THE BURNI NG OF THE BRAI N

1. DOLORES OH

| tell you, it is sad, it is nore than sad, it is fearful—<for it is a dreadful
thing to go into the up-and-out, to fly without flying, to nove between the
stars as a noth may drift anong the | eaves on a sunmer night.

O all the men who took the great ships into planoformnone was braver, none
stronger, than Captain Magno Tali ano.

Scanners had been gone for centuries and the jonasoidal effect had becone so
simpl e, so manageable, that the traversing of |ight-years was no nore
difficult to nmost of the passengers of the great ships than to go from one
roomto the other.

Passengers noved easily.

Not the crew.

Least of all the captain.

The captain of a jonasoidal ship which had enbarked on an interstellar journey
was a man subject to rare and overwhel nming strains. The art of getting past
all the conplications of space was far nore like the piloting of turbulent
waters in ancient days than |like the snmooth seas which | egendary nen once
traversed with sails al one.

Co-captain on the Wi-Feinstein, finest ship of its class, was Magno Tal i ano.
O himit was said, "He could sail through hell with the rmuscles of his left
eye alone. He could plow space with his living brain if the instrunents failed
Wfe to the Go-captain was Dol ores Ch. The nane was Japonical, from sone

nati on of the ancient days. Dol ores Ch had been once beautiful, so beautiful
that she took nen's breath away, nade wi se nen into fools, made young nen into
ni ght mares of |ust and yearni ng. Werever she went nen had quarrel ed and
fought over her.

But Dol ores Oh was proud beyond all conmmon limts of pride. She refused to go
t hrough the ordinary rejuvenescence. A terrible yearning a hundred or so years
back nust have conme over her. Perhaps she said to herself, before that hope
and terror which a mirror in a quiet roombecomes to anyone:

"Surely I amme. There nust be a me nore than the beauty of ny face, there
nmust be a something other than the delicacy of skin and the accidental lines
of nmy jaw and my cheekbone.

"What have nen loved if it wasn't nme? Can | ever find out who I amor what |
amif | don't let beauty perish and live on in whatever flesh age gives ne?"
She had met the Go-captain and had married himin a romance that left forty

pl anets tal king and half the ship |lines stunned.

Magno Tal i ano was at the very begi nning of his genius. Space, we can tell you,
i s rough—+ough like the wildest of stormdriven waters, filled with perils
which only the nost sensitive, the quickest, the nbst daring of men can

sur nount .

Best of themall, class for class, age for age, out of class, beating the best
of his seniors, was Magno Tali ano.

For himto marry the nost beautiful beauty of forty worlds was a wedding |ike
Hel oi se and Abelard's or like the unforgettable romance of Hel en Anmerica and
M. G ey-no-nore.

The ships of the Go-Captain Magno Tal i ano becane nore beautiful year by year
century by century.

As shi ps becane better he al ways obtained the best. He maintained his | ead
over the other Go-captains so overwhelmngly that it was unthinkable for the
finest ship of mankind to sail out am d the roughnesses and uncertainties of

t wo- di nensi onal space without hinmself at the helm

St op-captains were proud to sail space beside him (Though the Stop-captains
had nothing nmore to do than to check the maintenance of the ship, its | oading
and unl oadi ng when it was in normal space, they were still nore than ordinary
men in their owm kind of world, a world far bel ow the nore majestic and

advent urous uni verse of the CGo-captains.)



Magno Tal i ano had a niece who in the nodern style used a place instead of a
nanme: she was called "Dita fromthe Geat South House."

Wien Dita canme aboard the Wi-Feinstein she had heard nmuch of Dol ores GCh, her
aunt by marriage who had once captivated the men in nany worlds. Dita was
whol |y unprepared for what she found.

Dol ores greeted her civilly enough, but the civility was a sucki ng punmp of

hi deous anxiety, the friendliness was the driest of nockeries, the greeting
itself an attack.

What's the matter with the woman? thought Dita.

As if to answer her thought, Dolores said aloud and in words: "It's nice to
nmeet a worman who's not trying to take Taliano fromnme. | love him Can you
bel i eve that? Can you?"

"Of course,"” said Dita. She | ooked at the ruined face of Dolores Ch, at the
dreaming terror in Dolores's eyes, and she realized that Dol ores had passed
all limts of nightrmare and had becone a veritable denon of regret, a
possessi ve ghost who sucked the vitality from her husband, who dreaded
conpani onshi p, hated friendship, rejected even the nmost casual of
acquai nt ances, because she feared forever and without limt that there was
really nothing to herself, and feared that w thout Magno Taliano she woul d be
nore | ost than the bl ackest of whirlpools in the nothing between the stars.
Magno Tal i ano came in.

