Anne McCaffrey - Tsw 6 Honeymoon

For those of you who have consstently asked for more Helva stories, hereis"Honeymoon.” Only it'san
un'story. | cal it that because it cannot stand without alot of explanation which really makesthe minor
incident that isthe meat of the story much too top' heavy. Y ou redly ought to haveread at least "The
Ship Who Sang," the story, if not the full nove, to understand what is|eft out.

| have often called Helvamy dter ego. "The Ship Who Sang” ismy favorite story; | till cannot reread it
without weeping, for | wrote it in an unconscious attempt to ease my grief over the death of my father, the
Colond. The other yamsin the novel were therapy for other personal problems, none of which actualy
figurein the plots. So, dthough thistale should have been the starting point of anew volume about Nidl
Parollan and Helva, | don't redly yet know if Helvawill sng again. "Honeymoon" doestie up the one
loose end which the mgority of my readers have complained to me about.

well, that young Honeymaoon

"MAY | COME ABOARD, HELVA?'

Helvasaid yeswithout thinking because the traffic in technicians and Base officials attending to her
refitting was congtant. Then, she checked identity because while the voice was familiar, no technician
would have couched such aformal request.

Rocco, Regulus representative for Mutant Minorities, was her unexpected cdler. With the easy manner
of one used to the protocol of brainbrawn ships, the Double M man saluted her behind the central
column and sauntered into the lounge, looking about him with interest at the choice artifacts Nial had
introduced, the circuit prints and cables draped about the control console, the pattern of dust and grit
leading toward her engineering and cargo compartments.

"I've stopped gpologizing for the mess," Helvasaid, "but the gdley'sintact if you don't mind serving
yoursdf while Nidl's not here..."

"I'm here because heisn't, Helva," Rocco said, refusing her hospitality with a courteous gesture and
seeting himsdf facing her pand.

"In which capacity? Double M, or Rocco?"

"Unofficidly, but Rocco isawayswilling." Then he hesitated, biting the comer of hislip while Helva
waited, amused that the suave, fashionably attired troubleshooter for Double M was at alossfor words.
He'd had no block a scant seven days ago when held been needling Chief Railly before she'd extended
her Central Worlds contract. "Let'sjust say that | had an interesting conversation yesterday which leads
me to beg the indulgence of a chat—an unofficid chatwith you.”

"On what subject?'

"Coercion?"

"Whose?' Helvawas amused.

"Yours, primarily. Parollan's.. man can take care of himsdf.”

Helva chuckled. "Now, Mr. Rocco, you werein Chief Railly's office that day.”



Rocco impatiently brushed that Side. "Y es, | heard the officid line. They got you to extend your origina
contract with them... which wasamost legd .”

"Very legd, Rocco. | did some surreptitious checking mysdlf. And | got them..."

Rocco held up his hand, peremptorily cutting her off. "Did or did not Railly deploy adetachment around
you, effectively preventing you from lifting off if you'd so desired? And did or did not Parollan haveto
short out a perimeter fenceto get to you?' "Therewas alittle misunderstanding...” "Little?" Rocco's
swarthy face darkened to emphasize that Single explosion. "My dear Helva, | have my sources, too.
Railly had the entire planetary security force, civilian and service, looking for Parollan.”

"I had Broley on my sde." Helva chuckled for the city shell person's cooperation had been involuntary.
Broley still wasn't spesking to her because she hadn't opted for independent status and taken on one of
the clients he bad lined up for her. "So you did. Do you now?" "Oh, hell sulk awhile longer, | expect.”
Rocco hitched himsdlf to the edge of the couch. "Now, look, Helva, | know what it says on paper but |
aso know that Parollan'sresignation from the Service is il in effect. Oh, he's brawning you to Beta
Corvi, but there isn't anything contractud after that." "So?"

"Helva, | don't mean for you to be left high and dry. Especidly with an incredible extension of debt which
you must work off. And with Chief Railly overtly your enemy because of Parollan. Now that guy may
have been abrawnbrain ship supervisor for the last twelve years, and bloody good at it from what | hesr,
but that doesn't mean he's going to be agood brawn. By anything left holy, Helva, it'salong way from
tdling to doing."

"Do you remember my last brawn, Teron of Acthion, that welltrained, physicdly sadwart twithead?"!
Rocco gave along sigh that ended with agrudging grin. "Okay, so he was adud that BB School turned
out by mistake. Y ou can go too far in the opposite direction.” Obvioudy Rocco felt she had with
Parollan. " Serioudy, Helva, that contract extension makes my skin crawl. Y ou're committed to repaying
amost 600,000 credits... by the latest figuring.”

"Y ou do have good sources, Rocco.”

He grinned again, mdicioudy. "In Double M, I've got to. Look, therés alot more to thiswhole affair than
thefact that in ascant ten years you paid off your origina indebtednessto Centra Worldsfor your early
childhood care, the initial shell, education, the surgery needed to fit you into this ship, maintenance, and
soforth.”

"| pad off partly dueto Nidl Parollan, remember?’

"Granted, granted.”

"And when this cyclevariant drive we're taking back to Beta Corvi gets approved, well be out of debt in
next to notime."

"Not when, Helva. //. If wishes were horses, beggars would ride. | saw the reports on that cyclevariant
drive, Helva. | heard what happened to the manned test ship.”

Helva snorted with contempt. "Hamhanded fools."



Rocco would not be diverted. "I don't mean the fact that they inadvertently cycled the power source too
high, Helva, | mean that curious discharge that is worrying the nuclear boysjuicdess.

"Why do you think weretaking it back to Beta Corvi?"

"And thank the godsthat you are." Rocco recrossed his negily booted legsin anervous fashion.
"Whatever that particular forceis, it's bloody dangerous. And no one seemsto know why or how."

"They'll tdl me." At least, she amended privately, she thought they would. If only because the useto
which humans put their minor form of stabilized energy amused them. (And what did you do on Beta
Corvi for an encore, Helva?) She wasfar from happy about having to go back to Beta Corvi, but the
endsjudtified the means... she hoped.

To have awarp drivein her bowels! To soar when sheld been forced to plod in a plebeian fashion. And
the hell with Rocco's "if"... dthough the if wasavalid consideration. Still, she trusted the Corviki: shed
been a Corviki.

"L ook, Rocco, that driveisworth agreat ded of hasding and stress. Nidl knowsit. | know it."

Why?

"The cyclevariant isfaster than light drive, it'swarp. By being able to stabilize an ungtable isotope a just
the moment it isreleasing its tremendous quantity of energy, the cyclevariant drive captures dl that energy
because the isotope doesn't dwindle downscale to ausdaess hdflife. It remains at the constant highenergy
peak. That output is controlled in its cycle of peak energy, and the rate of thrust—the speed of the ship
powered that way—is determined by theratio of cyclesused a any giventime. True, you can't lift
offplanet on cv drive, and aship hasto be structuraly reinforced.”

"And that odd trail of particles?' Rocco asked sardonicaly. "Those unknown thingies that have thrown
communications haywire, loused up astrogationa equipment, not to mention the solar phenomena
recorded in the systems through which that test ship ran?"

Helvawas slent. She was less certain of how the Beta Corviki could cope with those emissions. Unless
thered been asmple perversion of the data?

"Then there'sthe old philosophica question: Isthistrip realy necessary? Is man ready for this sort of
progress?

"Rocco! I'd thought better of you." Helvawas surprised aswell as scornful. ™ 'If man were meant to fly,
held've been givenwings' "

Rocco regarded Helvawith great tolerance and some sadness. "Helva, in my job, | become painfully
aware that some progress costs too much in terms of human adjustment, or emotional, psychologica, or
even physologica dress”

"Onthe pro Side, ook at the exploration potentia for a hundred different minorities.”

Rocco sighed. "I suppose we're committed to progress at any cost. Onward and upward for bigger,
better, faster, smdller, tougher. However, back to my origina topic, your coercion.”

"Thereisn't any, Rocco."



"Oh?Have you any idea, Helva, how many circuitslead into this?'
"I know of afew, but | think you're going to tell me."

" Setting aside your understandable yearning to be the fastest virgin in the Galaxy—and you'll need the
speed with Parollan aboard...”

"Tek, tsk, jedlous?’

"Or Parollan'swish to prove himsalf a better brawn than the prototype, we have dear Chief Railly, al set
for that jump onto Centra Worlds Council.”

