PARD

Some partnerships are brought about my chance, some by force, some by mutua consent. Some
partnerships need to be broken up, for the good of the partners. But then there are certain kinds of
partners that cannot be separated.

F. PAUL WILSON

The orbital survey had indicated this clearing asthe probable site of the crash, but long-range
observation had turned up no signs of wreckage. Steven Dalt was doing no better at close range.
Something had |anded here with tremendous impact not too long ago: there was a deep furrow, afew of
the treeswere charred, and the grass had not yet been ableto fully cover the earth-scar. So far, so good.
But where was the wreckage? He had made a careful search of the trees around the clearing and there
was nothing of interest there. It was obvious now that there would be no quick, easy solution to the
problem as he had originaly hoped, so he started the half-kilometer trek back to his conceded
shuttlecreft.

Topping aleafy rise, he heard a shout off to hisleft and turned to see asmall party of mounted
colonigts, Tependians by their garb. The odd-ity of the sight struck him. They were well insgde the Duchy
of Bendelemaand that shouldn't be: Bendelema and Tependia had been at war for generations. Dalt
shrugged and started walking again. He'd been away for years, and it was very pos-sible that something
could have hap-pened in that time to soften relations between the two duchies. Change wastheruleon a
splinter world.

One of the colonists pointed an unwieldy apparatus at Dalt and something went thip past his head.
Ddt went into acrouch and ran to hisright. There had been at least one change since his departure:
someone had reinvented the crossbow.

The hooves of the Tependian mounts thudded in pursuit as he raced down the dope into a dank,
twilit grotto, and Dalt redoubled his speed as he redized how smpleit would be for his pursuersto
sur-round and trap him in this sunken area. He had to gain the high ground on the other side before he
was en-circled. Hafway up the far dope, he was halted by the sound of hooves ahead of him. They had
succeeded in cutting him off.

Dalt turned and made hisway carefully down the dope. If he could just keep out of sight, they might
think he had escaped the ring they had thrown around the grotto. Then, when it got dark

A bolt smashed against astone by hisfoot. "There heig!" someone cried and Dalt was on therun
agan.

He began to weigh the situation in hismind. If he kept on running, they were bound to keep on
shooting at him and one of them just might put a bolt through him. If he stopped running, he might have a
chance. They might let him off with hislife. Then he remembered that he was dressed in serfs clothing and
serfswho ran from anyone in uniform were usudly put to the sword. Dalt kept running.

Another bolt flashed by, this one ripping some bark off anearby tree. They were closing in—they
were ob-vioudy experienced at this sort of work—and it wouldn't be long before Dalt was trapped at
the lowest point of the grotto with nowhere e seto go.

Then he saw the cave mouth, awide, low arch of darkness just above him on the dope. It was about
ameter and ahalf high a its centrd point. With ashower of crassbow bolts raining around him, Dalt
quickly ducked insde.

It wasn't much of acave. In the dark and dampness Dat soon found that it rapidly narrowed to a
tunnel too dender for his shouldersto pass. There was nothing else for him to do but stay asfar back as
possible and hopefor thebest . . . which wasn't much no matter how helooked t it. If his pursuers
didn't fed like com-ing in to drag him out, they could just St back and fill the cave with bolts. Sooner or
later one would have to strike him. Dalt peered out the opening to see which it would be.



But hisfive pursuers were doing nothing. They sat astride their mounts and stared dumbly at the cave
mouth. One of the party unstrung his crossbow and began to strap it to hisback. Dalt had no timeto
wonder &t their behavior for in that instant he redlized that he had made afatal error. Hewasin acaveon
Kwashi and there was hardly a cave on Kwashi that didn't haveits own colony of darets.

Hejumped into a crouch and sprinted for the outside. He'd gladly take his chances against
crossbows rather than aarets any day. But awarm furry ova fdll from the cave celling and landed on his
head as he began to move. Ashisearsroared and his vision turned orange and green and yellow, Dalt
screamed in agony and fdll to the cavefloor.

Hearing that scream, the five Te-pendian scouts shook their heads and turned and rode away .

It was dark when he awoke and he was cold and aone ... and dive.

That last part surprised him when he remembered his situation and helost no timein crawling out of
the cave and into the clean air under the open stars. Hestitantly, he reached up and peeled off the
shrunken, desiccated remains of one dead aaret from his scap. He marveled at the thing in his hand.
Nowherein the history of Kwashi, neither in the records of its long-extinct native race nor in the memory
of anyonein its degener-ated splinter colony, had there ever been mention of someone surviving the
attack of an daret.

Theorigind splinter colonists had found artifacts of an ancient native race soon after their arrival. The
cul-ture had reached pre-industrial lev-els before it was unaccountably wiped out; anatura cataclysm of
some sort was given the blame. But among the artifacts were found some samples of symbolic writing,
and one of these samples—evidently aimed at the children of the race—strongly warned against the
entering of any cave. Creatures described as the kill-ing-things-on-the-ceilings-of-caves would attack
anything that entered. The writing warned: "Of every thousand struck down, nine hundred and ninety-nine
will die"

William Alaiet, a settler with some zoologica training, had heard the trand ation and decided to find
out just what it was al about. He went into the first cave he could find and emerged seconds later,
screaming and clawing at thefurry little thing on his head. He became thefirst of many fatdities attributed
to the killing-things-on-the-ceilings-of-caves which were named "darets’ in his honor.

DAt threw the daret husk aside, got his bearings and headed for his hidden shuttlecraft. He
anticipated little trouble thistime. No scouting party, if any were abroad &t this hour, would be likely to
gpot him, and Kwashi had few large carni-vores.

The ship was as he had left it. Helifted dowly to fifty thousand meters and then cut in the orbital
thrust. That was when hefirst heard the voice.

(Hello, Seve)

If it hadn't been for the G-forces againgt him at that moment, Dalt would have leaped out of his chair
insurprise.

(This pressureis quite uncomfort-able, isn't it?) the voice said and Ddlt redlized that it was coming
from in-side his head. The thrust automati-cally cut off as orbit was reached and his somach gaveits
familiar free-fdl lurch.

(AR! Thisis much better.)

"What's going on?" Dalt cried aloud as he glanced franticaly about. "Isthis someone'sideaof a
joke?"

(No joke, Seve. I'mwhat's left of the alaret that landed on your head back in that cave.
You're quite lucky, you know. Mutual death is the re-sult—most of the time, at least—when-ever a
creature of high-level intelli-genceis a target for pairing.)

I'm going crazy! Ddt thought.

(No, you're not, at least not yet. But it is a possibility if you don't sit back and relax and accept
what's happened to you.)

DAt leaned back and rested his eyes on the growing metal sphere that was the Star Ways
Corporation mother ship on the forward viewer. The glowing signd on the console indicated that the
bigger ship had himin traction and wasreding himin.



"O.K., then. Just what has hap-pened to me?' Hefdt alittle ridicu-lous speaking out loud in an
empty cabin.

(Well, to put it in a nutshell: you've got yourself a roommate, Seve. From now on, you and |
will be sharing your body.)

"In other words, I've been in-vaded!"

(That's a loaded term, Steve, and not quite accurate. I'm not really tak-ing anything from you
except some of your privacy and that shouldn't really matter since the two of uswill be so
intimately associated.)

"And just what gives you the right to invade my mind?' Dat asked quickly, then added: "And my
pri-vecy?'

(Nothing gives me the right to do so, but there are extenuating circum-stances. You see, a few
hours ago | was a furry, lichen-eating cave slug with no intelligence to speak of—)

"For adug you have a pretty good command of the language!" Dalt in-terrupted.

(No better and no worse than yours, for | derive whatever intelligence I have from you. You
see, we alarets, as you call us, invade the nervous system of any creature of sufficient size that
comes near enough. It's an instinct with us. If the creature is a dog, then we wind up with the
intelligence of a dog—that particular dog. If it'sa hu-man and if he survives as you have done, the
invading alaret finds himself possessing a very high degree of intel-ligence.)

"You said 'invade just then.”

(Just an innocent dlip, | assure you. | have no intention of taking over. That would be quite
immoral.)

Ddlt laughed grimly. "What would an ex-dug know about moradity?"

