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                                                                                Chapter 1

France. 1916.

   Despite being on full alert, Symbiote failed to anticipate its partner being shot from behind.  It had tried unsuccessfully to prevent its partner from getting involved in the pointless conflict in the first place, - even to the extent of compromising an “Ethic” by flattening his feet and altering his hearing and vision.  This was overruled by its partner due to his narrowly avoiding being hit by a bus he didn’t hear and clumsily falling into a horse trough he didn’t see.

The Somme.

   The bullet in the back destroyed his partner’s intellect instantly.  Seconds later a shell exploded close by and buried the useless body in a heavy shower of putrid mud and earth.  After applying ethic 6 Symbiot hastily converted as much as possible of its mass into energy as it could, as a survival measure.

   Symbiot wondered where it had gone wrong.  It had selected a partner who was too young and, therefore, was liable to get into scrapes: that’s where it went wrong!  Symbiot was basically lazy, - and in favour of an easy life.  In fact in no hurry to achieve level 9 (and the distressing consequences for its partner at the time)
   Low energy levels were maintained until 1981.  It had reacted to the close presence of a cow and an injured magpie.  War graves commission personnel from the respective countries of the combatants came close, but not close enough to affect a successful transfer of host.

   The closest was a Frenchman, Symbiot was just able to detect the strong wafts of garlic knifing through the spring air. Previous experiences with a French partner made it reduce mass by at least two picograms, the equivalent of a painful wince.  The separation with that particular partner was made under the sharp and unforgiving kiss of Madame Guillotine.

   Ethic 6 had been very difficult, under the circumstances, to achieve.  The two seconds or so from blade release to contact was long enough for Symbiot to decide which part of his partner would be the best to occupy.

   The remaining time was spent in executing (a very inappropriate phase on this particular occasion) ethic 6. The Duc de Poitier’s soul was straining at the leash by the time the blade struck!

   Symbiot did not make contact with the next partner.  She had reached into the basket and, knitting clutched in one hand, triumphantly held up the Duc’s head with the other. Cursory inspection of her mental system indicated a predominance of knitting patterns, - not a suitably stimulating environment for an active and inquiring Symbiote.  In addition it could not think up a scenario for making contact that would not end up driving her insane.

The Ethics

1. A Symbiot must never intentionally imperil its partner from injury and death.  
2. However, a Symbiot may never modify its partner’ body to avoid the normal deterioration that will eventually lead to the death of its partner from natural causes.

3. If, after a Symbiot has indicated it’s presence to the prospective partner, it is requested to leave, it must do so at the earliest opportunity.  Prior to departing, the host’s memory must be adjusted so that all recollection of the contact is erased.

4. A Symbiot may draw limited energy from a prospective partner prior to revealing itself (subject to Ethic 1. of course.) and may leave to take up a new host if the current prospect appears to be unsatisfactory.

5.  No Symbiot may interfere with a prospective partner’s system in anyway prior to introducing itself and obtaining consent to remain EXCEPT where ethic 2 has to be applied i.e., to prevent injury or death to the host.

6.  A Symbiot, on detecting the onset of the decease of a partner due to natural causes, or in circumstances over which it has no control, will ensure maximum levels and advice to its partner’s soul before it leaves for recreation or reallocation. The Symbiot will remain with the body until it is able to transfer to another host. 

7.  The Symbiot may assure its partner on the existence of the soul, but may not, under any circumstance, reveal anything concerning the next level of existence. Ethic 1 applies in this case. 

8.  A partner MUST be informed, prior to the Symbiot’s request to remain, of the consequences of Symbiote attaining level 9 enlightenment during the partnership.

                                                 Chapter 2
   An oak tree had grown through and around the remains of its former partner, whose skeletal cranium was now about half an inch below the surface of the ground, being resurrected by the tree pushing skywards, boosted by its own plentiful supply of blood and bone.

   Harry was thoughtfully studying the battle field.  His grandfather had died in one like this.  Rifle at the high port, bayonet fixed and walking steadfastly into the cross hairs of the waiting enemy.  It was the only alternative to being shot by his own commanders for cowardice in the face of the enemy.

   Most of the trenches and shell holes had long since been filled in and ploughed over.  Only the sun’s horizontal rays at dawn and dusk revealed the slight differences in contour, illuminating the memory of the holocaust of those past years.  
The process of returning the country side to some semblance of its former state had taken patience and time, punctuated by the occasional noisy disintegration of a farmer as his plough came in contact with the unexploded vengeance still primed lethally beneath the earth.

   Symbiote sensed Harry’s growing proximity only as the nearness of a human energy field, It’s curiosity grew and energy was raised a little.