"Isthat why he's been on our backs like aleech?!

"You didn't know? Tsk! Tsk onyou, Helva Y esree maam! Since the civilian branch has blown it with
their manned ship, think of al the glory accruing to one Chief Railly for getting the drive gpproved, of
getting you, the very valuable and very well known 834 to extend her contract, thanksto his masterful
handling of the negotiations.”

Hedva made arude noise. "Parollan masterminded it."

"Undoubtedly he did, but Railly getsthe officia credit. Not only does Railly have afinger in your pieto
be goldplated; Dobrinon hasfirst whack at the biggest Xeno plum in psychologica history; Bredaw is
frankly starryeyed with visions of commanding the warpdrive squadrons.”

"Rocco? What'sin it for you?'
"Me?' Rocco made his eyesinnocently wide.

"I'd've thought you'd be flogging me, too, to rescue the four | left behind me. —Oh, so that'sit. Y es, they
would be classed as mutant minorities.”

"That'sthe kindest designation.” Rocco cleared histhroat.

"Yes, therewas alot of unfavorable publicity about them. I'd've thought the news value long since
exhaugted.”

"It wasn't so much publicity, Helva," said Rocco, again biting the corner of hislip thoughtfully. One
booted toe swung up and down. "No, society just doesn't like its members opting out of its grasp,
paticularly into atota dienform.”

"Not to mention leaving their bodies behind." Helva had always wondered what had happened to the
empty husks of Kuria Ster, Solar Prane, Chaddress of Turo, and... Ansra Colmer. But not so much that
she could bring hersdlf to ask. When she and the rest of the dramatic troupe had presented Romeo and
Juliet to the Beta Corvi—in exchange for the stabilization of isotopes—they had had to use "envelopes’
suitable to the methaneammonia atmosphere of the planet. A timer had been rigged in the transfer hdmets
to insure that that consciousness returned to its proper environment. After thefina performance, four
people had not returned and were encapsuled in the Beta Corvi envelope. For very good and
understandable reasons, or so Xenologist Dobrinon would like her to beieve.



"There has been considerable pressure, you know," Rocco was saying, *on both SPRIM and Double M
to investigate their defection/emigration/temptation...” He shrugged at the euphemisms employed. "Or at
least to bring back conclusive evidence that they are happy in their new lives.”

"I know two who are—three. Solar Prane has a new body; Kuria couldn't care less about hers so long
asit was near his, Chaddress had nothing to look forward to in retirement, and Ansra Colmer..."

Rocco eyed Helva keenly, expectantly. "And Ansra Colmer..."
"Oh, the Corviki knew how to handle her."
"Hmmm."

"But aren't you dightly in conflict with yourself, Rocco? | mean, you class shell people as mutant
minorities, though srictly spesking I'm acyborg—"

"Yes, Helva," Rocco sounded purposefully pathetic, "the boot does pinch.” Hisfoot in fact was swinging,
which was an unconscious gesture that would intrigue the good Dobrinon. "I cannot reconcile coercing
youto find out if the... flitting four werein any way coerced.”

"I quite gppreciate your dilemma, so I'll lift you off one horn. | do not, not even after dl your interesting
disclosures, consider myself coerced. Ah ah,” for Rocco began to protest. "Pressured? Possibly, but 1've
been conditioned to afine sense of respongbility, you see. | brought the equations for that nardy drive
back to Regulus, and | inadvertently misplaced four passengers who were, you must admit, essentialy my
respongbility to convey thither and hither safely. 1'd like some peace of mind on both counts.”

"I'll forego knowing about our lost soulsif you'll forego thet drive.”

"No way. | want that drive. How el se can we pay 0S my indebtedness?’

"Il cdl foul for you?'

"Rocco, I'm surprised. Shocked! This cannot be the incorruptible...”

"Damn it, Helva, | want you out of that contract and out away from Parollan. HE's dangerous!” Rocco
was on his feet and pacing.

"Good heavend Why?"
"He's got afixation on you, abrawn fixation."

"Who told you that? Broley? Oh, fardles, Rocco! Because he had the Asurans extrapolate a solido of me
from my genetic background?'

"Y ou knew?'
"He had a set made of every BB ship he supervised.”
Rocco pointed afinger at her. "Y oure different.”

"Quitelikely. Hes my brawn. Bluntly, Rocco, you're making atempest in ateacup.”



"A fixation could be dangerousto you in space, Helva, in aman of Parollan's sexua appetite.”

"That fixation reached critical... and passed. That'swhy Nial became my brawn. Hes far more aware of
the inherent dangers of a brawn fixation than you are, Rocco. Or Broley."

Rocco affected a shrug, but Helva suspected he was unconvinced.

"All right, Helva, we're back to Square One and I'll rephrase my initid question: Do you want what you
now have, or were you modsto want it?"

"Hey, Helva," Nidl sad into the cornunit, "let the lift down."”

"Think onit, Helva, and remember that you can count on my support if you fed that you have actualy
been congtrained againgt your own best interests.”

Nidl's hearty "Helva, | got 'em,” as he waved the grapelike cluster of circuit guards, dwindled off in
surprise at seeing their guest. "Well, we're honored, Rocco?!

"My congratulations on your appointment, Parollan. I'll be following the exploits of the NH834 with
renewed interest.”

"I'll just bet you will." Nidl'ssmiletook the sting out of his dightly aggressve words.

"Fair enough,” replied the Double M official, his own expression sardonic. He moved toward the airlock.
"You ae youredize, very definitdy in aminority.”

"How s0?" asked Nidl, amused, as he neatly arranged the circuit guards on the gutted console and
turned to face Rocco.

"My good Parollan, you are the only man who ever resigned from BB ship service to become abrawn.”
"I'm no mutant.”
Helvacould hear the edgein Nidl's voice, dthough generaly his smdl stature didn't bother him.

"What isthe definition of amutant?' That was Rocco's exit line asthelift took him down, looking entirely
too pleased with himsdlf.

"Well, hump me, what was he after?' Nial asked.

"| gather he's been ligtening to Broley's gossip.”

"And what isthe gospel according to City Manager Shell Person Broley?"

"We're being coerced.”

Niall scratched his ear, screwed up hisface, and gazed out of the open airlock. Helvawas Situated by the
immense Engineering sheds of the Regulus Base Complex. Nidl had aclear view of the distant

adminigration buildings at the opposite end of the plain. There were, asdways, tremendous comings and
goings of smd| ground vehiclesand light helis. aswell asdim BB ships.



Niall looked away from the airlock, toward her. Reetingly Helvawondered if Nidl Parollan"saw™ the
titanium column behind which her encapsulating shell rested, or the solido the Asurans had made,
extrapol ating amature human body from her genetic background.

"Y ou should have asked Rocco what's the definition of ‘coercion,’ " he said.

Helvagave asnort. "Well, you've never been restrained, either mordly or physicaly.”

"Bdls" Nidl replied in disgust. "And | don't need Rocco on my tall, too."

"Speaking of tails," Helva said gently because she caught the pulse of the comset about to light up, "here's
our dally Railly now."

"Fardles! He'stwo minuteslate. Railly," said Nid| before the Chief could speak, "I'm up to my crotchin
circuit guardsthat | should have had two days ago. Go way now and I'll call you back when I've
finished."

"Parollan, theresisn't aGuild on this Base that ian't... Come out from under that console while I'm
addressing you!™

Helvaredized that al Railly could see of Parollan was hisrear end.

"Asyou're congtantly addressing me, and | know what you look like, my position provides no
impediment to hearing every word you say. Besideswhich, I'm busy."

"Parollan, I'm warning you..."

"Which you do hourly. But | thought you wanted this expensive ship to lift ass and cease to offend your
eyes, S0 what are you complaining about now?"

"You are not, | repeet, you are not to walk into any other section of this Base and badger, bully, or beat
any other section leader or supervisor into giving your request top priority!”

"Andif | don't comply, what'll you do? Throw me off Base?' Nial suddenly reversed his position and
glared up at the comscreen. " Good, then Helva does not have to complete thismission if | am not her
brawn." He made asif to quit histask. 274 "Parollan! Y ou get on with thejob! But I'm warning you..."
"Let's see, that's the fourth warning today, isnt it, Helva?'