(With the aid of your faculties | can reason now, can | not? And if | can reason, why can't |
arrive at a moral code? Thisisyour body and | am here only because of blind instinct. | have the
ability to take control—not with-out a struggle, of course—but it would be immoral to attempt to
do so. | couldn't vacate your mind if | wanted to, so you're stuck with me, Steve. Might as well
make the best of it.)

"Well see how 'stuck’ | am when | get back to the ship,” Dalt muttered. "But I'd like to know how
you got into my brain."

(I'mnot exactly sure of that myself I know the path | followed to pene-trate your skull—if you
had the ana-tomical vocabulary | could describe it to you, but my vocabulary is your vo-cabulary
and yoursisvery limited in that area)

"What do you expect? | was edu-cated in culturd studies, not medi-cine!”

(It's not important anyway. | re-member almost nothing of my exis-tence before entering your
skull, for it wasn't until then that | first became truly aware.)

Dalt glanced at the console and straightened up in his seet. "Well, whatever you are, go away for
now. I'm ready to dock and | don't want to be distracted.”

(Gladly. You have a most fascinat-ing organismand | have much explor-ing to do before |
become fully ac-quainted with it. So long for now, Steve. It's nice knowing you.)

A thought drifted through Ddlt's head. If I'm going nuts, at least I'm not doing it half-heartedly!

Bane was there to meet him at the dock. "No luck, Steve?'

Dalt shook his head and was about to add a comment when he noticed Barre staring at him with a
strange expression.

"What's the matter?'

"Youwon't believe meif | tell you," Barre replied. Hetook Dat'sarm and led him into a nearby
men's room and stood him in front of amirror.

Dalt saw what he expected to see: atal, muscular man in the garb of a Kwashi serf. Tanned face,
short, glossy black hair . . . Dalt suddenly flexed his neck to get a better look at the top of his head. Tufts
of hair weremissing in aroughly ova patchon his scap. Heran hishand over it and alight rain of black
hair showered past his eyes. With successive strokes, the oval patch became com-pletely denuded and a



shiny expanse of scalp reflected the ceiling lightsinto the minor.

"Well, I'll bedamned! A bad spot!"

(Don't worry, Steve,) said the voicein hishead, (the roots aren't dead. The hair will grow back.)

"It damn wdl| better!” Dalt said doud.

"It damn well better what?' Barre asked puzzledly.

"Nothing," Ddt replied. "Some-thing dropped onto my head in a cave down there and it looks like
itsgiven meabad spot." He redlized then that he would have to be very careful about talking to his
invader, otherwise, even if heredly wasn't crazy, hed soon have everyone on the ship believing he was.

"Maybe you'd better see the doc,” Barre suggested.

"l intend to, believe me. But firgt I've got to report to Clarkson. I'm sure he's waiting."

"Y ou can bet onit." Barre had been aresearch head on the brain project and was well acquainted
with Dirva Clarkson's notorious impa-tience.

The pair walked briskly toward Clarkson's office. The rotation of the huge spherica ship gavethe
effect of 1-G; movement for al the personnd aboard would have been amgjor task without the artificial
gravity.

"Hi, Jean," Ddt said with asmile as he and Bane entered the ante-room of Clarkson's office. Jean
was Clarkson's secretary and she and Dalt had entertained each other onthetrip out . . . the more
interesting games had been played during the degp-time hours.

Shereturned his smile. "Glad you're back in one piece.” Dalt red-ized that from her seated position
she couldn't see the bald spot. Just aswell for the moment. Hed explain it to her later.

Jean spoke into the intercom. "Mr. Datishere.”

"Well, send him in!" squawked avoice. "Send himin!"

Dalt grinned and pushed through the door to Clarkson's office with Banetrailing behind. A huge,
gray-ing man legped from behind a desk and stalked forward at a precarious angle.

"Dalt! Where the hell have you been? Y ou were supposed to go down, take alook and then come
back up. Y ou could have done the procedure three times in the period you took. And what happened to
your head?' Clarkson's speech wasin its usud rapid-fire form.

"Wdl, this—"

"Never mind that now! What'sthe story? 1 can tell right now that you didn't find anything because
Barreiswith you. If you'd found the brain hed be off in some corner now nurs-ing it like amisplaced
infant! Well, tell me! How doesit look?"

DAt hesitated, not quite sure as to whether the barrage had come to an end. "It doesn't look good,”
hesadfindly.

"And why not?'

"Because | couldn't find atrace of the ship itself. Oh, there's evidence of some sort of craft having
been there awhile back, but it must have gotten off-planet again because there's not atrace of wreckage
to befound."

Clarkson looked puzzled. "Not even atrace?"

“Nothing."

The project director pondered this amoment, then shrugged. "WEell haveto figure that one out later.
But right now you should know that we picked up another signal from the brain'slife-support system
while you were off on your joyride—"

"It wasn't ajoyride," Ddt de-clared. A few moments with Clarkson aways managed to rub his
nervesraw. "l raninto apack of un-friendly locas and had to hidein acave."

"Bethat asit may," Clarkson said, returning to hisdesk chair, "we're now certain that the brain, or
what's left of it, ison Kwashi."

"Y es, but where on Kwashi? It's not exactly an asteroid, you know."

"Weve dmost pinpointed itsloca-tion,” Barre broke in excitedly. "Very closeto the Steyou
in-gpected.”

"It'sin Bendelema, | hope," Ddlt said.



"Why?" Clarkson asked.

"Because when | was on cultura survey down there | posed asasol-dier of fortune—a mercenary of
sorts—and Duke Kile of Benddlemawas aformer employer. I'm known and liked in Bendelema. I'm not
at al popular in Tependia because they're the ones | fought againgt. | repest: 1t'sin Bendelema, | hope.”

Clarkson nodded. "It'sin Ben-ddlema, dl right.”

"Good!" Dalt exhded with relief. "That makes everything much sm-pler. I've got an identity in
Ben-delema: Racso the Mercenary. At least that's astarting place.”

"And you'l start tomorrow," Clarkson said. "We've wasted too much timeasit is. If we don't get that
prototype back and start coming up with some pretty good reasons for the mafunction, Star Ways might
just cancdl the project. Therésalot riding on you, Dalt. Remember that."

Dalt turned toward the door. "Who'l let meforget?' he remarked with agrim smile. "I'll check inwith
you before | leave."

"Good enough,” Clarkson said with a curt nod, then turned to Barre. "Hold on aminute, Bane. | want
to go over afew thingswith you." Ddt gladly closed the door on the pair.

"It'samog lunchtime" said afeminine voice behind him. "How about it?"

Inasingle motion, Dalt spun, leaned over Jean's desk and gave her apeck on thelips. "Sorry, can'.
Itmay be noon to al of you on ship-time, but it's some hellish hour of the morning to me. I've got to drop
in on the doc, then I've just got to get some deep.”

But Jean wasn't listening. Instead, she was staring fixedly at the bald spot on Dalt's head. "Steve!” she
cried. "What happened?'

Dalt sraightened up abruptly. "Nothing much. Something landed on it while | was below and the hair
fdl out. It1l grow back, don't worry."

"I'm not worried about that," she said, stlanding up and trying to get another look. But Dalt kept his
heed high. "Did it hurt?"

"Not at all. Look, | hateto run off like this, but I've got to get some deep. I'm going back down
tomor-row."

Her facefel. "So soon?'

"I'm afraid s0. Why don't we make it for dinner tonight. I'll drop by your room and well go from
there. The cafeteriaian't exactly arestaurant but if we get there late, we can probably have atable dl to
our-sglves”

"And after that?" she asked coyly.

"I'll be damned if we're going to spend my last night on ship for who--knows-how-long in the vid
theater!"

Jean amiled. "'l was hoping you'd say that."

(What odd physiological rumblings that female stirsin you!) the voice said as Dalt walked down
the corri-dor to the medicd offices. He momentarily broke stride at the sound of it. HEd amost forgotten
that he had company.

"That's none of your business!" he muttered through tight lips.

(I'mafraid much of what you do is my business. I'm not directly con-nected with you
emotionally, but physically . . . what you feel, | feel; what you see, | see; what you taste—)

"O.K.IOK.I"

(You're holding up rather well, ac-tually. Better than | would have ex-pected.)

"Probably my cultura survey training. They taught me how to keep my reactions under control when
faced with an unusud Stuation.”