He saw his wife and ni ece together.

He nust have been used to Dolores Oh. In Dita's eyes Dol ores was nore
frightening than a nud-caked reptile raising its wounded and venonous head
with blind hunger and blind rage. To Magno Tal i ano the ghastly wonman who st ood
like a witch beside himwas somehow the beautiful girl he had wooed and had
marri ed one hundred sixty-four years before.

He ki ssed the withered cheek, he stroked the dried and stringy hair, he | ooked
into the greedy, terror-haunted eyes as though they were the eyes of a child
he | oved. He said, lightly and gently,

"Be good to Dita, ny dear."

He went on through the | obby of the ship to the inner sanctum of the

pl anof or m ng room

The Stop-captain waited for him Qutside on the world of Sherman the scented
breezes of that pleasant planet blew in through the open wi ndows of the ship.
The Wi-Feinstein, finest ship of its class, had no need for netal walls.

It was built to resenble an ancient, prehistoric estate named Munt Vernon
and when it sailed between the stars it was encased in its own rigid and
self-renewing field of force

The passengers went through a few pl easant hours of strolling on the grass,
enj oyi ng the spaci ous rooms, chatting beneath a marvel ous simul acrum of an

at nosphere-filled sky.

Only in the planoform ng roomdid the CGo-captain know what happened. The
Co-captain, his pinlighters sitting beside him took the ship from one
conpressi on to another, |eaping body and frantically through space, sonetines
one |ight-year, sonetimes a hundred |ight-years, junp, junp, junp, junp unti
the ship, the light touches of the captain's mnd guiding it, passed the
perils of mllions upon nillions of worlds, came out at its appointed
destination and settled as lightly as one feather resting upon others, settled
i nto an enbroi dered and decorated countrysi de where the passengers coul d nove
as easily away fromtheir journey as if they had done nothing nore than to
pass an afternoon in a pleasant old house by the side of a river.

2. THE LOST LOCKSHEET

Magno Tal i ano nodded to his pinlighters. The Stop-captain bowed obsequiously
fromthe doorway of the planoformng room Taliano | ooked at himsternly, but
with robust friendliness. Wth formal and austere courtesy he asked,

"Sir and Col |l eague, is everything ready for the jonasoidal effect?"

The Stop-captain bowed even nore formally. "Truly ready, Sir and Master."
"The | ocksheets in place?"



"Truly in place, Sir and Master."

"The passengers secure?"

"The passengers are secure, nunbered, happy and ready, Sir and Master."

Then came the | ast and the nost serious of questions. "Are ny pin-lighters
warnmed with their pin-sets and ready for conbat?"

"Ready for combat, Sir and Master." Wth these words the Stop-captain

wi t hdrew. Magno Taliano snmiled to his pinlighters. Through the m nds of all of
them t here passed the same thought.

How could a man that pleasant stay nmarried all those years to a hag |ike

Dol ores Ch? How could that witch, that horror, have ever "been a beauty? How
could that beast have ever been a woman, particularly the divine and gl anorous
Dol ores Ch whose image we still see in four-di every now and then?

Yet pl easant he was, though |ong he may have been narried to Dol ores Ch. Her

| onel i ness and greed mi ght suck at himlike a nightmare, but his strength was
nore than enough strength for two.

Was he not the captain of the greatest ship to sail between the stars?

Even as the pinlighters smled their greetings back to him his right hand
depressed the gol den cerenonial |ever of the ship. This instrument al one was
mechani cal. Al other controls in the ship had | ong since been forned

tel epathically or electronically.

Wthin the planoformng roomthe black skies becane visible and the tissue of
space shot up around themlike boiling water at the base of a waterfall
Qut si de that one roomthe passengers still wal ked sedately on scented | awns.
Fromthe wall facing him as he sat rigid in his Go-captain's chair, Magno
Tal i ano sensed the formng of a pattern which in three or four hundred
mlliseconds would tell himwhere he was and woul d give himthe next clue as
to how to nove.

He noved the ship with the inmpul ses of his own brain, to which the wall was a
superl ative conpl enent .

The wall was a living brickwork of |ocksheets, |am nated charts, one hundred
t housand charts to the inch, the wall preselected and preassenbled for al

i magi nabl e conti ngenci es of the journey which, each time afresh, took the ship
across hal f-unknown i mrensities of time and space. The ship leapt, as it had
bef ore.

