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A #BW Rel ease

THREE OR FOUR TIMES in the last six days his alice
had squirted hi mup the funny nuscle and Matthew
Wade had wel coned the light relief at this point of
his sel f-inmposed exile.

This computer, now. . . Men needed conputers
so much that playing jokes on them had beconme on
addict's vice.

He had to remenber that if his inmpersonation of

an ordi nary human being could continue with any
degree of success he nust consistently maintain a
mature responsibility to the antics around him The
sober knowl edge battled freakishly with obsessive
desires to abandon all responsibility. This adm nis-
tration computer of Star House, now, from which he
expected nerely to extract routine personnel infor-
mati on, acted on himlike a highly volatile drug.

"Hey, Wade, are you nearly through?" Eva Vetri

call ed across the conmputer room Her slimbrown
fingers fondled the fur of her alice and a shaggy
sheaf of papers and tapes ruffled around her as she
gestured violently. "lI've a ness of details to get out
about the harvest—

Wade ignored her. He pressed his hands flat on

the warm pl astic-netal of the conmputer fascia. How
suprenmely giggle worthy it would be to punch into
the conputer a nursery rhynme. Say one of those

trapezoi dal | anguage fabrications from G orgi one's
Pl anet, or a sinple menonic that would echo and
reverberate within the el ectronic pathways of this
i nsensate machi ne's nechanical mnd. Geat fun

O —and how sneakily diabolical that would be

—ust for a nmonent turn on those circuits in his

own brain he had switched of f when he'd left Al-

timus and reach into the conputer and punp the
hysteresis cycles of "The little Preet had a treet

whose freetless greetings cal okreeted it," directly into
the scientific marvels of the computer's innards.

CGosh, wow, boy oh boy!
"Wade. Are you all right?"

"Perfectly, thank you, Mss Vetri." He spoke with

a difficulty he conceal ed with habitual professional-
ism An ordinary human being would react with
predicted patterns in given situations, he knew that
wel | enough. It was just that, right now, he wanted



to turn on and have a giggle ball.

"You | ook—you' re sure you' ve got the hang of

that GBM?" Her small brown face showed concern

a wrinkling between the eyebrows, a softer pouting

of the full lips. The annoyed fluttering of the papers
stilled although her hand continued its sensuous
stroking along the fur of her alice. "That's the nost
conpl ex conputer this side of Sjellenbrod, and it
costs-"

"It costs nore than our conbi ned sal ari es per
mnute," he said nore firmy, with a patched snile.
"Il be all through in just a nmonent."

What had he been about? If he switched on those
extra circuits in his brain the coords of Altinus
woul d know, would know . . . the rank fear of Al-
timus stank in his mnd.

Forcing hinsel f, but w thout hesitation, he rapped
out the routine inquiry and then stood up, indicated
the vacant chair.

"It's all yours, Mss Vetri."

She sat down and twitched her alice into a nore
confortabl e position over her shoul ders, poising her
hands above the input. As a human bei ng she pre-

sented certain ticklish problens for Mtthew Wade.

"There's been a lot of—ell, you know, funny sort
of sickness about. If you're feeling peculiar—

"I"'mquite all right, thank you, Mss Vetri. | ap-
preci ate your concern.”

"—have Doc Hedges check you out."

"Thank you."

"Kolok Trujillo's due in this afternoon. He's a big
man in the galaxy. | hear he always brings about

a hundred hangers-on wherever he goes. There'll be
a ball tonight."

"Yes."

He picked up his printout, that chattered through
its slot like Moloch spitting out bones, and wal ked
of f.

"Hey, \Wade!"

He turned. Eva Vetri | ooked up with a brown
sparrow notion of her sleek head.

"Didn't you have any files?"

"Ah, no."



She frowned. Her own information papers bill owed
on the rest, bul ging beneath the clip.

"Don't tell ne you keep your data and your code
in your head?"

"It was only a tiny routine matter," he said and
continued wal ki ng, thankful for his alice, which at

t hat nmoment hi ccuped and gave hi m br eakaway
cover.

"Thanks, Sinbad," he synbed, and the response

formed a pattern of amused pleasure in his mnd. On
arrival on Ashranmdrego, when he had been fitted

with his Iife support system he'd been disappointed
and obscurely alarned at the | ack of tel epathic qual-
ity on the part of the organismon which his exist-
ence depended. On Catspaw he'd achi eved a

friendly relationship with Boris in half a day. But
here even in six days he'd come to see a counter
benefit. He'd never devel oped as close a rel ationship
wi th Lon Chaney, his canmoufl age cl oak, as had

many other people with theirs and, aware of his need
for isolation and al oof ness, had felt no |l oss. Lon
Chaney hung now supi nely down his back. That

very ego-succoring apartness he nmust cultivate ben-
efited by the puzzling nmuffling of synb contact with
the alices here on Ashramndrego.

He | eft the conputer section of Star House—ike

nost of the structures here sinply fashioned from

| ocal material s—and headed for the corner block
housi ng personnel, across froma flier park with the
CT Building partially hidden beyond. The sun Ash-
ram shone down beneficently. From space the sun

bl azed red and gol den, but here on the surface of
Drego, the third planet, the poisonous atnosphere
turned those fiery colors to burning blues and ver-
digris greens. Long sinuous wafts of toxic gases |ay
i ke afternoon cloud shadows over the nearby hills
and the muted brilliance of topaz and sapphire and
anet hyst drowned the planetary surface in a ghostly
dry land i nage of undersea.

He breathed in deeply, letting his lungs creak and

savoring the out-of-doors feeling. Sinbad burped
am cabl y.

On a planet like this he could well understand
why sone people opted out of the symb-socket cir-
cuit and becane permanents, |ike the personnel of
Kri seman, who |lived here all the year around.

Just what had possessed hi mthe word was in

noway too strong—back there before the conputer

he had no idea, apart froma frightening feeling of
irresponsibility, of juvenile Iight-headedness, of an



adol escent atavistic fecklessness, he could anal yze
no further. He had been taught that nost hunmans,
ordi nary humans, were still children at heart and
he supposed, not w thout a trenor of distaste, that
his recent intimte contact with them had begun to
wor k insidiously on him

Bet ween the conpl ex of office buildings and hous-

i ng encl aves of the Kriseman Corporation Headquar -
ters flowering Dregoan shrubs grew in painted pro-
fusion and fl ower beds bl oonmed in autumal splen-
dor. Sem sentient gardeners tended the plots. Peo-
ple strolled al ong the fl agged paths. As though m nd-
ful of his duty, Mtthew Wade avoi ded them wit h-
out conscious effort. A few yards ahead he saw t he
tall and portly formof Silas Sternmire, the plane-
tary director, the big man hinmself, and he nmade to
avoid him too.

A heavy, prestigious man, whose features re-

flected the sel f-opinionated, self-gratifying, self-im
portance of one responsible for a whole planet's well -
bei ng and overly conscious of that scarcely denmand-

ing chore, was how Sternm re had been sumed up

by Wade at their first interview Conpletely with-

out hurmor, with two deep parallel indentations at

the corners of his mouth, he could have reacted
to the nanes T. S. Eliot and W H. Auden as though
confronted by open cesspool s.

The planetary director espied Wade. A bright,
chuckl ing expression fleeted across those doughy
features. The unyielding man bent |ike a canel go-
ing down on its knees.

"Wal sh, isn't it?" Then in a quick, bubbling voice:
"Hey, Walshy, | bet I c¢'n beat ya at marbles. C non."

The portly figure knelt, trousers straining. Stern-
mre's thick fingers flicked. dass spun flickeringly
in the sunlight.

Unbel i eving and yet forced to believe by what

he saw, Wade realized the big man did want to
pl ay marbles. The speech patterns and val ues be-
wi | dered Wade.

Still unsure of normalcy in this unfanmliar world,
still strange even after Tiberious and Cat spaw and
Takkarnia, still uncertain just how adults were ex-

pected to behave, he knelt beside Sternnmire

"Where's yer alleys, Wal shy? Say—+'Il lend ya
some of mine. Here, | ¢c'n lick you easy!"

Sternmre's life support systemrippled furrily

al ong his shoul ders and back. lgnoring his alice,
Sternmre, whose flushed and happy face refl ected

all the joys of boyhood, spun and flashed his marbles



in the dust of the wal k.

The feel of the marbles between Wade's fingers
unl eashed a gush of menories.

The past-destroying viol ence of those nmenories
washed up a mmel strom of bric-a-brac: hot happy
afternoons playing with the other kids on the back
| ot; wondering about Dagda; diving and sw nmm ng
not her naked in the water-scooped pool bel ow the

spi | lway; scrunping for golden apples where every
breaki ng branch signaled a helter-skelter rout; read-
i ng under the bedclothes late into the night; a score
of boyish nenories flickered through his operating
brain |ike goldfish past an aquariumlight.

Then, like the last bright frame of a filmrustling

t hrough the projector, those old happy nenories

vani shed to be replaced by the abrupt vision of his
parents' faces, serious, worried and unsure about his
future, |ooking at him already as ordinary people

| ooked at coords. He did not have to recall his life
after that, when the cal mfaced nman in the bl ue

cloak and silver girdle had taken himto A tinus,

for that life was so intimately a part of hinself, so
essentially what he was now, what he was trying to
deny, that only by this apparently stupid fight and
return to the gal axy could he hope to regain the boy
he once had been

"C nmon, Wlshy, it's your go."
"All right, M. Sternmre-"

"Hey! You tryin' to be funny or sunp'n? My old
man's not around. |'m Gus. You oughtta know t hat,
st upe! "

"Yeah, sure, Qus," Wade said, trying to catch the
boyi sh intonations. "I'lIl match you, and I'Il lick you
sure. "

"Nah! Not nme. |'mthe best. Just lookit that!"

Sternmre's thick fingers flicked with remants of
vani shed skill. d ass sparkl ed agai nst the dust.

"Not bad," said Wade. Carefully, betrayingly
nore at ease with relationships on this juvenile |evel
he flicked his own marble. dass spat and glittered.

"Hoo, boy!" chortled the director, his thick face
creased and sweating, the ruff of hair bedraggled

| i ke a drunken cockatoo's. "Not bad. But |'l| beat-
yal"

The planetary director pushed at his alice, his
thick fingers groping around the symb-socket at the



base of his neck where the life support systenmi s bl ood
circulation was joined to his own. He didn't notice
what he was doing. Al his concentrati on was bent

on flicking his glass alley, on beating \Wade.

Sternmire's alice didn't like those sausagy fingers
probing at him He rippled chestnut fur tinted green
by the hollow light, unwapped a beady bl ack eye.
The director conpletely engrossed in his game of
mar bl es scratched the skin around his synb-socket,
fumbled in toward that spot where the two circul a-
tory systems twined. Hs alice burped.

"You should be nore careful, M. Stern—uh, CGus."
"Wazzat, Wal shy? Nittering itch. . . . Cnon
It's all on your pitch!"

The glass alley snooth in his fingers, Wade cast
a worried glance at Sternmire's fingers scratch
scratch, scratching at the alice's arterial probe
"C nmon, Wl shy! You chicken!™"

If this was truly how ordi nary humans behaved. ..
"Go easy!" Wade had to say, snapping the words
out through his own feelings of frustration. On
Cat spaw there had been nothing like this. To have
to live anbng continui ng adol escent s—and because
of his own choice! "Careful of your alice.”
"Wazzat ?"

A Mephi stophelian brand of fury caught at \Wade

in the frustrations his agoni zed decision to reject
his calling as a coord had brought. In renouncing
his special birthright he had renounced his own jus-

tification for exercising those rights; he had outl awed
hi nmsel f.

"Leave your alice alone, Cus, for Astir's sake!"
"Alice? What you tal king about? Alice's gone rid-

i ng on her fancy new pony. You know that, WAl shy.
Cnon, let's get with it!"

Thi ck fingers poking, probing. . . . Marbles
spl ashing sparks of brilliant color in the Ashram sun-
shine. . . . The gently zephyr breeze of poison gas

Dr egoan at mosphere.

Sternmre's alice hiccuped. He wiggled and then
extended three of his slender, jointed |legs, their toe-
claws varnished a brilliant carmne. The novenent

on the director's neck and shoul ders upset him He
gave a vi gorous, youthful push, carel essly shruggi ng.

"Goddamed itch! Are you gonna play or not,
Wal shy?"

"Thi s has gone far enough— began Wade.

Sternm re suddenly spun around. He junped up
convul sively. He clapped both hands to his neck



t he broad pal ns crushing down on the alice as
though to hold it there. Seeping redness oozed
around hi s synb-socket.

"No!" Sternmire screaned. He lost his boyish glee.
H s hair flapped. H s pudgy face showed scored |ines
of absolute horror. "Help! Help!"

A shadow noved across Wade. A voice, terse
harsh, angry, crisped orders.

"It's the director! His alice is going! Get a lung
here—fast!"

A face bent nmonentarily toward Wade and he
recogni zed Luis Perceau, the Kriseman Corporation's
defense of ficer on Ashramdrego. Perceau, a bul ky,

bl ocky, cropped-haired dynano of bone and nuscl e,
hoi sted Sternmire |like a hop pocket.

"Wade, isn't it? I'll renenber you!"

Activity boil ed between the flower beds. A white-
coated nedic charged through a carefully tended

pl ot of Dregoan roses sending petals flying in a con-
fetti of panic. Cerks and chemlab techs clustered.
Voi ces rose hi gh, shocked, excited.

Wade stood back. Danger groped for him here.

In his hands he still held three of the glass alleys.
Al'l the confusion displeased him @ ass crushed to-
gether in his fingers. H's inpersonation nmust have

br oken down.

The nmedic's white coat, cut and flared where his
al i ce snugged on his shoulder, blotted out Wade's
view of Sternmire. The planetary director continued
to yell. Perceau, his cropped hair glistening like a
wheat field after the reapers, grabbed for the |ung.

"Snap it up!" shouted Perceau

Bet ween them they held the director |ong enough

to enable the nedic's job to be done by Perceau

The nedic flipped the hose tap. The three gyrating

men tw sted around. \Wade saw Perceau slap the

pl astic face nask over Sternmire's ghastly face. Now
Sternm re breathed standard nitrogen/oxygen air.

They strapped the air cylinder to his back. It hung

t here, alone, a mechanical replacenment for the alice's
oxygenating function, good for sixty mnutes of life.

Sternmre's face through the gl azed bl ueness

shrank to a pinkish facsimle of health. Wade realized
he had been holding his own breath all the time. He
let it out now and expelled the poi son gases of
Ashramdrego that Sinbad rendered hi m capabl e of

br eat hi ng.



Luis Perceau swung heavily toward him
"You! Wade! I'll see you-"

Perceau stopped in m d-harangue. He saw the
mar bl es powdered i n Wade' s hands, di anond- dust -
ing to the wal k.

He react ed.
"Here's another!"”

He dived for Wade, grabbed his hands, spun him
twi sted his arns up behind his back, pressed his
hands away from his alice.

"Don't touch your alice, you fool!"
"But I'm" began Wade.

Lon Chaney, his canoufl age cl oak from Sam a

wriggled his sixteen legs and swirled out of the way.
Wade's abrupt bitter menory of the degrading fist
fight on Takkarnia erupted in his nind; he had

sol emmly pronised never to renmenber Takkarnia

agai n.

"You want anot her |lung?" yelled the nmedic. He
started around Sternmre, who |eaned in, grasping
the nmedic's arm unwilling to allow a savior to de-
part.

"Not yet. The alice |ooks in good shape, but you
never can tell. Wth this goddamed juvenile sick-
ness striking everywhere, you just can't be sure." He
snapped the last order as though on parade. "Keep
that lung on ready alert, nedic!"

"Yes, sir!"

Sternmre, propelled by the nmedic, foll owed by

Wade in Perceau's custody, they marched al ong the
wal k. Clerks and techs fell back, and whispers and
shocked commrents expressed el oquently the sup-
pressed fear of contagion that gripped these people

in face of a sickness their nedical experts had been
unabl e to conbat.

Wade realized that Luis Perceau, for all his
pseudo-martial ponmp and bearing, nust be a very
brave man. The nedi c, too.

The olive drab tunic, cut to accept the alice, with

t he bronze buttons and the pair of dummy plastic
hand grenades, of a pattern obsolete for a thousand
-years, attached over the breast pockets, the bits of
gilded brass, the gilt |leaf edging to his cap, these
status synbols nmade of Perceau a | aughi ngstock in



the eyes of Wade. And yet

"I"mperfectly all right, thank you." Wade spoke
with stiff formality. "The Director wi shed to play
me a ganme of nmarbles and | felt it incunbent on ne
to do so."

"Aright pair of nutters," renmarked the nedic.
His face, a raw beefsteak with three o' clock
shadow, betrayed contenpt and pity. Here strode
a man clearly of the synb-socket circuit. O fear
wherever he kept it, none showed on that pugna-
ci ous face.

Ahead, al ong a sidewal k between the personne

bui | di ng where Wade's office was | ocated and the

flier park, the abruptly stark outline of the CT Build-
ing showed. Built of white concrete, w ndow ess,
possessing a single door giving access to the nassive
airlock, the Condition Terran Building stuck out in
the softer Dregoan architecture like a notor torpedo
boat among a flotilla of yachts.

"You'll be all right once we get you inside," rum

bl ed Perceau reassuringly. "And there hasn't been
time for this Astir-forsaken atnosphere to eat at the
director's eyes and skin." He took a fresh hitch on

Wade's wrists, run up his back. Wade wi nced.
"It's really not necessary—
"You'll be just fine. Don't worry."

Resi gnedl y, Wade synbed Sinbad: "Sorry about
this."

The response pattern formed with a line of puzzle-

ment riding through the amusenent. A sensation of

pl easure at gl ass spheres, w nking and bouncing in

the sunlight, of disappointnment at a gane unfi ni shed.
But anusenent, the old giggle nuscles in ful

pl ay, remained, as usual, the dom nant response pat-

tern from Si nbad.

"You're just like a kid yourself," synbed Wade
with affectionate tol erance.

News had al ready reached ahead of them and

as soon as they marched through the inner valve

the ordered efficiency of the Planetary Term na
caught themup in its separate and articul ate world.
Here, and as far as Wade knew only here, on the
surface of the alien planet Drego could be found
conditions in which an Earthman could live as he

m ght back hone on Earth. A direct and herneti -
cally sealed tunnel led fromthe CT Building to the
spaceport. Bypassing that the little processi on headed
directly for the synbiosis theater



"Bring the director straight through to nunber
three," said Doctor Marian Anstee. "W're going in
to wash up straight away. | just hope the psycho-
physi ol ogi cal shock hasn't done too rmuch danage."
She saw Perceau | uggi ng Wde. "Not so urgent?"

Perceau grunted and heaved up on Wade's arns
as though he had attenpted to evade custody.

"He hasn't touched his alice, doctor. |'ve seen to
that."

"Good." Doctor Anstee spared no further regard

for Wade. She took off for the theater at a run, her
slimlegs flashing, her fair hair disarranged, her face
with its large eyes and soft nouth purposeful. Her
own alice lay curled up and qui escent on her shoul -
der, exposed beyond the edge of the white gown

she began to shed as she ran. The alice's | egs were
tucked in and holding and his eyes were fast closed.
Here, in an atnosphere which the alice could breathe
confortably and not have to carry the respiration

of his symbiont, he tended to doze off.

Sternmre's weak gestures quieted as an eepee
trolley took himfromthe nedic. Wade saw the di-
rector strapped down on the pallet by the el ectro-
pl asm s extensible feelers and whi sked away toward
the theater. Sonewhere a siren that had been hoot-
ing since their arrival stopped.

In the person of Sternmire and his need for a

new al i ce, manki nd was once nore unm st akably
exerting the right to stay alive on the alien planets
of the gal axy.

I

"LOOK, PERCEAU. |I'mperfectly all right. Really
am"

"Yeah? So how come you're playing marbles with

the director?" Perceau snorted. "Marbles. | reckon
you' ve both" |ost yours." He snorted again, pleased.
Wade gestured helplessly. "I thought | was doing

the right thing."
"Right thing!" Perceau' s brief noment of hunor

vani shed. Hi s heavy jaw dropped. "Wth the director
goading his alice like a half-witted kid poking a
snake?"

"I warned him | tried to stop him"

"There's no tinme to warn a guy nonkeying wth

his alice on the synb-socket circuit. You know t hat
You' ve got to grab him quick and shove a | ung over
his face fast."



"Yes."

"The poi son gases down here may be only trace
fractions, but they' Il kill you stone dead—and with
a green face and bul gi ng, suppurating eyeballs and
spitting your guts all over the scenery, too."

"1 know. "

"You' d better have Doc Hedges check you over
You sure you're not feeling funny?"

"Far fromit—en one |evel."

"What does that nean?"

Wade shook his head. "Nothing. 1'll go see the
doctor. "'
"We've got Kolok Trujillo coming in this after-

noon—ene of the biggest corporation directors in the
whol e goddam gal axy after his supply of gerontidri
—and this has to happen.”

The i nportance of directors of corporations deal -
i ng throughout that part of the galaxy so far
opened up by Honp sapiens was not to be deni ed.
Clearly Defense Oficer Luis Perceau had much on
his mnd

"Those Godforsaken ruptors have been stri pping

t he bushes over in Beta Five plantation all week
and Tom Martin's away doi ng what he can. How

' m supposed to keep them under control with the
equi prent and personnel |I'mallocated | don't

know." Perceau's ugly jaw stiffened. "1'd like to
carry out a planet w de extermi nation policy! Not just
this continent. That's the only way to deal with

that kind of vermn."

Mat t hew Wade had heard of the ruptors but so

far had not seen any live speci nens. Pinned and
framed behind glass in the adm nistration build-
ing's | obby a set of three had been mounted, no
doubt, Wade had t hought when he'd first halted,
arrested by their brilliant blue and brown nenace
dead behind glass, to keep before the personnel the
vivid image of this animal formthat threatened

the profits of the Kriseman Corporation

H s first inpression had been that here were gi-
gantic chordate bees: huge bristly bodies with
spatul ate wi ngs spread in a gossaner of power, short
and chunky heads with faceted eyes and machi ned
jaws, underslung stingers that projected fromtheir
tails and raked forward of their bodies to extend

a good three feet in advance of their heads. They

| ooked |i ke enornous wi nged prawns curled for
action, like nightmarish winged tarantulas wth



stings unlinmbered beneath instead of above.

At their tips those stingers bifurcated into pin-
cers, scissorlike razors of clipping destruction that
could bite down a carefully planted row of geron
bushes and surgically prune a wi de swat he of |eaves.
To watch a ruptor in action, so Wade had been told
in disgust, was |ike seeing an insane eepee hedge
pruner hewing its way through the center of a line

of bushes and discarding | eaves in a shreddi ng of
outflung fronds.

"A dusting of hornmone powder all over—that'd
stop 'emdead in their tracks, by Astirl"

"A bit drastic though, M. Perceau. | nean,"
Wade smiled. "I thought they were fliers."

Perceau's glare in return | acked nothing fromhis
arnory of dogged contenpt. "You a nut, or some-
thing? You'd better cut along to Doc Hedges. Me,
I"'mfor the Split Infinitive. And renenber, Wade,
|'ve got nmy eye on you..'

"l feel flattered."

And Matt hew Wade wal ked of f, not entirely satis-
fied with his exchange with the defense officer but
obscurely el ated.

Through the airlock and outside the CT Build-

i ng Sinbad gave a few experinmental bel ches and
then settled down to his regular rhythm of breath-
ing. Wade's alice was providing the means of life
not only to Wade hinself but also to Lon Chaney,
and the alice seemed to thrive on the extra | oad.

Striding out between flower beds onto the main
wal k agai n Wade paused a nonment. No sign of

the recent energency remai ned except a col ored
scattering of Dregoan rose petals being swept up
by an eepee gardener. The semi sentient gardener

el ectronically structured and i sotope powered wth
a scrap of protoplasmic matter to provide a degree
of virtuosity to its micro-mniaturized conputer
brain, could performa surprising nunmber of tasks.
In I ess need of costly detail ed progranm ng than a
true robot an el ectroplasm provided rel atively cheap
and efficient servant units to humanity.

The peopl e nmovi ng about the wal ks and passi ng
fromoffice to office of the Kriseman Corporation
Headquarters conpl ex gave no heed to the el ectro-
pl asm Eepees to themwere nerely life artifacts
to be used as seened proper

Wade gazed across to the purpled hills where
| evel strands of enerald and anmet hyst gases hung
i ke tobacco snmoke in an overheated room Be-
tween these nearer hills and the headquarters, as



beyond them way past the Fractured Hlls, stretched
t he unendi ng rows of geron bushes. Each bush re-
ceived unrenitting care and devoted attention. Ev-
ery plantation so far cultivated in the constant ex-
pansi on across this northern continent of Ashram
drego was nunbered and counted and conputerized
into the equations that represented life, power and
profits.

He skirted the railed encl osures where ani mated
banboos whi stled and | ashed the air in frenzy seek-
ing to seize the spinning, dancing notes of insects
feeding on the flower heads; blind beggars striking
at raganuffins.

Al ready he had prom sed hinself he nust in-

quire nore deeply into the notivations of men in
the galaxy on this enpirical level; all the |earned
know edge of Altinmus had remained al nost entirely
on the theoretical |level. One deeply rooted reason
for his comng to Ashrandrego had been the desire
to sl ow down. He fancied he'd joined the synb-
socket circuit originally without realizing the im
possibility of slowi ng down in the gal axy, using

t he nore obvious reason, the nore practical rea-
son, that Altinus didn't take nuch interest in the
symb-socket circuit.

Per haps, the notion occurred to himwith a sus-
picious little frolic up his giggle muscles from Sin-
bad, just perhaps he could open up a little in this
end of the galaxy; relax, let life flow, act with the
bonhoni e natural to him

He went across to the hospital, its white-painted
wal s reflecting a chiaroscuro effect fromthe declin-
ing sun, the wafts of tinted gases and the nirror
pool s decorating the |lawns. Small but well equipped,
the hospital had been forced into coping with

nmore work here since.the Kriseman Corporation had
opened up the planet after taking the concession

agai nst stiffer opposition than had been expect ed.
oing inside, he felt pleasure that Sinbad, in auto-
matically adjusting the atnosphere to his terrestrial
needs, filtered out all the normally disturbing snells
prowing in even the nost delicately run of hospitals.

The eepee at reception flashed sone colored |ights,
cl anked a cog or two and then droned: "Doctor
Hedges is not available at this tine."

About to let rip a choice backwoods cuss word,
Wade chopped it off and, instead, said: "H, sister.”

He trusted he had produced the greeting well.

Sister Aive Caneron pushed her white uniform
cap up, its starch shining, and half-smled at him

"What Archibald says is correct, M. Wade. Doc-



tor Hedges isn't available. He' s—=

"Ch, | can guess." Wade snmiled at dive Cam

eron. He found her profession a way in to a nore
easy relationship with her than with Eva Vetri. Her
figure, with its solidly dunpy proportions and
bounti ful endowrent of breast and thigh, noved

with a bouncing grace. Her alice, a species lighter
than general and with a golden chestnut fur, rip-
pl ed sensually as she stroked it with her |eft hand.
Her face, snooth, full |ipped, blue eyes, betrayed
a tension of feeling he did not feel at liberty to
pr obe.

"l can guess,"
from™

he repeated. "Just where |'ve cone

"The CT Building. What with this accident with

the director and Doctor Marian Anstee being tied
up, Doctor Overbeck requested assistance from Doc-
tor Hedges in dealing with the Kolok Trujillo
party." She sniffed. "Al though Doctor Overbeck ask-
ing for assistance from anyone surprises ne."

"Ah, Doctor Hedges is a nedical doctor, though
isn't he?"
"Of course." This woman's professional devotion
to her doctor although expected was sincere. "And
he's not altogether happy with the whol e concep-
tion of 'doctors of synbiosis,' | can tell you-al-
t hough perhaps |I shouldn't—=

"That's all right, sister. Even with the synb-
socket circuit in full swing, after all these years
since Doctor Arliss conpleted his work, synbiosis
is still under attack. But we wouldn't get far on
Ashramdrego without it, would we?"

A ive Cameron stroked her alice, which yawned
in a w de gaping of his |long sucking tube. She did
not reply directly.

"And, Sinbad," synmbed Wade, "you just renem
ber how I'm sticking up for you."

The response pattern jiggled with anmusenent and
alittle prod of delight at relished powers.

"You are all right, M. Wade? Wiy did you wi sh
to see—

"I was wth the director when he—when he—he

asked nme to play marbles, so—=
"You didn't!"
"1 did."

She put a hand to her nmouth, smling.



"I'"d have |l oved to have seen that."
"Luis Perceau sawit. He told ne to see the doc."

He turned to go, smling. She put out a hand
and touched hi mon the bare forearm

"Ch, Matthew. There's to be a ball tonight. There
al ways is when a big party like the Trujillo one
cones planetside. W're far enough away from
Earth, heaven knows. The orgy should be fun, too.
You'll be there?"

Her eyes did not focus on himand a flush of
color rose in her cheeks.

"I hope so, if Perceau doesn't lock me in the
padded cell."

"I'"ll look forward to seeing you there, then."

The Iimted nature of the quasi-tel epathy exist-

i ng between humans and their alices on Drego

m ght, in these circunstances, be not so displeasing
a hindrance as he had at first surmsed. dive Cam
eron, now. . . . How Sinbad woul d be | aughi ng at

him how Boris woul d have guffawed!

Al t hough, to be sure, no one here on Ashram

drego was as yet fully conversant with all the ram -
fications of their alices' love Iives. None had been
known to conceive. They were found |iving seden-
tary lives anong the rows of geron bushes and
brought into the Kriseman conmpound. There they
waited, fed on sinple food fromthe humans' kitch-
ens, until a synbiont needed them Wde had heard
vaguely of the frantic rush in which the first tests
and experinents had been held and the marvel ous
aptitude of these creatures—who had been called
squoodl es by the first human arrival s—for synbio-

si s.

For a few nonments he debated the necessity of

goi ng to see Dot-Dot Hedges. He knew he was fit

and sane in hinmself, but Perceau had sounded strict
and authoritative. Wade had no desire to stir up

avoi dabl e trouble. He wal ked quietly back to the

CT Building, concretely stark in the afternoon |ight.