(Glad to hear it. We may well have a long relationship ahead of usif you don't go the way of
most high-order intelligences and suicidally reject me. We can look on your body as a small
business and the two of us as part-ners.)

"Partnerd” Ddlt said, somewhat louder than he wished. Luckily, the halswere deserted. "Thisismy
body!"

(If it will make you happier, I'll re-vise my analogy: you're the founder of the company and I've



just bought my way in. How's that sound, Partner?)

"Lousy!"

(Get used toit,) the voice sing-songed.

"Why bother?Y ou won't hein therelong. The doc'll seeto that!"

(Hewon't find a thing, Steve.)

"Well see

The door to the medical complex swished open when Ddt touched the operating plate and. he
passed into atiny waiting room.

"What can we do for you, Mr. Dat?' the nursefreceptionist said. Dat was awell-known figure about
the ship by now.

Heinclined his head toward the woman and pointed to the bald spot. "I want to see the doc about
this. I'm going below tomorrow and | want to get this cleared up before | do. So if thedoc'sgot a
moment, I'd liketo seehim."

Thenurseamiled. "Right away." At the moment, Dalt was a very im-portant man. He wasthe only
one aboard ship legally allowed on Kwashi. If he thought he needed a doctor, hed have one.

A man in the traditional white medical coat poked his head through one of the three doors leading
from the waiting room in answer to the nurse's buzz.

"What isit, Lorraine?' he asked. "Mr. Dalt would like to see you, Doctor."

He glanced at Ddlt. "Of course. Comein, Mr. Ddt. I'm Dr. Graves." The doctor showed himinto a
amall, book and microfilm-lined office. "Have a seat, will you? I'll be with you in aminute.”

Graves exited by another door and Dat wasdone. . . amogt.

(He has quite an extensive library here, doesn't he?) said the voice. Ddt glanced at the shelves
and noticed printed texts that must have been holdovers from the doctor's sudent days to microfilm
spools of the latest clinica developments. (You would do me a great service by asking the doc-tor if
you could borrow some of his more basic texts.)

"What for?| thought you knew al about me."

(I know quite a bit now, it'strue, but I'm still learning and I'll need a vocabulary to explain
things to you now and then.)

"Forget it. Y ou're not going to be around that long."

Dr. Graves entered then. "Now. What seemsto be the problem, Mr. Dalt?"

Dalt explained the incident in the cave. "L egend hasit—and colonia experience seemsto confirm
it—that “of every thousand struck down, nine hundred and ninety-ninewill die.' | wasfloored by an daret
but I'm ill kicking and I'd like to know why."

(I believe I've already explained that by luck of a random constitu-tional factor, your nervous
systemdidn't reject me.)

Shut up! Dat mentaly snarled.

The doctor shrugged. "I don't see the problem. Y ou're dive and dl you've got to show for your
encoun-ter isabald spot, and even that will disappear—it'sbristly dready. | can't tell you why you're
alive because | don't know how these daretskill their victims. Asfar as| know, no one's done any
research on them. So why don't you just forget about it and stay out of caves.”

"It'snot that smple, Doc.” Dat spoke carefully. Hed have to phrase thingsjust right; if he came right
out and told the truth, he'd sound like aflaming schiz. "I have thisfeding that something seeped into my
scap, maybe eveninto my heed. | fed thisthicknessthere." Ddt noticed the dightest narrowing of the
doctor'sgaze. "I'm not crazy,” he said hur-riedly. "Y ou've got to admit that the aaret did something up
there—the bald spot provesit. Couldn't you make afew tests or something? Just to ease my mind."

The doctor nodded. He was satis-fied that Dalt's fears had sufficient basisin redity and the
section-eight gleam left hiseyes. He led Dalt into the adjoining room and placed acubica hemet-like
apparatus over hishead. A click, abuzz and the hel-met was removed. Dr. Graves pulled out two small
trangparencies and shoved them into aviewer. The screen cameto life with two views of theinside of
Ddt'sskull: alaterd and an anterior-posterior.

"Nothing to worry about,” he said after amoment of study. "I 'scoped you for your own peace of



mind. Teke alook.”

DAt looked, even though he didn't know what he was looking for.

(I told you so,) said thevoice. (I'm thoroughly integrated with your ner-vous system.)

"Well, thanks for your trouble, Doc. | guess I'veredly got nothing to worry about,” Dalt lied.

"Nothing at dl. Just consder yoursdlf lucky to be diveif those daretsare asdeadly asyou say." (Ask
him for the books!) the voice said.

I'm going to deep as soon as | leave here. Y ou won't get a chance to read them, Dalt thought.

(You let me worry about that. Just get the books for me.)

Why should | do you any favors? Dat asked.

(Because I'll seeto it that you have one difficult time of getting to sleep. I'll keep repeating
"Get the books, get the books, get the books" until you fi-nally do it.)

| believe you would!

(You can count onit.)

"Doc," Ddt sad, "would you mind lending me afew of your books?"

"Likewhat?'

"Oh, anatomy and physiology to start.”

Dr. Graves waked into the other room and took two large, frayed vol-umes from the shelves. "What
do you want 'em for?"'

"Nothing much," Dalt said, taking the books and tucking them under hisarm. "Just want to look up a
few things™

"Well, just don't forget where you got them. And don't I et that incident with the daret become an
obsesson with you," the doc said mean-ingfully.

Dat smiled. "I've dready ban-ished it from my mind."

(That'salaugh!)

Dalt wasted no timein reaching his quarters after leaving the medicd offices. He was on the bed
before the door could dide back into the closed position. Putting the medica books on the night table, he
buried hisfacein the pillow and immediately dropped off to deep.

He awokefive hourslater feding completely refreshed except for hiseyes. They felt hot, burning.

(You may return those books any time you wish,) the voice said.

"Lost interest dready?’ Dt yawned, stretching as he lay on the bed.

(Inaway, yes. | read them while you were aseep.)

"How the hdll did you do that?'

(Quite simple, really. While your mind was sleeping, | used your eyes and your handsto read. |
digested the information and stored it away in your brain. By the way, there's an awful lot of
wasted space in the human brain. You're not living up to anywhere near your potential, Seve.
Neither is any other member of your race, | gather.)

"Wheat right have you got to pull something like that with my body?' Dalt said angrily. He sat up and
rubbed his eyes.

(Our body, you mean.)

Dalt ignored that. "No wonder my eyesare burning! 1've been reading when | could have
been—should have been—deeping!”

(Don't get excited. You got your sleep and | built up my vocabulary. You're fully rested so
what's your complaint? By the way, | can now tell you how | entered your head. | seeped into your
pores and then into your scalp capillaries which | followed into your parietal emissary veins.
These flow through the parietal foramina in your skull and empty into the superior sagittal sinus.
Fromthereit was easy to infiltrate your central nervous sys-tem.)

Dalt opened his mouth to say that heredly didn't care when he redl-ized that he understood exactly
what the voice was saying. He had aclear picture of the described path floating through his mind.

"How come | know what you're talking about? | seem to understand but | don't remember ever
hearing those terms before . . . and then again, | do. It'sweird."

(It must seem rather odd,) the voice concurred. (What has happened is that 1've made my new



knowledge available to you. The result is you ex-perience the fruits of the learning pro-cess
without having gone through it. You know facts without remembering having learned them.)

"Well," Ddt said, rigng to hisfeet, "at least you're not acomplete parasite.”

(I resent that! We're partners ... a symbiosis!)

"I suppose you may come in handy now and then,” Dalt sighed. (I already have.)

"What's that supposed to mean?"

(I found a small neoplasmin your lung—middie lobe on theright. It might well have become
malignant.)

"Then let's get back to the doc be-fore it metastasizes!" Dt said and idly redlized that afew hours
ago he would have been worrying about "spread” rather than "metastasis.”

(There's no need to worry, Steve. | killed it off)

"How'd you do that?"

(I just worked through your sympa-thetic nervous system and selectively cut off the blood
supply to that par-ticular group of cells.)

"Well, thanks, Partner.”

(No thanks necessary, | assureyou. | did it for my own good aswell as yours— don't relish
the idea of walk-ing around in a cancer-ridden body any more than you do!)