"l don't keep track, Nial," she said gently, hoping her tone would warn him to be a shade more
diplomatic. They'd be completdly at Railly's mercy if the cv drive weren't approved by the Corviki.

Fortunately Railly broke the connection. Chuckling, Nial ducked back under the pandl.
"You know, Nidl, if..."

"Helval" Histone was dightly exasperated but reassuring. "The Raillys of thisworld can take alot more
backtak than you think. Particularly, my girl, with al he sandsto gain with you..."

Helvawould rather hed said "us.”



"Even without that drive vetted, you're twice the ship. And with me to keep you from going soft with the
likes of Railly, well make out oneway or the other.”

Helvawas grateful for the plura pronoun. Now why had Rocco come to disturb her with his questions?
Whileit wasflattering to think she had so many friends, willing to do battle for her, sheld prefer to rely on
her brawn.

Just then Supply arrived with an order of emergency rations to be stowed away.

"Why the fardles get in *fortified coffeg? Y echt!” Nidl was disgusted when the invoice was screened in.
"/l wetry that drive and can't manageit, or the particular emissons disqualify that application...”

"Think positively, my dear, and besides you're not hamhanded, gal, like those cloddies on the manned
test ship."

"Y ou might need concentrated supplies...”
"That coffee bubkaisfor—"

"It's better than no coffee. And haf the supply hold is coffee. | wish | could figure out why everyone
wantsthat stuff.”

"Which remindsme," said Nidl, crawling out from under the console and heading for the gdley.
"Ahyes, you haven't had acup in the last fifteen minutes."

'?Zaner. | had to extrude these things myself, you know. And were having a party tonight.”
"Weve had aparty every night.”

Nidl shot an overly innocent glance & her. "All swork and no play..."

"What'll you do when we're aspace?’ The question dipped out of her, probably due to Rocco's crack
about enforced celibacy and Nidl Parollan.

"The modern man is not dominated by his gonads, love. Think of the memories|'ll haveto sustain me."
He cracked the sedl on the coffee container as neat emphasis.

Thelift buzzer rang. "If that isn't Bredaw, I'll have him arrested on board.”

It wasindeed the engineering officer, panting from the run across the huge engineering field. Helvawas
certain that Commander Bredaw had never, since he reached that rank, worked as hard ashewasin
overseeing each detail of her refitting, his computer cassette overheating from his constant demands. He
was losing weight, too, Helva noticed with acritical eye. Do him good; make him look better in uniforms
if hewon his gamble on Helvasfuture.

"Do you two appreciate me?" asked Bredaw, leaning againgt the lock bulkhead to catch his bresth.
"Anyway, the ceramic coating is scheduled for tomorrow at 0900."

"About bloody time."



"Parallan..." And there was adight edge to Bredaw's mock animosity. "One of these days I'm going to—
"Get that find stripe for doing some work for achange,” Nidl finished. "Y ou've only been promising that
ceramic coating for the past three days. Fardles, how do you guysrun thisBase at dl?

"L ook, Parollan, | want to run afina check on those tolerancesin the drive room."

"Bloody right. | don't want something coming adrift at the speedswell be traveling.”

"Y ou hope," Bredaw amended gloomily.

Nidl ignored him but the Commander's pessmism did not reassure Helva, not after Rocco's disturbing
vigt.

"Helva," her brawn said, "when those electricians appear—"
"I'll assemblethem.”
"Make'emdoitright thefirs time."

No sooner had he and Bredaw disappeared down the hatch to the drive room than the four tech ratings
arrived, tremendoudly relieved that Parollan was not in evidence.

"He'sabugger to work for," muttered one of the men as he surveyed the console.

"Then usetheluck,” said another, "and let's get cracking before he does come back or well haveto do
thejob over to prove we did it properly.”

"Thendoit right thefirs time" said Helva.
"Fardles," exclaimed thefirst man, looking nervoudy around him. "I forgot she was here.”

"Where dse did you think Helvawould be?" asked the oldest of the quarter. "Sorry, maam. Now these
green circuits haveto belaid in first. Get with it, Sewel.”

Helvaturned on microvision, focusing it on Sewel's hands. Once she was certain he knew what he was
about, she scanned the others. That pand had to be wired with the utmost precision or a crosscircuit
could short out the entire pand at acrucia time. Further, the work was done with a minimum of waste
motion. Nial Parollan may have been abugger to work for, but work for him, and her, waswell and
expeditioudy completed.

When they'd finished, she broached some of the party spiritsfor them in appreciation.

"Sun's over the yardarm for you, too, Commander,” said Nidl, returning with a dusty but pleased
Bredaw. "Wel worthit," he said after held inspected the console wiring. 1 appreciateit, men,” he said,
toasting them: "my partner appreciatesit,” and he raised the glass to Helvals column: " Commander
Bredaw appreciatesit, and the Service will undoubtedly not bother to appreciate this unusua and prompt
performance of your duties.”



Sewel and the others were not certain that they should appreciate histoast, but the spicy Vegan liquor
wasfar too palatable to resist.

After athird round from the bottle, Bredaw suddenly remembered that he was the supervisor of the
Engineering Section of Regulus Base and that there were other mattersfor his attention as urgent as
refitting the NH834.

"But not asrewarding,” Nidl said, and restrained Bredaw.
When Sewd tried to leave, he and hismen were dl told to stay until the party had begun.

"Hell, your work day's over. We can't do anything more to Helva until tomorrow when she gets her
unbreakable, unbeatable, unwarpable, fusonresstant coat, so let's have some fun.”

The tech ratings were far too nattered to think of going and Helvawas certain that the next time Niall
Parollan needed an urgent electrical systems job done, these same men would leap at the chance to work
onit.

Thelift sgna went just then asthe duly invited members of the party began to arrive.

Asusud during one of Nid Ts parties, the lounges, the cabins, the gdley, the passageways soon filled
with people prepared to enjoy and give enjoyment. Severd brawns arrived, two of whom Helva knew
were awaiting assignment and very envious of Nidl'sluck, but the mgority of visitors were not service
personnd. Therefore Helvawas not only pleased buit flattered that every new arrival first directed
attention to the hostess, coming to her pand and either introducing themsalvesif thisweretherr first
appearance, or renewing their acquaintance with achat. They tended to treat her asif shewerevishble
and as mobile as themsealves. She would have expected such courtesy from servicetrained people, but in
her travels Helva had regrettably discovered that the average person found it hard to cope with the
concept, much lesstheredlity, of ashell person. She'd used that to her advantage, but it was awelcome
changeto be considered ared person. How much of thiswas Nidl's preparty instruction or the good
manners of intelligent, weltraveled men and women, she didn't know. But she enjoyed it.

A youngish art dedler, Permut Capiam from Ophiuchus Minor, gave her one explanation.

"Actualy, | met Nial when he commissioned those Asuran solidos he used to get done for his BB ships.
He used to complain that he had to spend afortune keeping solidos of your partners because you
changed so often. Seen yours?' Permut frowned. "No, | don't suppose that'd be good or rather..." he
giggled, "abit too good for your old ego." He waggled afinger a her exact position behind the pandl.
"Can't blame old Parollan for having afix on you, Helva. Y ou 'strapolated out the best of the lot. Must
say, though, that it makesit easer to think of your solido than dl thistinplating.”

So, Nidl'semotiona attachment to her was public knowledge? Was this agood sign or abad one?

Permut rattled on knowledgeably about Asuran extrapolations as held handled quite afew commissions.
"Prehistory Roman and Greek statues are the rage right now. The Asurans merely need afragment to do
the whole sculpture, you know. They do it up in whatever materia the client wishes—anything inanimeate.
Theresalaw now againgt lowlife congtructs." He became very serious. " That way lay madness... ugh!
Zombiethings. | was ever o relieved when the whole business was interdicted by CWC. The sort of
lowlife restoration is very dangerous.” He stressed the syllables of the last two words.

"Have you trids of thework you've handled?' Helvaasked, curioudly.



"Y ou mean of theredities?' Permut was Startled.

"No, trids of, say, your latest showing. | dont fit in most gdleries...”

"Ohmy word, my gdlery'dfitinyou."

"And latdly I've been so busy I've not had tuneto revise my library."