He |i ked the nood of the base. Even Perceau

and his mlitary posture could be tol erated anongst
a conpany of good fellows and girls. They were
here to do a good job, to grow geron bushes—

that was Baron w Prortal's departnent—and to proc-
ess gerontidril—that was Al exander Lokoja's de-
partment —£romt he harvest—that was everybody's
department, and everyone got on with everyone el se.
Despite the tragedi es, one of which had resulted



in Wade's application for enploynent with the

Kri seman Corporation bringing himhere, a sense

of lightness and good-natured fun sparkled in this
Kri seman Corporation Headquarters.

The tearing sound of a ship |owering on power

t hrough at mosphere to the surface brought his head
up to scan the glow ng afternoon sky. The arrival
of spaceships on Altinus had been, as here on
Drego, enough of an event to break the day's rou-
tine. Knowi ng he woul d see nothing he yet |ooked
until the shredded sound dw ndl ed and di ed out

on the spacefield.

O hers had been watching too and now Eva Vetri
scuttled past, her brown face alive with excitenent.

"That's Trujillo nowm" she said unnecessarily. "Now
the party can start. | need a good orgy like crazy."

"They' ve got to be processed first," said Wade, a
little too dryly. "The sun will be down before
they're all out of the CT Building."

"Spoil sport!" she pouted at him "I've cleared ny
out st andi ng work. Have you?"

He'd forgotten that routine inquiry at the Star
House conputer. Now he smiled easily.

"I had a little run in with a gane of marbles."

"So it was you!" She | aughed, as dive Camneron

had only smled. "I mght have known." She began
to wal k off, still laughing, flaunting her hips, then
turned to say: "I still don't figure out how you

handl ed the GBMw thout a file-"

But Wade wal ked qui ckly way. He'd have to be

nmore careful in future. H's main work woul d be-
gin only when he processed the synb-socketeers for
t he harvest.

Thinking like that, relaxing, warmw th the new
fresh feelings of friendliness toward these people
of the Kriseman Corporation growi ng and process-
ing gerontidril, Matthew Wade wal ked pl easantly
back to the CT Building to see Doctor Dot - Dot
Hedges. He | ooked forward to the ball this evening.
He' d have to dance with Aive Caneron, and Eva
Vetri, too; but he knew with an unwanted dis-
mayed feeling that the one person he really w shed
to dance with probably would do no nore than

sm | e and pass on. Doctor Marian Anstee woul d

al nost certainly be otherw se engaged.

He'd face that tonight. He flicked his canouflage
cape neatly around his back. Ever since the work-

| ei sure equations had been fornul ated nen and
worren in the galaxy had lived with their eyes open



So it was that the excited chatter and | aughter

of the group of people fromthe ship enhanced his
own nood as they debouched fromthe seal ed

corridor fromthe spacefield. He saw bright clothes,

qui ck gestures, faces of many colors, much brilliant
jewelry. He received the inpression of a circus
troupe bearing down on him He started to snile
—and the smile remained, a petrified grimce on

his abruptly haggard face.

Among that brilliant assenbly, anmong but not

of them paced a tall man wearing a deep blue cl oak
its hood drawn forward in a cow. Around his wai st
he wore a silver chain.

Instantly, in recognizing the man as a bailiff from
Al tims, Wade recogni zed that his fell ow coords of
Altimus in their constant search for himhad once
nmore found him

The shock drove sickness into his guts. H's un-
coordi nated m nd pal pitated with consci ous fear
Qui ckly he stepped into the shadow of an al cove.

111
MATTHEW WADE COWNERED i n the al cove.
Al tinus.

They woul d never relent, never abandon this

relentl ess search for him Rel entl essness, yes, indeed,
that fairly described the coords of Altimus and
Cl1.DG

The fl oodgates of menory spilled their painfu
detritus into his mnd. He renenbered the first
time the bailiffs and the tipstaffs had caught up
with himafter his escape.

That had been on a world vastly different from
this one, on the open world of Tiberious where
the malingerers and mal contents of the gal axy for-

gathered. He had in his naivety thought it offered
t he perfect haven.

In conpany with Brother Stanley he had taken

off fromAtinus and after a few self-conscious and
deprecatory maneuvers and trail-hiding evol utions
in space they had made planetfall on Tiberious. He
had often wondered why the extra letter O had

been added. A mark of exclamation, truly, a mark

of zero.

He could feel the pulse of the ship's power dy-
ing, the trenble along her fabric dw ndling. He
could hear Brother Stanley chuckling, a stout,



swarthy man with fierce eyes and overl arge hands

and a zest for the good things of life that Altinus had
failed to offer him Not a coord, not that; but a
superlatively efficient computer nman, Brother Stan-

| ey had no doubts that they had done the right

thing, saw no problens in their future

"Snap out of it, Mat! By Astir! W' ve done it.
We're here, on Tiberious, and we can soon | and
snip jobs as conputer nmen." He rubbed his stom

ach conpl acently. "Now we can start to live it up."

Wade roused hinself. "Yes, Stan. You're right, of
course—

"OfF course I'mright. And | need to exam ne the
birds on this little paradi se. That's what you need—

Wade broke the conversation by thunbing the
airl ock open. Together they went down the ranp
onto Ti berious.

Less than two weeks later the nyth had col -
| apsed.

"Drink up, Mat! Have fun!"

Wade sipped his benze-whis, disliking the stuff,
but willing to follow Stanley's | ead. Around them

the bar tinkled away tinnily, garish Iights, chroneg,

| aughter, snell, noise combining to paste a facsinile
of enjoyment over the scene. Brother Stanley was
chatting up two girls. They giggled. The one with

bl onde hair and green eyes and pi nples kept ogling
Wade and rubbi ng her nyloned | eg agai nst him un-

der the table. He forced hinself to keep his |eg

in position. How did he know how to react with

nor mal peopl e?

Brot her Stanl ey knew. But then, Brother Stanley
was not a coord.

"Hey, d adys, |I'mthe best goddam conputer
man this side of Al pha Centauri—hell, this side of
old Earth herself!"

"You ever been to Earth, Stan?"

He huffed hinmself up, his swarthy face grin-
ning, a gold filling glinting.

"Naw. But 1'Il get around to it." He w nked.
"Maybe even take you along for the ride, @ adys.
Hey ?"

She sinpered back. She nust have heard t hat
story a hundred tines.

d adys was the one wearing | eotards that woul d



have been too tight on a girl three-quarters her
size. She giggled again and drank the col ored water
in her glass. Wade watched all this with the aca-
dem ¢ know edge and renoved interest of the

trai ned observer.

"They're just a bunch of bums on this hick plan-
et," Brother Stanley went on, drinking, |aughing,
playing to the gallery. He did not notice the two
men clad in blue who entered quietly, noving like
wraiths; men with tight trousers and dark bl ue

shirts; men with sallow blank faces with eyes |ike
coal s. But Matthew Wade saw t hem

H's drink spilled across the formca tabletop
"Hey! Stupe! You sozzled or sunp' n?"

"Stan! Look!"

Brot her Stanley | ooked. He dropped his full glass.
"Hel I'1'"

The tabl e crashed over. @ adys squeal ed and
Wade's girl screaned as benze-whis cascaded into
her 1 ap.

Shouts and a fight broke out at once at the ad-
joining table as Stanley knocked that flying, too. A
fist glance off his | owered head. He swept his own
ham i ke fist out, brushing aside opposition, charg-
ing for the rear door to the cl oakroonms. Wade j ust
sat there, nunbed.

The rear door opened. A man stood there, a

tall gaunt man all in deep royal blue, the cloak
swathing himto his heels, the hood thrown back

The silver belt girthing his waist glittered. The bail -
iff took one white hand fromthe w de sleeve of the

bl ue robe beneath the cloak. He held the hand up

pal mout, fingers flat, a halt sign unn stakabl e

t hr oughout the human gal axy.

Brot her Stanl ey skidded, backpedaling, fighting to
stay on his feet. He slammed into a table, spilled
drinks and girls every which way, vaulted across
the debris, charged headl ong for a w ndow.

Bedl am br oke out.

d adys and Wade's girl crashed into each other

as they hit the floor. They sheltered beneath the
rocking table. Benze-whis dripped onto their tatty
finery.

Wade stood up.

A man tried to knock hi mdown and automati -



cally he swayed away fromthe bl ow, maki ng no
attenpt to strike back

Brot her Stanley took nost of the wi ndow frane

wi th himgarlanding his neck. d ass popped and
shattered. The two tipstaffs, their blue unifornms tight
and nenaci ng, started after him

The bailiff, his royal blue cloak swirling, ad-
canced.

Not the bailiff, not the tipstaffs, not Brother Stan-
| ey had spoken. Wbrds were unnecessary here.

The girls, between their scream ng, took thought
for Wade, isolated |ike sone abandoned pharos
ami d the confusion

"Hey, Mat! Get your fool head down!"

Their concern touched him He roused hinsel f.

The two tipstaffs, lithe, agile nmen, raced after
Brot her Stanley. The bailiff, whose gaunt, chal k-
white face and deneanor of absolute integrity amd
any indescribabl e scenes of confusion struck a chil
into Wade, noved forward

G asses and bottles flew Shouts rose. Men twi sted
in conbat, striking and being struck, not know ng

or caring who had started the fight or why it was
bei ng fought but merely joying in the brute strength
of their blows. Avoiding a collapsing pair of nen
like marionettes in their awkward conflict, Wade
strode rapidly through the nelee. To run now

woul d be disastrous.

"Mat! You Astir-forsaken nit! Get down!"

He ignored the blonde girl, whose nyl ons now
wer e | addered and rui ned. He ducked a flying bot-
tle. It snmashed into the sweating face of a man
trying to brain himw th an uprai sed chair.

Brot her Stanley, for the nonent, had drawn the
bl oodhounds from Al ti nus away. There were per-
haps two minutes in which to act.

He passed rapidly between contorting bodi es and

t he steady crashings of bottles and gl asses toward
t he cl oakroom door and the rear exit, now |left
open as a bolthole by the bailiff.

A long thin tentacle of coil ed beryl-steel caught
hi s bi ceps. He swung around.

A lensed netal face atop a chunky robot body
gl ared single-mndedly at him

"You have not settled your bill, sir. Please do not
| eave until you have paid."



"I don't have time right now "

"My function as assistant to the barkeep is to
i nsure you pay your reckoning, sir. Please do not
| eave until you have paid."

The bailiff had joined the two tipstaffs who were
vaulting agilely through the Stanl ey-smashed w n-
dow.

"Look," said Wade with desperate ingenuity. "1'm
only going to the cl oakroom=

"I"'mafraid that is a story | hear many tines dur-
ing nmy periods of duty. | nust ask you to settle
your reckoning before |eaving."

The bailiff was turning to scan the room Wade
dug a hasty fist into his pocket, came up with a few
nol dy coi ns.

"This is all | have on ny person. My friend had
our noney. So far we have not obtained jobs—

The robot's eye | enses sparkl ed dangerously.

"Qut of a job and you partake of my enployer's
refreshments! | nust ask you to accompany nme to—

Wade ducked his head as the icy gaze of the

bailiff swept across the room He cowered down
behi nd the robot who turned cl ankingly, saying
menaci ngly: "That will do you no good, sir. No
good at all. Please acconpany me to—

Wade grasped the tentacle in his right hand and

pul led. He felt the i mrediate constriction on his
arm and then his cheap coat sleeve split. For just
a nonent the tentacle slid. Wth a violent apoc-

al ypti c heave, Wade snatched his armfree. He

ki cked the robot in the netal canister body, dodged
a flailing sweep of tentacle and rushed through the
door.

"You have not settled your bill, sir, you will please
acconpany nme to—

The swi ng door slammred back across the other

the noise blotting out the robot's conpl ai ni ng voi ce.
Now Wade woul d never know where he was to

have acconpani ed t he robot

Through the rear door in a blur of speed Mat-

t hew Wade raced in a nmock shadow ng of youth-

ful races along the water neadows, dodging the
cows and sheep. Brilliant splashing |light cascaded
about him nulticolored and harsh, vibrant, de-
mandi ng, pouring fromthe comrercial signs and



advertisenments al ong this pleasure boul evard of Ti-
beri ous. He blinked. Sounds of shouting and the
harsh sl am of boots on paving drew his attention
toward the alley.

Surely Stan nust have run off by now?

But no. Here he cane, |eaping |like a goaded
goat, springing out of the alley and flying up the
street, cannoning into people, rebounding, haring on

Wade nmade a single startled step forward.
The two tipstaffs appeared, running evenly, their

arnms |ike pistons, their chests noving in rhythm
untroubl ed by wind. They turned with matching
velocity and shot off after Brother Stan

A profound and scal di ng sense of responsibility
for the recalcitrant Stan nmade Matthew Wade nove
after them

He wanted with desperate fear to run away and

hide hinmself in this flanboyant city. That he could
not abandon his ruffianly if sinple conrade ran-
kled within himlike a slur upon his sanity. Hs
breath panted thickly. He wasn't in as good shape
as he ought to be.

No sign of the bailiff meant nmerely that that de-
vious official would be off hatching further schenes.
The very col dness and renoteness of the bailiffs

had al ways, even when he was a ranking coord,
troubl ed Wade and had been instrunmental in his

final decision to abscond.

Peopl e just picking themselves up after the tem

pest uous passage of Brother Stanley were knocked
flying again by the two tipstaffs in full cry. By the
ti me Wade charged up to themthey were in no

nmood to be knocked down again. He had to duck

and weave and dodge to get through

The indignity of this whol e sensel ess series of
actions annoyed and depressed Wade. This, surely,
was not what shoul d have been neted out to him
when the bailiff had first called on his father and
not her ?

The constant streams of traffic whirling by pre-
vented Brother Stanley from seeking escape to the
side; like a chip of pinewod gleaning yellowin

a mllrace, he was forced to plunge straight ahead.

A clicking, clanking noise clopped after \Wade.
Away down the street hared Brother Stanley.

After himin full cry leaped the two tipstaffs. After
t hem pounded Wade. And after Wade gal |l oped the



shiny form of the robot, nenacingly coiling and un-
coiling its tentacles and flashing lights on and of f.

They made quite a notabl e procession

"Ch, no!" groaned Wade, puffing along. "All the
cupidity of man transferred to an i nsensate ma-
chi ne! "

Ahead, the branching silver of the nonorails
glinted agai nst the neon-tinted night, cars sweep-
ing and swooping like scintillating teardrops slid-
ing down the netal cheeks of petrified giants. The
traffic haul ed up here. Between two hovercars
Brother Stanley flung hinmsel f across the pavenent
and, like a scuttling beetle, headed for the shad-
ows of the nonorail. Immaculately in step, vigor-
ous and unstoppable, the two tipstaffs executed a
smart turn and burrowed through the traffic after
St an.

Wonderi ng what the hell good he was doing,
Mat t hew Wade fol | owed.

Common sense—the way ordinary nortals of the

gal axy operated—dictated that he conplete a dia-
metric turn and take off in the opposite direction
He'd deal with the rapaci ous robot all right.

Passershby stopped to listen, charned by the ex-
hi bition. The robot's scratchy voice kept on chi nk-
ling out.

"Pl ease pay your bill, sir. Please acconpany ne
to— Again that hiatus as the destination of the
robot was obliterated by the angry how of a car
horn. "You haven't settled your reckoning, sir." Then

as Wade ran sturdily on down into the nonorai
arches' shadows, surprisingly: "You rotten welcher!™
That stung Wade.

"So | aml" he threw over his shoul der, not stop-
ping running, red in the face and with | aboring
lungs. "So you try to catch nme, you peranbul ating
hunk of ironnongery!"

"Sir, | aminpervious to abuse, not conprehend-
ing the finer nuances of insult."

"Go boil your head!"

For Wade had | ost sight of the tipstaffs there
anong the creepi ng shadows and the gongi ng ech-
oes fromthe cars above. He searched, know ng

t hat he sought those who would arrest him and

yet unabl e not to search because—because, hell, it
was good old Brother Stan, wasn't it?



A shaft of lurid crimson light fell froman angl ed
sign located to inpinge on the gaze of nonorai
passengers. In that ruby gl ow Wade caught a fur-
tive glinpse of novenent. Stan emerged, | ooking
cautiously around.

About to shout to him Wade saw the two tip-

staffs appear about twenty-five yards to Stan's rear
Two bl ue shadows purpled in the ruby radi ance,

t hey crept nearer.

At that nonment, caught in hideous indecision
Wade felt the avaricious tentacle of the robot on
hi s shoul der.

"CGet off, you hunk of machinery!" he yel ped,
startled. And then: "Look! There they are, those
two nmen in blue. They've got the noney. They'l
pay the reckoning."

Wade imagined in that metal chest cogs whirring,
currents flowi ng, transistors transisting. The robot
focused his eye | enses.

"I will ask themfor the noney, sir," he chir-
ruped at last. "Please be good enough to remain
here.”

What happened then coul d not have been fore-
seen, not, WAde considered sonberly, even by a
fully linked up coord such as he had once been

The two tipstaffs, alnmost ready to pounce upon

Stanl ey, swiveled as the robot ran up to them flash-
ing his lights and flailing his tentacles. \Wat they
t hought Wade couldn't know at that time; what

Stanl ey thought, as he swi vel ed about and shout ed,
that, too, Wade couldn't know. He saw what hap-
pened.

One tipstaff produced a gun and vaporized the
r obot

The other cut down Stanley as he ran, left him
an oozing puddle on the cold concrete of the road.

Wade turned away. The nausea rose in him He
tasted the vile stink of vomt in his nmouth. He
clenched his jaws. He stunbled off into the dark-
ness, blindly.

vV

FOB A FLASHI NG | NSTANT as Matthew Wade wat ched

Kol ok Trujillo and his party chattering and gesticu-
lating gaily on their way to the synbiosis theater
with the gaunt blue-clad formof the bailiff from
Al timus anmong them he shuddered back fromthe
denmented gulf of his nmenories to a holl ow tenet

of weak-m nded religious converts. Qut of a garbled



belief in original sin they wote that if a man prac-

ticed evil it nust mean that he saw there was good,
in the absolutes of those terns. It had seenmed to
Wade that these witers failed to grasp the essen-
tial truth of what they preached; that in seeing evil
but practicing good a man fulfills hinmself in every
way. Faulty religious beliefs had produced far

nmore than their fair share of misery in the gal axy.

From t he shadows he watched that gaudy party

of cosnopolitan sophisticates. The bailiff stood out
anmong them li ke the avenging finger of God. Even
he saw with a faint and sad echo of his old pro-
fessionalism the yell owrobed form of a regnant
—he could not see at this distance to which O der
t he regnant bel onged—+ooked not out of place
anong the vivaci ous throng. The Regnancy tried
to hold thensel ves as the prior nmystic O der of
the gal axy; to a coord they were another of the
smal | fry.

Clearly, he had failed Brother Stanley.

If even by his own. death he coul d have swayed

the event, then surely as a human bei ng he shoul d
have given his life. Brother Stanley had been killed
because he had absconded from Altimus. Ch, yes,

t he rapaci ous robot had triggered the final tragedy.
There was al ways a reasoned excuse to hand.

He shook hinmself out of that fit of masochistic
sel f-indul gence. Brother Stanley was dead. If he
didn't want to join him he would have to steer
clear of the bailiff. And yet how, here on Ashram
drego with no dark-shadowed nmonorails, could that
be done?

The perfect excuse existed for himnow not to
have seen Dot - Dot Hedges. At once he retraced his
steps and left the CT Building. The |evel rays of

t he sun showed the afternoon as being nearly spent
and, a revulsion for his office seizing him he went
of f toward the conmpound bar. The base boasted

nore than one bar but he had in his short tine

here come to prefer the Split Infinitive. Its quiet-
ness gave one tine to contenplate the sins of the
gal axy, and its wines the lucidity with which to
correct them

The way lay past the mlitary office. A nock

castle front covered the entrance with a three-di-
nmensi onal projection film ng away, showing a snmartly
attired sentry pacing up and down. At first Wade

had dodged out of its way. Now he sinply wal ked
straight on and, for an instant, his shirt becane a
writhing pattern of striding arms and | egs, web-
bi ng belts, weapons and steel helnets. Then the
projected sentry marched stolidly on and Wade re-



surmred his normal col oration

A second uniformed figure appeared in the
doorway, hastily buckling on an antigrav pack and
a weapons bet. This one was real flesh and bl ood.

"Hey, you—what's-your-nane, c' nere!"
Wade ignored all such remarks from habit.
"You! The guy with the canoufl age cape! C nere!"

As there was no one el se on the wal k, everyone
presunmably having gone to clean and titivate for
the evening's entertai nnent, and as Wade did in-
di sput ably possess a Sam an canoufl age cape, he
conceded that the uncouth warrior nust be ad-
dressi ng none other than Matthew Wade.

He put this into words as politely as he coul d.

The young man's face, which had been contorted
into a tight, highly colored knot, broke into a de-
lighted snile.

"I"'msorry if | sounded curt, old nman. But there's
a spot of an emergency on and there's just nobody
el se about, not a jolly soul. So it's you and nme, chum"

H s fresh face and his cropped but shining hair,
hi s scrubbed cheeks, his inmaculate uniform worn
wi thout the plastic imtation antique grenades, im
pressed Wade with the vision of a |olloping puppy,
all tongue and feet, gal unphing around a doting
nast er.

" Emer gency?"

"Too true. Over in Ganma El even. The con-
founded ruptors are stripping it down to twi gs and
bark."

"You," said Wade, falling into step with this im
pet uous young man and taking gingerly fromhim
the proffered weapons belt, "must be the D.D.QO"

"'*sright. The DO is tied up in the CT Build-
ing right now Sorry; but I don't know you."

Wade smiled. "I've only been here six days and
| believe you' ve—=

"I'"ve been over beyond the Fractured Hills. Tough
country. The ruptors over there are playing up like
old Harry, too. Can't think what's got into the beasts
lately." He increased speed. "There seens to be ml -
lions more of the dratted things these days, too."
They fairly ran into the flier park

"I'"'m Matt hew Wade, " said Wade, follow ng the



deputy defense officer up into the cockpit of a
t hree-place flier.

“I"'m Tom Martin. | just get back and hear there's
a ball on for Kolok Trujillo and then—bi ngo!—+'m
off again. It's all go."

"It's all go," agreed \Wade gravely.
Martin sat beside the driver while Wade took

the third seat to the rear. The driver, a blocky ser-
geant with a nearly black alice, a hard face and
eyes that |ooked meanly out upon a circunscribed
world, took the flier up at once. Wade sat uncom
fortably. At least, this enmergency took hi maway
fromthe headquarters and the bailiff.

Bel ow themin the fading Iight the even rows of

geron bushes broke the plantations into reticulations
of light and shade. Unendingly they stretched away
on every side, broken only by the now fully visi-

bl e encl osure of the Kriseman Corporation Head-
quarters conmpound. They | ooked somehow senti ent

in a positive sense, close-breasted against the
ground, breaking with dapples of green blackness

and silver brightness in row after row, parallel, di-
agonal, continually form ng and reform ng fresh

open avenues of vision as the flier spun down the

per specti ves.

"They told nme |I'd grow younger working around
them" nodded the sergeant, indicating the geron
bushes in general "Can't say as |'ve noticed any
extra virility."

Martin chuckl ed.

"I suppose that's why you vol unteered to cone
to Ashranmdrego and wear an alice, hey, sar'nt?"

Wade killed his smle. The sergeant could see
himin the rear view mrror and Wade just wasn't
sure how a nman woul d react..

"Sure, and why not? If sniffing a few bushes is
gonna set ne up for the birds, who aml to grum
bl e?'

"I just wonder," said Martin with a strange lilt-
i ng chuckle, "what old Jean Bapti ste Poquelin

woul d have nade of everyone rushing to Ashram
drego—

"Probably," said Wade, without thinking, "he'd
say: 'What the devil did they go in the galley for?'"

"Whassat ?" asked the sergeant, swinging the flier
toward a cleft in the nearing hills.



Tom Martin turned right around in the seat, gently
pushing his alice aside to gain a better view of Wade.
He lifted his eyebrows.

"The sergeant's no Scapin," he said, and then
wai t ed, obviously expecting a retort.

Wade let his smile grow
"I'"'mnew around here, renmenber, but |'d guess
that the director, Silas Sternmre, m ght make a

passabl e Harpagon. "

The D.D. O positively beaned.

"Afellow Moliereist! | say, old man, this is great!"
Martin swiveled his seat fully around now. "I'm
researching the very real connection between Pl au-

tus, Mdliere and Strathan, after all, there's just about

the sane tinme interval between them"

"Yes, but between Plautus and Mliere you had
t he Dark Ages."

"Sure. You nean that the influence was direct

but there'd been the TEST war just before Strathan
and that carved great chunks out of culture."

"Not the sanme thing." Wade felt absolutely no
surprise or inappropriateness in flying off to battle
gi gantic wi nged pests and di scussing inmportant sub-
jects like the relationship of the matters of Conedy.
"And Strathan had everything working for him

Pl autus was probably a slave, and Jean Baptiste, well
now, | ook at the trouble Tartuffe |anded himin."

"Ch, I'll grant you that. My researches are get-

ting along nicely, and |I've even had to include Ter-
ence." Martin settled down to what was his obvi -
ously abi di ng passion. Wade gl anced ahead and
saw t he nearness of the hills, wildly green and yel -
low in the dying light, the reds | eached out and
lying like streaks of blood al ong the slopes. The
geron bushes made no attenpt to clinb those in-
hospitabl e tracts.

"Coming up, sir," grunted the sergeant, cutting
Martin off in mid-flight about Monsieur Jourdain
and peopl e he knew back hone.

"Ch, bother," sighed the D.D.O "I suppose I|'I|
learn to be a soldier one day; but right now | want
to talk about the role of slave and robot with you
old man."

"Any tine," said Wade. "I1'll be happy."



Martin revolved his seat and faced forward as

the flier plunged down fromthe pass over the
feroci ous natural vegetation and out over the man-
ordered rows of geron bushes.

"The eepees have been knocked out again." The
tart exasperation coarsened Martin's voice.

"These great overgrown bunbl ebees have a cl out
on "emsir." The sergeant swung the flier down

headl ong. "They gang up on the eepees. |'ve seen
Cem "
Over every plantation of the continent, small in

nunber as yet but growi ng every planting tine,
guardi an el ectropl asms kept watch and ward. Per-
anbul ating el ectronic scarecrows, nanifestly, they
had failed to scare.

Wade snatched a glinpse of a shining formcrum
pled |ike discarded tinfoil.

Then he saw al ong a straight run of geron bushes.

Fromthe far end a comotion began. Leaves spun
into the air. Tossed, curling, spinning, they show
ered up froma point that chewed its way al ong

the row It was like a circular saw ripping through
a long pine log with the chippings and dust screech-
ing up and out behind it.

The flier reversed, descended and matched speeds
with the ruptor. Martin pushed his gun through the
opened canopy and fired. The ruptor abruptly nosed
down and slid into the dirt, spraying | eaves and
twi gs and gouts of earth.

"Have to use expl osive projectile weapons, at the
nmonent," grunted the D.D. O "Vaporizers would
destroy the crop, too."

"There's anot her," snapped the sergeant
The flier darted across. The gun flared. The rup-
tor nosedived into the bushes.

"Every time they do that our bonus on the har-
vest takes a nose dive, too," grunbled the sergeant.

Now Wade coul d see other rows of geron bushes

bei ng systematically stripped. He could not, as yet,
clearly perceive the raptors thensel ves. They noved
fast Fromone end of a row they would hurl them
selves to the other in what at first seened a dead
straight run, but which, on closer inspection, re-
vealed itself to be a species of high-jinking dips
and rises, of swerves, of duckings and inexplicable
haltings, all carried out so rapidly that only the



nost penetrating gaze could capture the variations.
No pattern appeared. The strange cavortings in the
direct line of flight seemed conpletely random

Tom Martin kept firing with a steadi ness of aim
t hat Wade found unsettling.

"Cone on, man, cut some of them down! That's
what you're here for!™

Wade lifted his gun. Al he knew about guns was

that you pointed themand pulled the trigger. He
pointed it in the general direction of a ruptor, pulled
the trigger and blew a geron bush out of the ground.
"By Astir! Can't you shoot straighter than that?"
"I"'ma little, uh, out of practice.”

A shell from Martin's gun exploded directly be-
neath a ruptor, which shot vertically into the air,
trailing intestines, turned over, smacked into the
ground.

"There are at least fifty of the things. Sar'nt, get
a nessage back. We'll need help."

The sergeant began talking into the m crophone

of his radio. Martin carried on shooting. Feeling
uncl ean, Wade tried to hit a ruptor. The sun stroked
shadows | onger and | onger

"Sar'nt Goudsmit! Hand over the controls to Wade;
start shooting yoursel f. Wade—you can handl e a
flier, | suppose?"

Rel i eved, not at all ashaned, Wade nodded. He
crabbed awkwardly up fromhis seat. The sergeant
slid his canopy wi ndow wi de open and drew his
gun. The flier, for a noment, sped al ong straight
and true on its automatic pil ot

Three or four ruptors left off cropping the geron
bushes. They swarmed up in a knot. One of them

expl oded into a bright gout of flane and bl ood, then
the others turned directly onto a collision course
with the flier.

"They're after us now" yelled Martin. He fired
again and m ssed.

Wade t hought of the crunpled nmetal formof the
eepee.

Lon Chaney, his canouflage coat, rippled him
self up into a long tight ribbon and pressed hard
up agai nst Wade, gripping tightly with his sixteen



linbs. There was no need of tel epathic comrmunica-
tion nowto tell the cloak to hold on and expect
troubl e.

Si nbad hi ccuped. "Take it gently, Sinbad," Wade
synmbed. "We'll be all right"

The response pattern formed in his mind with a

noti ceabl e and disturbing lack of all giggle over-
tones; the alice didn't like this. Wade had noticed
that all three alices had shown unm st akabl e synp-
toms of nervousness the nonent they'd contacted

the ruptors.

He hunped hinself up ready to nove forward
and take over the driving position

Martin was still shooting, shooting and m ssing
as the remaining ruptors bored on in a jinking, weav-
i ng confusing flight.

Sergeant Goudsmit leveled his gun. He fired once.