Dalt removed his sarf clothing in silence. The enormity of what had happened in that cave on Kwashi
struck him now with full force. He had a built-in medica watchdog who would keep everything running
smoothly. He smiled grimly as he donned ship clothes and suspended from his neck the glowing prismatic
gem that he had first worn as Racso and had continued to wear after his cultural survey assgnment on
Kwashi had been terminated. Hed have his health but hed lost his pri-vacy forever. Hewondered if it
wasworthit.

(One other thing, Steve,) said the voice. (1've accelerated the growth of your hair in the bald
spot to maxi-mum.)

Dalt put up ahand and felt athick fuzz where before there had been only bare scalp. "Hey! You're
right! It'sredly coming in!" He went to the mirror to take alook. "Oh, no!™

(Sorry about that, Seve. | couldn't seeit so | wasn't aware there had been a color change. I'm
afraid there's nothing | can do about that.)

Dalt gared in dismay at the patch of slvery gray in the center of his otherwiseinky hair. "1 look likea
freek!"

(You can always dyeit.)

Ddt made adisgusted noise.

(I have a few questions, Seve,) the voice said in ahasty attempt to change the subject.

"What about?"

(About why you're going down to that planet tomorrow.)

"I'm going because | was once a member of the Federation cultura survey team on Kwashi and
because the Star Ways Corporation lost an experimentd pilot brain down there. They got permission
from the Fed-eration to retrieve the brain only on the condition that a cultura survey man do the actua
retrieving.”

(That's not what | meant. | want to know what's so important about the brain, just how much
of abrainit ac-tuallyis, and so on.)

"There's an easy way to find out,” Dalt said, heading for the door. "Well just go to the ship'slibrary.”

The library was near the hub of the ship and completely computer operated. Dalt closed himself
away in one of thetiny viewer booths and pushed his|.D. card into the await-ing dot.

Theflat, dull tones of the com-puter's voice came from a hidden speaker.

"What do you wish, Mr. Dat?' "I might aswell go the route: let me see everything on the brain
project.”

Four micro spools did down atiny chute and landed in the receptaclein front of Dalt. "I'm sorry, Mr.
Dalt," said the computer, "but thisisal your present status alows."



(That should be enough, Steve. Feed them into the viewer.)

The story that unraveled from the spools was one of biological and eco-nomic daring. Star Ways
was fast achieving what amounted to amo-nopoly of the interstellar warp unit market and from there was
ex-panding to perigtdlar drive. But un-like the typical established corporartion, Star Ways was pouring
money into basic research. One of the prime areas of research was the devel-opment of ause for
cultured human neurd tissue. And James Barre had found a use that held great economic potential.

The prime expense of interstellar commercid travel, whether freight or passenger, wasthe crew.
Good spacers were a sdlect lot and hard to come by; running a ship took alot of them. There had been
many at-tempts to replace crewswith com-puters, but these had invariably failed due either to
mass/volume problems or overwhel ming main-tenance cogts. Barre's devel opment of an "artificid”
brain—by that he meant structured in vitro—seemed to hold an answer, at least for cargo ships.

After much trid and error with life-support systems and control linkages, aworking prototype had
fi-nally been developed. A few short hops had been tried with afull crew standing by and the results had
been more than anyone had hoped for. So the prototype was prepared for along interstellar journey with
five scheduled stops—with cargo holds empty, of course. The run had gone quite well until the ship got
into the Kwashi area. A single technician had been sent dong to insure that noth-ing went too far awry
and, according to his story, he had been sitting in the ship's library when it suddenly came out of warp
with the emer-gency/abandon ship sgndsblaring. He wasted no time in getting to alifeboat and gecting.
The ship made abedline for Kwashi and dis-appeared, presumably in a crash. That had been eight
months ago.

No more information was avail-able without specid clearance.

"Well, that was awaste of time," Dalt said.

"Areyou addressng me, Mr. Dat?' the computer asked.

"No."

(There certainly wasn't much new information there,) the voice agreed.

DAt pulled his card from the dot, thereby cutting the computer off from this particular viewer booth,
before answering. Otherwise it would keep butting in.

"The theories now stand at either mafunction or foul play."

(Why foul play?)

"The spacers guild, for one,” Ddt said, standing. "Competing com-paniesfor another. But sSinceit
crashed on aredtricted splinter world, | favor the malfunction the-ory." As he stepped from the booth he
glanced at the chronometer on the wall: 1900 hours ship-time. Jean would be waiting.

The cafeteriawas nearly deserted when he arrived with Jean and the pair found an isolated tablein a
far corner.

"| redlly don't think you should dye your hair at al,” Jean was saying asthey placed their trays on the
table and sat down. "I think that gray patch looks cute in adistinguished sort of way . .. or do | mean
distin-guished in a cute sort of way?"

Dalt took the ribbing in good-na-tured silence.

"Stevel" she said suddenly. "How come you're egting with your left hand? I've never seen you do that
before.”

Ddt looked down. Hisfork wasfirmly grasped in hisleft hand. "That's strange,” he said. "I didn't
evenredizeit.”

(Iintegrated a- few circuits, so to speak, while you were asleep,) the voice said. (It seemed
rather ridicu-lousto favor one limb over another. You're now ambidextrous.)

Thanksfor teling me, Partner!

(Sorry. | forgot.)

Dalt switched the fork to hisright hand and Jean switched the topic of conversation.

"Y ou know, Steve," she said, "you've never told me why you quit the cultura survey group.”

DAt paused before answering. Af-ter thefal of Metep VI, last in along line of saf-styled "Emperors
of the Outworlds," anew independent spirit gave rise to aloose organiza-tion of worlds called smply



"the Federation.”

"Asyou know," he said findly, "the Federation started the culturd surveysin order to start bringing
splinter worlds—willing ones, that is—back into the fold. But it was found that an gppalling number had
regressed into barbarism. So the cul-tura surveyswere started to evaluate splinter worlds and decide
which could be trusted with modern tech-nology. There was another rulewhich | didn't fully appreciate
back then but have cometo believein since, and that's where the trouble began.”

"What rule wasthat?'

"It's not put down anywhere in o many words, but it runsto the effect that if any splinter world
culture has started devel oping on a path a vari-ance with the rest of humanity, it isto beleft aone.”

"Sounds like they were making cultura test tubes out of some plan-ets," Jean said.

"Exactly what | thought, but it never bothered me until | surveyed a planet that must, for now, remain
nameless. The inhabitants had been developing aps culture through se-lective breeding and were actually
developing atangential society. In my report | strongly recommended admission to the Fed; | thought we
could learn as much from them asthey from us.”

"But it was turned down, | bet," Jean concluded.

Dalt nodded. "I had quite arow with my superiors, but they held firm and | stalked out in arage and
quit.”

"Maybe they thought you were too easy on the planet”

"They knew better. | had no qualms about proscribing Kwashi, for instance. No, their reason was
fear that the ps society was not ma-ture enough to be exposed to gdactic civilization, that it would be
swal-lowed up. They wanted to giveit an-other century or two. | thought that was unfair but was
powerless to do anything about it."

Jean eyed him with a penetrating gaze. "1 notice you've been using the past tense. Change your mind
sncethen?'

"Definitely. I've come to see that therésavery basic, very definite phi-losophy behind everything the
Fed-eration does. It not only wants to preserve human diversity, it wantsto seeit stretched to the limit.
Man was an dmost completely homogenized species before he began colonizing the stars; interstellar
travel arrived justintime. Old Earth is till agood example of what | mean; long ago the Eastern and
Western Alliances fused—something no one ever thought would hgppen—and Earth isjust one big
faceless, sdlf-perpetu-eating bureaucracy. The populaceis qualy faceless.

"But the man who left for the stlars—he's another creature dtogether! Once he got away from the
press of other people, once he stopped seeing what everybody else saw, hearing what everybody else
heard, he began to become an indi-vidua again and to strike out in di-rections of hisown choosing. The
splinter groups carried this out to an extreme and many failed. But afew survived and the Federation
wantsto let the successful ones go asfar asthey can, both for their own sake and for the sake of all
mankind. Who knows? Homo superior may one day be born on asplinter world."

They took their time strolling back to Daes quarters. Once inside, Ddt glanced in the mirror and ran
his hand through the gray patch in hishair: "It's il there,”" he muttered in mock disappointment.

He turned back to Jean and she was dready more than haf undressed. "Y ou weren't gone dl that
long, Steve," shesaidinalow voice, "but | missed you—redly missed you."