   The August day simmered like a pan of warm oil.  The lush green fields and the clear blue sky added piquancy to the sounds and smells of high summer on the Somme.  
   Harry’s dark suit was not appropriate for this.  He had left the coat on the seat of the coach and had rolled up his sleeves and loosened his tie.  He felt common and half undressed (like the slum children his mother had warned him not to play with).  His handkerchief was a sodden ball in his pocket, but still frequently passed across his pudgy face, spreading the sweat more evenly rather than mopping it up.  
The worst part of his physical state, as he leant over the gate during the “comfort” stop, was the prickly dampness of his crotch which was encased in thick underpants and dark serge trousers.  Those nearest to him on the coach had nudged and tittered as he had squirmed in his seat, trying to adjust his damp clinging clothing by grasping his fly and shifting both layers of material and his privates in search of relief.  Harry pulled at his crotch again and decided that he might as well make use of the oak tree.  The wine was sour in his stomach and perhaps a good pee would hurry it through his system.

   Symbiot phase-shifted to his energy-form as the human aura grew closer.

   His legs slightly apart, relishing the coolness that came with the unbuttoning of his fly, Harry unleashed a glinting arc that blasted the comatose spiders upon the tree from their nooks.  He concentrated the stream on a really stubborn one, crouching, clinging close to an over hanging lip of bark.  The spider won.  Surviving the deluge it majestically sidled to a safe spot in case of a repeated assault whilst glaring malevolently at its persecutor.

   It was whilst he was busy “adjusting his dress”, as his mother used to say, that he noticed a dull reflection at the base of the tree.  A splash of urine had washed the thin veneer of soil from an oval shaped projection nestling in the green grass and buttercups at his feet.  Stepping back, and giving the zip a confirmatory tug upwards, he continued looking at the object.

   “Damn!  It’s gone away.”  The Symbiote dropped energy levels in disappointment.  Then the vibrations became stronger:  Symbiot once again prepared to transfer.

   Torn between repugnance at touching the urine damp grass and his curiosity, Harry bent forward to get a better view.  It appeared to be an oval of something brown with creamy flecks in it.  “Could it be a bit of jewelry?”  He thought.  “Ivory?”
   The rest of the passengers were calling to him from the gaudily coloured coach. “Harry! - Come on!  Hurry up, - next stop - more wine!  Oh!  Come on! - Harry!”

   They couldn't see him from where they were so the clamor continued and the occasional chant of “Whyyyyyy are we waiting!”  Became more raucous as their impatience increased.

   He only lightly touched the exposed area of the elderly skull with the fore finger of his right hand.

   The touch was sensed by Symbiot when it was about a millimeter away, the air disturbance in front of the probing finger indicated impact.  It awaited the final touch with relish and relief.  Eyes to see out of, sounds, smells, maybe roast beef!  Was it’s new host male or female?  How old?  What condition?  Would it let it stay?  (If it wanted to that is).

   Impact finally occurred, - change in temperature and vibration indicated that a complete bridge had been achieved.  If the Symbiot had had bags to pack there would have been plenty of time to do it.  Contact was maintained for well over six seconds as Harry cautiously evaluated his find.

   Symbiot meanwhile completed transfer in just under one millisecond after impact, - leaving nothing to chance.  Quickly raising energy levels and occupying the lining of Harry’s sinuses, it evaluated the potential of the next companion.

   This involved a total investigation of the new prospective partner.  From his perplexed and somewhat unsteady brain to his overweight body.  From his earliest memories to his darkest fears, secret thoughts, strong heart, weak eyes and current overheating problems.  
There was a severe imbalance of dietary habits and his general physical condition for his age was poor.  Hearing and sense of smell were average.  The general air of despair however would require close attention.  There was nothing worse than having a companion terminate it’s own existence before contact had been made though such had regrettably occurred and also shortly after contact had been made as well.

   This situation had occurred some ten companions ago.  Fortunately a fisherman had discovered the body.  Well “discovered” was perhaps too loose a term to use.  Actually it had gone through the bottom of his boat.  He had been rowing under the bridge at the same time as the potential companion had jumped.  Symbiot had already made contact with the fetus in her and was getting on quite well, but being only ten weeks conscious was unable to maintain an independent existence.  It passed on to the next energy level with a cheery farewell that did credit to one so young.

   Further evaluation of Harry however ruled out any thing so drastic.  His despair came from a lifetime of supposed inadequacy and underachievement; - something that could be very simply adjusted, later on after contact and permission to remain had been obtained, of course.  At forty, Symbiot mused, Harry was just about right.  Not liable for military service, quite a good clerical job, and best of all, unmarried!