The | eadi ng ruptor dissolved in snoke and ex-

pl oded flesh. The second ruptor screaned in through
the debris, its body passing scant inches above the
canopy. Its sting projecting bel ow and ahead of its
body drove in through the opened canopy, pierced

in a spouting of blood and brain through the ser-
geant's head, snicked back |ike a di sengaged cav-
alry lance. It struck the opened canopy a third of
its length fromthe root and snapped straight. Then
it was gone.

Sergeant Goudsmnit coll apsed back into his seat,
tripping open the automatic pilot, slunping down

over the controls. Blood and brains spattered the
canopy.

Martin shouted once, a deep vicious curse, and
tried to shove the body away fromthe controls. The
flier pitched over. It started down.

Wade reached forward, grabbed the sergeant's col -
lar feeling the wet slickness there, heaved back
Martin was trying to force his hand in between the
dead man and the controls. The ground rushed up

"Pull him Wade-putt him™"

Wade heaved. The body inched up, jamed

agai nst controls and seat, as unyielding and as awk-
ward as a hop pocket caught under a tractor's
wheel s. Wade took a deep breath, gripped and

pul | ed. The body rippled. It started to conme up

and Martin shoved both hands at the controls.

Then the uniformcollar ripped off and Wade tum

bl ed back into the seat tangled up with the ser-
geant's black alice. The body sl opped forward on-



to Martin. The flier pitched into the ground.
\Y

THE FLI ER SCRAPED t hrough t he geron bushes for
two hundred yards, falling to pieces all the way.

The two nen still alive did not | ose conscious-
ness.

Buf f et ed and banged about, \Wade at | ast real -
i zed the nightmare ride had ceased. They were
down. Dust and stripped geron | eaves fl oated
downwi nd in a plume signaling their destruction

Martin and Wade sat there. Broken thoughts

floated through Wade's dizzied nind: relief at stil
bei ng alive gave himnow only a cal mwarm gl ow

that could not, as yet, blank off the horror of that
traumatic crashi ng nmonent

Martin breathed in, breathed out, hefted his gun
and spat.

"The things will be after us now. Get under the
flier, Wade. And for the sake of Blind Astir—shoot
straight!"

They scranbl ed out of the w eckage. Wade felt

pai n shooting through his shoul ders and shook him
sel f roughly, annoyed. Sinbad stirred. No sign re-
mai ned of dead Sergeant Goudsmit's black alice.

Conme to think of it, as Wade slid into the crunbly

| oam and brought his gun up, he hadn't noticed

Silas Sternnmire's alice take off. The local life sup-
port systens had a way of making thensel ves scarce,
it seened.

Wth his usual proficient anticipation, Lon Chaney
adapted to his surroundi ngs, the chromatophores
covering his skin changing color to blend in wth
the brown and green of the geron-|eaved ground.

"A camoufl age cloak is just about what the doc-
tor ordered now, Wade. | wish | had one.

Martin chopped of f Wade's reply by firing and
sending a ruptor spiraling into the dirt, sheddi ng
gauzy wings. This close up to the ruptors in ful
action, buzzing with energy and vitality, \Wade re-
acted afresh to their size and venom The gl ass-
cased speci nmens back in the adm nistration build-

i ng had not prepared himfor the sheer ferocity of
the Iiving animal

He took a few potshots and succeeded in hitting

the fourth target. The wrecked flier gonged as prob-
ing stings glanced off its shattered mnetal



"We can't last nuch longer at this rate," snapped
Martin. He rel oaded as he spoke. The | ook on his
face worried Wade.

Now a continuous attack devel oped. Ruptor after
ruptor hurled itself down on them Dirt gouted

into the poisonous air as sting after sting scraped
al ong the ground seeking to inpale the humans
crouchi ng beneath the scrap of cover

The raptor's pincers, when firmy closed together
presented a form dabl e weapon, capabl e of thrust-
ing through thin dural, capable of inpaling a hu-
man being as a |l epidopterist inmales a noth on

a specinen pin.

The battle roared on. Dust and sweat caked

Wade' s strained face. The gun grew hot in his hand.
Continually, now, Martin searched the sky for sign
of rescue. But the sky returned only the buzzing
ani nosity of the ruptors.

A pattern from Sinbad fornmed in his nmind. Through
t he overridi ng apprehension a pleasure line inti-
mated a return to the old giggle muscles in ful
play. Sonething in this ghastly situation appeal ed
to his alice.

The wrecked flier lay in a dusty, leaf-strewn cir-
cle of dead ruptors and uprooted geron bushes.

The light at |ast began to fade. In the encroaching
shadows the ruptors could put in their attacks with
greater immunity, only being fired on at the | ast
nonent .

Soon, the last noment would be too |ate.
In the phantasnic shifting of purple shadows

the ruptors drew off. Mraculously, there grew a
br eat hi ng space

"Luis Perceau wants to kill off all the ruptors with
a hormone dust." Wade spoke slowy, with care.

Martin |laughed with a harshness bordering on a
state of mind Wade did not relish

"I'"ve been against that policy. Too vicious, ata-
vistic, and nost of the base agreed with ne. It

m ght have unforeseen repercussions.” He stared out,
his young face grimed and bedraggl ed |ike an urch-
in's. "But now!l think |I've changed my mnd."

"If the citizens of the gal axy demand longer life
spans, then they nust pay the price—even if it
means killing off a species. Astir knows, mankind
has killed off enough animals in his tinme. . . ."
Wade waited. The young man only grunted. "There



are rewards for which the conscience will bargain.”

"You didn't conme here, then, because the geron

bushes grow on Drego?" Martin did not sound the
same man who had so blithely di scussed Pl autus

and Mliere.

"I came because when | applied for a job with
the Kriseman Corporation | was assigned here. You'
had troubles—a lot of staff died~+ know—=

"Too right, we'd had troubles. W' ve still got
troubl es.”

"What are the ruptors waiting for? Perhaps they
don't like nighttine. Maybe they've gone."

Martin shook his head. H s skin around his nmouth
| ooked mummi fied. "No. The light hasn't all gone,
anyway. They'll be back—=

In the next instant they were back, flying in solid
wedges of destruction that smashed deafeningly into
the flier, rocking it, sending showers of dust flying.

Martin began firing, half-blindly, great spurts of
lurid flame in the dusk. Wade joined in. The flier
roll ed. Caught in a concentration of novenment it
ti pped, snagged a geron bush, dragged it free of
the ground and rolled right over.

Martin rolled flat after it, beating off the pointed
| ances that darted at him Wade triggered a |ong
burst and then squirmed after Matrin. Lon Chaney,
rippling, did his job, covering Wade. A | ance
snicked into the ground by Martin's head, thunp-

i ng him aside. The beast's body expl oded as Wade
fired with the precision of desperation. Martin

sl unped. Wade stopped firing and the ruptors drew
of f. Darkness dropped with the last finality.

Br eat hi ng raspingly, Sinbad synbed a pattern of
al arm

"I think they've gone, Sinbad," synbed Wade.
"Just keep still."

After a few nmonents during which he remai ned

like a dead man, \Wade craw ed | aboriously across

to Martin. He saw the young nan's body with eyes
adjusting to the di mess. Sonething noved around

his shoulders. A furry form indistinct, sluggish, rip-
pl ed.

Wt hout thought, flinging hinself forward, Wade
fell across the D.D.O's body. He saw the alice
craw under a geron bush. Then he had cl anped

his mouth to Martin's nmouth. He pinched the

man' s nose savagely between finger and thunb.
Around them the poi sonous gases rolled. He breathed



in through his nose and then out through his nouth,
blowing into Martin's nouth. He dared not take
his own nouth away for an instant. Lying spraw ed,

unconfortable, he admni stered the kiss of |ife and
hoped that he was not too late.

H s Sanmi an canmoufl age cl oak undul ated and ad-

justed hinself to both Wade and Martin, tucking

his legs in, neatly packagi ng them whilst his chromat-
ophores dutifully aped the color of their surround-

i ngs. Lon Chaney, as ever, was earning his keep

Martin tried to nove, weakly stirring a hand, a

leg. Hs lips withed. Wade funnel ed his own hand
around their joined nouths. He pinched hard

down with the other hand on Martin's nostrils. If
Martin, dazed, tried to heave off this body press-
ing himdown, this linpet affixed to his mouth, he'd
breat he once and be dead.

As it was, Wade didn't like to think what the
noxi ous at nosphere was doing to other parts of
the D.D.O's anatomnmy w thout the synmbiotic rel a-
tionship of his and his alice's bl oodstreans.

He had no idea how | ong he could keep this up

Si nbad synbed a pattern of reassurance, an under-
standi ng of the problem that he was now support -

ing four lives and, like a refrigerator in the tropics,
a giggle note of relief that the raptors had gone.

Wade continued to blow air his lungs had ne-

chani cally provided but that Sinbad had processed

t hrough their conjoi ned bl oodstreans into Martin's

nout h.

Fl ecks spun before his staring gaze. He could fee
t he bl ood—the vital bl ood—pounding in his ear-
druns. Hi s chest hurt He dared not nove for fear
a spasmfromthe dazed D.D. O woul d di sl odge him
Cranped, desperate, enduring, Matthew Wade hel d
on.

Martin's exhal ations fromhis nostrils, rigidly con-

trolled by Wade's pinching and constricting fingers,
presented a hazard he could only pray he could
control. Better for Martin to choke up a bit on a
recoil of air than to expel and then begin to breathe
in.

How | ong, Wade wondered, bl ackness ringing his

consci ousness, nunmbness beginning in his jaw and

t hroat, how I ong? He blinked and blinked again,
deliberately. A geron leaf blew by, indistinct in the
di mess but cl ose enough for himto make out its

spear shape, its thick juicy veins, its richness of hue
bl anket ed by dusk. A yellow ovoid showed on the
undersi de of the leaf. The yell ow presented a dul
whitish patch, irregular, but Wade knew enough of



his own powers of observation as a coord to know
what his senses told himhe saw.

The | eaf bl ew by. Wade breathed and waited.

Dust irritated in his eyes, gritted under the lids.
He did not release a hand to clear the irritation. He
wai t ed.

Leaves pattered agai nst his body. He recalled

ot her days of autumm when | eaves had spiraled in
red gold fromtall trees, when the fall gilded gold-
en flames across a continent, when the air tasted

of wine. Now was no time to relapse into that ach-

i ng bed of nmenory. Now he nust concentrate al

hi s being on doing what he had to do, for the only
reason he could see for existence, in his responsi-
bility to this unhappy, bew | dered young man whose
Me bal anced on an alien's lung capacity.

When at last actinic lights blazed in a circle
over himand the wash of a flier beat down the
geron | eaves and cascaded whorls of dust, Matthew
Wade had reached very nearly the end of his en-

durance. Hands lifted himand Martin. A lung slipped
its plastic oxygen-nitrogen safety over Martin's face.
Wade fl opped back and tried to find the strength

to smle.

Hs |lips were bloodl ess. Hi s whole face was stiff
like gutta-percha. H's body ached as though beaten
with a lathi.

Lights flashed in his eyes. He saw faces, bendi ng
over him He was lifted, carried to the flier, put
down. Long before the flier reached the conmpound
Wade was asl eep.

Y/

"I F EVER " said Doctor Marian Anstee, "the val ue

of symbiosis for planetary devel opnent was in
doubt, your experiences |ast night woul d have
convinced even the nost recalcitrant. If you' d been
in space suits with a few bottles of oxygen between
you, you'd be dead now "

"Good ol d Sinbad," said Wade, and synbed the
same to his alice, who hiccuped vulgarly in re-
sponse.

"I owe you ny life, Mat," said Martin. He | ooked
very pale, green alnost, and gaunt with a new
know edge.

"To Sinbad and to Lon Chaney. As soon as ny
cl oak covered us both the ruptors couldn't find us.
That shoul d give the biol ogy boys a few thoughts."



They sat in the |lounge of the hospital, confortable,
rested, ready for dinner. Wade had the unconfort-
able feeling that Martin would never rid hinself

of that green-tinged, haunted | ook. He had al npst
regained his old high spirits.

Perceau said harshly: "lI'msorry, Tom that we

were so | ong reaching you." He scow ed. "I'm hav-

ing a few hides for that. It was that damm fool bal
for Kolok Trujillo. I like my station to be run better
than that-"

"Sergeant Goudsmit," said Martin, breathily. The
sting went right through his head-bl ood and brains
ever ywher e—=

Doct or Dot - Dot Hedges cut him off, as he had
each tine the young D.D. O had nentioned the
sergeant's death.

"Di nner's al nost ready," said Hedges. "Although

what the dee-dot-dot-em cook's hashed up for us
today | don't like to think. Sar'nt Goudsmit is dead,
Tom There's not a thing anyone can do about that,
except bury him It wasn't your fault. You did a
good job."

"Sure-"

Marian Anstee put a slender hand on his shoul -
der, alongside his new alice. "Dot-Dot's right, Tom
Shall we eat?"

"Al t hough, " added Hedges. "That decanping alice
dropped Tomright in the ess-dot-dot-tee and com
plicated the rest of it."

That was the trouble before, wasn't it?" asked
Wade, interested. "I mean, when you had that rash
of deaths. The alices just, well, took off."

They did." Marian Anstee held onto Martin as
he rose slowy. "But that doesn't in any way negate
t he val ue of synbiosis."

"Huh," snorted Hedges. "I don't know why |'m

down here on Drego. | still have to be convinced
t hese dee-dot-dot-em alices are—=

Marian Anstee flushed, the bl ood seeping crinson
beneath her glistening skin. "I know all that, Dot-
Dot! You know t he speed we had to work at. Doc-

tor Overbeck performed a miracle in |ocating and

i ndoctrinating the squoodl es. Kriseman wanted ger-
ontidril for the galaxy. Aren't people entitled to an
extension of their life span if we can provide it?"

Doc Hedges spread his hands. "I'm not suggesting



they aren't, confound it, Marian! Al I'msaying is
that there weren't enough tests run on the squoo-
dles. You don't even have the faintest idea of their
life cycle—=

Marian Anstee clutched Martin's arm and steered
himto the door. "Doctor Overbeck is working on
that right now. " She went out, quickly, bending to
Tom Marti n.

Hedges sighed. "If she'd only think for herself
instead of letting that nountebank Overbeck think
for her! She regards himlike a god!" He waved his
arnms about, getting up steam caught Perceau' s eye
and, deflating, runbled: "Ch, Luis, | know what

you think of Overbeck. | say he's too cocky and sure
of himself by half."

"He's just about the greatest doctor of synbiosis
there is-"

"Doctor of eff-dot-dot-gee poppycock! | tell you
Luis, these alices we're wearing are a danger to us
allt

Luis Perceau's toughly brutal face showed con-
t enpt .

"G ow up, Dot-Dot! You're an MD. You're our

local G P. W need you, Astir knows! But when it
cones to synbiosis let the experts handle it."

Hedges runbl ed and huffed, then, with a | op-
sided smle at Wade, who had tactfully remained
silent, he stunped out. A short, square man, wth
i npati ent eyes and excitable mannerisnms, Dot - Dot
Hedges in strange counterpoint contained the ex-
act bedsi de manner, when necessary, of the finest
doctors Earthsi de.

Perceau grunted. "If it wasn't for Doc Overbeck
none of us would be here. Doc Hedges just doesn't
t hi nk."

"Still," said Wade, aware that he dealt with nor-
mal humans and anmused at this sudden revel ation
of that, "there were those unexpl ai ned deat hs due
to the alices."

"Doc Overbeck knows what he's doing. Krise-

man Cor poration woul dn't have sent himhere if he
didn't. There isn't anyone better than him Every-
one knows that."

Turning to the door, Perceau finished: "And,

Wade, thanks for saving young Tom Martin. You

t hought fast." He couldn't smile, not with that
physi ognony; but his face crinkled up. He did not
stroke his alice; of all the personnel on the base



he was the only one Wade never saw | uxuriously
stroking his alice's fur like an ani mate net suke.
"You' ve been di scharged fromthe meat shop as
fully recovered. Let's go get dinner."

Wade followed the D.O out of the hospital and
across to the nmess hall

The fol ks wanted to nake sonet hing of a hero
of him

Abruptly shy, abysmally unsure of how he shoul d

react, he snmiled and said "thank you" and then
qui ckly sat down and spooned soup

The ball for Kolok Trujillo had term nated con-

vul sively in the news of the rescue. The del ay woul d
be expl ai ned, Perceau would see to that; but for
Wade military discipline remai ned an unfathom

abl e mystery. He had not encountered a discipli-
nary mlitary problem when he'd been a coord on
Al'tinmus. He al so | earned another item of news that,
despite his long training in inmpassivity, brought a
fierce pleasure burning in his veins. The bailiff from
Altimus who had come with Trujillo's party had left.
Sone tine during the ball he had been cl oseted

with Silas Sternnmire, and then had called down a
ship waiting in orbit and had | eft about the affairs
of the C.1.D.G

That, at the least, presented no problemto an ex-
coord. The bailiff had been negotiating for the con-
tinued, steady and preferential supply of geronti-
dril for all those on Altinus. That figured.

Wade felt the relief seep through him Here on
Ashramdrego he would not have to try to run as

he had tried to run on Tiberious. Brother Stanley.
Yes. ...

The fresh insights to the problem and the con-
flicts festering beneath the surface of the base in-
trigued himas they whetted his appetite for nore.
The base was a happy pl ace, yes; but, nore than
that, it shared with all of humanity's fabrications
the seeds of dissension. It wouldn't have been hu-
man if it hadn't. There had been no di ssensions on
Al timus, not until Mtthew Wade had upped and

depart ed.

And yet, coords were of Hono sapi ens stock, too.

He renmenbered once talking with a novelist, a

breed of artist that had endured through the gal ac-

tic expansion, in face of tridis, tellys, instafax shows
and all the other sensory nedia. "You' re not witing

to nmorons," the novelist had said. "You coords who
control the destinies of our progress—



And Wade had been forced to interrupt, with a
| augh, to say that coords nmerely coordinated inter-
di sci plinary functions.

"That is what the original function was, yes," the
novel i st agreed. "But you cannot shake off your hu-
man origins. Wien I wite, | wite for adults. |
don't have to explain everything. The reader grows
in awareness as | want himto grow, so that he
knows what he has to know at any given point in
the story. Even with children you can take it for
granted they're a | ot tougher than we gave them
credit for. If you don't follow what |'mtalking about,
then I ook to your own nmental equi pnent; don't

blame me as a witer."

"I agree," Wade smled, thinking of Strathan—a
ghostly echo fromthe future and of that fateful ride
with Tom Marti n—and wat chi ng Brot her Pontifex

with the wy snile of a man who is, all unknow ngly,
approachi ng the i mm nent edge of his own destruc-
tion. "As a novelist you cane to Altinus expect-

ing to find Lords of Creation and instead, as you
see, we are nerely ordinary nen |like yourself."

"Ordinary nen, plus," said the novelist quickly.
"Agreed. But the plus is no miracle, no superhu-
man power. We are selected from parents who can
have no knowl edge that in their genes they carry
this coordinated faculty."

"I"ve heard the selection process is stringent. But

I'"d guess you'd find it hard to act naturally anong
ordi nary people of the gal axy."

Here in the mess hall of the Kriseman Corporation
Headquarters compound on Ashrandrego, Matthew
Wade coul d vouch for the truth of that.

Looki ng back he renmenbered that the novelist had
been the only man, out of statesnen, businessnen,
sol di ers, spacefarers, divines, scientists who had
spoken to the coords not only with understanding
and equality but as though they were really human.

Eva Vetri touched his armwth the tips of her
fingers, her brown, petite face |aughing and nock-

i ng.
"You're quite a guy, Mat."
n u]- "

O hers crowded around us as the neal finished.

Wade stood up, feeling nore of a fool than he had
since the day he'd worn fancy dress to a formal party;
and that had been—eh, when he thought he was

growi ng up, just before the bailiff had come and



haul ed himoff to Al tinus.

Eventual | y, when he'd nanaged to shake off the

adm ring throng, he wandered along to the adm nis-
tration building. He stood in the di mess a nonent,
then clicked on the overheads. Light fell across the
gl ass case and the three dead ruptors.

He stared at them

Li mp, dead, dull, their burnished colors of life
faded, they bore little resenblance to the vivid
darting horrors that had tried to spear and degut him

He took from his pocket a snmall yell ow ovoid he
had found caught in his clothing when he'd cone
around. He balanced it. He stared thoughtfully at
the ruptors. The yell ow ovoid possessed a nass of

small bristly spines on its underside by which it had
clung to his clothes and, presumably, by which it
normally clung to the underside of a geron leaf. It
was animal, for he had prised open lids over two
smal | piglike eyes, and had felt the nozzlelike snout
that, again presunmably, sucked the rich juices from

t he geron bushes. Dead now, it lay on his hand I|ike

a gol den prickly hanster

He turned as the door swung open. Oive Cam
eron wal ked in.

"So this is where you're hiding!"
"Hi, sister,” he said in his imtation of the way he
hoped a normal man woul d speak. "Wat's happen-

i ng out there?"

"Trujillo is having another party. | wondered
where you were."

"They like to live it up, don't they, these tycoons
of the gal axy?"

She nade a face. "Wth all his noney and all his
power, what does he really contribute to the gal axy?"

She nmoved closer to him This was the first tine

he had seen her out of uniform Like nost people
she wore clothes mainly for functional purposes and
when she had no particul ar purpose she didn't bother
Now the |ight-colored alice gl owed agai nst her skin
like a costly pet, as sensual as she was, enpha-
sizing her skin texture. Her breasts were | arge and
rounded, firm a delight to behold. H s inpression
of her as a dunpy figure he saw to have been a

nm sappr ehensi on born of stiff hospital clothing.

"Ch," he said, as casually as he could. "They con-
tribute quite a bit. | think they're often denigrated
wi t hout cause."



She reached a hand to his alice and began to stroke

him neanwhil e not ceasing from sensually stroking
her own. A rich scent of musk floated from her body.

"He's nice. Sinbad, isn't he? Mne is Fl orence—
for obvious reasons."”

Quite clearly, she expected himto stroke her alice.
He refrained.

"Appropriate,” he said softly, his throat dry. He
woul d have wel coned a worman right now, after al

the viol ence of the previous night; but he felt drained
of nervous energy, anxious only to be al one. He had
yet to adjust to humanity away from Altinmus. There,
of course, sex had | ong been solved as any sort of
problem and the gal axy was al nost reachi ng that
beneficent point. But it had not done so yet. He
felt his interest stir. She wanted himand he—well,
it would be nice and reasonabl e and confortable
—and, by Astir, he'd finished with being nice and
reasonabl e.

He smiled at her and noved away, revealing the
gl ass case and the ruptors.

The hand that had been stroking his alice fell be-
tween her breasts. She caught a quick gasp of breath.

"They're horrible!"
"They' re dead."

Just what he woul d have done then he had no
cl ear conception; the door swung again and Eva
Vetri wal ked in.

The contrast between the two wonen spoke el o-

guently of variant human origins. Her brown skin

gl owi ng, her small bones delicate beneath her vel -

vety skin, her tiny breasts tip tilted, she walked in
with a swing, lithely, like a cat. Her alice clung over
her shoul der and down her shoul der bl ades. She

sm |l ed nmischievously.

"Hell o, you two! What are you up to? Kol ok Tru-
jillo wants the hero of the hour at the party! W're
all waiting! We're going to make up toni ght for what
was spoilt last night."

"Coming, Eva," said Sister Caneron in a danger-
ous voice. "I was talking to Mat."

"I"msure." She waggl ed her hips. "Dot-Dot was
raising nerry hell =

"Ch! Bother!" exclainmed Aive Caneron. She



turned the full battery of her eyes on Wade. "Ko-
| ok's party should be fun, even though he is—well.
"Il see you there, Matthew "

She joined Eva Vetri and the pair went out, an
interesting contrast in rear views. Mtthew Wade
sm | ed weakly and wi ped his forehead.

"Thank your |ucky stars you don't have a | ove
life, Sinbad," he synbed.

The response pattern formed a deci dedly murky
conment .

VI

"THE REACTION to parasites is fascinatingly various,"
sai d Doctor Overbeck, speaking with trenendous

energy and authority. "Take Fasci ol oi des magna,

for exanmple, which persisted only in deer. If the

fluke entered the liver of cattle it was killed, whilst
if it entered the liver of sheep it killed the sheep
Incidentally, it's not generally known that the fasci-
ol oi des, including the well-known |iver flukes of sheep
and cattle, gave the nane to all the flukes. The
Angl o- Saxons called it Floc. Now in Dicrocoelium

the cercaria, which has a prehensile tail, enters the
cavity of the snail where it becomes covered with
mucus and can be swal | owed before it |eaves the

shail or be excreted and eaten by ants—=

"Charm ng!" The girl, one of Trujillo's party, to
whom t he doctor of synbiosis was tal king so ani -
matedly, lifted a bare, rounded shoul der, gl eaning
under the lights. She | aughed a great deal and |iked
to let her alice rub against her breasts. She was one
of those who singled out the inportant nen in a

room and clung, parasitelike, to them al one.

The party had again been held in the headquar-

ters gymasi um and parallel bars and wooden

horses, antigrav sinks and calistheni c apparatus had
been pushed into the corners so, as Doctor Over-
beck had put it, to stop the wallflowers from having
corners to crawm into. He |liked everyone to join in.
Li ghts bl azed down, but not too strongly, so that

t he dancers could drift along or jimpamin ecstatic
rhythm in a simlactum of private worlds. Stream
ers and balloons drifted and entw ned the dancers.
The bar did a brisk trade. Everyone joined the party.
Doct or Overbeck woul dn't have |iked anyone not

to enjoy the party.

Fancy dress was optional

A fat, bejeweled little man, gesticulating |oudly,
was tal king to Al exander Lokoja, the Kriseman Cor-
poration's chief chem st, whose bl ack face showed
only a polite attenti on and whose nassive torso



gleaned with health. His alice appeared a dwarfed
fur piece around his muscul ar shoul ders.

"We surely get around the galaxy," the fat little
man was sayi ng expansively. "Yes, sir, traveling with
Kol ok sure is sonme experience."

"You shoul d have come during the harvest here,"
replied Lokoja with his inperturbable poise. "W
use every man and worman then, no matter who."

"What! Me out there in the fields like a hired
hand! "

"It's the great day of the year, here, harvest tine."
"And the fertility rites, too, huh?"

Lokoja allowed his face to gentle into a synpat he-
tic smle.

"Production of gerontidril is an exact piece of
chem cal engi neering, exacting and dangerous; the
harvest is the tine for hard work—=

"And then you get to work with your retorts and

your distillation apparatus, hey, Alex!"™ chined in

Eva Vetri. She swirled by in the arns of a young
officer fromTrujillo's ship, who had difficulty in ad-
justing his alice to her energetic novements.

"I"'mclaimng the next dance with you, Eva," re-
plied Lokoja calmy.

Eva Vetri giggled. "Then we're in for the old
war dance, hey, Alex!"

She swirled off, a brown sprite, |aughing.

"I can imagi ne her at harvest tinme." The fat little
man |icked his lips. Muirnuring a polite nothing
phrase, Al exander Lokoja noved away.

The party so far remained a sedate affair, not yet
havi ng generated enough steam for an orgy, al-

t hough sone of the younger personnel of the base

and fromTrujillo' s entourage were mutual ly teach-

i ng one anot her sone of the newer and nore exotic
pastines culled froma gal axy of pleasure. Matthew
Wade, for reasons he didn't bother to analyze, drifted
around the gymon his peranbul ati ng course away
fromthat brightly youthful sink.

By this time he had reached an inescapable con-
clusion. Despite his renunciation of the exalted sta-
tus of a coord of Altinmus, he neverthel ess remained

a coord. Although he had switched off those extra
circuits in his brain, he retained enough of the el an
vital of the coord born to want to know and experi -
ence his environment in toto. No other way of life



had ever seened worthwhile to him So he knew,

with a whinsical little self-nockery, that he would
snoop and probe and pry until he had cone up with

the answers to the problens that, self-evidently, were
troubling the authorities on this Kriseman Cor por-

ati on Headquarters base on Ashrandrego.

As far as he knew the culture of the geron bushes
proceeded satisfactorily. Al exander Lokoja, after the
harvest, would process the crop into gerontidril

That secret process served as the foundation stone

of Kriseman's fortunes on this world. That was why
everyone was here.

Even the problem of the ruptors was sol vabl e.
Luis Perceau, there, scowing over his drink by the
bar, knew one answer.

Tom Martin, still shaky, but comng up with a
bright snile for all the pretty young things gyrat-
ing away on the dance floor, now, mght share a

di fferent viewpoint; but between them Ashram
drego's mlitary force would handl e the ruptors.

Sergeant Goudsmnit, having been duly and sol -

emly buried, was by nutual consent not allowed
tointerfere with the continued desire for enjoynent
of the living.

"You were damm | ucky, Tom" Perceau took an-
other drink, moodily. "As for the delay in rescu-

i ng you—Sergeant Trudeau's relieving an eepee on
latrine duty."

"Sar'nt CGoudsnmit only sent in a request for rein-
forcements. You didn't know we were in trouble.”

"Knocki ng down ruptors is one of the reasons
we're here, we fewmlitary nen, Tom Al we are,
really, that side of our work, is glorified pest con-trollers

"Still and all, by Astir, you were lucky. Mich

| onger out there without an alice and your bl ood
woul d have reverted to nornal terrestrial heno-
gl obi n-based bl ood and then—=

"Don' t —*

"I"'mgoing to press Sternnmire dammed hard to use
hormones. " Perceau's ugly face gl owered bal efully
over his glass. "CGoddanmit, Tom It's one thing when
the crop is ruined, it's another when a man of ny
conmand gets Kkilled!™"

So that, surm sed Matthew Wade, wal ki ng past,
was what rankled with Luis Perceau. The military
m nd, |ike any other phenonenon of nmankind in the



gal axy, could be nmelded into the life equations by
a coord; but that did not stop Wade fromfeeling a
pecul i arly human abhorrence for the man hinsel f,

an al most irrational drawing back froma fellow hu-
man bei ng.

The young D.D.O. saw him and snil ed
"Hal |l o, Mat Drinking?"

"A cautious, mld but interesting wine." He essayed
alittle in joke. "If you'll kindly step back a pace,
"1l bow three tines."