It was mutud.

She was gone when he awakened the next morning but alittle note on the night table wished him
good luck.

(You should have prepared me for such a sensory jolt,) said thevoice. (I was taken quite by
surprise last night.)

"Oh, it'syou again," Ddt groaned.

"l pushed you completely out of my mind last night, otherwise I'd have been impotent, no doubt.”

(I hooked into your sensory input—very stimulating.)

Dalt experienced hel pless annoy-ance. He would have to get used to his partner's presence at the
most in-timate moments, but how many people could make love knowing theré's a peeping torn at the



window with acompletely unobstructed view?

(What are we going to do now?)

"Pard,” Dalt drawled, "were gonnagit ready to go below." He went to the closet and pulled fromit a
worn leather jerkin and a breast-plate marked with an empty red circle, the mark of the mercenary. Stiff
leather breechesfollowed, and broadsword and meta helm com-pleted the picture. He then dyed hishair
for Racso's sake.

"Onemorething," he said and reached up to the far end of the closet shelf. His hand returned
clutching an ornate dagger. "Thisis something new in Racso's arma-ment.”

(A dagger?)

"Not just adagger. It's—"

(Oh, yes. It'salso a blaster.)

"How did you know?"

(We're partners, Steve. What you know, | know. | even know why you had it made.)

"I'mligening.”

(Because you're afraid you're not as fast as you used to be. You think your muscles may not
have quite the tone they used to have when you first posed as Racso. And you're not willing to die
looking for an artificial brain.)

"LookslikeI'll never have asecret again,” Dalt Sghed.

(Not fromme, at least.)

Dalt planned thetime of hisar-rival in Bendelema Duchy for predawn. He concedled the shuttlecraft
and was on the road toward the keep as the sky began to lighten. Ashewalked aongin silence, alight
saddle dung over his shoulder, he marveled at thefull ripefieds of grainsand greensto either sde of him.
Agriculture had aways been ahit or miss affair on Kwashi and famines were not uncommon, but it
looked asif there would be no fam-inein Bendelemarthis year. Even the serfs, aready hard a work in
thefields, looked well fed.

"What do you think, Pard?' Ddt asked.

(Well, Kwashi hasn't got much of a tilt on its axis. They could be on their way to the second
bumper crop of the year.)

"With the available farming meth-ods, two consecutive bumper crops are unheard of on Kwashi. |
amos sarved here once mysdif.”

(I know that, but I have no ex-planation for these plump serfs.)

The road made aturn around a small wooded area and the Bendelema keep cameinto view.

"| seetheir architecture hasn't im-proved since | left. The keep till lookslike a pile of rocks."

(I've been wondering, Steve,) Pard said as they approached the stone structure, (why isit that so
many ret-rograde splinter worlds turn to feudal-ism?)

"Nobody redly knows, but the reason could be that feudaism isin essence the law of the jungle.
When these coloniesfirst land, education of the children usualy takes a back seet to putting food on the
table. That'sther first mistake and atragic one, because once they let technology dide, they'reon a
downhill spird. Usudly by the third generation you have a pretty low technologicd level; the Sopsare
out, the equa-izers are gone and the toughs take over.

"The philosophy of feudalism is one of muscle: mineiswhat | can take and hold. It's ordered
barbar-ism. That'swhy feuda worlds such as Kwashi have to be kept out of the Federation—can you
imagine abunch of these yahoosin command of an interstellar dreadnaught? No one's got the time or the
money to reeducate them so they just have to be left done to work out their own little industria
revolution and so forth. When they're ready, the Fedwill give them the option of joining up.”

"Ho, Mercenary!" someone hailed from .the keep gate. "What do you seek in Benddema?”

"Have | changed that much, Farri?' Dat answered.



The guard peered at him intensaly from thewall, then hisface bright-ened. "Racso! Enter and be
wel-come! The Duke has need of men of your mettle."

Farri, aswarthy trooper who had gained afew pounds and afew scars since their last mesting,
greeted him as he passed through the open gate. "Where's your mount, Racso?" he grinned. "Y ou were
never one to walk when you could ride."

"Brokeitsleg in aditch more miles back than | careto remember. Had tokill it . . . good steed, too.”

"That's ashame. But the Dukell seethat you get anew one."

Ddlt's audience with the Duke was disturbingly brief. Thelord of the keep had not been as
enthusiastic as expected. Dat couldn't decide whether to put the man's reticence down to distraction with
other mat-ters or suspicion. His son Anthon was adifferent matter, however. He wastruly glad to see
Racso.

"Come," he said after mutua greetings were over. "WEell put you in the room next to mine upstairs.”

"For amercenary?'

"For my teacher!" Anthon had filled out Snce Dalt had seen him last. He had spent many hourswith
the lad passing on thetricks of the blade he had learned in his own training days. "I've used your train-ing
well, Racso!"

"I hopeyou didn't stop learning when | left,” Dt said.

"Come down to the sparring field and you'll seethat I've not been lax in your absence. I'm amatch
for you now."

He was more than amatch. What he lacked in skill and subtlety he made up for with sheer ferocity.
Dalt was severa times hard pressed to de-fend himsdlf, but in the generd stroke-and-parry,
give-and-take ex-ercises of the practice session he studied Anthon. Thelad was till the same as he had
remembered him on the surface: bold, confident, the Duke's only legitimate son and heir to Bendelema,
yet there was anew undercurrent. Anthon had always been brutish and atrifle cruel, per-fect quditiesfor
afuture feuda lord, but there was now an added note of desperation. Dalt hadn't noticed it before and
could think of no reason for its presence now. Anthon's posi-tion was secure—what was driving him?

After the workout, Dat immersed himsdlf in ahuge tub of hot water, a habit that had earned him the
repu-tation of being alittle bit odd the last time around, and then retired to his quarterswhere he
promptly fell adeep. The morning'slong walk car-rying the saddle followed by the vig-orous swordplay
with Anthon had drained him.

He awokefeding stiff and sore. (I hope those aching muscles cause you sufficient misery.)

"Why do you say that, Pard?" Dalt asked as he kneaded the musclesin hissword arm.

(Because you weren't ready for a workout like that. The clumsy prac-ticing you did on the ship
didn't pre-pare you for someone like Anthon. It's all right if you want to make yourself sore, but
don't forget | fed it, too!)

"Widl, just cut off pain sensations. Y ou can do it, can't you?"

(Yes, but that's almost as unpleas-ant as the aching itself)

"Youl'l just haveto suffer dong with me then. And by theway, you're quiet today. What's up?*

(I've been observing, comparing your past impressions of Bendel ema keep with what we see
now. Either you're a rotten observer or some-thing's going on here. . . something suspicious or
something secret or | don't know what.)

"What do you mean by 'rotten ob-server'?'

(I mean that either your past obser-vations were inaccurate or Bendelema has changed)

"In what way?'

(I'm not quite sure as yet but | should know before long. I'm a far more astute observer than
you—)

DAt threw his hands up with agroan. "Not only do | have alive-in busybody, but an arrogant oneto
boot!"

There was aknock on the door. "Comein," Dalt said.

The door opened and Anthon en-tered. He glanced about the room. "Y ou're alone? | thought | heard



you taking—"

"A bad habit of mineof late," Dat explained hagtily. "I think out loud.”

Anthon shrugged. "The evening med will soon be served and I've or-dered that a place be st for
you at my father'stable. Come."

As he followed the younger man down anarrow flight of roughhewn steps, Ddlt caught the heavy,
unmis-takable scent of Kwashi wine.

A tall, cadaverous man inclined his head asthey passed into the din-ing hall. "Hello, Strench,” Dalt
sadwithasmile. "Still the mgordomo, | see”

"Aslong asHisLordship dlows" Strench replied.

The Duke himsdlf entered not far behind them and adl present remained standing until His Lordship
was segted. Dalt found himsalf near the head of the table and guessed by the ruffled appearance of afew
of the court advisersthat they had been pushed alittle farther from the seat of power than they liked.

"I must thank His Lordship for the honor of dlowing amercenary to sup a histable,” Ddt said after a
court official had made the custom-ary toast to Bendelemaand the Duke's longevity.

"Nonsense, Racso," the Dukere-plied. "Y ou served me well against Tependiaand you've dways
taken awholesomeinterest in my son. Y ou know you will dwaysfind welcomein Benddema.”