"My dear Helva, what an gppalling omission. What's wrong with Parollan? It's the least he could do for
you. Man doesn't live by bread alone, nor exist on adiet of pure physical sensation. Redlly. Say, | know
just the person to give you. —Abu, honey girl, don't you have some spares of those marvel ous tapes you
did of the Cetatour? Y ou do like ET dance forms, don't you, Helva? | mean, you've done your stint on
the boards, so to speak. Abu has some perfectly magnificent freefal performers.”

Abu was an incredibly lithe albino who had capitalized on her genetic inheritance. She did wear remedia
contactsfor light sengtivity and, Helvanoticed on finevison, the girl dso utilized askin film so artfully
goplied that only magnification detected it.

Abu spoke with the lilt of one whosefirgt language was pitched. The gently musical voice and her
extreme grace fascinated Helva. Abu was equally entranced by Helva and the three of them chatted
about new dance and art forms.

Suddenly Nial exploded back into the main lounge, carrying two long flaming skewerswith bits of mest
and vegetables. Behind him danced triplet girls, a dance team from Betelgeuse now the rage of Regulus
City, dangeroudy brandishing their lighted skewers.

"Ancient earth recipe,” Nial announced. " Shish kebabs. Have 'em while they're hot. Therere plenty more
where these came from. Don't burn your tongue.”

Helva had wondered where held gone.
"Three of them?' Permut said with arueful laugh. "No wonder he declared the galley out of bounds.”
Helva caught the implication that more than culinary arts had been practiced there.

"With three of them?" asked Abu, taking the same interpretation. The gleam of regret in her eyes was not
completely masked by her protective lenses.

"Y ou know Perollan, my dear.”
"Not aswell asl'd like."
Then Nidl was proffering them the gill smoking mests.

"Oooh, thisisgood,” Abu said, nibbling delicately and then rolling her eyeswith appreciation. "This cant
be mutton?'

"Regulan mutton!™ Nidl replied.

"It can't be," protested Permut, licking hisfingers and grabbing more.



"All inthemarinade, dl inthe marinade.”
"Isthat anew pogtion?' Permut asked archly.
Nial laughed tolerantly and moved on to serve other guests, but the ambiguous ribaldry disturbed Helva.

"Do you have olfactory senses, Helva?' Abu asked. "It seemsrudeto be s0... s0... rapaciousin front of
you."

"l don't smell asyou do but | am able to sense fairly minute dterationsin the composition of the air within
and about me that would indicate odor."

"That's not quite what Abu meant,” Permut said.
"l know but it'sdl | got."

"And you can't taste either?"

"No."

Abu's sensitive face registered dismay at thislack. "I thought you shell people could do everything we
could."

"Not... everything," Permut said, and then some unuttered thought convulsed him with laughter.

Abu regarded him blankly for amoment and then with growing impatience and disgust.

"Everything comes back to sex with you, Permut.”

"Not... not everything," he managed to say between gasps of laughter.

"Actualy, Abu, the programming of the olfactory sensors does give me an indication of ahuman's
reception of smélls. If theréssulfur intheair, I'd know it, | assure you, as something distinctly unpleasant.
Asfor taste, | can't misswhat | haven't had," Helva said, hoping that Permut would stop being so
prurient. Hed been good company up till now. “1 would like to know how coffee tastes. Everyone seems

to fancy it so above dl other beverages.”

Abu laughed. "1 think it smells better than it tastes. Especialy if you've got roasted beans and grind them
fresh,” her tone of voice dripped with gustatory pleasure.

"Y ou know, 1'd forgot that coffeeis brewed from beans. I've only the containertype aboard.”

"The best beans come from |pomenain the Alphecan sector. I've asmal supply given me by an admirer
that | keep for specia occasions.”

"You do?' Permut asked, abruptly recovering his composure. "Y ou do?" he repeated, sidling up to Abu
and making such absurd expressions that she began to laugh. "I tell you what, Abu, purdly toaid in
Helvas education, | will partake of your Ipomenan brew and give her acritical opinion of the quality,
aroma, flavor, savor..."



"Oh, you!"

Suddenly Nidl'svoice rang out in happy surprise. "Davo Fillaneser? But of course, twice welcome.
Come on up, Davo. Helval"

Nidl's clarion greeting had effectively silenced the babble and al eyes were on the newcomer appearing
from the air lock. Davo smiled and so played up his entrance, bowing with such eaborate flourishes of
nonexistent cape and hat, that everyone applauded.

"Fillaneser played Beta Corvi with Helva. Only he came back," Nidl said by way of introduction, and the
actor was quickly surrounded. Davo cast a humoroudy despairing glance toward Helva, mouthing "l
want to talk to you later," as he was borne away.

It wasn't until after Niall mendacioudy declared that Railly'd imposed aone o'clock curfew on his parties
and garted shoving people out the hatch as quick asthe lift could make thetrip, that Davo had a chance
to approach Helva.

"Any chance of gpeaking to you, Helva?'

"Y ou mean, privily?'

Davo nodded with amirthless smile for her Shakespearean language.

"That is, if Nidl can clear thedeck..."

"Preferably of himself aswell. Or isthat too much to ask?"

Circumstances, in the persons of the triplets who hel ped to clean up the party debris, abetted Davo's
wish. Nidl found himsdf, or so he said, obliged to be sure the girls had transport into the City.

"It is past pumpkin timefor Cinderdlas," she said, and Nial commended her to Davo's company, and
dissppeared with hisgiggling trio.

"Does he mean to take on al three of them, Helva?' Davo asked.

"I'm under theimpression that they've got something cooked up,"'she replied, and then chuckled over her
phrasing. How would Dobrinon interpret that Freudian dip? Davo guffawed, so Helva decided he'd been
told about the shish kebab episode.

The actor's laughter faded though, and he took to pacing around the lounge. Helvawaited. The next line
wasdl his.

"I'd heard you'd paid off, Helva."
"Great heavensto Betsy, does everyone in the Galaxy know that?"
"Y ou don't know how many friends you have, Helva, who makeit their businessto keep track of you."

"I'd heard you'd volunteered to go back to Beta Corvi for Dobrinon,” she said, arting her own
offendve.



Davo winced. "That's when they were sending that manned test ship with the cv drive.”
Helvalaughed. "Just aswel you didn't go, Davo, you'd be coming back for the next nine years."

"That wasn't why | didn't go, Helva. | copped out at the last moment. Did Dobrinon tell you that?' Davo
looked directly at her now, and she could see the excited glitter in his eyes, the tenseness of hisjaw
muscles. "1 turned coward. | couldn't go through that again. As much as| wanted to find out how Kuria
and Prane... and Chaddress were. Helva..." Davo's voice shook with barely contained emotion, "isit
true? That you're being forced to go back?' The question tumbled out of his mouth and histone was
distraught. "How can they let you put yoursdlf in jeopardy like that again? | mean, Helva, you have many
important friends, powerful ones. All you haveto doislet usknow..."

Helvawas so flabbergasted a Davo's concern, at his suggestion that she almost laughed.
"Davo, my very good friend, | amin no jeopardy."

"Now, look, Helva," Davo assumed a mantoman stance, 1 don't care how many circuits are being
tapped, who | have to buy or suborn, you—"

"Davo, where are you getting this notion from? Broley?!

"Broley?' Davo's surprise suggested that the City Shell Manager was not hisinformant. 283 "No, | don't
guess you'd have any contact with the City Manager.”

"I have spoken with him. He goesto dl the plays," Davo admitted, "but not thistrip.”
"Well, then, where did you get thiswild notion that I'm in any danger?’

"It'sdl over," and Davo made an expansive gesture. "Y ou can't want to go back to Beta Corvi?' His
convulsive shudder was not feigned; nor wasthe glint of terror in hiseyes.

"Truthfully, no. But it'sthe only way I'll find out."
"Find out what, for the love of reason?’

"Oh, if the cv drive works or will blow the cosmosto bitswith the particular emissons, if our friends...
exis. Takeit easy, Davo," she added gently as she saw the man working himsalf up to another explosion.
"Let'ssay I'm willing to take agamble... with my eyes wide open to the probabilities. Which do, after dl,
favor me. The stakes are high, and when you get right down to the welded seam, there's more than that
cv driveto be vetted and lost souls accounted for. Tell me, inal thiswild talk, what's the gen on Niall
Parollan?'

Davo looked uncomfortable for a split second, and then only hesitant. He took a sharp deep breath and
regarded her frowningly.