"How s that?" asked Perceau
Martin's smle did not widen. "Oh, Mat here is a

fellow Moliereist. Still and all, 1'm beginning to won-
der. Those ruptors made ne thi nk—=

"Ch," said Wade. His smile, a tentative offering,
f aded.

Hans Krener, the botanist, tall and abrupt, pushed
past with an apol ogy, bal ancing four gl asses. "Don't
talk to me about ruptors,” he said, plonking the

gl asses down. Hi s alice opened an eye, surveyed

the scene and cl osed up shop. "I alnost w sh geron
bushes didn't naturally growin rows. At least that'd
gi ve those dammed destructive pests a harder tine."

"Do they?" asked Wade. "I nean, naturally in
rows?"

"Yes. They have a nutual root system W just
trimthe side stens, a sort of strawberry runner ef-
fect."

Wade took the yellow ovoid from his pocket and
held it out. "Wat's this?"

Krener bent to peer. Martin and Perceau badg-
ered the barrobot for fresh drinks.

"Ch, that's a synmbiont on the | eaves. W thought
they were a pest at first; but a fewtests showed
that they derived nourishnent fromthe juices and
their half of the bargain was to fix nitrogen. They
have a mass of bacteria—you know, the |egum nous

pl ant root systemall over again."

Wade knew.
"I'n massive form of course. You can't expect alien
botany to follow terrestrial norns all the time. W

call them plonps. How d you come by it?"

Wade expl ained. "They seemrather juicy in them
sel ves. "



"W | ost Pankowski, the biologist, in the, ah, trou-
bl es. We've done nothing |ike enough research on

Drego, So far we don't know the life cycle of the
pl onps—

"Let al one the squoodl es—

"Huh? Ch, the alices. Yes, unfortunately. But we're
working on it. As you can inmgine, the director
want s everythi ng concentrated on geron production
Everyt hing. "

The botanist took his filled gl asses and wandered
off, atall figure, his alice like a ruff of brown fur

Questions without answers were anathenma to

Wade. He took hinmself away fromthe bar, with a
filled glass, to probe further. Maybe, as the old say-
ing had it, he ought to think up the right answers,
first, before the questions. The taped nusic died as
the cassette ran out and a robot opened his chest

and began to reload. Krisenman used robots sparingly.
Wth el ectroplasnms so much nore easily avail able
—al t hough the el ectroplasm master had died in the

t roubl es—the humans equi pped with alices vastly

nore efficient at the intricate cerebral and deci sion-
maki ng tasks required here, the Kriseman Corpora-

tion got along very well. As the nusic swelled out
agai n, Doctor Marian Anstee, |aughing and fl ushed,
spun out of the crowd and cannoned into Wade.

For a fleeting nonent he thought her action de-

i berate, then he saw the handsonme and uniform
wearing ship's captain, flaunting his insignia, plunge
after her, brushing aside a dancing chem|ad opera-
tor and a radar mech. Marian Anstee clung for a

nmonent to \Wade, | aughi ng and breat hl ess.

He put an arm around her wai st to support her
She wore a di aphanous costume of flame nylon
with rows of tiny gems, and her gol den hair had
been caught up into an extravagant topknot over-

| oaded with dianmonds. He wondered why she
t hought it necessary to vulgarize the perfect.

Even her alice had a pearl collar
"Ch, M. Wade. Thank you."

She strai ghtened up and he had to |l et his hand
drop away fromthe firmwarmtautness of her waist

"C non, Marian! The dance is starting again!"
"Ch, @uy! I"'mall out of breath!"

Wade felt a savage satisfaction that his circuits



were switched off so that he could luxuriate in the
aberrant atavism of hating the handsone captain on
si ght.

Swaggering, gilded, bearded, with flared nostrils
and sensuous |ips, the captain caught Mrian Ans-
tee's armand began to draw her back into the throng.

"You're enjoying this, Mrian. | know you are.
C non!"

She threw Wade a comical | ook
"I was just going to ask M. Wade—=
"Forget the creep! |I'mdancing with you—=

The captain's flanboyant and unintentionally ju-
venil e golden earring danced above his alice. Every
now and then the alice burped and shifted around,
only to be carelessly and urgently shoved back by
the captain's broad conpetent hand.

"If Doctor Anstee doesn't wi sh to dance any

nore," began Wade. He knew this situation from

t heory and knew the various theoretical solutions. A
deep dark welling of delight that horrified himeven
as he soaked in its therapeutic potential suggested
he woul d favor the solution that called for himto
poke this guy in the jaw

"Keep out of this, creep. Marian's dancing with
ne."

Her comical | ook remained, frozen in a stasis of
irresolution. To Wade, she still |ooked |ovely, despite
her expression, despite her ridicul ous costune.

"What were you going to ask me, Doctor Anstee?"

"That doesn't matter now. " The captain haul ed

on Marian's arm as though hauling in a tarpon

"Come to nme, baby. Let's dance. |'ve got plans, baby,
bi g pl ans—

Wade' s di sgust nmust have shown in his face, for

Marian broke her frozen stasis to smile, alittle for-
lornly, and then she was dragged off into the hurly-
burly of the dance.

A massive black formand a slight brown sprite
pi rouetted past

"A wonderful doctor of synbiosis,” runbled Al ex-
ander Lokoja, "but a weak-willed woman in every
ot her sphere.”

"My foot!" shrilled Eva Vetri. "Keep your m nd
on dancing, Al ex, you lecherous old cannibal I"



"And | shall not need any spice on you, ny spit-
firel™

Rel i eved, Wade chuckl ed, and noved away. He'd

see Marian Anstee again. Trujillo's supercilious ship
captain woul dn't be staying too | ong on planet,

t hanks be.

Still and all, he nused, aiming hinself for an al-
cove between the tranpoline and suspension rings
where Silas Sternmire and Kol ok Trujillo stood tal k-

ing, how did he explain, in view of her obvious lim-
tations, his absorbing interest in Marian Anstee?
Surely not nerely a perfect body? Not really, surely,
not at his age. Then again, at any age, come to think
of it. He chuckl ed, anused.

A woman, who woul d best be described as a

magni fi cent ani mal, |ounged on the tranpoline. Her
kohl ed eyes regarded Trujillo with a renote, ready

| ook. Her body, sheathed in purple nylon, gleaned
like white fire through the material. Her sunptuous-
ness of curves could shatter a nmale ego. Two or

t hree young nen, hangers-on in Trujillo's retinue,
adored her in a worshipping cluster. To \Wade,

t hi nki ng of Marian Anstee, she seened quite a nice

| ooki ng gal .

Trujillo, as usual, nonopolized the conversation
pausi ng only, in his tycoonish way, for answers that
served as a counterpoint to his argunent.
He broke off as Wade approached, saying: " .
Codf or saken planets at all, Silas, wthout the dam
alices into the bargain." He grunted at Sternnire
har r unphed.

"Here cones the hero now, Kolok. This is M.
Wade. "

Trujillo | ooked Wade up and down with the ha-

bitual air of a man sizing up an opponent, wi thout
insult and yet flagrantly insulting all the same. Wade
smi | ed.

"Wade, this is M. Trujillo. You' ve heard of him
of course.”

"OF little else since he arrived. | hope you're en-
joying yourself on Ashrandrego, M. Trujillo."

"Seens you saved a soldier's life by quick think-

i ng, Wade. Although | can't go al ong one hundred
percent with this natural symbiosis |life support sys-
tem If you'd just shoved up a done down here,

used spacesuits and planetary crawers or fliers out-
si de—+he dam geron bushes have to grow in their

own at nosphere but you don't have to live init,
surely."



Sternmre's doughy features took on their indul-
gent | ook. "But you have a synb-socket fixed, Ko-

| ok. Everyone who travels the gal axy in anything
other than a sinple terrestrial type planet hopping
does. It makes sense.”

Trujillo's thick features with the pendul ous cheeks
and rattrap nouth slipped into a laugh. Hs tiny

eyes, pouched and beady, betrayed jollity. A thick
built man, with strong inperious gestures, he had
ruled Trujillo Enterprises Corporation for fifty years
and, with the help of gerontidril, would go on do-

ing so for another four hundred fifty or nore.

"I know you're right, Silas. It does nake sense.
But | grew up with the concept of man in space as
[iving in oxygen-heliumor oxygen-nitrogen dones,
wearing suits, dependent on his air cylinders—=

"That's all old-fashioned now, M. Trujillo, in
pl aces where a synbiote is to be found."

"Don't interrupt me, Wade, please.” Trujillo didn't
gl ower and his voice remai ned boredly steady.

"Real |y, Wade!" reprimanded Sternmire

The shock to Wade was that he had forgotten for
that instant, talking to a man like Trujillo, that he
was no |longer a coord of Altinus.

"I assuned by your voice inflection that you had
finished," he contented hinmself wth saying.

"I hadn't. And if what | was saying is so old-
fashioned, it's at least the way nen first ventured
into space. | built an enpire like that."

Wade killed his desire to say: "Finished?" Instead
he said: "But with doctors of synbiosis at your
beck and call you can operate your profitable busi-
nesses on world that would have presented tre-

mendous problenms with merely nechanical life sup-
port systens."

"I do run, and I run at a profit. I've got a nmil-
lion people working for ne, Wade, and don't you
forget it. | can nake or break a nman. Even Kriseman

has respect for ne.

Wade had to get out of this conversation some-
how. He turned to Sternnmire, and said: "I wanted
to speak to you about —about that game of marbles."

"Marbles!" huffed Trujillo. "Wat the hell are you
up to, Wade? By Astir, you'd better clear off before
you say sonething you'll be sorry for!"



"Yes, Wade, you'd better cut along!" Sternmre's
squashy face expressed the outrage of a man encoun-
tering not only T. S. Eliot and W H. Auden but

al so Verl ai ne.

Wt hout anot her word, Wade turned to | eave.

The exotic worman rose fromthe tranpoline, fe-
linelike, gracefully, letting the tranpoline do the
wor k, landing softly before Wade. She smiled and

her lipstick clung nonentarily to her lips, running
like a scarlet magne fastener fromcenter to corners.

"I"d li ke to dance, M. Wade."

"Sure, Ceo, you do that," said Trujillo.

Wade saw, clearly, that he had a thing going at
the monent with this wonman and had no wish to
upset the bal ance he nust have been at pains to
construct over the trip to Drego. He nodded curtly
and held out his arnmns.

She floated into him Her purple cat suit flowed

al ong her body |ike snoke. She noved into him

They danced out onto the floor, and he felt the heat
of her body bore into him churning up the secret

pl aces inside, paining in his |oins.

She tilted her dark head up

"You don't dance very well, M. \Wade."
What should he say to that?

"Lack of practice,"” he munbl ed.

She danced barefoot. Her white body was bare,

too, beneath the snmoky veil of the purple cat suit.
Stunningly bereft of any jewelry, she had tw ned

a priceless platinumand bellachrontis bracel et
around her alice.

After his first male and adol escent reaction to

her, Wade was not enjoying this dance. They gy-

rated anong the others, hearing the |laughter and
shrill talk, catching wafting scents and perfunes,
brushing aside trailing streaners and, with the first
gi ggl e gas ball oons of the evening, avoiding their in-
si di ous funes.

An eepee waiter scurried by with a silver tray

bal anced on his cranial box. The girl, Ceo, snatched
a dribbling handful of candies, began idly to feed
her alice as they danced. She noved her body

agai nst Wade. He began to feel the need for air.

Then a pattern formed in his mnd, and Si nbad
made unm stakably known his own desire for eggs,
and, failing those, for candies. As the eepee gal -



| oped back, Wade obliged his alice.
"I wouldn't upset Kolok, if I was you."
"I't was purely unintentional."

"He's a very big man."
“I'"'msure."

"Way don't you like nme?"
"Way what? | |ike you."

"Then hold nme as though you did. |I'm not going
to bite you."

"But Trujillo mght."
She pouted and chuckl ed and squeezed his back.

"He's frightened he's going to |lose nme. Captain
Ki rkus's beard gives himnightmares."

Wade | aughed.
"You must have real fun on your trips in space."

"You could call it that. | know what | want, and
nothing in this nman's galaxy is going to stop ne get-
ting it."

Hol ding her like this, he could clearly see the
point of junction at the base of her neck where her
arterial blood systemjoined with that of her alice.
Normal ly, an alice lay so that he covered the junc-
tion. Now, in her novenents, C eo had noved the
alice aside. Wade watched fascinated as the thick
unmbi lical cord pul sed with bl ood. Her synb-socket,
he saw, was as new as his own.

A hand touched Wade's arm

A smart young lieutenant in uniformstood politely
wai ting.

"I"'mcutting in," he said perfunctorily, and took
Ceo' s wist, nmoving Wade asi de.

"Ch, Basil! | suppose the big chief sent you. He
gets so jealous," she pouted back at Wade. Wth a
dazzling snile she whirled away, the spaceship lieu-
tenant nuzzling hinmself up in this brief nonment

of glorious contact before he delivered her safe and
sound back to the tranpoline.

Wade gave a grimace and turned and was bow ed
into by a dancing couple. He alnost fell, righted
hi nsel f by a qui ck snappi ng novenent of body
coordination. Now if only they'd been dancing a
nor mal out-and-sw ng-in dance instead of these



nodern resurrected twentieth century body contact
dances, he'd have been all right—

"Qut of the way, oaf!"

The captain gl owered at him sw nging Marian

Anst ee by. She had her eyes closed. Her body nore
sagged agai nst the spaceman than danced of its own
vol i tion.

Bef ore Wade coul d say anything they had swept
on into the dancing press.

He wal ked, dodgi ng dancers, to the bar
The nmilitary had decanped.

The party upped a gear, swung into a w | der

rhythm The giggle gas balloons were partly respon-
sible. But a feeling of orgy began to create its own
abandonnent of censorship. At one time Mtthew

Wade had quite enjoyed a good swi nging orgy and

he could still welcone the diversion and catharsis an
orgy could provide; but right now he suffered a re-
vul sion in his nood. The onens, if you w shed,

were not propitious.

He had a couple nore drinks of the bland w ne
and then decided to call it a night

The keen incisive voice was saying: " or gan-
isns are parasitic only sonmetinmes in their devel op-
nment. Like the nonstrilloida which are free swim

mng as adults and parasitic as |arvae. And, too,
Monstrilla heligolandica is a parasite of gastropods,
and they in their turn are parasitic on lanellibranchs.’
Doct or Overbeck's obsession with his work dom -

nated the fluttering eye flirtings of his half-naked
girl fromTrujillo' s ship.

"It all sounds disgusting to ne," she giggled, half
nauseat ed, \Wade saw.

"It is strange how the wonderful workings of
parasitismcan arouse infantile feelings of fear and
di sgust . "

Wade wal ked on. Doctors of symbiosis must have
a tough tine of it finding sonething smart and |ight
to talk about in parasitology to their birds.

Sonebody el se shared simlar if nmore forcibly ex-
pressed sentinents about Doctor Overbeck. As Wade
wal ked out of the gymand into the soft breathing
dar kness of the Dregoan night he heard a voice
rai sed raucously.

". . . Overbeck! He's nothing but a confounded
cocksure cee-dot-dot-tee of a doctor! 1'd like to
see himperforma sinple tonsillectony! O diagnose



t he nobst comon conpl aints the poor old ess-dot-
dee of a GP. has to handl e every day of the eff-
dot - dot - gee week!™"

"Now, doctor! That's no way to talk about a fel-
| ow practitioner!"” Sister Aive Cameron, invisible in
the night. "Now just let ne take you—

"Fell ow practitioner ny aye-dot-dot-ee!"

Wade chuckl ed, at a bound regai ning his good

spirits. He still wouldn't duck back into the con-
summati on of the com ng orgy; but he refrained now
for different reasons fromthose that had driven him
out of the gym

The two voices, the runble of dot-dots and the
soot hi ng syrupy professional balm receded.

Wade gl anced up. Poi sonous gases swat hed the

pl anet heavily now and the stars renmained invisible
From his wi ndow hi gh on the topnost peak of Al-
timus the stars had shone down bright and near

and conradel y.

Standi ng in the shadows |ike that—-how often had

he stood in the shadows since fleeing fromAltimnus
—he saw Captain Kirkus and Marian Anstee | eave

the gym

"No, really,"” Marian was saying. She wal ked as
t hough drugged, her head rolling so that her cheek
brushed her alice.

"Ch, cone on, baby! W're all in the traveler's

rest house Kriseman provided. It's not the Ritz, baby;
but my roomis cozy and nice and private.

C non!"

At first amusenent made Wade wonder what

sort of orgy it was thunping away in there anong

the lights and the nmusic if these two had to opt

out for their own purposes. He had no lien on Mar-

i an Anstee and she could do exactly as she wanted.
She did know he existed, for apart from anything

el se she had given him Sinbad; but to her he was

nmer el y anot her name and number on her operations
tinetable. That he felt this attraction to her had al -
ready caused hi m severe m sgivings about his whole
nmotivations in discarding those extra circuits in his
br ai n.

The captain was really dragging Mari an now, one
armpressing fam liarly around her waist. Her feet
slid on the slabs of the walk. She tried to lift her
head.

"I don't think-no, really, | don't want to—

"But you know you like it! And it's not far, in



the next block. . . ." His hot whisper reached Wade
and hi s amusenent began to sour

Sil houetted in the lights, the two of them+the
gal l ant captain and the fenal e doctor of synbiosis
—formed a cl ear enough picture. Disliking what he
was getting hinself into, unhappy about the whol e
thing, Wade started to take a belligerent step for-
war d.

Taki ng himconpletely by surprise, a high angry

voi ce burst out behind himand the sound of run-
ning and staggering feet on the stone slabs sent him
back to his friendly shadows.

"Hey!" A hiccup, whether fromalice or man he
couldn't say. "Wat the atich-dot-dot-ell's going
on! Marian, are you all right?"

Anot her voice, the syrup congeal ed.
"Doctor! Cone back this instant!"

"Cet eff-dot-dot-dee, you old killjoy! He's after
our Marian, the confounded bee-dot-dot-dee!"

Captai n Kirkus | ooked up snappishly, his face ugly.
H s eyes went nean. In the reflected |ight he | ooked
like a cheap one-night stand imtation of Mephis-
tophel es. He put out a fist and struck Doc Hedges

on the nose. The doc spilt over backward, fell with
a string of dot-dots spattering the night air. dive
Caneron screaned

Marian Anstee let rip a tiny scream and sagged
back.

Rel uctantly, feeling a nmountebank, Matthew Wade
at last stepped out of the shadows into the light

VI
"So IT'S THE hick hero!"

Not hi ng about the petty scene excited Wade.

A ive Cameron knelt by Doc Hedges, mopping at his
bl eedi ng nose, while old Dot-Dot exploded in a
Morse code of curses.

"I don't believe Marian Anstee knows quite what
she's doing," Wade said carefully, and then at once
saw the enornity of such a statement. But he had
made it; now he'd have to stick by it.

"CGet lost, sonny! | know what |'m doing. C non,
Mari an, baby, it's not far, and then—=

"I'"'mnot—o, really—+ feel wozy—=



She was not drunk. Wade saw al ert now, nor, he

felt reasonably sure, was she drugged. The poor girl
was just dead tired and carel ess of what was going
on. Maybe she'd caught a fringe whiff of a giggle
gas balloon and the effect had aborted, as it sone-
tinmes did. She was in no nood for romantic bed;

she needed a bed just to sleep in.

"You'd better let Doctor Anstee go to her room"

The space captain tried to push past. "She's going
where |I'mtaking her, creep. By Astir, get out of ny
sight!"”

Stiff |ipped now, Wade spoke curtly. "lI'mafraid

| can't allow that. Doctor Anstee is in no condition—

He was cut off by Kirkus enraged bellow, the
voi ce of a nman habituated to i nstant obedi ence.

"Keep out of my way, flatlander! By Astir, you'l
rue the day the T.S.C. probe ever picked up Ash-
randrego and thus provided a stage for you to neet
me!" He swung a hard and heavy punch at Wade.

Expecting to be struck, as Dot-Dot Hedges had

been struck, Wade was able to skip aside. Since the
days when he had cheerfully brawied with his kid
conpani ons he had scarcely been involved in a fist
fight, save that one tinme on Takkarnia. He had a
monent for introspective disbelief and wonder-

ment at his own atavistic hunger for what was to
cone. Then he found hinself involved in the whirl-
wi nd.

Hanmpered as he was by the linp but protesting
formof Marian Anstee, Captain Kirkus's blow fel

short, and his next attenpt could be bl ocked by
Wade's left forearm Wade struck out.

H s sensations poured in in a chaotic bedlam He
felt the blow drive home, the gristle of beard and
the jarring shock of bone. He struck again, harder
clumsily, felt the return bl ow graze al ong his cheek
stinging him and then, with a final excess of fury,
sublinmely contenptible, he snmashed his closed fi st
down across the captain's nose.

He caught Marian as she stunbled and fell

Kirkus, rousing hinself, tried to kick Wade's ankl es
fromunder him Surprising hinmself, Wade ki cked
back. The captain dropped |inp.

"Ch!" said Marian, drowsily.

"Bed for you," said Wade. He felt as though the

euphoria possessing himas he'd left the gym had
expl oded i n pancol or and lights. He cradled the



girl's body, then Iifted her, got a hand under her
knees, and, w thout | ooking back at Kirkus, took her
of f.

Aive Cameron | ooked up with a long intense
gl ance.

"I'"d better conme along and help," she said swiftly.
"Doctor Anstee's probably—=

"Good idea," Wade said, sinon pure. Then, dia-
bolically, he added: "Wat about Doc Hedges?"

"Ch— dive Caneron | ooked down. Her hand-
kerchi ef tissues were now a wadded bl oodi ed
spl odge. "I'I1l-"

"Cet me to the bee-dot-dot-we surgery, divel"

Chuckl i ng, Wade made off into the darkness, hold-
ing warm softness in his hands. He halted. A frown
chased across his face. He recalled the dust, the
geron | eaves, his own suspicion. At once he swung

back and, still holding Marian, bent above Kirkus.
The man bubbl ed t hrough mashed |ips. H's nose

bl ed. But he was conscious and about to try to stand
up. Relieved, Wade left himand took Doctor Marian
Anstee to her room

Smal |, neat, lightly perfuned, the roomreveal ed
only facets of her personality he would have ex-
pected. He put her on the bed and, working with
cal mess and no undue haste or tardiness, he un-
dressed her, washed her, tucked her in and then
wi thdrew, turning off the light.

H s head still in the opening, he heard her stir, a
sil ken rustle of bedcl ot hes.

"M. Wade? Don't go."

He heard her slither out of bed. The bedside |anp
went on.

A single enormous thunp pounded his heart.

She stood there, the sheets half draped about her
smling uncertainly at him He went back in slowy.

"Look, thank you for—for whatever it is you did.

| remenber that awful captain nan, and then—+ fee
better now, but still tired."

"Cet," he swallowed and started over. "Cet sone

rest."”

He hoped-he adnmitted it without shame—he
hoped she would smile and negate that order wth



a soft command he coul d not resist.

She did smile. She did negate his command. But

she said: "Look, |I ought to get down to the |ab
I've an experinent running and | nust—t went out
of nmy head, what with the party and that space cap-
tain. I'lIl have to get dressed and get down there
ri ght away."

He had to |l augh. Here he had been expecting you-

know what, and she had to attend to a | aboratory
experi ment.

Sure he had to | augh.

They wal ked qui ckly through the breathing night,

their alices stirring and hi ccupi ng around their necks,
nocki ng them for so nmuch activity so late. Drego's
gravity of point nine five of Earth normal made it

no burden to carry an alice around; but the alices
liked to sleep, too, so Sinbad symbed a nock-pro-

test pattern.

The | aboratory, although outwardly constructed of

| ocal Drego wood and stone, inside contained a

nodern plastic and gl ass conpl ex of machi nelike
precision. Fluorescents lit up as they entered. Wite-
ness, sterility, glass cages, tubing, nmassive electrica
energy sources, all surrounded themwth the in-
testinal fabrication of practicing synbiotic nedicine.

Marian crossed to a desk set against a wall and,
opening a drawer, quickly swallowed a pick-up pill.
She smled a little weakly and brushed a hand

t hrough her hair, at first passing six inches too high
to cover the pile of golden di anond-studded hair

Wade had | et down.

" Ch-you"

At once he pointed to a | arge gl ass case, isolated
against the end wall, softly lit

"What's that?"

She gl anced once, then wal ked in the opposite
direction.

"An orbovtia. W don't see many now al t hough
when Doctor Overbeck first |anded they thronged
the virgin forests where we planted the geron
bushes. "

Deci dedly, the orbovita should have repelled a

human, with its dangling clunmp of tendrils over
eight feel long, its lunpish body with tiny features
arranged in a facsimle of a cocker spaniel's face,
and the drooping flaccid folds of a huge sac depend-



ing to one side like a collapsed marquee. The eyes
were closed. The nouth had been forced open and
Wade saw the ruminant teeth, the bl ackened areas
whi ch shoul d have been heal thy red.

"What ' s-" he began.

Marian was bendi ng over a | ab bench and, wth-

out turning, she said: "That sac swells up in life.
The things float about, rather than the Portuguese
Man-of -war in Earth's seas.”

"I'n the atnosphere? Hydrogen?"

"As soon as an orbovita dies the sac deflates. So
far we haven't had time to investigate thoroughly.'
She clucked and adjusted an instrunent, absorbed.
"W' ve been concentrating entirely on the alices
and the geron bushes."

"Seens to ne there hasn't been tine for a whole
| ot of basic research on Drego."

She | ooked up qui ckly as \Wade joi ned her, her
face flushed. She brushed a strand of gol den hair
from her forehead. "Kriseman knows what it's do-
ing, M. Wade. Although, sonetines, | wonder what
we're all here for, what it's all about. "

"The answers to that one don't necessarily de-
pend on an 1.Q Rather on a Z F.L.Q"

Twin arrows furrowed her brows. "Z F.L.Q?"

He chuckl ed gently. "It's a neasurenent we used
on—well, never mnd that. A Zest For Living Qo-
tient. When you have a goal and go all out for it.
When you're living at the top of your form Then you

see the answers and you ferret out the questions."
Her smile responded to him "I like that."
"What's the experinent?"

Her smile vani shed. He caught an intangible feel
of guilt, of small-girl mnischief, of confusion

"I don't believe you' d really understand, M.
Wade. It's symbiotic blood typing."

"1 know who first sorted out the different bl ood
types. Doctor Karl Landsteiner, born in 1868 in
Baden, Austria. He found the A and B substances
and he called bl ood without them O for naught,
so-"

"—so later on people nisread that O and call ed
it the better O for O blood. Wll, M. Wade, you
surprise me."



"Do the alices here have conpati bl e bl ood, or do
you have to nodify it?"

"And now you di sappoint ne! That's a silly ques-
tion."

He smiled deprecatingly. "Ri ght answer, wong
guestion. "

A chirrup sound froma glass case into which

thick air hoses punped, purring in the general quiet.

I nside the case four or five chinpanzees began to stir,
di sturbed by the light. None wore an alice.

"We use them They're pets and we don't hurt
them That case has a nornmal terrestrial atnosphere.”

"So it's their prison, then?"

She wi nced. "Prison. | hate the word. They al
have synb-sockets. | know about prisons, and I'd
sever every iron bar in the whole galaxy, if | could."

"That way a gaggl e of undesirables m ght be |et
| oose. "

She returned to her work. Wade wat ched. They

spoke desultorily, but gradually Wade built up a
freer nood between them a feeling of conrade-

ship hei ghtened by the | ate hour, the apartness of
the | aboratory, the pool of light in which they stood.

Absor bed, she kept her mnd on her work; but

Wade turned her onto tal ki ng about herself. "Oh,
yes, M. Wade. | was born into a wealthy famly.

On Earth. | went to one of the best schools Earth-
si de, Bedgebury. The Pinetum created an interest

in botany. Then there was Oxford. After that nedi-
cine. Parasitology led ne on to synbiosis. | thought
t he gal axy needed dedi cated doctors of symbiosis."

"You're right. The gal axy does."

She put down the hypospray and her hands
shook. "lI'mso unsure. | feel like a traitor."

She | eaned agai nst the | ab bench for support. Her
face had lost its color. Evidently, the pick-up pil
needed a pick up itself.

"Wuld you like to tell nme about it, Doctor Ans-
tee?"

She licked her lips. Sonething in this girl needed
support, needed to find a sounding board with sym
pat hy.

"l suppose, you'd better call me Marian."



“Mat. "

"I"ve been going out of my mind, lately. After the
troubl es—+t was horrible, and there's no one to turn
to."

Shrewdl y, feeling |l ess than a man as he nade the
suggesti on, Wade said: "You could have di scussed
the problemw th Doc Hedges."

She grinmaced. "Dot-Dot is a fine doctor but
he's an M D. Doctor Overbeck and | have gone way
beyond that"

Wade took a breath. He had to prod her now.
"Yet Dot-Dot says the alices are dangerous."

She started.
"He's right! They're deadly!"

She swung away fromthe bench. Her hands shook

Her face showed strain and despair. "But why should
| talk about it to you? You don't understand. \Wo
are you, anyway?"

"First of all, I"'ma friend. And you' ve got to talk
to sonmebody or you'll blow up. And |I'd guess Dot -

Dot, for all that he's a fine doctor with an expen-
sive bedside manner, is regarded as a buffoon. Peo-
ple don't take notice of him because he's prejudiced
their mnds against him"

"l-yes, that's right."

"How are the alices deadl y?"

She did not reply.

He took her arm conscious of her flesh beneath
his fingers, wal ked her across to a bench, sat her
down and sat beside her. He put an arm around her

wai st .

"Now, Marian. Look at this thing logically. You're
a doctor of symnbiosis—

"I"myoung! Untried. How do | know what's right."

"In parallel 1'd like to know why Kriseman has
two synbiotists down here. Surely one would be
enough to process the personnel ?"

"Doctor Overbeck, he's a great man, Mat, truly a
wonder ful person. He worked with Doctor Arliss for
a few years, just before Arliss died."