   The world had changed, Symbiot was stunned by the technical progress that had been made since it had lost It’s last companion.  All that Harry had seen and heard was available for Symbiot to study and analyze.  Not since it had witnessed the Mongol army’s attack on poor old King Bela in Hungary, when big pots full of gun powder were mangonelled into the, until then, impregnable defenses.

   Breg, the Mongol trooper, who was its companion at the time, had heard that Prince Kadu was going to do it, and although half of the petards failed to work, the results –when successful - were devastating.  For the first time Europeans had witnessed the effect of the new explosive fire.  
   Armored Teutonic knights watching the mangonels being set up on the other side of the river, sat on their horses or stood in groups. Their personal standards fluttering their ancient ancestry and honor.  The odd rock or water logged lump of wood was easy to avoid in the open ground and did not bother them when they could see it coming.

   Symbiot remembered the first pot of gunpowder.

   Experiments, involving prisoners and old catapults, determined the correct length of fuse that would explode the pots, full of old bits of metal shrapnel and sharp stones, about ten to twenty feet above the target.  It took the disintegration of four catapults and twenty six reluctant volunteers from amongst the prisoners to achieve a fifty percent success rate.
  The effect was measured by putting those prisoners who had not volunteered on the receiving end.  The Prince considered the whole thing a huge success.  He allowed the survivors the privilege of contributing their heads to the pyramid of skulls that was always an obvious feature outside his yurt.  Only the most distinguished were gathered there and it was a great honor.

   The first fizzing projectile arched into the smoky sky, an hour before sunset.  It exploded just above a group of knights who had had plenty of time to calculate its point of impact and had drawn back to give it room.

   The high trajectory had surprised them.  Nobody who knew how to use a mangonel would have made this sort of error!  That sort of shot was the sort that was used to get over high castle walls.  A flat trajectory would have been more appropriate in this instance, bowling along the ground and skittling the terrified and unwilling peasantry at the forefront of the battle.

   The shredded surcoats and crushed armor proved them to be wrong on this occasion.  The colorful tents, the shattered nobility, the fear, noise and horror continued through the night.  Crossing the river further upstream a Mongol division was in position by dawn.  They drove and massacred the stunned remainder at the river’s edge.  
The perfect defense position that the Hungarians had taken between the junctions of two major rivers, proved to be a fatal trap.

   This was all pretty routine to the Mongol trooper.  Despite Symbiot’s influence he had never overcome his basic desires, and it was inevitable that the drink and the surviving women would be got into, - and to excess, when all the excitement had died down.

   Symbiot sighed.  Nuclear weapons were much the same, - on a bigger scale of course.  It was now up to date. 

    These musings over its findings in Harry’s memory took all of two seconds to pass.  This was about the time that Harry had taken to realize that he was touching something bony.  Two more seconds of probing enabled him to grasp it, his thumb thrusting into what turned out to be an empty eye socket and the remainder of his hand cupped round the smooth top of the skull itself.

   His cry, half sob, - half retch, was loud enough to attract the rest of the passengers.  They found him sitting on the ground holding the skull gently cupped in his hands, wanting to throw it away, and yet realizing that this was once human, like himself, or his father.  Harry had not even seen a bad accident let alone the last remnants of one.  He wanted, somehow, to apologize for the intrusion, for the sacrilegious disturbance.  He felt that he had intruded upon a very private place, giving false hopes to someone waiting for the last trump.  The group round him was reverently silent.  He looked at them, and, with tears in his eyes, bent forward and gently placed the skull back into the cavity it had left, carefully mating it to it’s bottom jaw which was still embedded in the root-laden soil.

   The tour guide said that he had noted the place, - and would tell the next police station all about it.  He also noted, privately, that he would be able to cap any bizarre tales brought back by other “Eze-tour” guides.  “There was this geezer, sitting in the middle of where he’d pissed, holding a skull that he had just hosed out of the deck!”

   Harry sat back in the bus in a mild form of shock.  Symbiot would have given much to have been able to talk to him and to have come to terms with the experience, - but this was no time to try and communicate.  That would really send him over the edge!  It did not even intrude into Harry’s thoughts.  
   The rest of the passengers speculated on who it might have been and when it had happened.  Some were ribald, others somewhat fearful of the bony specter’s influence on the rest of the journey.

   Anyway, the singing had stopped and the abstainer in the back seat had drained his flask of “tonic” wine to reinforce his flagging spirits.  It was really brandy, but his masquerade meant that he didn’t have to buy a round at every stop they made.  The rest of the passengers were quite aware of this but as he was such a boring person nobody wanted his company. 
                                                                                 Chapter 3 

   It was at the next town that Harry had to go to the bank to change a few travelers’ checks.  He pushed open the solid door of the bank, noting idly that the French did not polish their brass bits quite as often as his local Lloyds did.