"| tell you, Helva, Parollan had alot to do with our debriefing when we got back here after Beta Corvi. |
liked what | saw of the man then. He had real sympathy for al of us—and he was very worried about the
effects of the misson on you. Get right down to it, most of his questions during hisinterview with me had
to do with you."

Helvafondly remembered Nidl's abrasively diverting and restorative presence the night she'd come



back... an empathy utterly shattered days later when he made known his opinion of her choice of Teron
of Acthion as brawn: awellsubstantiated opinion.

"What | hear about Regulus City now..." Davo summarized that inalong low whistle.

"Tdl me, what's the betting on our length of partnership? On the success of our misson? On Railly's
mak284 ing CW Council? And Bredaw hitting Chief?" With each of her questions, Davo's eyes opened
wider.

"Damn it, Helva, the whole tone about you and Parollan, not to mention those others, is0... SO
disgustingly commercial, so sordid, that | had to see you. What | heard doesn't jibe with the Helval
know."

"Qr the Parollan youve met.”

llRig.]t!ll

"Do you agree that people under stress react more honestly than people in aparty or gossip Stuation?”
"Certainly.”

"So. Don't think I'm not highly flattered and touched by your concern, Davo. | am. But | think we, Nidl
and |, the NH834, are awinning combingation."

"| certainly hope so, Helva. | certainly hope s0."
Amusement bubbled up in Helva "I wish you'd reed that line with more convincing sincerity, Davo.”

"l wish | fdt it myself. | don't favor this part for you, Helva. And I'm not alone. Remember, gd, al you
gottado is shout.”

"Shout in an ammoniamethane amosphere?’

"Don't tell me you want to play areturn engagement there, Fillaneser?' Niall asked from thelock.
"No entrance cues, Helva?' asked Davo, annoyed.

"Thisteam can't operate on two levels, Davo, not and succeed.”

The actor nodded. He extended his hand to Niall.

"I'll wish goodspeed and a safe trip home, Helva, Parollan.”

That linedid have thering of sincerity.

"Y ou werent long about it," Helvasaid, relieved by Nidl'sreturn for severa reasons she didn't care to
probe.

Niall was peering out at the night, at Davo's descent, so Helvaleft the lock open until he gave a snort and
turned back to the lounge, frowning as he surveyedit.



"No, when | got to the gate, the Y erries had been refueling so | let them take the girlsonin. Besides,” he
sretched and yawned mightily, "1 need my beauty deep." He bent down to scoop up acontainer tucked
againgt the end of acouch, lobbed it toward the disposal chute, dusting his hands as his shot hit dead
center.

"And tomorrow, we skin you, mlove. And then..." He rubbed his hands with anticipation as he moved
toward his quarters.

"Up, up, and awvay?"'
"Yup!"

He gtripped and washed with his usud neat despatch and then lay on his bunk, hands clasped behind his
head.

"That wasared good bash," he murmured, eyes closed, ahappy smile on hisface. "Good night.”
"Good night, sweet prince, and may..."

Nidl's eyesflew open and he made a mockexasperated noisein histhroat. "Will you never rid me of your
Shakespeare saws? When | think of a perfectly good, wellbehaved ship consorting with ribad, rowdy
actors... | cringe.” But he yawned again and was adeep before his jaw closed.

Helva chuckled as she secured the lock, lowered al but her safety lights, and began her habitual nightly
check. Suddenly it wastoo silent; too empty of Nial and his energy. He was sort of like having one's
own private hurricane and he probably expended as much energy asthe nardy cv drive could.

Would that thing work? And what accounted for Bredaw's pessimism? Had he rechecked some factor
to alower probability? Or wasit the particle emisson that troubled everyone? Even if the cv drive were
feasible, the emissions could makeit highly impractica in settled space, which would rule out itsuse asfar
as Helvawas concerned. Unless of course they detached her to Search and Survey. But would that kind
of longdistance lonely travel suit Niadl Parollan?

Why had she been plagued with both Rocco and Davo today? And why had Abu asked about her two
missing senses? Sheld had them in the Beta Corvi envelope. Not that " coffee’ would be anything tastable
by aCorvikan. Did they have its equivaent, Helvawondered?

Had Nidl redly overcomethat brawn fixation? More corrosive to her peace of mind, if ruthlessy
suppressed, was her own disquieting wish to see that Asuran solido. Shell people were conditioned not
to think about physical appearance. They weretold that their bodies were physicaly stunted to fit in the
shells. They knew that they were necessarily immersed in nutrient fluids, that there were masses of wires
connecting the various sections of their brainsto the sensorsthat alowed them to operate their particular
vehicle or mechanisms. It wastacitly understood that ashell person was agrotesque in acivilization that
could ensure physica perfection and pleasing looks.

Only now had it become important to Helvato know that, but for the birth defect that had destined her to
be a shell person, she would have been beautiful. She wanted to be, she could have been, but she wasn't.
And it was possiblethat Nidl, deprived of al feminine companionship on long trips, might succumb to the
temptation to open her shell. lllegaly he had obtained the release words, a sequence and pitch unique
and supposedly known only to one person, which would open the pandl and give accessto her titanium
shell beyond. As Rocco had said, a brawn fixation was dangerous.



The unbidden thought of Nial sporting with the three nubile girlsin the galley exacerbated her mind. Had
he suggested to Permut and Abu that they keep her occupied while hewas... ?

You... areajedousbitch! Helvatold hersalf in measured tones of surprise and selfrepugnance. A shell
person jealous of amobile? For a sexual reason? Ridiculous and yet, sheldd dl the symptoms of sheer

flaming jedousy.

Sheld loved Jennan, but thered been no trace of that utterly human vicein their relationship.

Well, Helvathought sternly, you didn't have to worry about sharing Jennan with half thefemae
population of the Galaxy. And you didn't love him thisway: you loved Jennan with apurity equa to
Juliet's, with not a care asto thingsastheyare. Y ou'd've changed your tune if Jennan had lived.
Orwould 1?

Jennan, at least, had been discreet. Unlike the stud sheld aboard her now.

Had Niall passed the danger point of hisfixation? Or, when hislibido reached the unendurable in space,
would the temptation to open her panel return?

How much did Niall count on the Corvikis gpproving the drive? How long would he stay her brawn if
they didnt?

It was scant consolation to realize that the cyclevariant drive wasn't the only one undergoing atest run.

By the time the immense crane had swung her back on her tail fins, Helvawas evauating her new suit of
superfine superskin.

"Y ou gleam, baby, you glisten, you shinein the sun likeajewd," Nidl said into his combutton. In the
company of Bredaw and Railly and severd of the ceramicists, he was standing at a distance from her on
the gpron of the kiln building. "By god, you're bluein somelights. Isthat stuff iridescent, Bredaw?'
Helvaincreased the magnification of her scanner on the group. Bredaw was beaming fatuoudy, for the
process was anew application of old techniques and the coating had been accomplished with rlatively
no hdts or snags. Certainly the finished product wasimpressive.

"How dyou fed, Helva," Nial asked.

"How's one supposed to fed after afacdifting?’

"Bruised. Stop being so eterndly female, woman. Aredl your systems go? We don't need a clogged
pore where were going.”

Helvad been doing arapid check of her exterior ingtdlations. Everything wasin operating order, but she
fdt differently. Not uncomfortable, merely atered.

"S0," Rallly was saying to Nidl in astedly, teethclenched voice, "now how soon can you lift?"

"Why, Chief, wed've been away two daysago if | could've got any decent cooperation from servicing
personnd.” Blithely unaware of Railly's popeyed reaction, Niall turned to the Startled ceramicigts. "Do we



need to wait until her skin cools?"

The senior technician sslammered out something about temperature variations and tolerances, and then
shrugged assent.

"Grest. Goodbye dl. See you sometime yesterday!”

With art insolent salute, Niall strode across the permatarm toward Helva. She let down thelift for aquick
getaway, keeping one eye on Ralilly, who was apoplectic at the cal culated insolence. Bredaw began
gpeaking to his superior, though Helva couldn't tdll if he were pacifying Railly or diverting him with other
matters. The ceramicists had certainly departed quickly.

No sooner was Niall within than he brusquely signaed her to securefor liftoff. She started to get
clearance from the Control Tower before she remembered aminor detail.

"Weve no supervisor.”