"Doctor Arliss, when he pioneered and put through
t he whol e synbiotic idea, earned the gratitude of



the entire gal axy. Any man who worked with him
must have been touched with his greatness. | don't

know Doct or Overbeck, as yet; but you haven't an-
swered my question. No," he put a finger to his |ips.
"You don't have to. That's a question for which I've
al ready seen the answer, seen it in action. The alices
take of f. They decanp. And that's what happened

in the troubles.”

"Yes," she whispered. "It was horrible. Men and
worren suddenly bereft of their |ife support systens
on a planet so hostile to our life, so vicious and

cruel, so—=
"Al'l right, all right."
But he spoke gently.

"We tried to strap themon, to hold themfixed to
their synbiont; but they just withdrew their cord
and their host died, and we found themout in the
fields—t was horrible!"

A flashing noment of pain occurred to Wade as

he wondered if any of these dark neani ngs were
seepi ng over to Sinbad, being synmbed willy-nilly to
his alice. He hoped fervently that they were not.

"So there's a problem" he said flatly. "Wat is
Doct or Overbeck doi ng about it?"

She shook her head hel pl essly. "Wat can he do,

Mat? He came in with the first Kriseman team They
found the squoodl es seeni ng absolutely perfect for
symbi onts. There are many life forns on Drego, the
planet is rich in life, although we've found no traces
of highly intelligent life. In fact, the squoodles re-
sponded to our synb patterns beautifully. And there
they were, on our doorstep. Doctor Overbeck did

what anyone woul d have done."

"He chose themfor alices. And they work, or else
we'd be sitting here in air suits or under a done
wondering when it would puncture, |ike they cower

on airless worlds. Yes. It fits. But then you cone
al ong, asked for by Doctor Overbook."

"Yes. | was so happy and excited."

"And you walk right slap into the mddle of a
probl em you feel you can't handle. That the synbi-
oti st who has the biggest reputation in the gal axy
right now can't be wong, and yet. "

"And yet |'msure he is, Mat! But Doctor Over-
beck wrong and refusing to listen, and nme—what
can | do?"



"Well-" He didn't like this. "For one thing-"

"You see, Mat, | love him 1|'ve never |oved any-
one like this before. He's so—so—and | believe he's
wong, and | love himand we're all going to be

Bl ed!"

I X

BROTHER STANLEY WAS DEAD. He'd been gunned

down by a trigger-happy tipstaff from Al tinus. Now
even the oozing puddl e of sline that was all that
remai ned of hi mwoul d have di ssipated, run down
the drain.

The horror of that painted a scarlet mask of for-
get ful ness over Matthew Wade's actions. He cane
back to a senbl ance of normal cy spacing into Sam a
and he recalled his reasons for seeking passage to
t he planet of the Denbns. Here, for a price and at
a cost of surrendering a little of one's own ego, a
Sam an canoufl age cl oak coul d be obtained. A

deep, soul -wenchi ng hunger for anonymty pos-
sessed Wade. He wanted to be able to draw his cloak

about himand blend with the | andscape and be
over | ooked.

As a superlative conputer man and able to dem
onstrate that aptitude, he had no difficulty in find-
i ng gai nful occupation. Among the |land of the

G ants terrestrial-sized people had built up a lively
culture of their own, freed fromthe rat runs and
pest holes of their former |ives behind the wains-
coting and in the walls of the Denons' houses.

Wade bought his cloak, submitting to the m nor op-
eration that joined Lon Chaney's tendrils to his

own central nervous system Here, in a rude but
nonet hel ess extraordi nary effective fashion was an
early exanple of symnbiosis between different plane-
tary species.

He grew to | ove Lon Chaney. The cape's sixteen

| egs clung around his body, artfully shifting as he
nmoved, giving himcover and conceal nent. He

spaced out fromthe planet of the Denons no hap-
pier but infinitely nore at ease.

H s experinment with poor doomed Brother Stan-

ley of trying to live on a brawing frontier world
had not succeeded. He considered then rejected the

i dea of traveling to Solterra. One day, he pronised
himsel f, he would visit Earth as a non-coord; but

he could not face the hone of mankind now, in his
present frame of mind. So he settled for Takkarnia,
one of the planets of the Tak system those ancient
enemi es of Solterra along with Shurilala in the evil
TEST wars. Those days lay in the distant past,

even before Strathan, the genius of comc vision, had
taken up the direct line of com c genius from M-



liere and Pl autus. Another strange echo fromthe

future reverberated in the comng neeting with Tom
Martin on as yet unheard of Ashrandrego

After the fracas on Takkarnia he had shifted only
once nmore, to a job on the hostile planet called Cats-
paw. Left alone by the Solterran Construction Serv-
ice as unearthlike, it had been found to contain

m neral s and chenicals that made a bonus sideline in
mning to the main chore of collecting nonocerate,

and that, as schoolchildren | earned, was as rare as

a snowf| ake on Sungard VI.

Mat t hew WAde spaced down in a conpany ship
to Cat spaw.

In the terrestrial dome he waited in the line for
t he unsocketed. Men and wonen around hi mtal ked
and | aughed and shuffled nervously forward. This
pl anet was being run by the Liang-Peng Corporation
and their doctor of synbiosis had trained briefly
under Doctor Arliss hinself.

In Iine ahead of Wade a pair of brothers tal ked

wi th bright toughness. The el der, a thick-necked con-
fident fellowwith a synmb-socket already surgically

i mpl ant ed, joshed his younger brother

"There's nothing to it, Fered. Just nothing at all."
"Mt her did say—

"I know D you think I'd space all the way hone
to fix my kid brother up with a swell job if I didn't
know what | was tal ki ng about ?"

"Cee, Dav, | guess |I'mexcited! | nean, out in
space and all, and me right fromcollege. And al -
ready |I' m having a synb-socket fixed."

"Like I was telling you, last contract | served we
was on this planet, see, where they had damm great
manmot hs as alices! Man, did we ride proud!"

"I hear they've a copepod nagna here, whatever
that is."

"I"ve heard tell it's a nauplius; but, gee, Fered,
it don't matter what alice the docs decide on. They
know what they're doin', for Astir's sake!"

Wade said, "The word copepod cones fromthe
Greek: kope for oar, and pous for foot, or I|eg.

"Hark at the prof!"

A chorus of pained remarks broke out in the wait-
ing line. Wade sniled. They'd already tagged him
for his camoufl age cl oak.



"I was just going to say that the first stages of
a copepod are called a nauplius. On Earth the ani -
mal s are very small, and they grow by addi ng seg-
ments to the larva. Usually they have sixteen seg-
ments and five pairs of feet."

"So long as | get a free ride on one pair of feet,
I won't mnd!"

The line noved up. These nen with their toughly
arrogant galactic laboring attitude—all nen capable
of handling el ectronic machi nery, eepee decision

maki ng, statistical doctrines—fornmed a glittering so-
ciety anong the stars. No wonder younger broth-

ers |like Fered worshiped their ol der, space-hard-
ened brothers |ike Dav.

The synbiosis theater struck a single chord of ter-
ror in Wade. Then he had cussed hinself for an idiot
and entered to lie on the operating table indicated.
The doctor sniled nmechanically and initiated pro-
ceedi ngs by nodding to the anestheti st who popped
hi s hypospray agai nst Wade's bare arm

When he came around he sat up without a trace
of dizziness. He felt his neck as the doctor waited
for the next patient. Under his fingers he could fee

the smooth round annulus of the socket, his own
skin grafted over the circular junction. A flap of skin
lay, alittle winkled, to one side.

"The flap will be used to cover the socket when
you're not using your alice," a nurse said, |eading
himto the exit door. Another patient lay on the

operating table. "It'Il grow nore pliable in a couple

of days. Should you feel any irritation at all—-any

at all, mnd—report back here. That's all there is to

it. Indoctrination will be in the main hall at fifteen

hundred hours."

A laughing crowd of newly inducted synb-sock-

eteers crowded outside, drinking coffee, waiting for
the indoctrination session. They all took it in their
various strides. Wade touched his own socket. He
couldn't feel it there as an excrescence on his own
body. It was just a new part of him only to be no-
ticed when it failed. You were never conscious of
your own body when it ran perfectly; only sickness
made you conscious of any part.

The indoctrination was brief.

The doctor of synbiosis—a nild, bored little man
whose nane, Wade thought, was Fanxter or Frank-
ster—had the greatest claimto fame in that he had
studied with Doctor Arliss. He called for quiet,
standing at the end of the room He peered at the
new i nduct ees.



He began: "You're here to work for the Liang-

Peng Corporation collecting nmonocerate, mning, run-
ning various plants. The Corporation could have han-
dled this operation in the old traditional way on a
hostile nonterrestrial planet by using air dones, air-
filled cramers, air suits. Then, |I'msure, you'd al

have felt the usual desire to have an extra supply
of air cylinders handy—

One or two of the nen | aughed.

"There are cutting acids out there in some of the
oceans you're going to work. You'd have been ex-
changi ng arnored suits every week. You woul dn't
have been able to see very well except by continu-
ally using radar or thermnoprobes and infrareds. On
Cat spaw all these functions are carried out by your
synbi ont . "

A screen at his back lit up. Men and wonman

checked automatic gasps. Pictured on the screen an
ani mal gazed out, nmany segnented, possessing nany
pairs of oarlike feet. It noved freely.

"A copepod magna. On Earth they are often par-
asitic during the larval stages and free sw mi ng
when adults. Caligoida are parasitic and can | eave

their host—well, these animals are so small on Earth;
but here, with a different evolutionary environmnment
—you'll be carried by your alice Iike a man on horse-
back. "

"Suits ne," said Fered, daring. Dav gl ared.

"Synbiosis is a very wonderful thing and a very
fragile thing. Wiy did birds perch on the backs of
cattl e and sheep or creep about in the form dable
jaws of crocodiles? Wiy did fish shelter under
Physal i a? Why do caterpillars of the |large blue
butterfly, Maculinea arion, hunch thensel ves up and
ask to be carried by ants to their nest? Al though

| grant, this has been called nore comensalism
feedi ng toget her, than synbiosis. The |ichens, which
are really threads of a fungus and the green cells
of al gae, give an answer—

One or two of the inductees | eaned back, conceal -

ing yawms. They knew all this already. But \Wade

felt interest in watching the reactions of the others,
whi ch nostly consisted of trying to keep their bot-
tomjaws fromfalling.

"The fungus is deficient in chlorophyll but takes
car bohydrates fromthe al ga whi ch has chl orophyl |
and processes them fromthe carbon di oxi de by

phot osynt hesis. The fungus conpletes its side of the
bargain by providing nutrient rich salt water. Most



peopl e know that |ichens are really a fungus and an
al ga; few understand the process."

The doctor paused, and then went on: "There

are very many exanpl es of synbiosis and comen-

sal i sm aboundi ng on all suitable planets of the gal-
axy. So, too, are there exanples of parasitismand—
what virtually is worse—where the parasite kills the
host, and these can be call ed parasitoids. W here,

| adi es and gentl emen, are not parasites, even |ess
are we parasitoids. W are synbionts. We give to

t he copepod nmagna easy food, sanitary conditions

and nedical treatment, and we can di spose of un-
want ed parasites and predators.”

He coughed and the screen died.

"I come now to the great universal and marvel ous

fact that followed consequent on Doctor Arliss's life
work. | cannot stress too strongly that this is the
keystone of the whol e synbiosis idea. Tel epathy has

| ong been a dream of Hono sapiens. So far no ex-

peri ments have succeeded. Man cannot speak m nd

to mnd with man. But we know that nman can

speak mind to mind with alien beings. It seens as

t hough whatever Deity created the universe pro-

vided us with this nmarvel ous faculty so that man

m ght not destroy all with whom he cane into con-
tact."

Wade' s delight at the doctor's purple flourishes
could not dimnish his real concern and synpat hy.

"When you receive your alice you will be able to
contact his thoughts, in varying degrees of clarity,
and | say to you all in the utnost sincerity that

this is a priceless gift. Do not abuse it. Wen you
symb—that is, when you enter into this partial tele-
pat hi ¢ communi cati on—ai th your symbiont, you are
partaki ng of one of the greatest wonders in the gal-
axy."

Men and wonen around Wade were buzzing with

comment and excited tal k. The doctor of synbiosis
waited a noment for themto cal mdown. For those

who had either not thought the problemthrough or

had disregarded it, these facts of life in the gal axy
cane always with the shock of new ideas. For, really,
why shoul d tel epat hy exi st between nenbers of the
same species when they were provided with other
sensory means of comunication? But, nature and

evol ution as always one junp ahead, when the nind

of man net the mnd of alien beings—truly alien-

then the junp could be nade unfettered by pre-

concei ved standards of routine conmunication.

For Matthew Wade, ex coord of Altinmus, with
those extra circuits in his brain switched off, the
poi ghant taste of dead ashes—n his mnd, not his



nmout h, his mnind!—brought a noment of self-pity
and sel f-disgust. Wat had he done when he'd
wal ked out of C.1.D.G?

H s negation of his |ife had been necessary.
He had to believe that, else he mght as well opt

out of the whole confusing, aching, duty-rupturing
bedl am t hat was nodern day life in the gal axy.

He fitted into the routine of life on Catspaw well
enough to avoid too nuch comment. But his contin-
ual feeling of acting out a part in the conpany of
ordi nary human bei ngs marked hi mout for eventua
di saster. He felt forced to nove on and nove on
anong the stars. Once he had taken that first step
fromAtinus he had taken the first step on a road
that had no end.

He tried to learn how to adapt to normalcy as he
was still trying when he touched down on Ashram
drego. Life. on Catspaw consisted of collecting
nonocer ate, whooping it up in the mess on which-
ever one of the several bases over the planet you
were stationed, and trying to live with your alice.

One day, out working" the flats, a foursome con-
sisting of the two brothers, Dav and Fered, hinself

and a girl fromthe copper planet of Chem Shef-

farre, her glistening skin tinged with a delicate green
and her | aughing couldn't-care-less attitude one to
enchant at first and then to irritate, picked up a

pl ai ntive bl eeping on their radios.

I nvestigating, they cane across a collecting robot
whose red-painted body and wildly waving tendrils
had been trapped in a sharp-sided cleft in the rocks.

The copper planet girl | aughed.
"He | ooks stupid!"

"Dam robots are stupid, always falling into sit-
uations they haven't the programm ng to get out of.
A simple cleft in the rock— Dav let out a gust of
annoyance. Their copepod magnas sl owed down

and halted on the lip. Alnost like riding a huge

si xteen-1inmbed horse, synbiosis with a Catspaw cope-

pod magna was; al nost, for here an unbilical cord
of life connected themin a synbiosis backed and
enhanced by their quasi-telepathic |inks. They set
about freeing the robot, who squawked conpl ai n-

ingly.

"Careful of ny carapace! Mnd my tendrils! | am

Li ang- Peng property and willful damage to any part
of my structure will be followed by fines and wage
deductions. "



"Aw, wrap up, iron man," snarled Dav.

They haul ed the robot out and sent himtrun-
dling off.

The girl from Chem Sheffarre had designs on

Fered, and Dav, not w thout a grunt of baffled
lust, said: "Ckay, you two. Go seek over the north-
east quadrant Wade and | will tackle the south-
west. Meet up m dday for grub."

As the copepods picked up speed, Dav shouted

back: "And don't waste too nuch time on you-
knowwhat, Fered! | want to fill our quota ahead of
time and have a ball back at base. Lancel ot here
needs a head of steam too."

Lancel ot, Dav's alice, frolicked out a couple of
pairs of |egs, and Wade chuckled, letting Boris |ope
on.

"CQuess Fered will nake out all right," Dav chuck-
led. "And his alice has been eyeing the Chem Shef -
farre girl's alice, too, kinda sly."

You could get up to all kinds of erotic love-ins in
t he gal axy, wi thout detracting fromthe essential
whol e heal t hi ness of an orgy, when you were

twinned with an alice.

"Fell ow over in three squad was telling nme his
| ast stint they had giant wasps as alices." Dav nust

have synbed a reprimand to Lancel ot for the cope-
pod qui etened down. "I said that'd sting nme." Dav
| aughed. He rnust have thought it funny. "Beats ne
how they find 'emall."

"There's a natural propensity for organisnms to hud-
dle," Wade said, only half thinking of the conversa-
tion. "Even on Earth there were nore parasites and
symbi onts than not. You take synbiotic cleaning-

why fish keep a special place of ocean floor for clean-
ing up. Predators don't attack their normal victim
fish there. They all troop along and wait in line to
be cl eaned up by the cleaner fish. The senoritas of
Southern California were well known for cleaning up
opal eyes and like that."

"Hey, prof, you ever been to Earth?"
How t o answer?

Unabl e to answer, Wade said snoothly: "And

it works in reverse, too. On Earth they have a big
stock of alices waiting for alien visitors who can't
breathe our air. Mstly it's the noble gases, inert on
Earth but absolutely toxic to alien physiology; kryp-
ton, xenon, radon—that one nearly finished the Em



bassy from Tol ' kedri da. "

"Yeah, | heard about that. They tell ne sloths are
good alices. Didn't they try donestic cats, once?"

Wade nodded. "A disaster. Pussy wouldn't play."

"Well, unless you can get sonmething in return for
your services, being an alice is not—

"But of course!" Wade spoke up. "We peopl e of
Earth, and we're all Earthnen when it boils down,
can't expect just to go off and use an alien aninal
for our own commercial profit. That's what Astir's
tenets are all about. And an alice won't be a good
symbiont if he's not benefiting by the arrangenent,

after all, his netabolismhas to take over and do the
work. We'd be those parasites the synmbiotist was tell-
i ng us about—=

"Or a parasitoid. They're poison."

No incongruity could be tenable here in nmen tal k-

ing Lice this wearing or riding alices, for this was a
vital part of their profession. On the synb-socket cir-
cuit your alice was your life.

Wade let Boris lead on to the dark brown and

mar oon pool ahead. The | ake spread beneath over-
hangi ng jagged cliffs. The sky blazed its spectrum of
unearthly color. Funes coiled fromthe surface of

the [ ake. The liquid was not water.

Here the copepods were at hone. They pl unged

into the acid bath and Wade caught the cl ear pat-

tern of pleasure. Boris splashed in, calling playfully
to Lancel ot.

Acid that woul d have seared the flesh fromhis

bones and bubbled theminto gray slime washed

back |ike spring water in the pool below the spill-
way back hone. . . . His blood, protecting his body
by reason of his synbiotic relationship with his life
support system cleansed and adapted to life on this
pl anet, punped through his body and | ungs and

t hrough the body and | ung-trachea system of Boris.

"They'd need an arnored hostil e-environnent suit
here every day, |let alone every week!" said Dav, fol-
| owi ng.

They di ved bel ow t he surface.
"If that fool robot falls in here hell dissolve so fine
the best filter in the chemlab wouldn't strain him

out!"

Truly, rum nated Wade, begi nning the search for
nonocerate, the nultifarious ways of human flesh



pass all nortal limtations and | eave nere steel and
ceram cs and plastics as the dead artifacts they
are.

That, he realized with a little start, was part of
the Creed of Astir. Well, and wasn't it true?

Rough and ready Dav m ght be and, |ike the nma-
jority of his conpanions in the synb-socket circuits
of the conpanies, irreverent and given to | ewd oaths
and fl anboyant attitudes, at the core of the man his
devout belief in the tenets of Astir hearted hi m—
i ke themall.

"By Kildish!" rasped Dav, his voice hollowed and
reechoed by the viscous |iquids around him "Lookit
that!"

Growi ng magni ficently in the anmbient fluids the

di anond mount ai n branched and rebranched, spar-

kling, oleaginous with running color, altogether glori-
ous, rising like coral fromthe deep-sunken bed of

the acid | ake.

"Holy Mother of Astir! That's what |'ve been wait-
ing to see all ny lifel™

Dav's voice slurred.

Wade's curiosity spurred himforward. Boris hung
back. A clear though forned: "Danger!"

Sharp nmenaci ng shapes darted and fl ashed be-

tween the crystal caves and through the ogival open-
i ngs.

"Shoul da been Fered here," Dav's grunbl es broke
and his synb thought broke into open speech
"Dam you, Lancelot! Get on! | wanta grab a hand-
ful, make sure |I'mnot dream ng!"

"Danger! Danger!"
"Take it easy, Dav. |'msure Fered can join—=
"Too right, prof. Meaning you no harm of course,

but Fered's ny kid brother. This'Il make ma's eyes
pop! "

A roiling began in the acid. Colors streaked and

br oke. A breaki ng wave beneath the surface smashed
about them cavitating with atnosphere fromthe
surface, roiling the |ake into a nael strom Boris and
Wade were flung hel plessly like stones froma cat a-
pult, surgically joined, tunbling over and over

t hrough the nurky acid.

When the turnoil quieted, Boris bore Wade back



Dav was sorely hurt.
Lancel ot, too, barely lived.
"Danger, danger!" synbed Boris in panic.

How Wade got them out and back to the base he
preferred not to recall. A long interval of painful ef-
fort, of unrelenting determination not to shirk this
responsibility, a period of intense mental and physi -
cal agony, terminated in deft gentle hands, of a
Sprung bed, a hovermattress, and of terrestrial air

bl owi ng about his body.

"You only just nade it, Wade," said the doctor

whose nane m ght be Fanxter or Frankster. Wite-
ness all about him cleanliness, sterility—and a bow
of mniroses on the w ndowsill

"What happened?"

"Your conrade will live. But I'"'mafraid his alice

i s past recovery. Your own suffered in the ride. You
ran into a Dentatus Rex. They are very rare, for-
tunately."

When they |l et Wade out of the hospital —he had to
fight themto retain Lon Chaney, who had phil o-
sophically come through it all rolled into a sausage
shape and cunmer bunded around Wade's wai st and

up his spine—he found he had legal rights to opt
out of the job and nmove on. He dithered.

Fered t hanked hi m profusely, over and over again,
for saving his brother

"You did what few ot her nen woul d' ve done,
prof. Gee, a Dentatus Rex! They're awful!"

"Dav's a good sort, Fered. | had a—a responsi-
bility to him W've all got responsibilities to one an-
other. That's the only way the gal axy can run."

How nmocki ng the words! How trite the senti -
ments! And how searingly indicting of his own petty
acti ons!

After Fered had seen Dav, he sidled up to Wade

with the air of a conspirator at the New Year in An-
ci ent Rone.

"Dav's told ne about you-knowwhat. We'll be go-

ing there and carving ourselves a fortune. Dav wants
you in, prof."

No deci si on need be taken now.

"That's nice of you, Fered. But |I'msigning off this



hitch. Al legal. I'lIl be shipping out first spacer that
makes planetfall."

He did, too. He shook the acids of Catspaw from

his boots without a qualmthat a normal man m ght
understand. He wi shed Dav and Fered good | uck

with their noonlighting on the acid-drowned dia-

nond nmountain. The brothers had stunbled on the

El Dorado dreaned of by all the symb-socketeers

on the gal actic synb-socket circuit. The provision of
a small annulus venting into your neck gave you op-
portunities denied to those dependent on a space suit
and clunsy air tanks strapped to their backs.

He' d enjoyed his brief flirtation on the circuit,
finding excitenent of a kind there. Finding a posi-

tion with another big corporation had been easy with
his qualifications and the recommendati on of Liang-
Peng. The Kriseman Corporation directed him

straight to a berth handling conputers in its person-
nel office readying for the mass invasion of synb-
socketeers that would come with the harvest, fill-
ing in for a staff nysteriously depleted after sone
troubl es or other.

And so here he was on Ashranmdrego, sitting on
the edge of a pool of light in the synmbiosis |ab and
tal king to Doctor Marian Anstee.

He couldn't recall all that she had said, now Not
now. He could think, in all that welter, of only one
statement —and he'd only been on pl anet seven days!

"You |l ove, him Marian? You | ove Doctor Over-
beck? That's nonstrous!"”

X

SOVE MEN CARRI ED on an argunent |ike a personal
vendetta, a forefinger hooked over cigarette hol der
jamred into a corner of the nmouth and ained at a
shoul der. They jabbed. They scored points. They

pl eaded speci al cases and decried counter pleas.
They hated opposition. They did not brook it.

"Why can't you argue to get at the answers, why
can't you di ssect problemnms instead of your opponent?
Why don't you investigate problenms in rmutual in-
stead of antagonistic terns?"

Doc Hedges in his inpassioned way had not once
enpl oyed a pair of dot-dots. The matter, then, sur-
m sed Wade, starting up fromthe bench where Mar-

ian Anstee stared at him the tears collecting on her
cheeks, must indeed be serious.

Into the | aboratory stonmped Doc Hedges, gesticu-
| ati ng, a huge plaster swathing his nose, rattling



away at the keen, incisive formof Doctor Overbeck
whose butch haircut glistened |ike a host of the Cru-
sades.

"I argue to nmake a point, doctor, not for fun."

"Ch, arguing for fun is one thing. Anything goes
there. But this is different. Dee-dot-dot-emwell dif-
ferent!"

Overbeck quite evidently found the whol e scene
beneath him A man whose sol e preoccupati on was

his chosen aimin life, he shared with that single-
ness of vision a dedication crippling when faced

wi th phenonena that did not fit his own ideas. Over-
beck said: "You're an ignorant |out."

"Al'l 1'm saying, doctor, all |'ve bee-dot-dot-dee
had the chance of saying around here, is you should
try anot her eff-dot-dot-gee tack! These confounded
ali ces are bee-dot-dot-we dangerous!"”

Mari an dabbed her eyes with a tissue. She sniffed.

"Hi n?" asked Wade again, careless of thus tram
pling on another person's feelings. "That?"

"You are just a frightened, senile, palsied husk
Doct or Hedges!" Overbeck's keen incisive voice had
never cut nore sharply. "You are a weck, a dis-
grace to our profession. | have already space-
grammed a request for your recall and replacenent
by a younger man who—

"You eff-dot-dot-gee cee-dot-dot-tee!" Hedges

danced with baffled fury. "Can't you see anything

pl ai nly before your nose! You can't even talk like a
proper doctor."

"Nor, | notice, do you. Cant nedical talk is cheap
| deal in deeper matters than nere norphol ogi ca
t erm nol ogy. "

"These confounded alices are going to kill us all!"
"Rubbi sh!"

Marian's fingers caught and gri pped around Wade's
wrist. She tugged. He saw her face, glimrering in
the Iight that pool ed about the two wangling

doctors and shed a penunbra of softening gentle-

ness about the bench against the wall. "Please, Mt—

He hovered, hating not so nmuch the scene as the
strange reactions to it he experienced as pure physi-
cal painin his intestines. Psychosomatic |ove sick-
ness, yet; and all in seven days!"

"Just because the squoodl es happened to be handy,
and you picked them all your confounded profes-



sional pride and blind bee-dot-dot-we ignorance
and prejudice prevents you from changi ng your
m nd. You're blinkered!"

Overbeck's face showed clearly his own high con-
ception of his role in galactic society.

"The squoodl es here happen to be just about the

nost perfect formof alice ever discovered! Don't

you appreciate that? They are small enough to be
carried easily, they are delightful to | ook at, sensu-
ous to stroke, and they have an astoundi ng | ung and

bl ood capacity. Wy, they are the nost perfect form
of life support system|'ve ever had the good fortune
to handl e!"

"Just like a baby playing with a thernonucl ear
fuse.™

"Enotional claptrap, Doctor Hedges, is scarcely
polemc. If you ve nothing else to offer—

"Marian dunks they're dangerous!"”

Wade heard Marian's gasp, a gasp of confusion
guilt and fear.

Overbeck stabbed with his cigarette hol der

"And the opinion of a young, inexperienced, highly
enoti onal and nearly unstabl e young woman stil
fresh out of Synbiosis Acadeny wei ghs nore with
you than ny own?"

"Yeah! Sure!"

"Because you have poi soned her m nd agai nst
ne- "

"No!" Marian whispered in agony. "Ch, no!"

Wade couldn't stand any nore of this. He couldn't
stand idly by and see Marian tortured.

He gently freed his wist fromher feverish clutch
and noved forward, slowmy but with a steady no-
mentum that took himinto the pool of light. He
nodded to Overbeck and said: "Hey, Dot-Dot, your
conk? Al right, is it?"

"Wade?"

Overbeck's keen incisive gaze pierced him

Wade cheerfully ignored the doctor of symnbiosis,
wai t ed expectantly for the doctor of medicine to

speak.

"Conk? Ch, you dod-dot idjit! That confounded
spacer bloodied it up a bit. I'mall right." Al the



time he spoke with a muffl ed, somewhat wheezi ng
sound that nmade Overbeck's accusation that he was
a senile old wheezer seemall the nore true.

"What are you doing in ny |aboratory, Wade?"
"Heari ng about squoodles, for one thing."
"You were |listening to our conversation?"
Hedges | aughed nastily.

Wade nodded. "You took no pains to keep your
keen, incisive voice down, Overbeck. |'d suggest you

listen nmore carefully to what Doc Hedges has to
say-"

Overbeck swelled. H's cigarette hol der described a
snappish circle. "I'mtelling you to clear out, \Wde!
Ri ght now You forget |I hold authority—=

"You and Sternmre."

"Synbiotic treatment on planet is ny concern
solely."

A voice, a soft, breathy, uncertain voice, picked
that up fromover Wade's shoul der

"No, Doctor Overbeck. Not solely. Not since |
cane here at your request. Sone of the responsibility
is mne now "

"Marian!" exclainmed Dot-Dot. He peered. "That
conf ounded spacer captai n—

"Doct or Anstee?" Overbeck slashed a gl ance be-
tween Wade and Marian. His thin lips tightened. "I
see!l"

"You don't see, Overbeck," said Wade with a

trucul ence he found amazing. "And, conme to think

of it, that's your trouble. You don't see. Doctor Ans-
tee was, well, she just needed ny assistance to get
down here to the lab for the experinment she has run-
ni ng and—=

He broke off as Marian's horrified gasp cheeked
him as Overbeck's brows cane down.

"Experinent? Doctor Anstee, perhaps you had bet-
ter explain."

Too | ate, Wade realized he should have realized
Real ity had caught up tardily, as usual

Mari an spoke now in a voice that indicated he
had compl eted the mental throws and had deci ded
to opt for WAde's problematical answers and ques-



tions.

"I would have fully informed you of the whole
experiment in the next few days, Doctor Overbeck.
amwel | aware of my own inexperience, of ny youth,
per haps too nmuch aware. But you, you are the great-
est authority on symbiosis in the gal axy, now that
Doctor Arliss is dead. Don't you think I had to con-
sider very carefully—+ had no sleep, | |ost weight-
it wasn't an, an easy, thing to do."