   The tour coach was parked in the town square, a glaring metallic glint of visual pollution amongst the green trees and the honey colored stone houses.  The local cafe received the brunt of the thirsty passengers who still hooted with derision at the glasses of tea with tethered tea bags swimming in them, demanding milk instead of the thinly sliced lemon, and shoveling generous spoonfuls of sugar “to put some body into it”.  
   The more daring (it was only eleven in the morning) drank wine or beer. This had caused comments to ricochet round the bus at first.  Now it only attracted a click of the tongue from one husband when his wife raised her glass to him.  She would not be a burden to him for long. - The occupant of seat F3 would be taking advantage of her by the time they reached Paris.         

     Little did she dream that the promises of “taking her away from all this” would result in her giving up a semi in Hounslow for a similar one in Dorking.

   Harry stepped into the coolness of the bank, his eyes ceasing to be half closed against the sunlight and adjusting to the shade.  It was then he realized that everybody appeared to be frozen in various attitudes.  The reason was quickly apparent as the door gently hissed shut behind him.  Everybody’s attention was fixed on a lone figure holding a large double-barreled shotgun, his smeared features only just discernible through the nylon stocking stretched firmly over his head.

   Symbiot had evaluated the situation well before Harry and was working out the quickest way to ensure that his potential companion came to no harm.  The robber was very nervous, fingering the trigger to the first pressure as he waited for the gibbering teller to fill the suitcase with all the cash that could be crammed in to it. Symbiot realized that it had only about two and a half seconds to solve the problem as It saw the manager’s foot moving slowly towards a button on the floor by his desk.

   “Well Harry, old chap!” It murmured to itself. “We haven't been introduced yet, - but we’ve got to act now!  If that idiot presses that button someone will get shot.”

   The next second and a half changed the whole direction and meaning of Harry’s life.

   He had been standing behind, and a little to one side of, a little plump lady who had the day’s shopping in a basket hanging on her arm.  Amongst the still warm breadsticks and aromatic cheeses (Symbiot spent .002 of a second relishing them) a heavy tin of baked beans glinted its plebeian presence near the top of the basket.

   Symbiot rapidly worked out the velocity required of the tin to disable the robber but realized that the effort required would strain poor Harry’s system almost to the limit.  Damage to the muscular systems for sure and various abdominal organs could malfunction due to the strain and shock.  However, there was nothing for it but to act in accordance with the loosely translated first ethic. 
 Taking over Harry’s body, it transferred as much energy as was marginally safe to his right arm and left leg: there was no time to raise his adrenaline level as only one second remained before the manager’s foot made contact.

   Under Symbiot’s control Harry reached forward and grabbed the tin of beans with a speed that made his arm a blur.  Before the muzzle of the shot gun could even begin to traverse towards him Harry hurled the tin with such accuracy and force that it embedded itself deeply into the nylon covered head, - spattering brains and baked beans over the ceiling, walls and the now frantically gibbering teller.  Simultaneously the alarm bell began its deep throated clangor and a small red light began winking in the local police station.

   The scene in the bank was one of hysteria and curiosity.  The hysterical were trying to get out and the curious pushing to get in.  A classic Gallic hubbub was instantly generated as the gesticulating; pointing, crying and commanding echoed round the sunlit town square.
  The general racket reached a crescendo when the curious in turn became hysterical on catching sight of the bits of the robber spread over the cream painted walls and ceilings.  The manager had frozen in place on the alarm button in the hope that this would hasten the arrival of the police.  
He had seen Harry fling the tin just as his foot was about to raise the alarm and he heard the sickening squish of impact as the robber’s head burst and saw the rest of the body do a neat backward somersault.  The ululating police car pulled up out side with smoking tires, the occupants having difficulty in getting in to the bank due to the crowd trying to shout explanations through the windows of the police car..
   Harry was lying on the floor with a trickle of blood coming from his nose as the inspector, pistol firmly held in a white knuckled grip, stepped over him.  He was hardened in police work and so managed, after viewing the remains, to get back to the main entrance before he threw up violently over an indignant old lady who had only come to cash her weekly pension check.
  Being deaf she had not appreciated the events taking place around her.  She was taken away later, after Harry, in a second ambulance.  She was obviously ill, covered in vomit, and quite hysterical in that she had ignored all entreaties to shut up and go home.
.

