly could never work Niall as hard as he'd work hinself ... and her.

"Hey, Helva," N all said suddenly, squinting toward the open lock, "turn
on sonme light. | can barely see.”

"I"'d no idea it had got so late." She scanned the equatorial dusk.

Just then the nellow brass voice of a trunpet fromthe top of Base Tower
sounded the cerenonial day's end call. Day's end ... and requiem The rich
nmeasured notes floated over the great Service Base, out to the distant
cenetery under the great trees. Once she'd heard it only as requi em Toni ght

each day dies, Helva thought, to let night with its darkness for sorrow ng
and sleep conplete its course and bring ... a new day. Taps, a sinple,
poi ghant statenent of end and begi nni ng.

Day i s done
Gone the sun,
Fromthe sea, fromthe I and, fromthe sky.

Al is well.
Rest in peace,
CGod is nigh!

Goodbye, Jennan. Wl come, N all.

As the last note died away in dark space and in her heart, she saw
Ni al | 's knowi ng eyes on her, wary, expectant.

"Such a sentinmental tradition for a nodern Service," Hel va nurnmnured.

"Bl owi ng taps at sundown."

"And you love it," he said, unexpectedly, in a grating voice. "You' d have
tears in your eyes, if you could."
"Yes," she admtted. "I would. If I could."”

"It's a good thing |'mso nasty. Bal ances your soft heart-partner," he
said. "Helva! Don't ever change."

He m ght as well have been singing.

THE END
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