Hedges stunped forward and drew Marian Anstee
to the I ab seat. He pushed her down and stared back
up at Overbeck defiantly.

"The girl's all in," he said. "As her doctor | can't

| et you go on."

Overbeck ignored him "What experinent, Doctor
Anst ee?"

"I"'mafraid the alices—=
"Yes, yes," Overbeck snapped inpatiently. "W've
been all through that before. Wat have you been
up to?"

Hedges bristled and started to speak but Wade,
with a little gesture, nodding his head, said suavely:
"I think Marian is up to coping with this, Dot-Dot."

"Sheer sadism sheer eff-dot-dot-sadism"”

"I"lIl explain this nontechnically, so Wade can un-
derstand." She gl anced up, a swall ow novenent

he found di sturbing and appealing. "I feel, | have a
suspi cion, that he may be able, possibly can, help
us. | don't know . "

Was his coord status beginning to show through?

"There are many different sorts of hem pignents

in nature, even on Earth we knew of henogl obin,

the one vertebrates use, and henocyanin, which is

bl ue, and henerythrin, which is red |ike henogl obin,
and the very interesting one chlorocruorin, which

is green. There are others on other planets with par-
allel but variant evolution—=

"The girls fromthe copper planet, Chem Shef-
farre,” put in Wade to indicate he foll owed.

"Yes. They're all respiratory pigments. Now heno-

gl obin, the one we use, consists of histone, globin,
and an iron conpound, heme with a porphyrin nu-
cleus. They're all ready conmpounds of a protein
group with a prosthetic group.”

Tal ki ng, thinking herself back into her experinment,



Marian Anstee stood up and wal ked across to her
bench. The chi npanzees chirruped. The nen fol -
| owed.

Overbeck said, not quite sneering, not quite pa-
tronizing: "This is first year work, doctor. | admt
| haven't studied your work in this part of the lab
for sone weeks, but if that is the sum then—=

"Ch, no," she said, with a flash of spirit \Wade
found trenendously stimul ating.

"Let the girl speak, if she has to," Doc Hedges
runbl ed. "Al though ny responsibility for my pa-
tient is maki ng me—=

"I feel better and | took another pick-up pill."
Marian smled briefly at Doc Hedges. "You see, in

all vertebrates the heme is practically the same, but
there are marked differences in the gl obin between

di fferent species. And, a fact not w dely adverti sed,
henogl obin isn't necessarily the nost efficient form
of oxygen reversing attachnent pignent."

"You mean there could be people or animals with
a nore efficient bloodstreamthan our own?"

"In just this one item yes. But the bl ood al so does
a great many nore things than nmerely accept oxy-
gen and di scharge carbon dioxide. W can tolerate

this ghastly atnosphere of Ashrandrego on our skins
and in our lungs and our eyes—

"You shoul d have been down on Catspaw," said
Wade. "Ch, sorry, go on, Marian."

"Yes, | amwaiting, Doctor Anstee."

She swal | oned and went on |i ke a schooner tack-
ing into a force seven w nd.

"Now henoglobin differs only as far as we can

tell, or rather, the main difference is—+ nean, it is
very closely related to chlorophyll. In the nolecule
magnesi umis substituted for iron. Now the cycle be-
tween plant life and animal life on planet is too well
known for ne to go over all that again. Suffice it to
say that nman needs plants to provide himwth |iv-

ing materials evolution has denied himthe neans

to obtain directly hinself."

Wade rel axed perhaps fifteen percent froma tota
anxiety for the girl. She was tal king now coherently
and as though aware of her audi ence.

She led themto a shadowed corner and switched
on an overhead light. A square outline showed, a
cage covered by a black cloth. She fingered the
draw cord, nervous still.



Doctor Overbeck uttered a snort. "You didn't

seriously consider— he said with a cutting con-
tempt. "Not really, after all my work—=2"

She |ifted her head.

"I considered, Doctor Overbeck, that we were not
symbiotic with the alices. My judgnent is that we
are parasitic upon them"

Over beck stepped back as though sl apped across
the face.

"That-" he stuttered. "That is a deadly insult,
Doctor Anstee! | shall ask you to explain yourself.

You know the sacred duty of any doctor of sym
bi osis, the tenets of Astir! You know we cannot al -
| ow ourselves to parasitize any other living form"

"I do know, and here on Ashrandrego we have
that situation."

Driving across Overbeck's outrage, \Wade sai d eas-
ily: "So you figured that as plants give oxygen, and
we derive a lot fromthem you d—=

"Ch, | thought up a lot of inpractical schenes.

You coul d have a plant pot strapped to your back
and grow a suitable large flowered plant, and curve
the bell flower down over your head, to give you a
constant supply of oxygen—n the right light!"

Hedges hoot ed.

Overbeck stood, face pale, |ips conpressed, con-
demi ng.

"But that way there'd be no protection fromthe

unpl easant pl anetary phenonena, only a supply of
oxygen. So | thought of introducing a vine forminto
the arteries and veins, so that a kind of tree would
grow i nside us."

"Delightful,"” sang Doc Hedges. "You have a | oath-
some imagination, beautiful though you are, Marian."

"Keep quiet, if that tonfoolery is all you can con-
tribute!" said Overbeck. H's eyes did not |eave Mar-
i an.

"Ch, 1'll keep dead quiet, dot-dot, quiet," sang
Hedges agai n, capering around the | aboratory.

"I gnore the buffoon." Overbeck was, Wade saw

now, clearly and fascinatedly interested in Marian's
devel opi ng argunent. She reached out for the draw
cord again, fingering it as though it were the rip
cord of an antigrav life preserver



"I collected various exanples of plant life on Dre-

go. | put in alot of work. Had you been around this
| aborat ory, Doctor Overbeck, you would have been
proud of ne."

"CGet on with it!" Overbeck, prodded, at |ast burst
out of his thin professional skin.

"I chose a henme suitable, and devel oped the cross-
mat ching of the iron and the magnesi um—=

"I'f you're going to say, Doctor Anstee, that you
devel oped a blood that would function in a human
bei ng down here on Drego, then | beg to inform

you that the notion of individuality tailoring human
beings to various planetary conditions is a very an-
cient idea. It stenmed fromthe pregal actic freedom
phase, when nmen didn't clearly see that novenent

in the gal axy would be so all enconpassing. W want
wor kers on Drego this nonth, and next nonth

t hey rmust be on anot her planet where their specially
Anst ee-tail ored bl ood woul d be usel ess. That's why

t he synb-socket circuits work."

H s sarcasm did not npve her

"No, Doctor Overbeck, | didn't do that. | de-
vel oped a plant capable of supporting life, | believe."

"Well, let us see!™

She drew the draw cord.

The drawn curtain revealed a cage, barred with
inch thick steel, so that the poi sonous atnosphere

of Ashramdrego flowed freely in and out.

Then Marian Anstee gasped, |ooking away from
t he cage.

"Doct or Hedges!"

For Dot - Dot Hedges capered down the | aboratory
floor, dancing and singing, swinging in his arms the
life-size skeleton of a Dregoan reptile, wred together

whose clicking bones castaneted a counterpoint to
his own infantile song.

"That juvenile sickness, it's got Doc Hedges!"

But neither Overbeck nor Wade could | ook, nei-
ther could tear their eyes away fromthe cage and
its occupant, who lay on the floor, struggling to
br eat he.

They saw a chi npanzee, feebly stretched out, ob-
viously dying, its eyes glazed and its sides barely



nmovi ng. As they stared, the |light gl eaned down
on the chi npanzee's eyes, they wi nked once, and
then the lids closed.

The chi npanzee was dead.

But even that could not distract their attention
fromthe fur of the chinpanzee, fromits face, hands,
feet.

The dead chi npanzee was a brilliant enerald
green.

X

THE PO SONOQUS W NDS of Ashrandrego, whose bal ef ul

swat hes circunscribed the planet in a fog of toxic
hostility, blustered up into the begi nnings of a gale
as they left the CT Building. Doc Hedges had been
tucked up safely inside breathing good terrestrial air.
Now Wade, with one broad hand an inpl antation

on Marian's wai st and hip, guided her toward her

room for the second time this night. Doctor Over-
beck finished giving instructions to the medics about
Doc Hedges.

"He died," Marian said, for the millionth tinme since

t he green nmonkey's death. "And | killed him Poor
Sami vel , he was one of ny favorites."

"That's a centuries' old argunent, Marian, and

don't propose to start it up here." Light and noise,
| aughter and the clink of bottles floated fromthe
gym "You're going back to bed. | know that pick-up
pill won't last long!"

The poi son wi nd soughed down the wal ks, bend-

ing flower heads, gleamng and scintillant in the
lights of the conplex. Colors withed. The chiaros-
curo effect would have blinded an Earthman wth-
out an Ashrandregoan born alice to sustain and a-
dapt him

"Doctor Overbeck is going to deduct not only the

cost of the materials | used fromny salary; but also
- poor Sam vel —he's going to charge nme for him

too."

"That's damm ghoul i sh, Marian! Now, see here, you
said you | oved the creep, and—=

"He's not, Mat, he's not! He's absol utely dedicated.
He's overworked under strain. Do you suppose he
doesn't understand the magni tude of the problem

her e?"

"He has a pretty poor way of show ng gratitude
to you."

"To him |'m just—ust—=



"Now you go straight in to sleep. Take a bye-bye

pill this time. If you're on to something prom sing
with this peculiar henogl obi n-chl orophyll mx of
yours then it'll be fully discussed in the norning."
He added under his breath: "lI'"mgoing to see to
that."

Wth Marian safely in her room Wde, in walk-
ing with belligerent intent back to the gym found it

quite unnecessary to take a pick-up pill or to call on
any artificial stinulant of medical science. He felt
hinself to be in perfect control, even with his extra
circuits switched off, and he wanted very nuch to
redress the wong he considered had been done to
Marian. By Astir! Here the poor girl was, caught in

a hideous dilema. She believes in Overbeck, re-
gards himwith the awe reserved for great surgeons
and nmasters of symbiosis, and then she cones rel uc-
tantly to the conclusion that through his own pride
and the prodding of the Krisenman Corporation in

their greed for gerontidril, he could not reverse the
deci si on he had made in haste and | acki ng essenti al
dat a.

No wonder she hadn't acted |like a normal human
bei ng.

Then Matt hew Wade stopped stock still. How did

he know how a normal human bei ng behaved? He'd

t hought they were all alike, all a little subhuman,
really, all like machine parts punched out by a cos-
m ¢ chronosonic die.

Now he was being forced to accept that they were
all different, all individuals. Marian was no ma-
chined part.

Sonmewhere, he saw now, his training had omtted

to take into the equation the fact that if normal hu-
man bei ngs were indeed all the same then one set

of enpirical attitudes would have taken care of his
problems with them

He thrust aside the confusion

He headed purposefully toward the gym whose
light and noi se splashed the telltale signs of an orgy
onto the indifferent, blustery Dregoan night.

A shadow flitting toward himresolved into the

spi dery, |arge-handed, flat-footed form of Baron
W Prortal. A hiccup whether fromthe farmer or his
al i ce Wade neither knew nor cared, preceded him
For a sudden tense nmonent Wade concentrated his
attention, and then relaxed; the chief farmer was
only approachi ng drunkenness, not the macabre ju-
veni |l e sickness.



"G night, hero—ero—ero!" chortled Baron w Prortal
gai ly. Wade chuckl ed, then forged on toward the
gym Wnd blustered about him stirring Sinbad's
fur, making Lon Chaney cling in tightly.

More shadows, this time urgent, decisive, closed
in.

Wade si ghed.

Four of Kolok Trujillo's nen, crewren abroad his
starshi p, surrounded Wade. They wore unifornmns.

Their alices hunped and hi ccuped unconfortably.

Their faces, nolded fromthe sane source it seened
strai ned a blank and frighteni ng vacuousness of vis-
i on upon him They carried saps in their hands. They
smacked the saps against their open palns, joying in
the rich soggy sound.

"We've been waiting for you, Wade," one of them
sai d.

An irrelevant prod of delight at the absence of the
young |ieutenant, Basil, who had cut in on his dance
with deo, surprised Wade. He hadn't known he'd

car ed

"This is the guy who beat up the skipper."

"Yeah | Well, we'll soon trimhis ears for him
Maybe jerk his alice some, make himjunp a little—
huh?"

"Sure! Let's see himsquirm"
Wade had no relish, no training and, he suspected,

no real aptitude for a brawl. Takkarnia had been
an exception. He | ooked for a way through the ring,
a way to run.

Once he could break through them he could

hunker down in a shadowed corner, and with

Lon Chaney doing his stuff they'd never find him
He lifted on the balls of his feet.

The first sap whistled down. He blocked it with

his left forearmand felt the shock of pain. He
squi rmed down, trying to bustle past, and the shock
of the response pattern from Sinbad synmbed into his
mnd |ike a scal pel

Soneone's fingers slithered off Sinbad's fur as the
alice's single dagger tooth sliced down.

"OM The brute bit me!"

"Slug the creep!"”



Bl ows showered on his body. Again he felt the
pattern of anger and agony from Sinbad. He flailed
out with his arns, his fists futilely bunched.

Before his face, as his own lashing fist fell short,
he saw the down rushing sap. He tried to duck—

and the sap halted in mdair, was twisted up and
back, and a stout fist shot from somewhere to con-
nect cleanly on the chin of the spacer, who ooffled
and col | apsed untidily to the sl abbed wal k.

"You all right, Mat?"

The ot her spacers were runni ng—ho, another one
was down, holding his belly and mewing like a
castrated cat

"I-1 think so," he gasped. "Wo?"

"Stinking punks space in all grand fromthe gal -
axy and think they own the synb-socket circuit!"
Tom Martin's face swam before Wade's eyes. "They
won't try that again."”

"You |l et your other man get away, Tom " snapped

Luis Perceau. He appeared holding the third gal ac-
tic starship man's head under his arm casually bang-
ing the man's nose every tine he squirned. "That
accident out there in the geron plantation undernine
your mlitary strength or sunp' n?"

Wade | aughed.

"They were pulling Mat's alice," shouted Martin.
The young D.D. O. | ooked enraged, the pallor gone
fromhis face. "That's filthy!"

"Sure it is, but it happens. Gve a guy a |ever on
anot her guy and he'll use it. That's human nature.”

"Do you have a body attached to that head under
your arm Luis?" asked Wade a little headily hinself.

"Huh? Oh, sure." Perceau snmiled widely. He hit
harder and then dropped the resultant unconscious
body. "We spotted these no-goodni ks slide out after
the gallant captain crawed in. You nusta done a
good job on him Mat."

Strange, how ani mal viol ence brought out the first
nane famliarity.

"He thought he was going to enjoy hinself raping
Marian Anstee—

Tom Martin snapped up like a gyro hunting north.
"The bastard! 1'Il fix him so help nme-"

"Hold it, boy!" Perceau's face remai ned unrel ent-
ing, his accents just as tough. "You know she's nuts



over Doc Overbeck. You don't stand a chance."

Martin's shoul ders slunped and he reached up to
push his new alice back "Sure. Sure, | know But I
-well, all the same, I'll fix his drive tubes!"”

Had Wade nade friends, here, with these two
mlitary men, the nen he would have instinctively
regarded as the | east congenial conpany on the base?

He disliked Perceau, didn't he? And Tom Martin

had becone decidedly less interesting with his ab-
rupt loss of interest in Plautus and Mdoliere after the
accident. Surely something was wong? These nen
represented all that was bad about man in space,

didn't they?

Just because they had saved hi m a beati ng—and
there was Sinbad, too, and Lon Chaney—even t hat
woul d be too sinple a rebound. Yes, surely?

"You really all right, Mat?"

"Yes. Uh, thanks. Thanks for horning in. | was in
for a bad tine there. And ny alice—=

"That's a filthy trick. 1've seen it other planets."

They began to wal k back to the gym |eaving the
four unconscious gallants fromthe stars decorating
the wal k.

"They'l|l be too ashamed to make an issue of it,"
said Perceau with cocky certainty. "Blasted starship
j ockeys!"

Friction between hunmans, always friction

The orgy had sinmered al ong nicely and was now
erupting into a boil of |echerous activity. \Wade no-
ticed nothing exceptionally outre, searching the gym
Martin and Perceau, their duty done, dived in with

a whoop. Wade circled the room

He found Silas Sternmre disentangling hinself
froma pile of naked bodies, |inbs and breasts,

t hi ghs and buttocks, straining and heaving in merry
abandon, naturally. At this juncture in human so-
cietal growth copulation in dark corners and hot el
bedrooms was for those permanently cognate in

quasi -matrinmony or intent on other goals. He won-
dered how Marian woul d have handl ed Captain

Ki rkus, how she woul d have responded to hinself,
conme to that.

As a synbiotist she m ght be expected not to have
much synpathy for the personality that denmanded

dar kness and secl usi on before natural sex could take
pl ace.



That didn't include the girls from Chem Sheffarre,
of course. They remained a |law unto their sweet
sel ves.

He hel ped the director up and snpot hed down
his alice.

"It's just as well these alices don't demand | ove
lives of their own!" puffed the director before he saw
who had hel ped him

Wade marvel ed. A d dough face making a funny?

Wth anot her sudden squirt up his giggle nuscles

he saw a white bejewel ed armreach unavailingly
after Kol ok Trujillo, who heaved hinself out of the
ruck. The corporation tycoon grunted and puffed his
cheeks, slapped a rotating runp that happened to

be passing and stood up, | aughing.

Wll, this seened as good an occasion as any—

"About that game of marbl es—=

"Ch, no!" yelped Trujillo, not yet fully back to be-

ing a tycoon of the galaxy. "I need a sit down and
a drink. And then," he rubbed his stonmnach reflec-
tively. "I sawa little thing in there |I'm going to have

to investigate, before this night is out."

The squi rm ng, stunbling, |aughing pile of naked
bodi es presented an alnpst irresistible invitation

"Wade?" The director was visibly returning to be-
ing just that "The marbl es—+ understand that you
were not to blame. M. Perceau informed me of the

situation. And there was your presence of mnd with
Tom Martin-"

"Sure," chimed in Trujillo. "He's the hero of the
eveni ng and we haven't seen himyet." He'd quite
clearly decided to forget the earlier confrontation
"Let's get those drinks and a seat. | need a breather."

Sitting down at a table near the bar with a gl ass

of some bl and wine, Wade realized ruefully that this
nmonent, after all, was not as propitious as he had
expected. Sternmire and Trujillo wanted to talk big,
as was their wont, and perforce Wade |istened in.

He saw that they weren't even conscious that they

were trying to inpress himand that if chall enged

t hey woul d both have indignantly denied that any

such display was necessary to nen in their position
He'd seen blinkers like that on Altimus, only then the
scal e of the self-deception had been of so high an
order that the sheer weight of terror it invoked had
branded his decision onto his mnd.



The Regnant, still wearing his yell ow gown and
swat hed in his own aura of grim al oof ness, drifted
past. The two big nen glanced after him chatting,
and because he set their minds working along tine
honored grooves, they began to tal k about Altinus
and the C 1.D. G

"Those Regnants," said Sternmire. "They nake ny
flesh creep.”

"He's useful. And the Regnancy are a powerful

body in the gal axy. They want their allocation of
gerontidril with priority. You did a good deal with
the bailiff fromA tinus?"

At once both men adopted that hal f-scary, half-
hunor ous node of speech nen had to take up
when tal king about a force in the galaxy only dimy

under st ood and al nost entirely m srepresented. For
the power of Altinus was very real and very inm-
nent and all enconpassing.

Silas Sternnmire's doughy features grimaced depre-
catingly.

"I did a nost satisfactory deal with the bailiff."

"Come off it, Silas! You and | both know you don't

di cker with anyone from Altinmus, not even a tipstaff.
They tell you what is going to happen, and it hap-
pens. That's what they're in the galaxy for."

Sternmire drank huffily.

"So they run everything, or think they do. 1've
heard stories—

Trujillo snorted. "Well, don't repeat themto ne.
| know which side ny caviar's laid."

And this was the terrible tycoon, overlord of a ml-
[ion nen!

Truly, considered Wade, silently listening, he had
forgotten the dread power of Altinus.

"They say," Sternmire said after a pause, "that the
gal axy has never been better amsince the C.1.D. G
began. Wth all the many ki ngdons and republics

and confederations of planets all over, and the way
scientific know edge outruns all human limtations
of control =

"They had to have a coordi nating body. It was

lucky for us all that the nutant strain of the coords
was isolated.” Trujillo drank quickly. "I suppose |I'm
li ke everyone else. | often wondered what | woul d

feel had | been chosen."



"They say you often know.

Wade hadn't even suspected. Not even when he
went back to school for extra tests after the general
tests everyone took. The bailiff in his blue cloak and

his silver girdle talking to his nmother and fat her,
and their awed and stricken faces, had been his first
intimation.

"I wonder what it's like?" said Trujillo. "I nean,
a nmenber of a body like that. They're Parlianment,
Senate, Congress, Scientific Assenbly, Mnastery,
psychiatrists to the gal axy!"

"They're nore than poor bloody nortals, and
that's for sure!”

"Or less," Wade put in so unexpectedly that both
men swiveled in their seats to stare at him bl ankly.

At last Sternmire said stiffly: "If you're going to
beconme tiresone again, Wade, | suggest you | eave
us."

"Sure. | need the goodwill of C. 1.D.G The coords
of Altinus have ways of know ng what goes on in
t he gal axy."

Resent nent, anger at abuse, contenpt flowed over
Wade.

"OfF course," he said with prickly correctness.
"Please forgive me. | was thinking of sonething else.”
"That's the way to wi nd up—well, the coords don't

even |ike anyone tal king about it!"

Wade knew what he neant. Wade felt revul sion
at what he neant.

The coords coul d exam ne the gal axy, as they mnust

if they were to performthe function for which they
exi sted, but he knew better than nost how limted
their powers were in reality. The terrible strength of
nmyth was at work here, the m nd-paral yzi ng power

of nyth.

What these two inportant nen—eaving aside all
jeering at their own connotations of their owmn im
portance—were di scussing w thout talking about it

was the cancer eating at the mind of the gal axy,

at the painfully l|aborious construction of men. Law
and justice, integrity and freedom these were the
things and ideals at stake in a gal axy that Matthew
Wade had opted out of the coords of Altimus to join.

He knew with a clarity he could not doubt that



Sternmre had searched diligently throughout his
headquarters for a bug the bailiff m ght have left,
knowi ng that the coords of Altinmus needed no such
clumsy net hod of mechani cal and el ectronic con-
trivance to eavesdrop on his every word and action
Knowi ng that, believing that, feeling by that ampunt
a debasement of his own status, Silas Sternmire
woul d never find a spyeye or bug and that woul d
nmerely convince himeven nore that the coords had
his project under constant surveillance.

Poor, bunbling, normal hunman!
The coords had the gal axy scared witless.

Only this pressing problem down here on the
surface of hostile Ashrandrego bul ked nore power -
fully in the mnds of the humans around him

Even then, only some of the people here were
cogni zant of that problem

For the others, well there was an orgy booni ng

away, and the harvest was coming, and their own
personal futures were set on the synb-socket circuits
of the gal axy.

The subject of Altimus proving too explosive, Tru-
jillo and Sternmire |launched into other topics of nu-
tual concern. Sternmire, as planetary director, rated
a seat on the Kriseman Corporation's board well up
toward the chairman's head-of-the-table seat. He and
Trujillo could al nbst speak on equal terms, especially

as Kriseman operated so much vaster a corporation
than Kolok Trujillo's lone wolf outfit.

Wade | earned that three nore exceedingly influ-

ential corporation tycoons would be spacing in be-
fore the harvest. Those who could afford it w shed

to make personal deals with Sternmre for preferen-
tial supplies of gerontidril. For the first time, Wade
wonder ed how Kri seman enpl oyees ranked. He had

noti ced an eagerness anmong the | ower ranks—a rel a-
tive termin a society served by robots and el ectro-

pl asms—for service on Ashrandrego. Perhaps they

had their perks, too. Good luck to 'em he decided.

A localized war was being fought bitterly between

two rival stellar groupings many hundreds of |ight-
years away, and now the coords of Altinus were
rousi ng thensel ves. The Regnancy had failed to stop
the war. Recruits were openly being canvassed for

on many worlds. The coords, it was said, woul d—

and here followed a fantastic catalog of mracles that
woul d be enployed to bring the war to an end.

About fifty percent of the wild inaginings were in-
deed open to use by Altinmus. The Regnancy, those

cold, yellowclad al oof men who roamed the gal axy
about their own business, had failed, and this rankled



with them an Order so proud, so dedicated, so ab-
sorbed in their own conceptions of where the gal axy
shoul d be goi ng.

Whenever anyone spoke of the "gal axy" in these
terms it was understood that what was referred to
was the human-dom nated portions of the gal axy,
where terrestrial type planets were occupi ed by be-
ings related to Hono sapiens, plus the fewtruly
alien cultures so far integrated. Commobn sense, that
great fertile attribute of the common man, indi-

cated that it would be far too tiresone every tine
you wi shed to refer to the galaxy as it existed to re-
peat all that. That "gal axy" was a catchword for a
nyth, too...

Colored lights flashed in psychedelic |uxuriance
across the ceiling and walls and the stonp and twang
of the nusic seenmed inpossibly to grow | ouder and
nore insistent mnute by mnute.

The conponent parts of the orgy broke up and re-
formed in fresh and nore bizarre conbi nati ons.

Eva Vetri was there, her lithe brown body a fluid
noti on of grace. Al exander Lokoja was there, an
ebon- ski nned gi ant able to support a pyram dal mass
of bodies. The fat little bejewel ed man was there.
Basil, the starship lieutenant was there. Wade saw
no sign of Ceo. The yell owrobed Regnant prow ed
unconfortably, unable to tear hinself away unable
to join in.

Aive Cameron wal ked in the door, |ooking re-
lieved. She didn't spot Wade, taking an avoidi ng
course around Trujillo and Sternmre. She threw off
her nurse's uniform donned when she'd been called
to help with Dot-Dot Hedges, and she |ikew se threw
hersel f onto the nearest heap of humanity, | aughing
and carefree now, grasping at hands and arns, bur-
rowi ng in.

Wade felt a little happier about Hedges. The com
pl ex woul d need a doctor, a doctor of medicine,
shortly.

Aive Cameron was foll owed by Doctor Overbeck

He | ooked at the orgy, spotted Sternnmire and cane
straight on over, his face as keen and as incisive as
ever, a parody of his own inmage

Wade noved his chair nearer to the director. He
was not above chicanery at this stage of the gane.

"I don't suppose you've had a chance to read

Doctor Anstee's prelimnary reports on her new work,
director,"” he said easily, with a deprecating smle at
Trujillo, whose attention had been taken by dive
Caneron's full and luxurious figure. "lI'mwell aware



how busy you are right now*
"That's true, Wade, Astir knows!"

"Her work | ooks nmpst pronising. She's attenpt-

ing to create new alice typecasts, using chlorophyl
and henogl obi n mat ches. Unfortunately, Sam vel

one of the test chinps died. But she's onto a nost
prom sing new line of inquiry. | don't like to men-
tion our little contretenps. We never did get to fin-
i sh that game of marbles, but your alice was—

"I"ve washed the incident fromny nmenory,
Wade! | think it would be kinder of you not to re-
fer toit again.”

"Just so you know that Doctor Anstee is aware and
is working to do sonething about it."

"Hm You think the alice caused it?"

"I wouldn't go so far as that, not yet. 1'd be in-
clined to wait and see what Doctor Anstee turns up."

"Yes, she is, besides a nmpbst beautiful young | ady,
a nost acconplished doctor of synbiosis.”

"Someone tal king about ne?" broke in Overbeck
wal ki ng up briskly with a no-nonsense snile

"Wy, Doctor Overbeck! Sit down, have a drink."

The director knew better than nost the dependence

of any synbiotic-organi zed planet and its director
on the synbiotist in residence. He was carefully po-
lite.

Overbeck sat, but he pushed the drink away.

"There's a little matter of departnental discipline
I'"d like to draw your attention to," he began

Wade eased back, not smiling, waiting like a pike
who has snaffled the bait and I eft the hook dangling
bar e.

Overbeck | aunched into a tirade about juniors tak-
ing on responsibility, the need for discipline. Wade
sensed he was preparing the ground in general to a
personal demand for a reprinmand for Marian, and

wi shed to nold the director to his views first.

The director cut himoff. "Ch, by the way, doc-

tor. |1've been reading Doctor Anstee's reports on her
new work and | consider it nost valuable and re-
wardi ng. | think you have a npbst val uabl e assi st ant

there. Al credit to you for asking for her."

Wade did snmle now Overbeck tacked with the
wi nd at once. "Oh—ah, yes. I'Il talk to you about
that when we have fuller data. The research is, ah



goi ng reasonably well. | think I shall have to step
in now Doctor Anstee has reached the Iimt of her
capacities.”

Wade stood up. He | ooked down on Overbeck

"Think "Il turn in now It's been a pleasant eve-
ning—+f a little green in places.”

Overbeck pierced himw th a | ook

Kol ok Trujillo stood up, too, hoisting his stomach
a mllisecond after the rest of him

"That girl who just dived in—you'll excuse ne,

fol ks? Oh, Wade, you' ve earned a spot of rest after
your heroics with that stupid alice that took off. I'm
taking out a hunting safari day after tonmorrow. " He

| ooked down on Sternmire. "lI'msure the director

will spare you for a week? Silas?"

"Ch, oh, yes, Kolok. Certainly. Wade, you take a

week off and go hunting with M. Trujillo. Your rea
work in Personnel will start with the begi nning of
harvest and that's probably a fortnight or so off now "
"Thank you, director, and thank you for asking

me, M. Trujillo. I"lIl look forward to seeing sone
nore of Ashrandrego.”

Xl

TOM MARTI N GLANCED up with a crooked snile as

the fat be jeweled little man trotted past their tent
on his way toward the cookhouse and chow. Ashram

was sinking toward the horizon and the wild and

so far untanmed Nativate country rioted around them

i n grandil oquent washes of anethyst and topaz, of

i ndi go and ocher.