"Oh yes, we have. Railly!" The name came out asagrowled curse. Nial bounced into the pilot's sedt,
strapped down. "Let's get off thisfardling base. Now!"

She began liftoff, duggish because of the extraweight in drive chamber, strut, and skin.
"It'sheavy going, Nidl," shewarned him and then piled on thrugt.
Onceclear of Reguluss service satellites, Nial spun himsdlf away from the console.

"One more moment down there listening to Railly and I'd've done my nut!" He heaved himsdlf out of the
pilot chair and floated across the lounge, his expression bleak and weary.

Asshefdt rather eated to befinaly away, she was momentarily dumbfounded by the transformation in
her private whirlwind. She was even more surprised when he bypassed the galey and handpulled himself
into hiscabin.

"Wakeme, girl, if anything sartling occurs.”

He kicked off hisboots, stripped off the shipsuit, rolled under the cover, pulling the freefal strap across
him, and was adeep before his arm dropped dowly back.

And s0 he dept and dept and dept. Which was no consolation to Helva,

She occupied hersdlf at first by spacetesting al her functions, did abit of jockeying on thrustersto get the
fed of how the modificationsin her hull affected her maneuverability. Shefdt like a scow, and wondered
if the now inert mass of the cv drive would lighten once it was operative.

Adeep, Nidl Parallan did not resemble hiswaking sdlf; there was a curious vulnerability about his mouth,
the sweep of rather long eyel ashes on wide cheekbones. He looked altogether too young to be his
chronologica age and rather defenseless. He did not twitch, toss, or snore, moving less than usua in what
she understood were normal deep patterns. Economical that. She watched him for quite along time, asif
memorizing the very pores of hisrather coarse skin, the way his hair pattern took an abrupt turn at the
back of hishead.



Shefirmly closed off that scanner and searched about her for deeptime occupation. She dided for Abu's
dance tapes and viewed the first five minutes of one beforeit occurred to her that the dance formswere
highly erotic and far too suggestive for her present state of mind. She nipped over to Permut's latest
showing and, athough she tried to be completely objective, discovered phallic symbols of one flagrant
sort or another were the themes of al the art forms he was currently exhibiting. Exhibition indeed!

Rather gppalled at the prominence of sexud matifs, she sought refuge in the good Solar Prang's nighttime
occupation, but she had scarcely got into Julius Caesar, aplay that ought to have been safe, when the
tone of jealousy began to make itsalf obvious. King Lear was not much better, nor Coriolanus. She
switched to comedy and got agood way into The Comedy of Errors before the supidity of the lovers
became too ironic. The Tempest was no good: she felt akin to poor Caliban and that did her morale no
good.

She decided that the only safe subject was the specs of the cv drive, and tried to imagine that shewere a
Corviki examining the data and how it/she/they/he would react. The exercise was not felicitous because
she began to think the cv drive wouldn't work: it was an gppallingly wasteful use of energy because the
thrust had to be directed away from the goal to protect frail human bodies. Her conclusion depressed her
s0 sheturned back to Abu's tapes. There must be some dances that did not depict loveerotic or
lovedenied or...

Y es, thefifth tape was of aforma insect dance fromthe Lyrae |V system: color, motion, dmost
mesmerizing, very soothing certainly to Helvas distressed sen sihilities. Gratefully, she gave hersdlf up to
the play of form and color. Hafway through the tape and much calmer, shewondered idly if it were
Niall's sex drive sheld have to worry about.

Sixteen hourslater Nidl Parollan awoke, stretched, catapulted out of the bunk in one movement, and
sang merrily away in the shower.

"What's our running timeto Beta Corvi?' he asked ashewas dressing. "And let's put on abit of grav,
love"

"Fourteen standard days, twelve hours, and nine minutes. How much grav, threequarters?' She began to
apply gravity as he settled himsdlf inthe galey.

"That'sit exactly," he said, holding up hishand, and making a cutoff gesture. He bounced alittle ashe
made for the coffee cupboard. With awarming container in one hand, he prepared a staggering protein
medl.

"What? No shish kebabs?'

"That junk's for show.” He took along swig of the now hot coffee. "Ah, that's the stuff. Gotta keep up
theimage." He snorted asif repudiating that sameimage. "I think what recommends you most to me,
dear girl, isthat | don't have to be anyone but Nial Parollan within your stately walls." He stretched again
until his shoulder bones cracked. "God, I'm till tired, riding those ship monkeysto get us out of there.
Say, how's your nutrient balance?'

"Jugt great.”

"What'd you do to amuse yoursdf last night?’

"Actudly, | settled on some tapes Abu sent on board... formal insect dances from Lyrae."



Nial stared at her. "Great jumping puddles of fardle! Couldn't you find anything more exciting?"
"Quitelikely," and Helva giggled without explanation. "But you know, the dances were very soothing.”

"Do you aways do something like that?' The notion evidently disiressed Nidl, asif sheld suddenly
sprouted facid hair.

"Oh no. If I'm near enough, | can chat up another ship.”
He chuckled. "Y esh, you BB shipsare diwilsfor knowing goss p before groundstaft."

They talked amiably about other inconsequentialities while he consumed his enormous med. He stretched
out on the couch, then patted the bulge of stomach.

"Doyou et like that often?’

"Fardles, no. I'd befat. That'll last me along while" He yawned. "Did you get any new music on board?
Abu wastalking about some new redls..."

He was adeep within haf an hour. At first concerned, Helva came to the decision that one of the reasons
Nial Parollan seemed indefatigable around people was because he could conserve energy at other times.
He woke up refreshed severa hours later, ate lightly, did isometrics"to get rid of some breakfast,” and
then settled down to browsing through the technical journals hed had her collect from Regulus Central
Information. They discussed the article on polymer extrusons from dien silicates, he sudied the cv drive
specs yet another time, relaxed over a coffee while the two worked a crossword puzzlein Deltan
symbology, and then he bade her afond goodnight and went to bed again.

That set the pattern for their trip asfar as activity was concerned, exactly in accord with what could be
expected from any trained brawn. Two evenings from Beta Corvi, it dawned on Helvathat she had
alowed hersdf to be influenced too much by people who did not know Nial Parollan at dl... who knew
of him and about his reputation. She, Helvathe 834, knew another side of the man "himsalf,” without
image or affectation, and that personality was very likable, too likable. She sighed as she watched, for the
twelfth time, the Lyraen dances and | et herself be soothed. She could carry her true love through the stars
and never touch him. But she could be more to Parollan than any other femae in the entire galaxy, and
woe unto her who tried to part them now!

Beta Corvi pulsed avivid orangered on the viewscreen as Helva picked up thefirst Corviki space buoy
on her scanners. Ingtantly it colored, amicrosun in the carpet of blackness.

SherousedNidl, who was degping in eaglespread abandon. Simultaneoudy the psychetransfer circuit in
her mind was activated and she fdlt the query of the dien mind.

Inthetimeit took Nial to rise from his bunk, the Corviki had established the identity of their visitors, the
reason for their return, the dterationsin her hull and the inactive core of the new drive, and issued her
orbitd ingructions.

"Hey," Nidl protested as a surge of power, uninitiated by Helva, sent him lurching into the door frame.

"Sorry, pd, they just took over."



"Took over?' Nidl padded into the main cabin, rubbing hisright arm. "I thought you'd wake me when we
reached their first buoy."

"l did." Sheturned on the rear screen, focused on the fastreceding marker. " The Corviki don't waste
time, which they consder another form of energy.”

"Hmmm. An interesting concept.”

"We're approaching orbit," shetold him.

He blinked in astonishment. "One thing sure: those modifications of yours can sure take speed.”
"A point."

"Hey, will they give metimeto eat? A cup of coffee, at least?' He gestured at his nakedness. "The head?
Clothes?'

"We should have afew momentsto spare," Helvasaid with alaugh. His expression was
smallboyembarrassed.

"Ever the courteous hosts."

He had managed to get himself assembled by the time the glowing luminosity that was Beta Corvi'sthird
planet filled the viewscreen. Somewhere down in that moiling envelope of methane, anmonia, and
hydrogen were the Corviki. Or were Solar Prane and Kuria Ster, Chaddress or avengeful Ansra Colmer
risng in those spectacular flaresto greet the visitors? If anything remained of those persondities. Helva
preferred to share Dobrinon's optimistic view that those immigrants retained something of their former
persondities.