   .   The first ambulance had arrived soon after the police.  The brain and bean covered teller had called it for himself as a prelude to a total nervous breakdown for which the bank would be held responsible in a lawsuit that would ensure his comfortable retirement on the champs elyse’s.  
The ambulance's arrival was timely as Harry was obviously unconscious and in need of medical help.  The teller was left to gibber to anyone else that would listen.  The bank manager followed the stretcher to the main door telling anyone who would listen, about the bravery of the man they were carrying out.

   Symbiot had long since set about correcting the many muscles strains and vascular leaks in Harry's racked system.  There was no major damage.  All that was left to do was a bit of pain suppression, leaving of one or two superficial injuries for the doctors to muse over and time for Nature to heal.

   The ambulance with it's siren going full blast, sped down the dusty lanes until it reached a small hospital set in some pleasant gardens. 
   A man with a brown paper bag over his head, sitting by a small wavering fountain, watched the ambulance coast to a stop outside the main doors, the two holes through which he glowered forced him to turn his head like an owl. 
 They had taken the big two litre jam tin, that he normally wore on his head, away from him when he had been brought to the asylum wing of the local hospital.  A paper bag was hardly a substitute for the accoutrement of the man in the iron mask, - a person of royal blood   
   The second ambulance, with the deaf old lady in it, scrunched to a gravelly halt behind the first.  Her protestations and  subsequent physical reactions to restraint and verbal persuasions were quickly transmitted to a white coated official resulting in the appearance of two other large, unforgiving men in white coats bearing a strait jacket.  A further outburst of noise from inside the ambulance, together with vitriolic abuse and two broken windows, saw the old lady trussed like a calf and led off, still attempting to bite anybody within reach.

   Meanwhile, Symbiot ensured that Harry remained unconscious as the trolley carrying him was pushed at a fast trot down the rubber floored corridors, the dangling saline solution bottle clanking against it's chrome rack, soft fat tyres squealing as it drifted round the corners into a quite white walled room.  The room was cool and had a crucifix above the bed, the pathetic and pain-strained little man hanging from it serving as a reminder to the occupant of the bed that there is always someone worse off than you.

    The nursing sister had been instructed to remain by the patient’s bed until he regained consciousness.  The doctor who had examined Harry had been somewhat baffled.  All indications were that, apart from some bruising as a result of falling down, being walked on and the ambulance trip; there was very little wrong with him.  
The nun, in her severe black and white habit, sat clicking her rosary and looking out of the window at the man floundering in the ornamental pond.  A gust of wind had slightly displaced the brown paper bag causing loss of vision for a few vital seconds, during which he had walked into the pond.  This would not have occurred if he had had his jam tin.  An orderly, in a white jacket, sped to his assistance, tearing eye holes in a fresh paper bag as he went.

   The sound of insects hummed in the hot drowsy afternoon: their wings flashes of changing color in the floral scented air, dominated the room, together with the sporadic clicking of beads in the background.  
   Every now and again the cowelled nun glanced over at Harry, - her lips quivering silent prayers for him.  She appraised his heavy blue jowls and black eyebrows.  The sparse ill-kempt hair dusted with flecks of dandruff and, his one redeeming feature, his straight unfilled white teeth.  These were all set in a pasty white skin that begged more sunlight and less sausage, egg and chips (awash with Yorkshire relish).  She had not yet seen his pale grey eyes.

   A fat bumble bee thundered busily into the room, it’s pockets full of yellow jewels, and pitched itself into a momentary private hell.  No flowers!  And an invisible barrier that prevented its return to the balmy airs of a few minutes past!  The panicked bee slowly gained altitude until it was buzzing frantically at the top of the window, banging its head with resounding bonks on the pane.

   Symbiot decided that this was the time to make its presence known.  Gently releasing Harry to semi-consciousness very quietly, just above the bee’s anxious clamor, the first communication with his potential new host was attempted.

   Harry heard his name called.

   “Harry” said Symbiot, buzzingly. “Harry, can you hear me?” - The droning of the bee and Symbiot’s stimulation of his aural nerves with the correct language vibrations penetrated into his surfacing consciousness.

    “Errrhhh!” faintly gasped Harry.  The bee still buzzing. “Good! Now Harry, please don’t worry. - You are quite all right and will be better soon.”  Symbiot faintly whispered. The nun got up and began to slide the window down so that a gap would appear. 
   Old yellow pockets would soon be reborn to a world that it's little mind was quickly forgetting as it got weaker with trying to shoulder it's way through the inexplicable barrier.

   Symbiot picked up Harry's thoughts.

   "Who was that?"  He thought.

   Harry opened one eye, giving them both a view of the room.  