"There goes Ergasilus." Martin's face showed his
cont enpt .

Mat t hew Wade stood up and stretched. "I can
stand chow right now, Tom Safariing is a hungry
pasti ne. Anyway, | know we agreed to call him Er-

gasilus; but it's always been argued that parasite
wasn't quite the right meaning for Plautus's man in
Captivi."

Martin joined himand they strolled through the
dusk of the canp toward the cookhouse marquee.
The expanded silvery marquee glowed with tight,
and the sound of men tal king and | aughi ng bounced
against the alien air.

"Ch, I'malittle past-"

"I"d suggest a cl oser approxi mati on woul d be
Ben Jonson's Mbsca, in Vol pone. Now there was a



parasite for you."

"Yeah. I'"'mnot famliar with Vol pone. Mliere
and-"

"Don't be frightened to stray outside the fold,
Tom "

"Truth to tell, what with all the fuss back at HQ
and ny alice, and the Astir-forsaken raptors, |'m be-
ginning to have no tinme at all for research. Y know,
Mat ," and here his voice took on a sharper tinge, "I
wonder if it wouldn't be the best way, to dust 'em
with a dose of hornone. Those ruptors are evil."

"They're just animals in an evol utionary ecol ogy."
"Bvil.. ."

They sat down to eat amidst the noise and bustle

in a silent and contai ned bubbl e of apartness. Al
Wade's fears for Tom Martin seened to be comni ng

true. He felt sadness. Mlitary mnds were usually so
cl osed.

They ate vac-packed ceredi ng cooked in cider

wi t h pineapples, all adapted to cultivation on Drego,
with local juiceberries and a rich wi ne—ot | ocal

vi ntage but an expensive itemof Trujillo's starship
| arder. Wade kept popping the odd juiceberry into
Sinbad' s ever waiting feeding tube.

"See any eggs?"

Normal |y, eggs featured on every nenu, for they

were the favorite food of the alices, raw eggs, which
t he squoodl es' single tooth could pierce, the tube
suck dry, all in a matter of seconds.

A commotion began al ong the tables. The nmen of
Trujillo' s entourage made | ess fuss than the natives
of Ashramdrego—any man or worman who |ived here
becarme in their eyes and the eyes of stellar visitors
natives.

"Where's the goddam eggs?"
"Hey, cooky! Bring on the eggs!"

It turned out that eggs had not been packed for
the safari.

"No eggs, Sinbad," synbed Wade. "I'm sorry.
You'll just have to subsist on whatever you fancy un-
til we get back."

The response pattern fairly shivered into his nind
like icicles parting froma roof and driving onto his
skul I . Sinbad was not pleased. None of the alices was
anused.



Al ar m ghost ed t hrough Wade, the kind of alarm
a coord could sense where a normal man woul d
feel only annoyance.

That night the alices hiccuped a great deal, and

the men and wonen | aughed as they prepared for

sleep. They'd flitted in a group of fliers over the
Fractured Hills, away across the far line of culti-
vated plantations until they'd reached untamed Na-
tivate country, and on the norrow t hey woul d set

out to hunt ruptors and any other suitable gane.

They woul d be using rifles and various fornms of hand
weapons, as well as caneras, for ruptors were vernin.

Craw ing into the double tent he shared with Mar-

tin, who had been sent along for two reasons: to

give hima chance to recuperate fromhis experi -

ence, and since he wouldn't be up to his defense
duties on the base, he could performthe necessary
function of going along as the official Kriseman mli -
tary authority with the safari, \Wade halted. A vague
shape fl oated past on the night w nd.

He squinted his eyes up in the faint |light and saw

t he bl oated ball oon of an orbovita drifting by, twrl-
ing gently fromside to side, the tendrils hanging
down quite linp and straight. Wade thought the

eyes were boring directly into his own. The creature
wafted on and vani shed from si ght beyond the |arger
central tent housing Trujillo.

Those | anbent eyes haunted Wade. As with his
experience in seeing raptors alive for the first tine,
so now the living orbovita bul ked so much | arger and
nore splendidly than the dead speci nen behind

gl ass. The gas sac had bul ged out for at |east twenty
feet, swollen and shining, proud and respl endent,
somehow daunting and yet conpletely w thout nen-

ace.

Little fatty, Ergasilus, had been boasting that af-
ternoon that he was going to put a crossbow bolt
smack into an orbovita's gas sac. He wanted to see
just how it would pop. thers had even been |ay-

ing bets on the | oudness of the explosion. Wade shook
his head. The gal axy remai ned a savage and pri -

nmeval quagmi re despite the Regnancy, and despite,

too, the coords of Altinus, whose avowed intention
had nothing to do with norals.

Perhaps, if Altinus and the Regnancy had got to-
gether, as an old dream had suggested. . . . But
t hey existed for disparate functions.

The Regnant had not cone on the trip. \Wade had
borrowed a cine camera from Mari an and promni sed
to take care of it. He went to sleep thinking of her



Whorl s of dreans presented himw th the macabre
figure of Plautus's Pyrgopol ynices, the Mles dori-
osus, the Boastful Soldier, arnmed in full exoskel etal
space arnor brandi shing a full power Lee-Johns.

When he peered through the quadruple face arnor

he saw the features of both Luis Perceau and Tom
Martin inextricably entwi ned. The faces of Eva Vetri
and Aive Caneron floated |ike tw nned orbovitas,

and Al exander Lokoja and Baron w Prortal found

their own features in the deadly intentness of diving
ruptors. For the first time in a long while, he did
not sleep well.

In the norning, checking their gear, Tom Martin
grunbl ed: "These people of Trujillo's seemto think
ruptors are sone kind of joke."

"We know different, though, eh, TonP"
Martin didn't rise to the bait.
"They'll learn," he said, with venonmous gri mess.

At Silas Sternmire's insistence the safari had come
wel | supplied with |ungs.

"Here we are wal ki ng about in an atnosphere

that would kill us stone dead,"” Martin buckl ed the

| ast nmagneclanp with a fierce snap. "I've al ways been
t he strongest supporter of the synb-socket circuit,
and yet—and yet 1'mglad we've a |lung apiece

al ong, Mat."

"It's quite a return to the bad old days of plane-
tary exploration, when you had to carry all your air
on your back, right?"

"If we had to rely on air tanks and archaic sys-
tems like that, we'd never have got geron cultivation
going at all."

"Even with an oxygenator and an air converter
running full blast at the canp, | think you're right."

They wal ked out to the central area where al-

ready the passage of boots had worn the ground

clear. Dust puffed. The sun rose splendidly in sheets
of green and blue and with gold and orange trick-
ling down |ike snears of blood to the Iimed hori -
zon. There was nuch clicking of guns and sl apping

of belts and aim ng of canmeras. Wade had experi -
enced neither joy nor relief when informed that Cap-

tain Kirkus would not be acconpanying the safari

One or two of the geron production peopl e had

cone along on the invitation of Trujillo. Wade, I|ike
nost of them wore sinple hunting gear, khaki or
canouf |l age trousers and shut, a floppy hat, and in-
tended to hunt on foot. This ritualistic return to a



hunting structure of the past, refusing nodern sci-
entific aids, represented a clear acceptance of the
tenets of Astir, an understanding of the power of
flesh and blood in an el ectronic and nmechanistic uni-
ver se.

For those people who intended to shoot their
quarry, Wade felt pity. As a conputer man in Per-
sonnel, of course, he had no power to forbid them

At first he refused Martin's offer of a hand weapon.

"Cone on, Mat. You never know. You renenber
| ast tinme?"

Martin slung his powerful, explosive projectile
Wal ong- G een special. The rifle | ooked as tautly
professional as its owner

"Y' know, you might be right, Tom" Wade took the
proffered gun, slipped it into his enpty hol ster. Now
how had he cone to have buckled on a belt carry-

ing a holster in the first place?

Martin strode ahead, saying: "Wen | went to
mlitary acadenmy on Sol dagda | never dreamed al
that training would end up in being a D.D. O shep-
herding a lot of silly people on a safari™

"You were trained on Dagda?"

"Sure. It was tough. 1'd suggest nost of ny pals
then are—eh, out doing all manner of exciting
things in the gal axy."

"I never had any brothers or sisters; but when

was a lad we often tal ked of getting a place on
Dagda. It was a sort of dreamw th us, too."

"They train the best there. Their record of ad-
mrals and marshal s and pal adins is just about the
best in the gal axy—hell, Mat—'m maundering!"

"We kids didn't consider the chance of going to
Dagda as maunderi ng— Wade halted. How to ex-
plain those far off days when he'd been a child?
When he had had no clear-cut responsibilities? The
arrival of the bailiff fromAtinmus had changed a
very great deal nore than a nere child' s dreans.

Wth a few final words Tom Martin swung off to

his flier in which he would flit over the safari polic-
i ng everyone's actions. Terrans had been killed out
hunting on wild planets before, and there was no
guarantee that that habit would stop here on Ash-

r amdr ego

Wade tapped his gun. Every day, it seened to
him Martin sloughed off his old self and took on



the attri butes of Luis Perceau, and in that dubious
progress the late coord of Altinus saw a di smayi ng
reenact nent of forces that had driven himinto exile.

H s own susceptibilities as a man had never been
conpl etely subnmerged in his status a a coord. He
could feel the probl emdnspoken, even generally

unt hought —ef the people here on Drego as a per-

sonal pain. There must be sonething he could do

about this latent yet snolderingly violent situation
Alerted, even a blind man could sense the under-
currents of disaster. The tragedy lay in that sheerly
irreverent | ack of know edge and care.

Fear for Marian Anstee chilled him

He tried to reassure hinmself with the obvious
t hought that the authorities knew what they were

about. In a fortnight hordes of workers of he synb-
socket circuit would space in for the harvest. Mar-
ian's alternative proposals mght work out. What he
hi nsel f wanted fromlife had not been any idea be-
yond a vague dissatisfaction and restl essness con-
joined with his nore concrete determ nation to opt
out of the C.1.D.G Now, any thoughts of pernma-
nency for the future had once nore been destroyed.

He began to walk into the alien woods. Half an

hour | ater, sweating and begi nning to puff, he
paused for a breather beneath the bent branches of

a giant tree, whose | eaves susurrated continuously
and whose pendul ous fruit hung down just out of
reach, tantalizingly. The terrain was cut up into
countl ess runnel s and hunps; roots of trees burst
through the soil in serpentine |oop; the thick de-
tritus of a thousand years |ay undisturbed about him

Should a ruptor, or any other wild animal actually
attack him why then he m ght shoot in self-defense,
but his ideas of humanity did not include wanton
destruction for sport. He'd prom sed to bring back
some startling cine shots for Marian, and this he
woul d do if he could.

The purpl e-1eaved bushes to his left, growing to
head hei ght, thrashed and a body noved through

He saw a head and neck like a drunken giraffe's,
foll owed by a body the size and shape of a grand
pi ano, supported on six |legs a marathon runner
woul d have envied. The animal's body fur was yel -

| ow and purple patched, soft and downy. It reached
up and began peacefully to nunch the hanging fruit

Wade started filmng, chuckling.

The silent nmesh drive of the canera did not star-
tle the animal, but when Wade, still chuckling, said

gently: "Hey, pal, how s about sharing sonme of that



fruit?" the animal, in a notion that began with its
feet on the ground and ended with a fast-vani shing
glinpse of a tufted tail some twenty feet in the air,
took flight.

Wade si ghed.

"l don't know what that fruit is, Sinbad, but it
makes my mouth water."

Only a snappy, dry and irritable response pattern
f or ned.

Synpat hetically, Wade synbed: "Those eggs stil
bot heri ng you?"

The response pattern sizzled.

"Tell you what, Sinbad, as soon as we get back

to canp I'll arrange for a flier to bring an egg sup-
ply fromHQ | prom se—f you're not happy wth-

out eggs then |I'm not happy because you're not
happy. "

This time the response flared in Wade's mi nd

with a sharpness and clarity he had never before
experienced from Sinbad. Nothing |ike as coherent

as the extended responses he had elicited from Bori s,
hi s copepod of Catspaw, yet this response contai ned
the trenmbling hint of words, the prom se of |inguis-
tic communi cati on.

"Al'l right, all right, Sinbad, you old glutton," Wde
| aughed, slinging the canera and nmoving on. "I'l|
see you right, never fear."

Men on the synmb-socket circuit cane to a pl anet

and accepted the local alice and did their job en-
joying thenselves in the galaxy and joying in their
work as its functional expression of |eisure and then
nmoved on. They coul d not hope to experience the

deep and close bound ties that nust inevitably spring

up between a nan and his alice over |ong periods.
A man's alice was nore than his best friend, a nan's
alice was his life.

"Now, " said Wade, noving through the alien for-

est, "if only you had a love life, Sinbad. Sone of the
antics they got up to on Catspaw amazed even ne.

And |'ve heard stories of other planets and other
alices that'd make your hair stand on end and dance

a hor npi pe—=

The repeater rip-crack expl osions of an autonatic
rifle punctures the forest. A full clip of twenty-five
sounds went off. Wade frowned. A hunter?

A woman screamed. Wthout stopping to think or
to take any cogni zance of the banality of the situa-



tion, Wade took off. He blundered through fronds

and ferns and trailing lianas, tripping on the ser-
pentine | oops of tree roots, fending off sharp, scratch-
ing thorns. He had no real experience of life in the

gal axy or of the sophistication of social relationships,
but a woman in trouble on an alien planet had al -

ways been enough to arouse prinitive feelings in a

man and, supposi ng Hono sapiens still to have hair

on its collective chest, always woul d.

Ducki ng under a down sweepi ng branch and

strai ghtening up, he glinpsed an orbovita glinting
al ong through the branches, its sac glimmering with
shadowed reflections from Ashram over head. The
floating waith vani shed beyond a fallen tree's tan-
gle of parasitic growh. Wade ran on

No nmore shots had foll owed and even to Wade
firing a full clip enpty neant panic.

Shafts of sunlight slanted down through the dusk-
i er boscage of the forest. A scent of alien saxifrage

burst abruptly as he put a foot through a powder
puff plant.

Looki ng for the clearing he knew he nust find,

Wade burst through a screen of pseudo-banboos

that screeched wind flutingly and | ashed at himlike
maddened animate flails. His shirt ripped, with a
response pattern of agony from Sinbad scorching his
m nd, he stunbled and fell into the clearing. Effort-
| essly, Lon Chaney, who had flicked away fromthe
stinging | ashes of the banboo, circled hinmself over
Wade and Si nbad and changed color to match the

| eaf -strewn forest floor

The diving ruptor triggered past in a buzzing

whirr of speed, his sting gouging a splinter of earth
| ess than six inches from Wade's nose. Sweat dri pped
down that nose. Wade swal |l owed. Carefully, past

Lon Chaney, he cocked an eye. The ruptor spiral ed

up, avoiding the tree branches w th nonchal ant ease,
began to patrol.

"The dang thing knows we're down here sone-
where," he said fretfully.

Si nbad' s response pattern forned awful propor-
tions.

Lon Chaney rippled as a tiny wind tunbl ed | eaves.

The | eaves piled up agai nst a mound opposite
Wade. He stared, and his nouth went dry.

In the clearing geron bushes grew wild, |ining out

in all directions, and half sprawl ed under the near-
est the little, fat Ergasilus lay, his abdonen a single
bl oody wound.



The hand weapon Martin had passed across to
Wade was a Kungsen energy weapon, a power gun
of some destructive capacity. Wade used it with no

conscious effort Nacreous green fire washed over
the raptor and snuffed it into sludge.

Cal My, Wade stood up and | ooked down on the
pathetic, crunpled, gutted little man

The alice was gone.

Wade noved on and then, frantically hoping his
eyes had played hima trick, that this noment of
time mght be reenacted and no | onger contain what
he saw, he shut his eyes and counted ten

When he opened them again he still saw the naked
formof deo, shining, lush and magnificent, dead
on the floor of the forest She was uninjured. She
wore no alice.

A few paces on lay one of her admring retinue,

a young starship officer whose rigid hands stil
clutched his Sneeson rifle, and whose face expressed
the thoughts of a man |l ooking into hell. He no |onger
wore an alice.

A soughi ng si gh made Wade whirl .

An orbovita drifted past, his tendrils coiling and
uncoiling like ropes throwmn froma sinking ship. A
ragged gash in his sac fluttered weakly, like the sails
of that selfsanme ship as they shuddered agai nst the

yar ds.

Wade lifted his Kungsen

The orbovita drifted down and the tendrils caught

at geron bushes, tethered the animal's upright pos-
ture. A quick novenment of fingers at the ends of

four or five tendrils began, curving up to the rip in
the sac, transferring fluids fromthe mouth. Cearly,
Wade coul d see, or thought he could see, a | ook of
pain on that alien pug face.

A feeling of pity for the orbovita told Wade that
it, too, had been ripped into by a raptor's sting.

What had happened here took no great deduc-
tive powers to discover. \What obsessed Wade was
why what had happened had happened.

A sinmple safari party, out hunting, an orbovita

and a ruptor. Wade couldn't continue to | ook at the
lax white formof Ceo. How | ong before she woul d
turn green, or whatever other horror Perceau had
forecast would happen to a human who | ost his alice,
Wade didn't know. He turned away, saddened and



di sgusted, outraged by the waste.

He turned over a few geron bush | eaves and as
he had expected found many of the little yell ow
fuzzy ovoi ds.

Al life fornmed chains.

These three dead humans had had no tinme to use
their pocket radi os before they'd died. Wade took
out his own radi o, which sinple comobn sense in-
di cated shoul d al ways be carried by anyone out
hunting on alien planets, and called up Martin in
his flier.

"Al'l dead?" Martin sounded horrified.

"And Cleo's stark naked. Don't hang about getting
here, Tom"

"Check, WNat."

As he finished the brief conversation, Wade felt
Sinbad utter a profane response pattern. The alice,"’
he coul d guess, felt frightened and resentful. That
beating fromthe ani mate banboos hadn't hel ped,

ei ther.

"Take it easy, Sinbad."

The synbed response indicated disgust, fear, and
—surely not?—ndi fference. The ravenous appetite for
eggs formed a pattern that exploded in Wade's nind

A petul ance enshrined Sinbad' s reactions now.

Wade shoved t he Kungsen back in its holster
There was no further use for it at this juncture.

"I wish we could help that orbovita, Sinbad," he
synmbed. He felt concern over his alice's responses.
Maybe he could jolly it away from those avari ci ous
t houghts of eggs, rich and ripe and juicy, dripping
gol den. . ..

The response pattern formed sharp and snappi sh
and preoccupi ed.

Only a whispering flutter heral ded the second rup-
tor's piercing flight. It dove between tree branches
and swept out into the clearing, its sting | owered
and raked forward, ained directly at the swollen

but saggi ng orbovita's sac.

Agai n Matt hew Wade did not have to think. He

jerked the Kungsen out, lifted it, sprayed green fire
in the path of the ruptor. The thing tried to reverse,
but its speed carried it on and into dissolving de-
struction.



"Whew, " said Wade, aloud. "We're having a busy
norni ng." He shoved the gun away.

The orbovita had flung up a futile clunp of ten-

drils before its face as the ruptor attacked. Its hold
on the geron bushes broken, it drifted downw nd

on toward Wade. Fromthe gap in its sac gas pul sed.
Its eyes focused on Wade and again he felt that ir-
rati onal sensation of awkward shane.

He saw novenment in the bushes at his feet. A

brown furred form appeared. A single sharp tooth
struck into the egg held delicately between carnine
claws. The tube began to suck

The horror hit Wade | ong before Sinbad reacted.
He felt that throbbing arterial connection between

hi nsel f and his alice. He snatched out his radio,
thunbed it open, screanmed: "Tom Hurry! Hurry!"

Si nbad noved on his shoul ders.

Pain struck his neck. He thrust up a hand, letting
the radio fall to the ground, tried to grab at Sinbad.

The alice eluded that desperately clutching hand.

Wt hdrawi ng his bl ood probe, the alice junped
swiftly fromWade's shoulder. He hit the ground,
his claws clicking, began to burrow at the roots of
t he geron bushes.

Wade' s mout h cl anped shut. He pinched his own
nose between forefinger and thunmb. H s eyes began
to water.

Bereft of his life support system he stared about
in paralytic horror on the poi sonous vapors of this
alien planet. Between himand death lay a | ungfu

of air.

Xl

ON | NHABI TED PLANETS all over the human portions

of this galaxy nen and wonen went about their

daily lives, performng the tasks nature and circum
stance, habit and necessity inmposed on them hel ped
in their endeavors by robots and el ectropl asnms and
by the cunning diversity of nodern science and
technol ogy. On Takkat and Shurilala, on Pallas, on
Chem Sheffarre, on Sonpharaon and on the grow ng

mul titude of planets circling old Sol -en Mars and

I shtar and Ariadne and Elijah and Venus and, heart-
breakingly conbining all these w despread activities,
on Earth herself—the efforts of facing the fresh tasks
of the day consumed the energies of mankind.

Qut of all those billions of people not one, not one



single solitary individual, knew that down on poi-
sonous Ashrandrego Matthew Wade faced death
al one.

Jewel ed and brilliant and cl oaked nysteriously in
dust clouds, pulsing with radiation and burning with
squander ed power, the gal axy turned ponderously in
conplete indifference. Liquid water? Oxygen-nitro-
gen air? Tenperatures within a confiningly narrow
band | ow down the scale of stellar fires? Wat did

t hey mean? Pinkly squashy things with flesh and

bl ood and bones? Wo cared?

Curse geron bushes and cheating gerontidril Bl as-
phem es on raptors! And, nost of all, hate betray-
ing treacherous filthy alices!

Here was where one synb-socketeer paid his per-
sonal price.

Ch, sure, Wade knew—theoretically, theoretically!
—that a single gulp of Dregoan air would not kill

hi m stone dead on the instant. His blood still was

Dr egoan bl ood. The stroma of his bone nmarrow and

his terrestrial phagocytes, the fibrinogen, all the other
conpl ex structures of his circulatory system were
still as Sinbad had |eft them But without his alice
to maintain that Dregoan bal ance, his ancestral ml -
lennia of terrestrial evolutionary forces woul d begin
to reassert thenselves. An Earthman down here

woul d breathe just once.

Already his lungs felt as though they encl osed a
hydr ogen bonb expl osi on.

H s watering eyes stung.

He stared about, confused, junbled, know ng he
had no time to think | ong conplicated thoughts.

Si nbad had deserted himto hunt eggs beneath
the roots of the geron bushes.

Two nore ruptors appeared at the far end of

the clearing and at once, w thout hesitation, their
wi ngs blurred into a rai nbow of speed. Their stings
reached for himwaspishly, twin exclamation points
of destruction.

He lifted the Kungsen and then his armfaltered

and the weapon drooped. Wy bot her? Wy not the

swi ft inpal enent of savage death in preference to

the lingering deliquescence of toxic torture? The ten-
ets of Astir had little to say to hi mnow.

The orbovita swayed. Its tendrils withed futilely
as it tried to drag its clumsy body out of the way.

Surely, Wade's mind tried to think against the non-
t hought that obsessed him surely it would be fitting



to go out helping a sentient creature agai nst ani mate
bl ood | ust?

He fired twice, awkwardly, and the diving ruptors
di ssolved in the wash of green fire.

He managed to think calmy of Mrian Anstee.
He woul d not think of Al tinus.

Marian's face and voi ce obsessed him He could

see her clearly, half smling, shy, frightened, guilty
over her clandestine experinments that now Doct or
Overbeck woul d take and credit as his own. A

green chi npanzee!

Mat t hew WAde t hrust the Kungsen down into

its holster. He straightened up. He held his |ungs
together like tattered rags over the chest of a scare-
crow. He junped for the orbovita. It stared at him

wi t hout flinching. The torn edges of its sac fluttered.
Wade grabbed those edges, pulling jaggedly down,

using his feet on the animal's body to hoist hinself

up. He kicked w ldly against geron | eaves and orbo-
vita tendrils. Then he thrust his head fully into the
ripin the sac.

Clearly, he felt a tendril wap around his thigh
and lift him hold him

Like a man for the first tinme pulling the rip cord
of a parachute, he opened his nouth and breat hed.

He couldn't tell—-not yet, not yet. The inside of

the sac | ooked just like the inside of a red-veined,
silvery balloon. Miscles reached up in thick bunches
fromthe animal's body beneath. Wade clinbed fur-
ther, helped by the tendril, stood up on the orbo-
vita's back within the sac. He breathed again.

The air within the sac snelled fresh and sweet,
with a faint and pl easant scent of |avender. He got
a better footing and breathed again.

He was still alive—and he felt fine.

Sonething tw sted under his foot and he | ooked
down. His nmind recoiled in revul sion

He bent and picked up the crossbow bolt.

So—Ergasilus and his boasting had resulted in

this. The wound had not been caused by a ruptor
then, and by that much the estinmation of humanity
had been cheapened. At the rear of the gash torn

by the crossbow bolt a thick vein punped red bl ood.
The bl ood dri bbled down, stickily, to forma poo
over the orbovita's back. Sone of the blue red bl ood
stai ned Wade's hunting trousers.



The orbovita would bleed to death unless the

bl eedi ng coul d be stopped, and the creature could
not acconplish that for itself, situated as the
wounded vein was within its own sac.

Feeling the preordained quality of his actions,
fearful and yet in a manner at once full of renun-

ciation and responsibility, Wade hunkered down.

He wriggled his body about until he was lying with
hi s neck al ongside the ruptured vein when he could
clasp it against his synb-socket It mght help him
it would save the orbovita.

"Well, old son," he was subvocalizing as he held
the vein and the synmb-socket. "This m ght hurt you
nore than it does ne, to reverse the parental in-
junction, but it'll do until you can be patched up.
Il see to that."

The shock of the response pattern was over-
whel med in his astoni shment at the quality of the

reply.

Not words, not pure | anguage, yet directed and
control | ed conmmuni cati on, channeled to correspond,
the response pattern shared in its positiveness the
conversational attitude he had experienced wth
Boris. The orbovita could conmmunicate with himin

a way far beyond the fuzzy enotional patterns of

Si nbad.

Thanks, synbed the orbovita, thanks and grati -

tude; death of the ruptors, nmindless killers; injuries
mended and proni se of permanent repair; oh yes,

t hanks, thanks and—ael cone.

"It is | who should thank you and apol ogi ze for

that filthy crossbow bolt," Wade synbed. "You don't
seem surprised at—well, hardly talking, hardly tele-
pat hi ng—symbing with nme."

"l have seen the children. | wondered at first—
Then the response pattern flowed away from con-

crete images and pseudo-words into its quick chan-
neling of typical synbiosis, comunications flow Ar-
rival of strange beings bringing stranger ways; md-
forms failing to eat; tearing up of ancient forests;

ruptors. . .. "Devilish ruptors!" Here once nore the
response pattern flowed over into concepts al nost
expressible in mere words.

That those thoughts were not, could not, be ex-
pressed in terrestrial words was clearly apparent in
the word ruptor. \What the orbovita called it sunmed
up all the concepts of hell-fire and damati on—but
the native Dregoan name woul dn't be ruptor. That

had been changed fromthe original raptor, bird of



prey, when the ruptors clearly were seen not to be
bi rds.

As Wade waited the orbovita's thought responses
flowed in and out, fromformal response patterns to
that nore plastic conveyance of information a hu-
man could only represent to another person by words
and those words ones understood by the auditor

The orbovita was far froman insensate ani mal,

Wade understood, and he found a grow ng respect

for the macabre animal's quick and yet serene in-
telligence, and he thought appositely of those her-
bi vorous teeth. Tinme began to drift by. Their con-
versation honed itself into an instrument capabl e of
guestion and answer and innuendo and sly little

gi ggl e and a profounder understandi ng.

When enough tine had passed for Wade to feel

al nost conpletely sure that both the air he breathed
and the bl ood that passed between them were com
pati bl e-he coul d not be one hundred percent cer-

tain until a synbiotist had carried out |aboratory
checks—he saw the flier swoop in like a dragonfly
over the surrounding trees. It circled twice and then
| anded near the bodies and Tom Martin alighted.

The orbovita stirred, its sac swelling now as the

air built up pressure agai nst Wade's body st opper-
i ng the gash.

Martin swng about and at once his Wal ong-
Green special slid into his hands. The nmuzzle lifted.

"Hold on, old son," synbed Wade. "This has got
to be done just right."

Patterns of anxiety, trust and confidence, aware-
ness pulsed in his mnd. Awrd forned, "Friend?"

"Yeah. | think so."

Wade took a deep breath and, perfectly aware that
if the blood fromthe orbovita was doing its job
he had nothing to fear, stuck his head out through
t he gash and yelled: "Tom"

Martin | ooked as though he'd seen a djin stick

his head out of a whiskey bottle and pass the tine
of day.

"What ? Mat? Mat!"

Unstrung by relief, Wade | aughed.

"I feel like Geronte in that notorious sack! Don't
act |ike Scapi n—put that damed rifle down!"

"Your alice," shouted Martin. "Ch, oh, | see.



don't have to keep asking what you went in that
galley for!"

Wth Martin's willing help and the aid of a first
aid kit they securely patched up the orbovita. Wade
wore a lung and felt the col dness of that inpersona

and inmperfect artifact chill himas he let go of the
orbovita. Just before he severed his synbiotic com
muni on, he synbed: "Thanks, old son. | understand

a great deal nore now than | did before we net.

And | promise, I'll do sonething about it. It all adds
up. In you | found the right question to nost of the
answers. | shan't forget you."

Al most words, proto-words, forned the response
pattern. "Nor |, you." Help your people; the md-
forms, unable to resolve thensel ves: understand your
probl ems; understand ours. The last pattern, clear
and unanbi guous: "Depil ruptors!”

They left the orbovita there as the flier clinbed
away. A party would return for the bodies. The sa-
fari, clearly, was over.

For Kolok Trujillo the shock of death cane as a
personal affront and an unwanted rem nder that, de-
spite gerontidril, he, too, like all hunmans, was nor-

tal. Organ replacenments and gerontidril and cyber-
netic marvel s of medicine could not guarantee im
nortality, only stave off the sweeping scythe.