The new star focused.

Magno Taliano waited for the wall to show hi mwhere he was, expecting (in
partnership with the wall) to flick the ship back into the pattern of stellar
space, moving it by i mense skips fromsource to destination

This time nothi ng happened.

Not hi ng?

For the first tine in a hundred years his m nd knew panic.

It couldn't be nothing. Not nothing. Something had to focus. The | ocksheets
al ways focused.

H s mind reached into the | ocksheets and he realized with a devastation beyond
all limts of ordinary human grief that they were | ost as no ship had ever
been | ost before. By some error never before commtted in the history of

manki nd, the entire wall was nade of duplicates of the same | ocksheet.

Wrst of all, the enmergency return sheet was |ost. They were amid stars none
of them had ever seen before, perhaps as near as five hundred mllion mles,
perhaps as far as forty parsecs.

And the | ocksheet was | ost.

And they woul d die.

As the ship's power failed coldness and bl ackness and death woul d crush in on
themin a few hours at the nost. That then would be all, all of the

Wi- Feinstein, all of Dolores Oh.

3. THE SECRET OF THE OLD DARK BRAI N

Qut si de of the planoform ng roomof the Wi-Feinstein the passengers had no
reason to understand that they were marooned in the nothing-at-all.

Dol ores Ch rocked back and forth in an ancient rocking chair. Her haggard face



| ooked without pleasure at the imaginary river that ran past the edge of the
lawn. Dita fromthe Great South House sat on a hassock by her aunt's knees.
Dol ores was tal king about a trip she had nmade when she was young and vi brant
wi th beauty, a beauty which brought trouble and hate wherever it went.

" so the guardsman killed the captain and then cane to nmy cabin and said
to ne, 'You've got to marry ne now. |'ve given up everything for your sake,’
and | said to him 'I never said that | |oved you. It was sweet of you to get
into a fight, and in a way | suppose it is a conplinent to ny beauty, but it
doesn't mean that | belong to you the rest of ny life. Wat do you think I am
anyhow?' "

Dol ores Ch sighed a dry, ugly sigh, like the crackling of sub-zero w nds

t hrough frozen twigs. "So you see, Dita, being beautiful the way you are is no
answer to anything. A woman has got to be herself before she finds out what
she is. | know that ny |ord and husband, the Go-captain, |oves ne because ny
beauty is gone, and with nmy beauty gone there is nothing but ne to love, is

t here?"

An odd figure cane out on the verandah. It was a pinlighter in full fighting
costume. Pinlighters were never supposed to | eave the planoformng room and
it was nost extraordinary for one of themto appear anong the passengers.

He bowed to the two ladies and said with the utnost courtesy, "Ladies, wll
you pl ease cone into the planoform ng roon? W have need that you should see

t he Go-captain now. "

Dol ores's hand leapt to her mouth. Her gesture of grief was as automatic as
the striking of a snake. Dita sensed that her aunt had been waiting a hundred
years and nore for disaster, that her aunt had craved ruin for her husband the
way that sone people crave | ove and others crave death.

Dita said nothing. Neither did Dol ores, apparently at second thought, utter a
wor d.

They followed the pinlighter silently into the planofornm ng room The heavy
door cl osed behind them Magno Taliano was still rigid in his captain's chair.
He spoke very slowy, his voice sounding like a record played too slowy on an
anci ent parl ophone.

"We are lost in space, ny deaf," said the frigid, ghostly, voice of the
captain, still in his Go-captain's trance. "W are |lost in space and | thought
that perhaps if your mind aided mne we mght think of a way |ack."

Dita started to speak

A pinlighter told her: "Go ahead and speak, my dear. Do you have any

suggesti on?"

"Why don't we just go back? It would be hunmiliating, wouldn't it? Still it
woul d be better than dying. Let's use the energency return | ocksheet and go on
right back. The world will forgive Magno Taliano for a single failure after

t housands of brilliant and successful trips.”

The pinlighter, a pleasant enough young man, was as friendly and calmas a
doctor inform ng sonmeone of a death or of a nutilation. "The inpossible has
happened, Dita fromthe Geat South House. All the | ocksheets are wong. They
are all the same one. And not one of themis good for energency return.”

Wth that the two wonen knew where they were. They knew that space woul d tear
into themlike threads being pulled out of a fiber so that they would either
die bit by bit as the hours passed and as the material of their bodies faded
away a few nol ecul es here and a few there. O, alternatively, they could die
all at once in a flash if the Go-captain chose to kill hinmself and the ship
rather than to wait for a slow death. O, if they believed in religion, they
coul d pray.