   The black and white form at the window, arms raised high to swoosh out yellow pockets, did nothing to calm him.  Sitting bolt upright Harry screamed at the akimbo nun.  "Bloody hell, lady, leave that bee alone!  It just told me I was going to be all right!"  He looked round the room, trying to orientate himself.  He had felt that things were against him in the past and his present surroundings were enough to convince him that nothing had changed.

   Two more seconds passed before he realised that he was in a night shirt.  His current predicament was dwarfed by this realisation.  He was a pyjama man! - Even though his mother used to sew up the fly.   "Much better if you sit down if you have to do anything."  She used to say.  

   "A fucking night-shirt!"  He sprung out of bed and began to pull it over his head.  The nun was not too alarmed, - she had even poked holes in  a brown paper bag.  His first expletive, unintelligible to one who did not speak English, had her quickly out of the door by it's vehemence alone, at about the same time as the furry bee, with a final effort, had somersaulted into the sunlight and blissful forgetfulness in to the depths of a foxglove.

   Two men in white coats stood in the doorway.  The doctor stood behind them.  Harry, naked, confronted them. 

   Symbiot sighed.  It knew what was coming next.

   "The bee told me I was going to be all right, - and that lady in the black and white dress chased him out!"  He shouted.  "And I don't wear night-shirts!"  He added, - his voice dropping on the last few syllables.

   The sedative injection took only a few seconds to be effective.  The scramble, and the screams about talking bees, died down as he became limp.  The two men replaced him in the night-shirt, stuffing him into it as one would a doll.  Symbiot, with despairing resignation, cursed the problems of making contact.  The doctor went back to his office, selected an unused English/French-French/English dictionary and tried to fathom out what Harry had said.

   The sister nun resumed clicking her beads by Harry’s bed and the oblivious bee climbed into a fresh foxglove.

   Suppressing the drug’s effect was no problem.  Symbiot soon had it quickly contained, neutralized and dispersed and Harry once again floated in a miasmic half consciousness.  His mind, however, to his credit, was still arguing the possibility of a talking bee.

   Meanwhile, Symbiot, a glowering knot of frustration, was petulantly monitoring these processes when an idea struck It.  The idea wasn’t new of course; - It had been done it before.  “Caused quite a problem though.” It mused, reminiscing for a few microseconds.

                                                  Chapter 4

   Sir Edmund de Spence took great delight in battle.  He really enjoyed the percussive charge, the camaraderie of recognizing old adversaries and renewing the painful dialogue of lance, axe and sword.  The best part was relaxing and reminiscing with his captives afterwards, whilst a reasonable ransom was negotiated with their relatives, such that those left alive would have another opportunity to do it all again some other time.

   Boisterous post combat singing in the big tapestry lined tents would echo across the muddied sward as flitting figures looted the dead and dying, and where caparisoned horses limped, bled and fell.  The singing would be joined later by higher pitched voices that punctuated the now slurred melody as some local girls submitted to persuasion or force.

   Sir Spence, on this occasion, had abandoned persuasion in favor of the simpler path of force.  The girl silently resisted, biting and kicking against his weight.  Pressed into the furs and the silk cushions she braced herself by spreading out her arms and arching her back in one final attempt to throw him off.  The thrust came.  He gasped and rolled off her onto his back, blood dribbling from around the knife blade that stuck out of his side.  It was the same knife, that he had been using to cut chunks off an obscenely large bone earlier, and had fallen to the floor from the table.  
   Her fingers had found it in her last attempt to resist.  Deftly holding it with the handle braced against the ground she felt him impale himself on it with an ecstatic jerk that was intended to do the same for her, - only with a softer dagger and into a place meant for it.  She stood up, pulling her clothes about her, and left the tent quickly, - stamping firmly on his genitals as she departed.

   This act was to cause misery for all concerned.  Symbiot had been observing the event with a detached disgust and only reacted just in time to ensure that the blade missed the vital organs, but not the maceration of his testicles under her departing heel.

   De Spence roared his agony to the world and lay on his pallet fuming at the perfidy of women.

   It was at this juncture that Symbiot chose this occasion to introduce itself, - not verbally, but visually...

   The knight, left behind by a victorious army, did not mind the stab wound, 

He had lost count of the hacking, cutting and slicing that his flesh had sustained.  It was the testicles.  Not even in the most desperate battle had he ever sustained so much as a snick in this area. 

    He lay there, his scrotum swollen to the size of an angry blue veined rock melon, surrounded by expensive lumps of ice.  The local town, fearing the return of the horde of caparisoned nobility, had offered, at a price, fragments from their ice cellars.  Clear sheets of last winter’s frozen river now lay, - crushed, cooling the agony of Sir Edmund’s pride.