Ddtinclined his head.

(Why are you bowing and scraping to this slob?)

Shut up, Pard! It'sdl part of the act, Dalt told him.

(But don't you realize how many serfs this barbarian oppresses?)

Shut up, self-righteous parasite!

(Symbiote!)

Ddlt roseto hisfeet and lifted hiswine cup. "On the subject of your son, | would like to make atoast
to the future Duke of Benddema: An-thon."

With a sudden animal-like cry, Anthon shot to hisfeet and hurled his cup to the stone floor. Without
aword of explanation, he ssormed from the room.

The other dinerswere as puzzled as Ddlt. "Perhaps| said thewrong thing . . ."

"I don't know what it could have been," the Duke said, his eyes on the red splotch of spilled wine that
seeped across the stones. "But An-thon has been acting rather strange of late.”

Dalt sat down and raised hiscup to hislips.

(I wouldn't quaff too deeply of that beverage, my sharp-tongued partner.)

And why not? Ddt thought, cas-udly resting hislips on the brim.

(Because | think there's something in your wine that's not in any of the others and | think we
should be care-ful.)

What makes you suspicious?

(I told you your powers of observa-tion needed sharpening.)

Never mind that! Explain!

(All right. I noticed that your cup was already filled when it was put be-fore you; everyone
else'swas poured from that brass pitcher.)

That doesn't sound good, Dalt agreed. He started to put the cup down.

(Don't do that! Just wet your lips with a tiny amount and | think I might be able to analyze it
by its ef-fect. A small amount shouldn't cause any real harm.)

Dalt did so and waited.

(Well, at least they don't mean you any serious harm,) Pard said finaly. (Not yet.)

What isit?

(An alkaloid, probably from some local root.)

What'sit suppose to do to me?

(Put you out of the picture for the rest of the night.)

Dalt pondered this. | wonder what for?

(I haven't the faintest. But while they're all still distracted by Anthon's departure, | suggest you
pour your wine out on the floor immediately. It will mix with Anthon's and no one will be the



wiser. You may then pro-ceed to amaze these yokels with your continuing consciousness.)

| have abetter idea, Ddt thought as he poured the wine aong the out-side of hisboot so that it
would grike the floor in asmooth slent flow instead of anoisy splash. I'll wait afew minutes and then
pass out.

Maybe that way well find out what they've got in mind.

(Sounds risky.)

Nevertheless, that's what well do.

Dalt decided to make the most of the time he had |eft before passing out. "Y ou know," he said,
feigning adeep swalow of wine, "I saw abright light streak acrossthe sky last night. It fell to earth far
beyond the horizon. I've heard taleslately of such alight coming to rest in thisre-gion; some even say it
landed in Benddemaiitsdlf. Isthis true or merely the mutterings of vassalsin their cups?'

The table chatter ceased abruptly. So did al eating and drinking. Every face at the table stared in
Dat'sdi-rection.

"Why do you ask this, Racso?" the Duke said. The curtain of suspicion which had seemed to vanish
at the beginning of the meal had again been drawn closed between Racso and the Duke.

Dalt decided it wastimefor hisexit. "My only interest, Y our Lordship, isintheidletaes|'ve heard. |
..." He half rose from his seat and put ahand acrosshiseyes. "l . . ." Carefully, he dlowed him-sdlf to
didetothefloor.

"Carry himupgtairs,” said the Duke.

"Why don't we put an end to his meddling now, Y our Lordship,” sug-gested one of the advisers.

"Because he'safriend of Anthon's and he may well mean us no harm. Wewill know tomorrow.”

With little delicacy and even lessregard for his physica well-being, Dalt was carried up to hisroom
and unceremonioudy dumped on the bed. The heavy sound of the hard-wood door damming shut was
fol-lowed by the click of akey in thelock.

Dalt sprang up and checked the door. The key had been taken from the insde and | eft in the lock
after being turned.

(So much for that bright idea,) Pard commented caudtically.

"None of your remarks, if you please,"

(What do we do, now that we're confined to quarters for the rest of the night?)

"What dse?' Ddlt said. He kicked off hisboots, removed breastplate, jerkin and breeches and
hopped into bed.

The door was unlocked the next morning and Dalt made hisway downgtairs as unobtrusively as
pos-sible. Strench's cell-like quarters were just off the kitchen if memory served . . . yes, thereit was.
And Strench was nowhere abouit.

(What do you think you're doing?)

I'm doing my best to make sure we don't get stuck up there in that room again tonight, Dat informed
him. His gaze came to rest on the large board where Strench kept al the du-plicate keys for the locks of
the keep.

(I begin to understand.)

Sow thismorning, aren't you? Dalt took the duplicate key to hisroom off its hook and replaced it
with another smilar key from another part of the board. Strench might redlize at some time during the day
that akey was missing but he'd be looking for the wrong one.

Dalt ran into the mg ordomo mo-ments | ater.

"His Lordship wishesto seeyou, Racso,” he said dtiffly.

"Whereishe?'

"OntheNorth Wall."

(This could be a critical moment.)

"Why do you say that, Pard?' Dalt muttered.

(Remember last night, after you pulled your dramatic collapsing act? The Duke said
something about find-ing out about you today.)

"And you think this could beit?’



(Could be. I'm not sure, of course, but I'm glad you have that dagger in your belt.)

The Duke was done on thewall and greeted Dat/Racso as warmly as his a oof manner would permit
af-ter thelatter gpologized for "drink-ing too much” the night before.

"I'm afraid | have asmall con-fession to make," the Duke said.

"Yes, Your Lordship?'

"I suspected you of treachery when you first arrived.” He held up agloved hand as Dat opened his
mouth to reply. "Don't protest your innocence. I've just heard from aspy in the Tependian court and he
says you have not set foot in Tependia since your mysterious disappearance years ago.”

Dalt hung hishead. "I am grieved, M'lord.”

"Can you blame me, Racso? Ev-eryone knows that you hire out to the, highest bidder and Tependia
has taken an inordinate interest in what goes on in Bendelemallately, even to the extent of sending raiding
partiesinto our territory to carry off some of my vassas."

"Why would they want to do that?'

The Duke puffed up with pride. "Because Bendelema has become aland of plenty. Asyou know, the
last harvest was plentiful everywhere; and, as usud, the present crop is stunted everywhere. . . except in
Benddema" Ddt didn't know that but he nodded anyway. So only Bendelema was having a second
bumper crop—that wasinteresting.

"I suppose you have learned some new farming methods and Tependiawantsto sted them,” Dalt
suggested.

"That and more," the Duke nod-ded. "We a so have new storage methods and new planting
methods. When the next famine comes, we shdl overcome Tependia not with swords and firebrands, but
with food! The starving Tependianswill leavetheir lord and Benddlemawill extend its boundaries!™

Dalt was tempted to say that if the Tependians were snatching up vas-sals and steing Bendelemal's
se-crets, therejust might not be another famine. But the Duke was dreaming of empireand it is not
awayswise for amere mercenary to interrupt aduke's dreams of empire. Dalt reemained silent asthe
Duke stared at the horizon he soon hoped to own. The rest of the day was spent inidle search of rumors
and by the din-ner hour Dalt was sure of onething: the ship had crashed or landed in the clearing he had
inspected afew days before. More than that was known but the Bendeleman locals were keeping it to
themselves—yes, | saw the light come down; no, | saw noth-ing else.

Anthon again offered him a seat at the head table and Dalt accepted. When the Duke was toasted,
Dalt took only atiny sip.

What's the verdict, Pard?

(Same aslast night.)

| wonder what thisisal about? They don't drug me at lunch or break-fast—why only at dinner?

(Tonight we'll try to find out.)

Since there was no outburst from Anthon thistime, Dalt was hard put to find away to get rid of his
drugged wine. Hefinally decided to feign a collgpse again and spill his cup in the process, hoping to hide
the fact that he had taken only afew drops.

After dumping forward on the table, he listened intently.

"How long isthisto go on, Father? How can we drug him every night without arousing his
suspicions?' It was Anthon'svoice.

"Aslong asyou insgst on quarter-ing him hereinstead of with the other men at armd™ the Duke
re-plied angrily. "We cannot have him wandering about during the nightly services. He's an outsider and
must not learn of the godling!”