Mat t hew Wade fl ew back anong the first refu-

gees and inmedi ately entered the Condition Terran
Bui | di ng where Marian Anstee fitted himwith a new
alice. The squoodl e sonmehow seened jej une to \Wade
wi th his new know edge. He stroked the chestnut
colored fur and synbed: "Hi, pal. You' re Sinbad I
—al t hough why | shoul d—aell, never mind. Let's go
get some eggs."

Sinbad Il synbed a response pattern of inmedi-
ate and absorbed hungry interest.

Wade t hought very carefully who he woul d break

what he had to say, considering the problem of Doc-
tor Overbeck and Silas Sternmire, taking thought
for the future.

As expected, Kolok Trujillo, after burying the three
menbers of his party who had died: Ceo! Luscious,

whi t e-bodi ed, vibrant Ceo! Silly fat little Ergasilus
and his profane crossbow, and the spaceman—spaced

out without wasting a nonment of tine. He shed his
alice in the CT Building before stal king out al ong

the tunnel to the spaceport.

"Air, Silas," he said as a parting shot. "Domned
cities filled with air and plenty of spare oxy cylin-
ders. That's what you want."



"You' ve had a nasty shock, Kolok. But the raptors
killed your people. Symbiosis works. W know it
does. "

"W thout synbiosis,"” added Overbeck incisively,

"your gerontidril would cost a hundred tines as
much and you'd receive a thousandth part of what
you have been all ocated."

"I won't wait around for the harvest. Krisenmn
Cor poration can spacemail it on to ne."

" Good- bye, Kol ok."

Trujillo went toward his starship w thout another
wor d.

Soon after his ship had | eaped from Ashrandrego
the first of the ships bringing in the synb-socketeers
for the harvest spaced in. Rough, tough, |aughing
men and wonen, with flashing eyes and teeth, brash
confident, decked out in finery froma hundred

worl ds, the travelers on the symb-socket circuit
crowded into the C.T. Building. They accepted their
alices with fine, casual professionalism Queries
about the alices' love lives were met with raucous
shout s of di sappoi ntnent and profane jokes at the
absence of possible erotic conbinations. Ashram
drego was new enough on the circuit. Wade buckl ed
down to his job in Personnel, thankful still to be
alive, undeci ded, abysmally unsure just what he
shoul d do.

Thr ough his second escapade he was rapidly ac-
quiring a |l egendary status, and this he hated. He
could not forget the news-gathering capacity of the
coords of Altinmus. He | ooked anong the newcom

ers for bailiffs and sighed with relief at their absence.
The arrival of the harvesters made up his mnd. He
faced his responsibility. He acted.

XV
THE HARVEST WOULD be early this season

Matt hew WAade' s request for an imredi ate neet -

ing with the director was met with a curt refusal

a rem nder that if the tragedy had not brought him
back to the base he woul d have been sent for, and

a sharp adnonition to attend to his crowdi ng duties
with the newly arrived Personnel

Silas Sternnire, like everyone else, was fully com
mtted to the harvest. Kriseman Corporation hadn't
spent astronomnical sums to send them down here

just to have a good tine.

Wade fumed. Trying to see the director, he was



brusquely ordered back to work by Luis Perceau

whose maj or concern had now switched from ruptor
control to piracy, bootlegging and theft control
Armed ships owned by the Krisenman Corporation pa-
trolled in orbit around Ashrandrego. Disgusted with
hi nsel f and yet aware that only by switching in those
extra circuits in his brain would he really solve the
probl em wi t hout expl anati on, Wade went back to

work. He'd give the danger spell a little breathing
space yet, for there still remained a little tine.

But only a little.

Al most everyone had gone out into the patterned
fields, driven by Baron w Prortal and his team
urged on by Hans Kremer who hovered |like a nerv-

ous father over the immnence of his firstborn. In
what few nonents of rest he had, Wade took to sit-
ting in the Split Infinitive trying to back up his de-
cision to act with actual action

Soneone witing in a long gone culture had said

that people went into bars to get drunk, an amaz-

i ngly naive and obviously untrue remark in a day

of relatively understanding responsibility, but \Wde
began to have a vague glimering of the hopel ess-

ness of life that alone could give rise to such inanity.
He processed the arrivals and arranged everyt hi ng
necessary for their stay on Drego and apporti oned

the plantations according to need and supply of

wor kers. Then he went into the fields hinself.

"Ri ght, Wade, you know the necessary," said Baron
w Prortal, his capabl e hands and spidery arms busy.

"One day they'll produce a cheap robot to do the
job," said Wade, w thout hunor. "Or an el ectro-
pl asm "

Baron w Prortal grinaced. "Kriseman Corporation
isn't going to buy a lot of robots it can only use
for about one week per season and keep themidle

for the rest—apart fromthe fact that it takes a hu-
man to recogni ze when any individual geron head

is ripe."

Wade grunted and started at the end of his row

Al'l about himalong the rows of this plantation nmen
and worren of the symb-socket circuit, |aughing

and chattering, skylarking, noved carefully from

bush to bush, giving each geron head a tiny scratch
with a thin, curved, razorlike tool. If the gashes re-
mai ned dry they noved on. |If the gashes oozed,

however slightly, pungent purple mlk viscidity, they
cut the heads and slung theminto their bags. Soon

t he atnosphere, despite or even because of their
alices' breathing filters, becane redolent with the
heady, spicy, exciting snell of geron nilk.



Al'l week the workers would traverse the rows,

checki ng the ripening heads each bush's separate
flowers coming to full ripeness at different tines. If
a head was cut dry it was useless for gerontidril pro-
duction and if allowed to ripen beyond that perfect
viscidly oozing state would turn into a chemica

poi son equal ly usel ess. Each head had to be cut at
exactly the right time and the | eeway all owed was

that of the tine taken to travel fromone end of a
cultivated row to the other

For Wade the exacting work bruised his sense of
frustration. Mndless work, it was, fit only for the
| owest nmentalities. But then, the symb-socket work-
ers had | ong ago discovered the work-Iei sure equa-
tions for thensel ves. The synb-socketeers, |ike npst
humans in the gal axy, had need only to work mni-
mal | y—no, they did this for fun. The synb-socket
circuit was for fun. Toward the close of the twen-
tieth century, at that interface between the ancient
dark world and the nmodern open gal axy, when nen
first began to question the propriety of work and

t he honesty of the "work dignifies" theories, a worker
woul d have been w apped and trapped in ideas of

| abor invol ving enpl oyer-1abor rel ations, unions,
rates of pay, hours of work—the work-1|eisure equa-
tions had arrived as a great healing salve to man's
psyche.

Wrk did not ennoble, neither need it degrade.

When those anci ent "hippi es" sought to break away
fromtheir culture they, usually incoherently for they
were young, tried to grasp the probl em honestly.

They quoted the even nmore ancient G eeks, equat-

i ng slaves and automati on on the strength of a few
score automated industries anong thousands. Ahead

of their time, they remained a romantic figment of
| egend and synpat heti c dead-ends, |ike anachronis-
tic dodos, too early, not too late.

Then had conme the work-1Ieisure equations, which
when the circunvention of e=nz was opening up the
gal axy had in like and parallel manner opened up
man's soci al environment.

For: L=N+WI

Where L equal s Leisure; N equals Need, Wequals
Wrk and | equal s Invention.

The nost profound turnover in human thinking,

of course, had had to wait until the absolutely vita
i nportance of L had been fully realized. Everything
el se stenmed fromthat L.

Wade, brushing sweat fromhis eyes, scratching
geron heads, | ooking for the purple ooze and if it
cane cutting off the head, knew those work-1Ieisure
equations to be true. But his mnd kept going round



and round on orbovita, ruptor, squoodle and pl onp,
with the tantalizing picture of Marian Anstee danc-
ing before his eyes like all the prom sed ecstasies of
par adi se.

In the evening as Ashram dropped in sheets of

eneral d and anethyst with the blood red trails
brushing the horizon, the workers flew back to their
various bases over the cultivated areas of this north-
ern continent. Wade woul d nake directly for the

Split Infinitive. On the second night the place was
wild with runors.

"A whol e dozen! Al lying there, dead! | tell you
Mac, it's scary.”

Alices, taking off, then

"This gerontidril they're going to distil fromthe
geron heads; hell, Mac, why can't they stick to the

old rejuvenation elixir? It's expensive and it's not as
good as gerontidril, but it still works! A ways has!"

"Kriseman Corporation is onto a good thing here
on Ashramdrego. Gerontidril is the npbst wanted
itemin the gal axy!"

"Yeeah, well, Mac, | don't |like those guys being
found with their synmb-sockets open and enpty."

"Too right."

Slow y Matthew Wade put his untouched gl ass

of wi ne down. Everywhere the synb-socketeers were

di scussing this unprecedented accident. Alices? Hell,
man, they were a man's life.

"By Astir, Mac, soneone ought to do something."

"You'll never get off planet. Kriseman's ships up
there'll see to that—=

Wade felt all his conmitnents rising |ike bile.

H s responsibilities had been shirked consistently,
except in petty instances like running futilely after
Brother Stanley and giving the kiss of life to Tom
Martin and sel fishly hel pi ng Mari an Anstee. Wy,
after all, was he alive in the gal axy? What had he
been born for? G ven the human gal axy as it ex-

isted and starting fromthere, that for his life to
mean anything at all, he must act for what he be-
l'ieved in.

Even if it killed hinf
Al tinus.

Ch, Altimus, what they had done to hin



He found Marian Anstee in bed and roused her
out, not too gently, and waited for her to dress, her
face troubl ed and dark eyed and di stressed.

"Mat ? What ?"

"We're going to see Sternmire. And Overbeck. Cal

t he good doctor and tell himhe'd better get over
to the lab pronto." He managed to add, with a snile
he shoul dn't have attenpted: "There's a good girl."

Frightened at his manner, she conplied, and they
made their way through the Dregoan night to the
symnbi osi s | ab.

G oups of synb-socketeers prowling the wal ks be-
gan to clunp outside Star House. Yow s rose. Sone
of them were denmanding to be let out of their con-
tracts. They wanted to space out. Tom Martin and
a squad of Kriseman military fronted Star House,
nervously fingering weapons.

As Wade and Doctor Anstee hurried along, the

vi ol ence sinmered on the poi sonous night air. They
saw a cloud of ruptors diving in over the east end
of the conpound, flagrantly diving on synb-socket -
eers who shrieked and ran and sought sanctuary
with those around Star House. Martin's nen fired
their weapons at the ruptors, who drew back sul -
lenly. How I ong, wondered \Wade sickly, how | ong
bef ore those weapons spouted on the humans?

Roused out by Doctor Overbeck's call, stinulated
to anger by the tension and the fear on the night
air, Silas Sternmire strode into the white lit lab

"Now what's this all about, doctor? Luis is going
to have to resort to extreme measures. | just don't
understand what's got into these synb-sockeeers,
just don't."

"This is nost irregular, Silas, but Doctor Anstee—

"And what the hell are you doing here, \Wade?"

Wade | ooked oh them Silas Sternmire, doughy
face pulsing with puzzled anger. Silas Sternmre, in-

cisive to the last, like a soldier standing to attention
as the ship went down. Luis Perceau, grim and

daunting, fingers clanped on his gun butt.

Wade said: "You're going to have to put everyone

inthe CT Building and call in air equipnent. It's

got to be done."

They roared at him

He shouted them down, bl azingly, viciously.



"Can't you trust the evidence of your own eyes?
You know what's happeni ng. The squoodl es | eave
their symbionts.”

"I't happens sonetines, yes," snapped Sternmire
"But that's no reason—

"It's every reason, surely,"” said Marian, frightened.

"The alices we're using here are the best there
are," said Overbeck. Hi s face showed clean-cut in

the stark lighting, handsonme, overpowering. "If this
is all-"

"It's not all!" Wade breathed in, and fingered Sin-
bad 11, and wondered when and if. ... He told

themagain to listen but Sternmire runbl ed through
hi s wor ds.

"You' ve been acting as though you were sone pal a-
din or other, \Wade, ever since you've been here. You
know we nust cut the harvest within a week. The

ri pening doesn't begin before and ends sharply.

need every human worker | have. | just don't un-
derstand them™"

Per ceau, whose face expressed every nmilitary vir-
tue, blasted an oath as the rippled sound of gunfire
reached into the | aboratory. "Those Astir-forsaken
raptors! 1'Il have to— He stopped speaki ng, shocked
into immbility by the sight of the Kungsen in
Wade' s hand.

"Ch, Mat!" Marian straightened beside hi mand

put a hand on his other arm "If this is the only
way —
"Now, " said Matthew Wade. "You will listen for

this |l anguage | believe you understand."”

The di stant sounds of shouting and gunshots and
ener gy weapon di scharges floated over the | abora-
tory.

"The first thing you should know i s that because
of Doctor Overbeck's shut nmind you did not obtain
a full picture of your alices' life cycles.™

"I know that!" Overbeck shouted lividly. "There
wasn't tine. There hasn't been tinme. Kriseman—
"This juvenile sickness,"” went on Wade, jerking the
gun to silence Overbeck. "It was the npst natura
thing to happen. Through the synbi osis between a

man and his alice attitudes nust cross-fertilize. And,
you see, the squoodles are children.”

"Children!"

"Well, it's obvious isn't it, when you think? Every



time your alice gave you a squirt up the giggle
nmuscl es he was just being hinmself. Even you, Stern-
mre, absorbed some juvenility fromyour alice—=

"“Mar bl es! "

"The pl onmps, oh, you knew all about them didn't

you? Hans Kremer told ne. A synbiont on the geron

| eaves. You didn't trouble to find out where they
cane from-er where they went to, did you? Plonps

turn into squoodl es, plonps are babies, squoodles are
children. There are internedi ate pseudo-chrysalis
stages."

Doct or Overbeck jerked his aquiline features for-
ward |like a vulture inspecting intestines.

"Il accept that. The structures are sinilar. But,
you sai d—wher e—what ?"

"Orbovitas," said Wade.

Mari an Anstee suddenly broke into a dazzling
smile.

Per ceau | ooked doubtfully at Overbeck.
Sternmre | ooked angry and ruffled and vicious.

"I managed to stay alive by breathing a pretty

fair old air the orbovitas' store in their sacs to give
themlife, a heliumoxygen mx, |I'd say. Their bl ood
mat ched; naturally it would as it stays the sane
fromtheir squoodl e days. The plonps are synbionts

on the | eaves; then you, Overbeck, when they turn

i nto squoodl es, cone al ong and nmake theminto sym
bionts with nmen. They conform That's why they

were good. But they |ike eggs—

"Al'l the alices don't take off for eggs, Mat," said
Marian softly. "That's not tenable, I'mafraid."

"No, but this is. The last |lot of troubles occurred
because it was time in their devel opment for sone

of the squoodles to becone sessile and a pseudo-
chrysalis, eventually to break out as an orbovita.
And that tine has cone again. That's why there's
going to be a rash of alices taking off, so they can
get ready to grow up!"

Sternmre cane to life. "But not all of them They
must spend nore than just one season as a squoodl e.
Therefore only a proportion will |eave."

"And you'd take that chance!"

"Wth the Krisenman Corporation breathing down

my neck, it's not a chance, it's a plain bare necessity."

Wade refused that and struggl ed on. "The eggs



t he squoodl es |ike so much, the ones out beneath
the roots of the geron bushes, are ruptor eggs.

There's been a noticeable increase in raptors lately
around the base—

Over beck sneered. "There hasn't been tine for
eggs the squoodl es woul d have eaten but didn't to
hatch out."

"Of course. The raptors aren't stupid, either

They' ve noticed the | ack of squoodl es around here,
saw they could lay their eggs safely. They've had a
field day out in the plantations, eating the plonmps—=

n \Mat ?u

"You heard. \When they rip down a line of geron

bushes they snip the leaf with their pincers well
ahead of their body, then they jink in with their jaws
to snatch the plonp off from beneath. |'ve watched
raptors at feeding tine very carefully. It all forms

a chai n—=

"And the ruptors delight in puncturing the orbo-
vitas' sacs," breathed Marian.

"What you're doing, Overbeck, is breeding out
your alices and breeding up a race of raptors.”

Overbeck | ooked shattered. Sternmire swung his
porci ne face on his doctor of symnbiosis.

"Could all this farrago be true, doctor?"
Over beck gestured vaguely. "Yes—+ suppose so."

"The irony is, Doctor Overbeck," said Wade prim
ly, "that to be a good synthesist you need to be a
good anal yst."

Now t he noi se of gunfire and riot outside could
no | onger be ignored. Perceau, grandly ignoring
Wade's gun in the process, took his own Kungsen
out. His jaw | ooked like a pl owshare.

"I know these symb-socketeers. A few brisk words
and a snoot hing gesture or two. They'|ll quiet."

"You can't ask themto carry on now, Sternmre!"
pl eaded Wade. He'd thought—-but then, he still didn't
really understand ordi nary humans.

Sternmre huffed up. "Doctor Overbeck will re-
assure them They'll carry on according to contract.
If there's any trouble then Luis will handle it.

They're not armed; we are.”

"But they don't have to work! They're down

here for the fun, for the contrast to |leisure, to see the



gal axy! You'll kill a whole lot of them | know*

"You know a | ot, Wade, and yet you know not h-

i ng. They've signed contracts with Kriseman. If that
harvest isn't gathered in in the week, we're finished
down here. It's not as if geron was |ike opium At

| east you have to collect the mlk fromthe poppies
all in one single day. The synb-socketeers will stay
on Drego until the harvest is in."

"But," said Wade, the sound of wave-lashed peb-
bles in his head. "But haven't you understood any-
thing of what I've told you? The alices are due to
nmet anor phose. Al nost all of them Wthin the week.
You're going to have a planet full of dead synb-
socket eers down here!™

Over beck | ooked ill.

Perceau raced for the door holding his gun fore-
arm high. He had his job to do

"Mari an! For God's sake—for the sake of Astir—
tell this dam fool the score!”

Sternmre drew himsel f up. "Put away your gun,

Wade. You can shoot ne, but that will change noth-
ing. | understand what you're saying and it makes

no di fference. There are sone things you are efficient
in. That harvest nust be collected in, don't you see

that? The galaxy is waiting for it. It's nmy job. W'l
handl e the alices sonehow. "

"You refuse, then?"
"OfF course | refuse. Wat else did you expect?"
XV

VWHEN THEY THRUST himinto the compound's little
plastic-netal walled jail, Tom Martin at the head of
a squad of his mlitary, |ooking nore grimy profes-
sional than sorrowful, Wade insisted they | eave him
a lung. He no longer trusted Sinbad Il

He warned Marian, made her prom se to keep a

lung by her all the time. When Doc Hedges dropped
by, the electroplasmleft on guard by Perceau be-
cause no humans coul d be spared refused the G P.
entry. Hedges trailed off up the walk followed by
a stream of profane dot-dots flying on the poison-
ous wind. He'd try to convince Sternmre, Wade
guessed, and woul d be faced with that blank re-
fusal to understand, that chilling obsession with the
object for which they were all down here. It did
make sense, \Wade dinmy perceived, but his own un-
der st andi ng of nornmal human bei ngs had under gone
a psychic trauma of disbelief.



When t he synb-socketeers had been pacified by

t he judicious display of guns and the snooth talk
of Perceau and the synbiotic reassurances of Over-
beck, they went harvesting the next day with fliers
patrolling stocked with |ungs. Wade didn't have the
feeling left to laugh hallowy.

Time was running out like air froma cracked
spaceshi p.

Soon, as his orbovita hose had synmbed to him the
squoodl es woul d depart en masse, for this was the
time of year, and this season nore of the squoodles
had been in captivity for the use of the hunmans than
during the last tine of the troubles. It all fitted.

That evening Marion came in with a bottle of w ne
and a drawn, scared face that wenched at Wade.

She stroked Sinbad Il. She stroked his alice and
said: "What are we going to do, Mat?"

"If no one can convince Stenmre—

She poured w ne nervously, spilling some. "If the
coords of Altinmus kept as strict observation on the
symb-socket circuit as they do on other spheres of
interest in the gal axy, on war and econom c pres-
sures and scientific inventions and nass m grations,
t hen, perhaps—

He shivered.
"They're terrible," he said, drinking feverishly.
“Mat!"

Sonehow, he was tal ki ng, sonmehow, cradling her

warm soft firmess in his arms, stroking her, seeking
confort fromher breast, he was talking to her, tell-

i ng her, speaking of the area in his life he had willed
i nto negation and forgetful ness. Hardly coherently,

yet willfully, now, nowit was all com ng out, speak-
ing of secret forbidden things, letting it all pour out
i ke a child.

"Ch, yes, Marian, oh, yes, |I'ma coord. But I

couldn't stand what they were doing to the concept

of the CI1.D.G That? That's the Coordinating Inter-
Disciplinary Gestalt. It's easier to say what it isn't
than to say what it is. Years ago they had the idea

of synthesis, of interdisciplinary functions; yet Alti-
mus is no nere information bank or conputer ready

to drag out bits of the entire sum of human know -
edge and assenble themlike cosmc jigsaws. Not

that at all; and yet, sonmething like that. | can com
nmuni cate directly with a conputer, you know. "

She reacted. He held her tighter, not |ooking at



her.

"You expl ai ned the concept of synbiosis and dif-
fering henes to me in sinple |anguage. |' m speaking
in sinple | anguage now. My nind has powers that
enable ne to reach into a conputer and take part in
its processes, to take what | need wi thout necessity
of going through clunsy | anguage or cybernetic com
muni cations barriers. W on Altinus conbine the

sum of human know edge and nore, but we are stil
human bei ngs, although ny fellows forget that."

She swal | owed convul sively. What was he doi ng
to her?

"You—you' re human, Mat"

"You | ove Overbeck. That's human. Despite all his
faults, you love him I'mat fault, Mrian. | know ny
responsibility to the galaxy and to every little part of
t he gal axy, for the whole great grand show is nade

up of just those tiny parts.”

He couldn't stop now. "W have as our function
inlife the idea of creating through our mani pul ation
of know edge a nore perfect and nore beautifu

gal axy. Each tiny scrap of information gl eaned al

over the stars and planets can be exam ned by us

and co-related to any other. But it is not mechani-
cal, a conmputer is only a tool. Men rmust ordain, it
is their fate. Wanted or not, it is their fate. And ny
fell ow coords forget that. They seek to ordain to
other men; instead of the servants of the gal axy

they seek to becone its masters. The syndrone is

old and evil and corrupt, but it is still alive and
vibrant in the gal axy."

She had found her voice. Like a nother, she
said: "And you opted out. You couldn't stand to see
the evil grow ng—=

"I ran away."
"And they are after you."
"They're after ne. What they' |l do to me if they

catch me, | have ideas. But | won't think of them
no, | daren't!"

"Poor Mat! A coord of Altinus, and yet so nuch
smal l er than a sinple human bei ng—

"Don't say that!"

She cradled him flesh smooth against flesh, their
al i ces touching.

"If we could send a nessage to Altimus," she said
at last, "they would cone here. They have that pow



er, at least. They could order a halt to this insan-
ity."
"They take little notice of the synb-socket circuit."

"But they would now 1'll have to get a nessage
to them"

"But nme, NMarian! \What about nme?"

"I think you already know, Mat. It's what you
were selected as a coord for, isn't it?"

He felt through his fear a marvel at her acceptance
of himas a coord, one of those mythical beings of

| egendary Altimus. Probably the touch of their bod-
i es, conjoined, their arns about each other, their
tears wet on each other's cheeks, perhaps the deep
feeling they recognized in each other, perhaps his
desperate need of her, gave her a fuller understand-
ing of her own power and pride.

"I believe a general call to Altimus will bring a
bai I'i ff?"

"Yes." He had to say it. She would bring a bailiff
here to save Ashramdrego, and with himthe | ean
wol fi sh tipstaffs—eh, Brother Stanley!

Gently she di sengaged her naked linbs from his.

Li ke a nother petting a child to sleep she touched
hi mon the forehead, stroked his alice. She stood up
and swiftly left the jail. The el ectroplasm pro-
grammed, let her go.

Fifteen mnutes |ater she was back, distraught.

"They won't let me into the radi o shack! Ch, Mat,

it's all over! W'll die, all of us, |I feel it. The lungs
won't last and the air manufacturing plant in the

CT Building is entirely incapable of supplying the

wants of all the synb-socketeers.”

"We've failed then."

Softly, she said: "At least, you won't have to go
back and face the coords of Altinus."

He coul dn't answer.

Those extra circuits in his brain seemed to be etch-
ing fiery lines of condemation into his very being.
"A dead planet," she said. And again, crooning
the words: "A world of poison gas where every
human being is dead."

"No, no, Marian, no! You can synbiote with the
orbovitas! They're fine people! They proved they are



intelligent by their concern over their young. Driven

away by the nenace of the ruptors, they still tried
to get back." He sought to draw the tattered shreds
of his honor about him "That is what will happen

You nmust work on it. Your own plant experinents
nmust take this course, for, Marian, even though | —
even though I he couldn't phrase that. He said

flatly: "You were wong, too, just as was Overbeck
The orbovitas can give us a perfect match, and in

symbi osis we can give them def ense agai nst the rup-
tors and a controlled geron growh. Don't you see?"

She smil ed and nestled down again.

"Doct or Overbeck has faded, Mat. What you say

is true, all of it. But nmen will enter into synbiotic
partnership with the orbovitas in the future. Al of
us down here will be |long dead by then."

"Some will survive, they nust”

"Perhaps. It doesn't matter. My own alice is show
ing positive signs of uneasiness, friskiness. Shell take
of f very soon. "

He didn't want to believe that. Surely, of themall
t he doctor of synbiosis herself would not suffer
could not, surely not, never, no.... No?

He started back. Over her snooth naked shoul -
der the alice stirred, hiccuping, carnine claws stretch-
i ng and fl exing.

"No, Marian, | didn't believe—no—ook, you mnust

get into the CT Building at once. At once. They need
you to help them You nust go to the CT Building

now and tell them about the orbovitas. Once you' ve
rid the place of the raptors, the orbovitas will cone
back The squoodles will turn into orbovitas, you'l

be all right." He didn't know what he was sayi ng,
hol di ng her slenderness in his arnms, shaking her, con-
scious of her warnth and scent and cl oseness.

"I't's no good, Mat." Her arms twi ned about him
again, quieting him soothing himeven as they
aroused in himother pungent enptions. "You

woul dn't bel i eve about the director, would you?
And Luis, blindly devoted to his duty and the com
mands of his superiors. And Doctor Overbeck— Her

voi ce faltered, then she went on strongly: "I did |ove
him Mat. | did. But even love can be killed by stu-
pidity and singl e-m nded obsessi on. He can never

see why | loved him nor why | do not |ove him

any | onger."

"|-Marian-"

She shushed him The warnth of her body en-



conpassed him Her golden hair stroked him "I
know, Mat. |'ve known fromthe mnute you knew.

He thought of many things in that nmonent, cha-

otic, fragnentary, precious, ridiculous things. This
girl, an ordinary human, and he, a coord of Alti-

mus. How the gal axy feared Altinmus. And how Alti-

mus had distorted that original pure concept of in-
terdisciplinary service. He stroked her alice. Hs early
concern at the lack of symb comunication was fully
explained by the alice's inmaturity, and that very

chi |l di shness, too, explained their |ack of personality.
A man and his alice, twinned beings in | ove and
service, nust inevitably grow together as a single en-
tity. Men had stayed down on inhospitable planets

and refused to rejoin the synb-socket circuit for |ove
of their alices. He could understand that now.

He | ooked across the cell where the two |ungs had
been piled. Forty-five mnutes, an hour of air, and
t hen.

The idea of breaking out and finding two orbovi-

tas and synmbing with themcrossed his mnd to be
rejected as a feverish dream Electroplasns, mlitary
men with guns, acting on the paranoiac orders from
the director would stop them-dead.

"Listen, Marian," he whispered unsteadily. "You
can pass freely outside. If you won't go to the CT
Bui | di ng, then you nust go out into the fields and

find an orbovita. They are friendly. They understand
about their children and us. You nust enter into
symbi osis with an orbovita. They are not repul sive
animals, far fromit." He spoke rapidly and with a
brilliance of coherence that astounded him He felt
as though he was wandering. "You rmust join up with

an orbovita. Wen the others are all dead you wll

be alive. You will be safe. The ships will come in to
take away the gerontidril they' |l believe Al exander
Lokoja has distilled, and—=

She nestled closer. "I shall stay with you, Mat."

" But - "

"I want you, Mat, now, before we die."

Her alice rippled. Its carmine claws slipped across

her bare silky skin. She put up a hand autonatically
to stroke the shining pelt. She felt the change and

her face crunpl ed.

He saw and he thought: "Better to die than face
the coords of Altimus! Far better | die than that!"

He could switch in those extra circuits in his brain,
enter into that rarefied state existing between the
coords they could call only a gestalt, wherein each



coord could connect directly with every other coord
and thus bring to bear on any problemthe force and
i mpact, the power and precision of a single mnd.

He could switch hinself back on, and at once be-
cone nore than human and | ess than human. He

could rejoin that nystical union wherein each in-

di vidual rerained true to hinmself and yet partook at
the tabl e of superhunman capacities. Ch, yes, he could
do that. He could call on the coords of Altinus for
hel p. They would send their bailiff and their tip-
staffs, and they would have these willful, blind and
foolish people of Ashramdrego fromthe obsession of

duty and greed and fear. And they would cone for
Mat t hew Wade and take him back to Altinus.

He coul d.
He coul d...

He woul d sooner die right now, but he could cal
on Altinus.

Marian's alice slipped fromher neck, her shoul -
ders, her breasts, sliding down over the snooth
sil ky skin, warm and soft and sweet snelling. It
junped with obscene agility to the floor. It dived
t hrough the bars of the jail. The lung in Wade's
hands felt cold and ugly.

Mari an shook her head wildly, her mouth cl osed.

She reached for Wade, cl anped her nouth on his.

He surrendered hinself to the kiss, to the kiss of life
—and the kiss of death.

Distorted fragnents of his past |ife paraded past
his whirling mind with a terminal jollity that her-
al ded the end of the procession. He could. . . . He
dared not because he was too frightened. But this
worman, this slip of a girl all naked in his arns,
joined in a life-giving kiss. He dared not? He dared
not ?

How coul d a coord of Altinus not dare anything
at all in this gal axy?

Joyfully, Matthew Wade switched on those extra
circuits in his mnd and called out for the arbiters
of |life and death.