   Symbiot could have saved his host’s body from much of this pain, but felt that some reminder of his violence towards the girl should be allowed to remain, and as a penance for those who had not been so lucky.

   It was during one of the more calm moments, a new ice pack, that Symbiot tried out a new method of introducing It’s self to a companion.  As a concession to the attempt it reduced the waves of pain to a bearable minimum and introduced into the mind of the relieved Sir Edmund a simple pictogram to prepare him for the audible contact later.  Generating a simple frontal silhouette of Sir Edmund’s head, unmistakable due to the protruding ears that stuck out like a set of horses blinkers on each side, Symbiot illustrated itself as a delicate, slightly florescent, purple cloud hovering above the jug eared head.

   The next thirty years were appalling.

   Disregarding the agony between his legs, Sir Edmund flung himself from his bed, fell on his knees and hoarsely shouted that he had had a vision of the Holy Grail!  He explained to the curious, who had assembled around him, that he had seen the cup, with two handles, together with the effluvium given off by the sacred contents.

   Hair shirts and fasting followed.  He sent for the girl who had crushed his manhood and begged her to marry him, - if only as a recompense for his assault upon her.  His castles and serfs had much to do with her speedy agreement.  His departure for the crusades, after consummating the union through a penis diameter hole cut into a rough linen sheet, was a relief to everyone.  It was not long before a muscular caring serf in one of the castles managed to pick the lock of her stubborn chastity belt.

   Symbiot tried verbal contact.  But this was interpreted as angel voices.  Sir Edmund thundered through the sand to save the Holy Land.  Symbiot gave up and sulked in any convenient area of his body that was safe.

It felt obliged, under the first Ethic, to protect this raving maniac from actually being killed, cerebral erasure being too far advanced to be attempted.

   A swath was cut through Islam.

   This temporary failure of non verbal contact was echoing through Symbiot’s thoughts as it contemplated the next move.

   Harry lay quiet, just semi-conscious, drifting out of dream and into reality and back.  He was aware, however, that he was dreaming and that it was not reality.  Symbiot prepared to try again.

   The skull; the sensation of approaching fingers; the physical elation of transfer; the exultant feelings of regaining sight, sound, tough and taste.  Fast flashes intertwining with reality, reality and dreams.

  He stopped breathing.  The nun looked up, - dropped her beads so they swung at her waist.  The very shock of the revelation had taken his breath away.

   He breathed again, - a long sigh.

   Symbiot remained quiet.

   Harry, fully conscious now, kept his eyes shut.  He was not concerned about his surroundings.  His next move would test his sanity.  To think a question? - Would no reply indicate that he was mad?  A victim of hallucinations?......Or would a reply mean that he was totally insane, - under the delusion that somehow he was sharing his body with another consciousness?

   Symbiot was aware of Harry’s state of mind, - and was waiting for the question.

   “Did that bee talk to me?”  The question was framed.  He aimed his thoughts at what ever might be listening.  It was not an internal contemplation but a question solemnly put by someone preparing to be engulfed by total idiocy.

   Symbiot realized that a direct answer would not reassure him in the slightest.  A simple reply of “Yes” or “No” could even cause more traumas.  “Well, - here goes.”  It thought.

   “I wish that silly cow would stop clicking those beads, - and of course that bee didn't talk to you.”  

Symbiot hoped, that by using something that was annoying them both, to establish in his mind a joint, and therefore a shared problem, and at the same time to answer his question concerning his delusion about the bee.

   Harry reeled at the reply.  He listened to the click of the beads, and could hear the nun's lips damply parting in mumbled prayer.  "Yes, it did get on your nerves." and "No, it wasn't the bee that spoke."  Harry felt a ghastly despair.  All the science fiction that he had seen or read presented itself with it's multi-faceted futures and appalling physical convolutions.  Cutting in quickly Symbiot hastily reassured him.  "No! - It's not like that at all!  I've had a dreadful time trying to contact you without you assuming that rubbish, - I mean you no harm, - and will leave you if you want me to.  It's as simple as that."  It paused to measure the effect of this on him.

   "Well." Thought Harry.  "I might as well solve one of the problems, at least."  He opened one eye and asked the nun to keep quite.  He then shut it again.  He felt that the second problem was best dealt with in the dark.  The nun jumped a little at Harry's words, she had not expected him to come round from the injection for at least four hours.  His words, phonetically speaking, were still hanging in her memory as, with a swish of black bombazine, she went in search of the doctor and his English/French - French/English dictionary.  After all "Pleez kip kwart." could mean anything!