Anthon'svoice was sulky. "Very well . . . I'll have him moved out to the barracks tomorrow."

"I'm sorry, Anthon,” the Duke said in amilder tone. "I know he'safriend of yours but the godling
must come before amercenary.”

(I have a pretty good idea of the na-ture of this godling,) Pard said as Dalt/Racso was carried
updairs.

The brain? | wasthinking that, too. But how would the brain communi-cate with these people? The



prototype wasn't set up for it.

(Why do you drag in communica-tion? Isn't it enough that it came from heaven?)

No. The brain doesn't look godlikein theleast. It would have to commu-nicate with the locals before
they'd deify it. Otherwise the crash of the ship would be just another fireside tale for the children.

Inarerun of the previous night's events, Dat was dumped on his bed and the door was locked from
the outside. He waited afew long min-utes until everything was silent be-yond the door, then he poked
the duplicate key into the lock. The orig-ina was pushed out on the other side and landed on the stone
floor with anightmarishly loud clang. But no other sounds followed so Dalt twisted hisown key and
dinked down the hdl to the stairway that overlooked the dining area.

Empty. The plates hadn't even been cleared away.

"Now whered everybody go?' Dat muttered.

(Quiet! Hear those voices?)

Dat moved down the gtairs, listen-ing. A muted chanting seemed to fill the chamber. A narrow door
stood open to hisleft and the chanting grew louder as he approached it.

Thisisit. . . they must have gone through here.

The passage within, hewn from earth and rock, led downward and Ddlt followed it. Widely-spaced
torches sputtered flickering light against the rough wals and the chanting grew louder as he moved.

Can you make out what they're say-ing?

(Something about the sacred ob-jects, half of which must be placed in communion with the
sun one day and the other half placed in communion with the sun the next day . . . a con-tinuous
cycle)

The chant suddenly ended.

(It appearsthe litany is over. We had better go back.)

No, we're hiding right here. The brain is no doubt in there and | want to get back to civilization as
soon as possible.

DAt crouched in a shadowed sul-cusin the wall and watched as the procession passed, the Dukein
thelead carrying some cloth-covered ob-jects held out before him, Anthon sullenly following. The court
ad-visers plucked the torches from the walls as they moved, but Dalt no-ticed thet light <till bled from the
unexplored end of the passage. He sidled aong the wall toward it after the others had passed.

Hewastotaly unprepared for the sight that greeted his eyes as he en-tered the termina acove.

It was surreal. The vaulted subter-ranean chamber was strewn with the wreckage of the lost cargo
ship. Huge pieces of twisted metd lay stacked againgt the walls, smaller pieces hung suspended from the
ceil-ing. And foremost and center, nearly indistinguishable from the other junk, sat the Silvery life-support
ap-paratus of the brain, as high as a man and twice as broad.

And atop that—the brain, abal of neura tissuefloating in anutrient bath within acrystaline globe.

(You can't hear him, can you?) Pard said.

"Him?Himwho?'

(The brain—it picturesitself as a him—did manage to communicate with the locals. You were
right about that.)

"Wheat are you talking about?'

(It's telepathic, Steve, and my pres-ence in your brain seems to have blocked your reception. |
sensed a few impulses back in the passage but | wasn't sure until it greeted us.)

"What'sit saying?'

(The obvious: it wants to know who we are and what we want.) There was a short pause. (Oh,
oh! | just told it that we're here to take it back to Star Ways and it let out a telepathic emer-gency
call—aloud one. Don't be sur-prised if we have company in a few minutes.)

"Great! Now what do we do?' Dalt fingered the dagger in his belt as he pondered the Situation. It
was aready too late to run and he didn't want to have to blast hisway out. His eyes rested on the globe.

"Correct meif I'mwrong, Pard, but | seem to remember something about the globe being
removable.

(Yes, it can be separated from the life-support system for about two hours with no serious



harmto the brain.)

"That's just about al we'd need to get it back to the mother ship and hooked up to another unit.”

(He'squite afraid, Seve,) Pard said as Dalt began to disconnect the globe. (By theway, I've
figured out that little litany we just heard: the sa-cred objectsthat are daily put in ‘com-munion with the
un' are olar bat-teries. Half are charged one day, hdf the next. That's how he keeps himsdlf going.)

Dalt had just finished stoppering the globe's exchange ports when the Duke and hisretinue arrived in
anoisy, disorganized clatter.

"Racso!" the Duke cried on sight of him. "' So you've betrayed us after dl!™

"I'm sorry,” Dalt said, "but this belongs to someone e

Anthon lunged to the front. " Treacherous scum! And 1 called you friend!" Asthe youth's hand
reached for hissword hilt, Dalt raised the globe.

"Stay your hand, Anthon! If any of you try to bar my way, I'll smash this globe and your godling with
it!" The Duke blanched and laid are-straining hand on his son's shoulder. "1 didn't come here with the
ideaof steding something from you but stedl it | must. | regret the necessity.” Dalt wasn't lying. Hefelt,
judtifiably, that he had betrayed atrust and it didn't sit well with him but he kept reminding himself that the
brain be-longed to Star Ways and he was only returning it to them.

(I hope your threat holds them,) Pard said. (If they consider the possi-bilities they'll realize that
if they jump you, they'll lose their godling; but if they let you go, they lose it anyway.)

At that moment, Anthon voiced this same conclusion but still hisfa-ther restrained him. "L et him take
the godling, my son. It has aided us with itswisdom, the least we can do is guarantee it safe passage.”

Dalt grabbed one of the retainers. ™Y ou run ahead and ready me a horse—a good one!" He watched
him go, then dowly followed the passage back to the dining area. The Duke and his group remained
behind in the dcove.

"I wonder what kind of plot they're hatching against me now?" Dat whispered. "Imagine! All thetime
| spent here never guessing they were telepathg!”

(They're not, Steve.)

"Then how do they communicate with thisthing?' he said, glancing & the globe under hisarm.

(The brain is an exceptionally strong sender and receiver, that's the secret. These folk are no
mor e tele-pathic than anyone else.)

Dalt was rdlieved to find the horse waiting and the gate open. The larger of Kwashi'stwo moonswas
well above the horizon and Dalt took the most direct route to his hid-den shuttlecraft.

(Just a minute, Seve,) Pard said as Ddt dismounted near the ship's hid-ing place. (We seemto
have a moral dilemma on our hands.)

"What'sthat?' Pard had been si-lent during the entireftrip.

(I've been talking to the brain and | think it's become a little more than just a piloting device.)

"Possibly. It crashed, discovered it was telepathic and tried to make the best of the Situation. Were
returning it. What'sthe dilemma?’

(It didn't crash. It sounded the alarmto get rid of the technician and brought the ship down on
purpose. And it doesn't want to go back.)

"WEell, it hasn't got much choicein the matter. It was made by Star Ways and that's whereit'sgoing.”

(Steve, it's pleading with us!)

"Pleading?"

(Yes. Look, you're still thinking of this thing as a bunch of neurons put together to pilot a ship,
but it's devel-oped into something more than that. It's now a being, and a thinking, reasoning,
volitional one at that! It's no longer a biomechanism, it's an intelli-gent creature!)

"So you're a philosopher now, isthat it?"

(Tell me, Seve. What's Barre going to do when he gets his hands on it?) Ddt didn't want to



answer that. (He's no doubt going to dissect it, isn't he?)

"Hemight not . . . not after helearnsit'sintdligent.”

(Then let's suppose Barre doesn't dissect him— meanit . . . no, | mean him. Never mind. If
Barreallowsit to live, therest of its life will be spent as an experimental subject. Isthat right?
Arewe justified in delivering it up for that?)

Ddt didn't answer.

(It's not causing any harm. As a matter of fact, it may well help put Kwashi on a quicker road
back to civ-ilization. It wants no power. It memo-rized the ship'slibrary before it crashed and it
was extremely happy down there in that alcove doling out information about fertilizer and crop
rotation and so forth and having its batteries charged everyday.)

"I'm touched," Dat muttered sar-castically.

(Joke if you will, but | don't take this lightly.)

"Do you haveto be so sdf-right-eous?

(I'l say no more. You can leave the globe here and the brain will be able to telepathically
contact the keep and they'll come out and get it.)

"And what do | tel Clarkson?"