Helvafet the changein the ship before it registered on the console before Niall.

"We'rein orbit? We can transfer?'

The eagernessin his voice produced a perverse reluctance in Helva. Nial couldn't know, despite dl she
and Davo and the others had told him, how devastating that experience could be, how insdious. Now a
new fear threatened her: what could that experience do to the fragile bond they'd been contriving?

"Yes, we can trandfer,” she said, trying to keep the growing apprehension out of her voice. And she'd
thought, Dobrinon had assured her, that shed made a good adjustment to this return. She'd fooled only
hersdif.

Nial swung the chair round, helmet hafraised to his head.

"Isit ill that bad, Helva?| can go doneif it'sthat hard.”

"Thiswe haveto do together." "That's the operative phrase, m'girl, together.” "L et's go—together.”
"That'smy Helva." The helmet masked his eyes but not the eager confident smile.

Helvafought/released hersdlf to the experience, knowing an ingtant of fleeting terror at being outsde her
safe shell. But asthe transfer occurred, she reminded herself that she bad survived aworse terror of



complete sense deprivation on Boredlis, survived it only because of the Corviki episode. And Niall was
with her thistime! The pressure enveloped her in adeceptive comfort. She shuddered and the Streamers
floated up from benegth her.

"Nidl!" she exuded, anxiouslest in that instant she might have transferred at adistance from him.

"I'm abloody seamongter.” Nidl's reassuring dominance was just beyond the large frond. " There you
are!" And he emerged, a creature like hersdf, dready coloring the shell with his own persond intengity. A
cregture like hersdf!

"Helval Youre..." And they spun toward each other.

"Do not express energy in such asequence!” A new dominance, dark, dense, powerful, overwhelmed
them with its authority. ™Y ou have imperfect control of your shells.”

By aforce more potent than their pentup frustrations, they were held apart. The energies which they
yearned intensaly to combine were dampened by the dominance.

Ddliberately, Helva now sought to bury her altoohuman reactionsinto the Corviki ethos. "Conserve
energy. Reduce spin. Lock suborbital speeds.”

Nidl's shell pulsed and shook with hiseffort to control hisemotionsin an aien context and because of the
totaly unfamiliar, for him, subjection to asupraauthority.

"The emanations are unusudly rich," the Corviki emitted, withdrawing some of the repressive authority.
"No smilar wastage has been observed despite the variety now available for andyss.” Therewas
aoprova in the comment, but also areinforcement of theinitia warning.

With dark and awful despair, Helvaforced her attention to the dominance, anything to distract herself
from Nidl's proximity. In doing so, she recognized afamiliar aurain the dominance.

"Manager?'

"Of the samethermd core. There have been recombinations within the mutua group,” and the entity
turned such alavenderpurple of Corvikian pleasure that Helvainterpreted "smugness' in histone.

Taking cowardly refuge in the misson, Hvaimmediatdy explained the purpose of their unsolicited
return. As she got to the point, she recognized approva in the Manager's dengity.

"From such an extrapolation of the datafor usein the parameters of your race's limitations, undesirable
factors might indeed result from exposing irreconcilablesto stability forms" the Manager commented,
rippling with muddy blues. "The multiple interaction shows commendable concern for the proper
conservation of mass energies. The hypothesisis being examined. Improper equations cause ineffectua
results and perverse conclusions. Matter must be expended only in constructive quantities.”

Simultaneoudy ahost of other dominances was felt, compounding the authority about her and Nidl. The
newcomers were, to Helva's mind, dense with experientia energies, held in lease by immense controls.
29?

Helva had not encountered similar energy groupingsin the first Beta Corvi mission, and began to emit tiny
distressful losses which she was unable to contain.



"Why are you s0 afraid, Helva?' Nidl asked. She came close to resenting his safcontrol.

"These entities are S0 gross with power," she said. "But fear is not acomponent in my energy loss. On
Corvi, we have nothing to fear..."

"But oursalves," Nidl finished for her, histrailing tendrilsfloating gently benesth him.
She kept herstightly entwined lest they stray without her volition... and touch him.

"Do not waste energy 0," she was advised by one of the new power group. But the directive held no
censure and Helvalet the suborbitals begin to spin gently so that her tendrils drifted eedily, if inevitably
toward Nidl's. The Corviki would protect her from herself.

She was distracted by a series of condensations and dissipations, expansions and contractions, darting, it
sometimes seemed, through both her shell and Nidl's, astheir interrogators fused momentarily or
attenuated in the discussion of the problem presented by the visitors. Apparently such ause of stabilized
isotopes had never occurred to the Corviki. Helvathought that amusement dominated their discreet
emissions. Dense as these ancient entities were, they had never considered the possibility of sucha
direction for familiar energies.

One entity reasoned that, of al the handicaps through which life forms must evolve, the adolescent vigor
of this particular specieswas, at less, divertingly resourceful.

Helvaand Nidl drifted in thislimbo, amused by an occasiond storm of colorful discussion.

Suddenly the aura changed. With paterna forbearance, the Corviki approved the cv drive. However,
there were modifications which would reduce the cuy particlesimprudently released by such aclumsy
process. An inhibiting feedback was required. Otherwise, athough the envelope was unbelievably
awkward and totaly unnecessary, dictated asit was by the exigencies of protecting frail protein matter,
they could deduce no annihilative perversion of the applied data.

They did stipulate that any further application must be accompanied by asimilar inhibitor. They would
know, by virtue of cuy particlesin the galaxy, if that restriction had been ignored. Punitive action would
ingtantly result.

As abruptly as the dominances had assembled, they dispersed, leaving Helva, Niadl, and the Manager ina
welter of loose fronds and burping ochre eruptions. Distant novae of emissions drifted back like the light
laughter of the godly, seen and felt, rather than heard.

"Hasthe drive redly been approved?" asked Nidl, bewilderment apparent in the action of histendrils.

"The emissonswerefavorable," Helvaand the Manager agreed in chorus.

"Who are you now? Helva?' he demanded, swinging from one to the other, confusion making histendrils
rigid.

"l an Helva, here," she said, fighting with the desire to remain Helvafor his sake and the need to remain
Corvikan enough to control precarious excitations.

"Let'sfind out about the others and leave."



"l have" Helvasad.

"Did you not fee that therma group near you?' asked the Manager of Nidl, shading to ochre neutrality.
"He had not previoudy encountered their dominances, Manager.”

The Manager assumed more color and then, bleeding alittle blue, he disappeared.

"Y ou.did have a chance to speak to Prane and—"

"I encountered them in one of the thermal groups. I'll tell you later when we're back on the ship.”

"Then the misson's completed?’ The triumph in Nidl'stone colored his shell abrilliant orangered and he
pressed toward her eagerly.

From behind afrond, first one, then another Corvikan appeared, but Helvawas diverted from their
ariva by Nidl'srapidly changing color.

"We cannot combine!" she cried, and tried to keep her distance from him.
One of the Corviki brushed against her, pushing her back toward Nidll.

"Dont play the professond virgin with me now, Helval" Hisfurioudy human response was emphasized
by the fiery glow of his shell asevery particle became excited. The Corviki who had pushed her was now
throwing power toward Nidl, exciting him further. It flashed through Helva's awvareness on two levelsthat
the Corviki wasfamiliar to her. Sheld no timeto identify it; she had to avoid Niall.

"Y ou don't understand! Don't, Nialll Weve got to get back to the ship!”
"Helva"
"It'snot safefor us. The energy levelsaretoo hot... Integrity will be violated and—"

The outer edge of his shdll touched hers. Sane thought, Corvikan or human, wasimpossible. Explosvely
they began to excite one another, each level in her seeking itsequa in him, dowing, speeding, delicately
adjugting, seeking the merger that would be the imposition of one pattern over the other, dl levels
matched, dl energiesmutud, dl...

Other thermal groups were attracted by the emissions, attracted and held, transferring power so that
Helvafet her Corvikan envelope engorge to incredible dimensions, giving her unlimited massto energize
at an even higher excitation level. Faster the particular forces spun, faster, to match speeds, to combine,
neutronic shifts of dazzling force...

Fisson... an incredible stoking of the available energy... the atmaosphere splitting with thunder as
immeasurable pogitive forces began to recombine...