The pinlighter said to the rigid Go-captain, "W think we see a fanmiliar
pattern at the edge of your own brain. May we | ook in?" Taliano nodded very
slowy, very gravely. The pinlighter stood still.

The two worren wat ched. Not hi ng vi si bl e happened, but they knew that beyond the
limts of vision and yet before their eyes a great drama was being played out.
The minds of the pinlighters probed deep into the mnd of the frozen
Co-captain, searching anid the synapses for the secret of the faintest clue to



their possible rescue. Mnutes passed. They seened |ike hours.

At last the pinlighter spoke. "W can see into your midbrain, Captain. At the
edge of your pal eocortex there is a star pattern which resenbl es the upper
left rear of our present |ocation."

The pinlighter |aughed nervously. "W want to know, can you fly the ship hone
on your brain?"

Magno Tal i ano | ooked with deep tragic eyes at the inquirer. H's slow voice
cane out at them once again since he dared not |eave the half-trance which
held the entire ship in stasis. "Do you nean can | fly the ship on a brain
alone? It would burn out ny brain and the ship would be | ost anyhow ... "
"But we're lost, lost, lost," screaned Dolores Ch. Her face was alive with

hi deous hope, with a hunger for ruin, with a greedy wel come of disaster. She
screamed at her husband, "Wake up, ny darling, and let us die together. At

| east we can belong to each other that much, that |ong, forever!"”

"Why di e?" said the pinlighter softly. "You tell him Dta."

Said Dita, "Wiy not try, Sir and Uncle?"

Slowy Magno Taliano turned his face toward his niece. Again his hollow voice
sounded. "If | do this | shall be a fool or a child or a dead man, but | wll
do it for you."

Dita had studied the work of the Go-captains and she knew well enough that if
t he pal eocortex was lost the personality becanme intellectually sane, but
enotionally crazed. Wth the npost ancient part of the brain gone the
fundamental controls of hostility, hunger and sex di sappeared. The nost
ferocious of animals and the nost brilliant of nmen were reduced to a conmmon

| evel -a I evel of infantile friendliness in which lust and pl ayful ness and
gentl e, unappeasabl e hunger became the eternity of their days.

Magno Taliano did not wait.

He reached out a slow hand and squeezed the hand of Dolores Ch. "As | die you
shall at last be sure | |ove you."

Once again the wonen saw nothing. They realized they had been called in sinply
to give Magno Taliano a last glinpse of his own life.

A quiet pinlighter thrust a beamel ectrode so that it reached square into the
pal eocortex of Captain Magno Tali ano.

The planoforning roomcane to life. Strange heavens swirled about themlike
m | k being churned in a bow .

Dita realized that her partial capacity of tel epathy was functioning even

wi thout the aid of a machine. Wth her nmind she could feel the dead wall of

t he | ocksheets. She was aware of the rocking of the Wi-Feinstein as it | eapt
from space to space, as uncertain as a man crossing a river by leaping from
one ice-covered rock to the other

In a strange way she even knew that the pal eocortical part of her uncle's
brain was burning out at last and forever, that the star patterns which had
been frozen in the | ocksheets lived on in the infinitely conplex pattern of
his own nenories, and that with the help of his own tel epathic pinlighters he
was burning out his brain cell by cell in order for themto find a way to the
ship's destination. This indeed was his last trip.

Dol ores Oh watched her husband with a hungry greed surpassing all expression.
Little by little his face becane rel axed and st upi d.

Dita could see the nidbrain being burned blank, as the ship's controls with
the help of the pinlighters searched through the nost nmagnificent intellect of
its time for a last course into harbor

Suddenly Dol ores Ch was on her knees, sobbing by the hand of her husband.

A pinlighter took Dita by the arm

"We have reached destination," he said.

"And ny uncl e?"

The pinlighter | ooked at her strangely.

She realized he was speaking to her without moving his |ips—speaking
mnd-to-mnd with pure tel epathy.

"Can't you see it?"

She shook her head dazedly.



The pinlighter thought his enphatic statenent at her once again.

"As your uncle hurned out his brain, you picked up his skills. Can't you sense
it? You are a Go-captain yourself and one of the greatest of us."

"“And he?"

The pinlighter thought a nerciful coment at her.

Magno Taliano had risen fromhis chair and was being led fromthe roomby his
wi fe and consort, Dolores Ch. He had the ami able snile of an idiot, and his
face for the first time in nore than a hundred years trenbled with shy and
silly love.