(Smply tell him the truth up to the final act and then say that the globe was smashed at the
keep when they tried to jump you and you barely es-caped with your life.)

"That may kill the brain project, you know. Retrieva of the brainisvitd to its continuance.

(That may be so, but it'sa risk we'll have to take. If, however, your report states that the brain
we wer e after had developed a consciousness and self- preservation tendencies, a lot of aca-demic
interest will surely be generated and research will go on, one way or the other.)

Much to hisdismay, Ddt found himsdf agreeing with Pard, tegtering on the brink of gently placing the
globein the grass and walking away, saying to hell with Star Ways.

(It's still pleading with us, Seve. Like a child.)

"All right, dammit!"

Cursing himsdlf for asucker and a softy, Dalt walked a safe distance from the shuttlecraft and put the
globe down.

"But there's afew things weve got to do before we leave here.”

(Like what?)

"Likefilling in our little friend here on some of the basics of feuda culture, something that I'm sure
was not contained in hisship'slibrary.”

(He'll learn from experience.)

"That'swhat I'm afraid of. With-out aclear understanding of Kwashi's feuda structure, hisaid to
Bendeemamight well unbalance the whole socid structure. An overly prosperous duchy is either
overcome by jealous, greedy neighbors, or it uses its prosperity to build an army and pursue a plan of
conquest. Ei-ther course could prove fata to the brain and further hinder Kwashi's chancesfor social and
technologica rehabilitation.”

(So what's your plan?)

"A smpleone: youll takedl | know about Kwashi and feudalism and feed it to the brain. And you
can gress the necessity of finding ameans for wider dissemination of its knowledge, such asteepathicaly
dropping bits of information into the heads of passing merchants, min-strels and vagabonds. If this
prosper-ity can be spread out over awide area, therell be less chance of socia upheava. All of Kwashi
will benefitinthelong run.”

Pard complied and began the feeding process. The brain had a vo-racious appetite for information
and the process was soon completed. As Dalt roseto hisfeet, he heard arus-tling in the bushes. Looking
up he saw Anthon striding toward him with a bared sword:

"I've decided to return the godling to Benddlema,” Ddt stammered lamely.

Anthon stopped. "'l don't want thefilthy thing! Asamatter of fact, | in-tend to smash it assoon as|
finish with you!" Therewasalook of in-credible hatred in his eyes, thelook of ayoung man who has
discovered that hisfriend and admired instruc-tor is atreacherous thief.



"But the godling has seen to it that no onein Benddemawill ever again go hungry!" Ddlt said. "Why
destroy it?"

"Becauseit has aso seen to it that no onein the court of Bendelemawill ever look up to me as
Duke"

"They look up to your father. Why not you in your turn?'

"They look up to my father out of habit!" he snarled. "Buit it isthe godling who is the source of
authority in Benddemal And when my father isgone, | shdl be nothing but a pup-pet.”

Dalt now understood Anthon's moodiness: the brain threstened his position.

"So you followed me not in spite of my threat to smash the godling but because of it!"

Anthon nodded and began ad-vancing again. "1 also had a score to settle with you, Racso! | couldn't
a-low you to betray my trust and the trust of my father and go un-punished!” With the last word he
aimed avicious chop at Ddt, who ducked, spun and dodged out of the way. He had not been wearing
his sword when heleft hisroom back at the keep and consequently did not have it with him now. But he
had the dagger.

Anthon laughed at the Sight of thetiny blade. "Think you can stop me with that?"

If you only knew! Ddt thought. He didn't want to use the blaster, however. He understood Anthon's
fedings. If there were only someway he could stun him and make his es-cape.

Anthon attacked ferocioudy now and Dalt was forced to backpeddle. His foot caught on a stone and
ashefdl heingtinctively threw hisfree hand out for balance. The ensuing events seemed to occur in dow
mo-tion. Hefdt ajarring, crushing, cut-ting, agonizing pain in hisleft wrist and saw Anthon's blade bite
through it. The hand flew off asif with alife of its own and apulsing stream of red shot into the air. Dalt's
right hand, too, seemed to take on alife of itsown asit reversed the dagger, pointed the butt of the hilt at
Anthon and pressed the hidden stud. An energy balt, blinding in the darkness, struck him in the chest and
he went down without a sound.

Dalt grabbed hisforearm. "My hand!" he screamed in agony and horror.

(Give me control!) Pard said ur-gently.

"My hand!" was dl Ddt could say.

(GIVE ME CONTROL!)

Ddt wasjolted by this, relaxed for a second and suddenly found him-self an observer in hisown
body. Hisright hand dropped the dagger and cupped itsdlf firmly over the bleed-ing stump, the thumb
and fingers dug into the flesh of hisforearm, searching for pressure points on the arteries.

Hislegs straightened as herose to hisfeet and calmly walked toward the concedled shuttlecraft His
el-bows parted the bushes and jabbed the plate that operates the door to the outer lock.”

(I'mglad you didn't lock this up yesterday,) Pard said as the port swung open. Therewas a
first-aid emergency kit ingde for stuations such asthis. The pinky of hisright hand was spared from its
pressure duty to flip open thelid of the kit and then a container of stat-gel. The right hand suddenly
released its grasp and, amidst a spatter of blood, the sump of hisleft arm was force-fully shoved into the
gel and held there.

(That should stop the bleeding.) The gel had an immediate clotting effect on any blood that came
into contact with it. The thrombus formed was firm and tough, thereby grestly reducing the threat of
embo-liam.

Rising, Ddt discovered that hisbody was his own again. He ssum-bled outside, weak and
disoriented.

"Y ou saved my life, Pard,” he mumbled findly. "When | looked at that ssump with the blood shooting
out, | couldnt move."

(I saved our life, Seve.)

Hewalked over to where Anthon lay with a smoking hole where his chest had been. "1 wished to
avoid that. It wasn't redlly fair, you know. He only had asword . . ." Dat was not quite himself yet. The
events of thelast minute had not yet been fully absorbed.

(Fair, hell! What does 'fair" mean when someone'strying to kill you?)

But Ddt didn't seem to hear. He began searching the ground. "My hand! Whereé's my hand? If we



bring it back maybe they can replaceit!”

(Not a chance, Steve. Necrosis will bein full swing by the time we get to the mother ship.)

Dalt sat down. The stuation wasfindly sinkingin. "Oh, well," he said resignedly. "They're doing
wonder-ful things with prosthetics these days."

(Prosthetics! We'll grow a new one!)

Dalt paused before answering. "A new hand?'

(Of course! You've il got deposits of omnipotential mesenchymal cells here and therein your
body. I'll just have them transported to the area and with me guiding the process ther€'ll be no
problem to rebuilding the hand. It's really too bad you humans have no conscious control over the
physi-ology of your bodies. With the proper direction, the human body is capable of almost
anything.)

"Y ou mean I'll have my hand back? Good as new?"

(Good as new. But at the moment | suggest we get into the ship and de-part. The brain has
called the Duke and it might be a good thing if we weren't here when he arrived.)

"You know," Ddlt said as he en-tered the shuttlecraft and let the port swing to a close behind him,
"with you watching over my body, | could liveto aripeold age.”

(All 1 have to do is keep up with the degenerative changes and you'll live forever.)

Ddt stopped in midstride. "For-ever?'

(Of course. The old natives of this planet knew it when they made that warning for their
children: "Of every thousand struck down, nine hundred and ninety-nine will die." The obvious
conclusion is that the thousandth vic-timwill not die.)

"BEvar?'

(Well, there's not much | can do if you catch an energy bolt in the chest like Anthon back
there. But other-wise, you won't die of old age—!'ll seeto that. You won't even get old, for that
matter.)

Theimmensity of what Pard was saying suddenly struck Ddt with full force.

"In other words," he breathed, "I'm immortal.”

(I'd prefer a different pronoun: We areimmortal.)

"l don't bdlieveit."

(I don't care what you believe. I'm going to keep you alive for a long, long time, Seve,
because while you live, | live, and I've grown very fond of living.)

Dalt did not move, did not make areply.

(Well, what are you waiting for? There's a whole galaxy of worlds out there just waiting to be
seen and expe-rienced and I'm getting damn sick of this onel)

Ddt smiled. "What'sthe hurry?'

There was apause, then: (You've got a point there, Steve. There€'sreally no hurry at all. We've
got all thetimein the world. Literally.)