Distance was where she was, some black, sensedeprived consciousness, sometiny flicker of ego, logt,
log, lost. Unwilling to resume. A dow return to awareness. Exhaustion, deathdeep in an overstressed
mind. A shuddering violent release to fal with an endless spinning grace into unawareness, comforting
and kind.



Offensive odor, acrid, strong, staining the lungs, reviving the senses that must escape that burden.
To be aware and wish for deprivation! How strange!
Redlity cameinto focus. And, sadly, identity.

Niall's body was sprawled by the console, the helmet upturned on the deck, his grasping hand a scant
inch from it. His shipsuit was dark and damp with stain. Though he seemed motionless, she never
questioned that he lived. She knew that, knew it as deeply as she knew her own vitdity, low asit was.

It was comforting to look at him: the fatiguelined face unguarded and boyyoung, the dark hair touded, the
wiry body limp. Soon he would rouse and then that dear form would change, would vary and not be
whally hers.

No... Helva hesitated. No, an intangible difference impinged on her growing awareness. She was not
wholly hersdlf. There was asubtle dteration.

Curious, she began to explore her ship self. The critica difference was not in her systems or hull. She had
full command of every area

The steady vibration of power in her idling drive, however, resonated a anew frequency.

A long groan was wrenched from her, reverberating in the cabin and down the quiet corridors, humming
through the deck platesto rouse Nidll.

The cv drive was functioning. Beta Corvi! Helvas mind reded, fighting to deny/accept the experience
that surged back over her in atsunami of emotions, abrading stunned sensibilities.

Nidl crawled on his hands and knees, staggered to hisfeet, swaying as he took the two stepsto the
pilot'schair.

But they were here. They had been...

She hadn't the energy to transfer back. She hadn't the strength to tell Nial, who wouldn't have been
strong enough to pick up the didodged helmet anyway.

Instinct marshaed aresponse. She must break this disaster orhbit, flee from Beta Corvi. Strange the
Corvikanswere slent. Humans must interdict that system to prevent the unwary from ever encountering
those devadtating sentients. Some progress was too costly in terms of human emotions. Who'd suggested
that? Sheld remember later. Right now, ingtinct and conditioning prevailed. She had to escape. She began
to compute aflight pattern, and stopped. The ship was not in orbit around an invidious planet. They were
drifting in space, far from the light of Beta Corvi.

Startled, Helvaexamined and identified star magnitudes, was relieved to find familiar ones about her,
comfortable lightyears from Beta Corvi. Safel

Sheld aready escaped. How? She couldn't remember. She scanned the recording banks and redized
that three days. Galactic standard, had elapsed since they had initiated that fantastic transfer to Corviki
[11. And, judging by the distance they'd come, she must have used the cv drive. What had the Corvikans
sad about an inhibitor? Had they Ieft atrall of cuy particles? Punitive action?



Nidl was gtirring, groggily seeking hisface with hands that trembled. He leaned forward, ebows jabbing
with awkward force into his knees as he held an aching head. Hiswiry body shook with an
uncontrollable paroxysm and an oily swest exuded from his pores.

"Drink something, Niall. It's partly lack of food," she heard hersaf say in avoice she scarcely recognized.
"It'sthree days since we made that transfer.”

Ashe lurched to hisfeet and ssumbled to the gdley, she checked her nutrients and adjusted the acid
balance hadtily. Nid| clutched at the counter for support and fumbled for arestorative spray, gave himsalf
amassive dose. He pulled open the first container he could reach, gulping its contents before they'd
heated. He knocked down several more cansin an attempt to close hisfingers around one. Hefindly
opened a container of soup, drank it, and the shaking subsided. Still holding the restorative spray, he half
staggered to his cabin, into the shower. He fumbled to turn the water on, aternating hot and cold sprays,
unconcerned that he was still dressed. The trestment and liquid began to revive him and he stripped,
carefully washing away the accumulated filth of threelost days.

Freshly dressed, he returned to the galley and found coffee. Asthe container was warming, he carried it
into the lounge, dropping to the couch that faced Helva.

"Did you check yourself?' he asked anxioudy.
"Yes Acid."
"Not surprising. What was that about an inhibitor?

How did we get away from Beta Corvi? No, don't explain how. | know. Fardles! Did we leave atrail of
those cuy particles?’

"I'm not certain I'd know acuy particleif | metit," Helvareplied drily. "But they've done something to the
shielding about the drive. To the dloy itsdf. It'sdenser and light. And | fed light, if that makes sense.”

"Nothing they do makes sense or no sense” Niadl gave arueful snort.

"Wedid usethat drive. D'you redize how far we went in three days?'

"Not far enough.” Niall spaced the words out. "And let us not speed home, cv drive operative or not. I'm
in no shapeto face debriefing. Infact, I'm going to avoid it if at al possble” But hisgrin was Nidlnorma
as heraised the hot coffeein atoadt.

"That isgood!" Helva said with mild surprise a the taste.

Nidl blinked. "What did you say?' He leaned forward. "Y ou tasted that?"

Inexplicably, she had savored the coffee taste in his mouth.

"Y es, that coffeetastes good,” she said again after avery long thoughtful silence.

"Wel!" Nial scratched his nose. "How d'you like them apples?!

"Y ou haven't tasted me gpples yet.”



Niall took adeep bresth that he exhded in along chuckle, al the while regarding the tendril of steam
writhing up from the coffee container.

"Helva, we didn't complete the recombination?*

"| think," Helva spoke dowly, trying her thought out loud, "that the time limit flipped us back right at the
criticd moment.” She felt reluctant to examine her reaction to that interference. She knew with that part of
her which was Nial, just as he knew with hisfractions of her how periloudy close they'd come.

"I wonder—would we have withdrawn at dl from Beta Corvi had the fusion been complete?' Nidl
laughed softly, hiseyes brimming with amusement. "Hey gd, into which one of uswould we both go?
Héll, you're pintsized and so am |, but who'd've been us? Or would we have been stuck in the shell?
Say,.301 what was going on down there with that character who kept pushing you? And pulling me? Oh,
that was them? Fardles, did we damned near get stuck with that Colmer bitch?' Hisdismay dissolvedin
awesk laugh of rdief, and then he sat, along time, while the coffee cooled, just staring contentedly at her
pand. She knew that he, too, was mentally probing to estimate the extent of their meshing.

"I suspect it will tekedl our lifetimesto figureit out.”

"Quitelikey."

The prospect daunted neither.

"Hédll, we can't wander off likethis" Niall said after along, long period of mutual introspection. He
shoved himsdf out of the couch, lobbed the old coffee into the disposal chute, and went for another.

"So they dtered the shidlding?' he asked, leaning againgt the counter. "Isthere a separate inhibitor? Or is
that the dternation in the shielding? And did you grasp what the crot are cuy particles? Bredaw isgoing
to want to know something more specific than that they're dangerous.”

"He suspectsthat...”

"And inconvenient if the Corviki catch us making/ exhaing them?

" think their warning should be deterrent enough. Thereisablack core within the drivel sotope that didn't
previoudy exist. Thereis more of that same black stuff in a specialy shielded container in the supply bay.
It'sradiating a purple shade."

"Hey, Helva, did you actually sort out the persondities of Kuria, Prane, and Chaddress. What'n'dl do we
tell Dobrinon®?"

"Aslittle aspossible. No, they werethere. At least | was aware of aKurlaPrane core, but only because
it was astrong combination.”

She saw Nidl wince with aregret that she shared.
"We don't, do we, tell him about that in us?"
"Never! | shouldn't liketo haveto explain something that is so personally subjective.”

"Liketagting coffee?'



"Among other things. Dobrinon would take us gpart to find out which facets of you got into meinthe
resssembly.”

"Gd, we aretogether!" He enunciated each syllable with ajab of hisfinger. "But no one, not any one,
gets any chanceto dissect our fedings. Right?"

llRig,.]t!ll

Then hisface dissolved into asmile, part maice, part pure selfdelight, part utter triumph.

"Yeah, gd, have we got athing going together!" He shook his head and dapped histhigh. "Hell, yes! By
anything that's been left holy, Helva, there's nothing we can't do now. C'mon, gal, pour on that power.
Cyclethat crotty driveto get us back to Regulus yesterday. Scatter us cuy particles where we may.
We're going to buy the body corporate forever free of dear Railly."

If stars had ears, they'd have heard the vast haelujahs ringing from the partnered ship.

TheEnd
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