   "Right said Harry.  "Let's get down to you."

   Symbiot reacted with relief and led straight in.  "Thank goodness that's over, - introductions are so tricky."

   "You're not bloody wrong." thought Harry.

   "I repeat, - you are not going mad.  I am a Symbiot and have been stuck in that skull ever since 1916.  I will leave if you wish, my code of ethics only allows me to remain if you want me to."

   "Are you reading my mind?" Said Harry.

   "Welllll.........I suppose you could say that." Said Symbiot.

   Harry was very indignant about this and felt his temper rising at the notion that all his private thoughts and emotions were being exposed to some nosy spook in his head.

    "Well, stop it! - They're nothing to do with you!"  he said this out loud.  Black bombazine swished back into the room and spoke to him, - smiling.  He didn't understand a word she was saying.  He opened his eyes and , remembering that his last outburst had resulted in a prompt appearance of two men in white coats, smiled.  The nun smiled back and patted his hand.  All was smiles.  What next?

He pointed at the glass by his bed and she filled it up with water from the carafe.  He sat up and drank two glasses.

   "My God."  He thought.  "They've got me back in the nightshirt."  He looked down at the embroidery on the front.

   "Hold it! Said Symbiot.  "Don't make a scene, - you know what happens!"

A dribbling hypodermic flashed momentarily in Harry's mind.  The nun watched him as he stared at the shirt and prepared to withdraw.  Harry looked at her, shrugged his shoulders, smiled and made knife and fork gestures to indicate that he'd like a snack of  some sort.

   Whilst the nun was out getting him something to eat he had another go at Symbiot.  "What do you mean, - you'll go if I want you to?"  And then added "And who would want to share their bodies with anything else?"  He emphasised the "Anything else" a little sarcastically.  He frowned inside his mind.  Outside it he pulled at a coloured thread hanging from the embroidery on his night-shirt.

   This question, put in so many ways in the past, was inevitable.  Some times it was posed delicately and politely, having a thought for it's feelings, - sometimes bluntly followed quickly with the directions to "bugger off!"

   "Harry."  Said Symbiot, "Do you know what happened at the bank?  Do you know what you did?"

   In not getting an answer to his question he was presented with an even bigger one that he had been avoiding since he had regained consciousness.  He remembered going into the bank, the sunlight greening the interior through the leaves at the windows, and staring at the still people.  The last memory was a faint glimmer of intense pain in his right arm.  That was all.  "No, - all I remember is...."

   "Yes, yes, - I was watching your mind." Symbiot impatiently rode over his thoughts.  The events of the past day were placed in front of Harry.

   Not like a television replay, but with all the reality of sight, smell and sound.  

   The tension, the glinting tin as it burst the skull of the hooded thug, the agony that followed the whip of his over stressed body.  Warm brains, beans and tomato sauce slowly sliding down the wall to the floor.

   Harry was nearly sick.  Symbiot got hold of his stomach before it could eject it's contents.

   "I did that? I killed that man?"  The violent horror of the scene, with himself committing an act that was totally against his nature, numbed his mind.

   "Hang on! Hang on!" Symbiot boomed through his mind.  "This is what was most likely to have happened if I hadn't made you do what you did!"

   Again the replay, but this time the manager's foot reached the alarm button.  The robber's head turned quickly, at the same time the shot gun swung in Harry's direction.  The electric yellow of one barrel's blast shattered his vision.  With a roar of the shot ringing in his ears a blackness began to quickly close in.  Deafness.  Even the taste of blood disappeared.  Then, - nothing but a moment's sensation of drifting in transparent darkness.........and his heart stopped beating.

   A cornflower blue petal on Harry's night-shirt quickly disappeared.  Harry opened his eyes.  It was light.  He was in bed, safe, - his fingers nervously searching for another loose thread to pull.

   "See what I mean?"  Symbiot muttered.  "Could have been quite nasty."  It added.

   A tray with a plate of aromatic vegetable soup, fresh crusty bread, pale Normandy butter and a glass of red wine diverted both their attentions.  It was carried in by Black bombazine accompanied by the two white coated arm twisters, who were in turn followed by the somewhat timorous doctor.

  "We can do with this, I can tell you." said Symbiot, anticipating the sensation of breaking It's long fast.

   "We'll continue the discussion later, - now shut up whilst I have my supper!"  During the silent conversation one of the arm twisters took the tray whilst the nun helped him to sit up, plumping up his pillows when he leaned forward to take the tray on his knee.

   "Thank you, Miss."  He said, bending slightly in her direction.  "This smells good!

   All the group smiled as the doctor stepped forward.  Harry flinched a little, his spoon pausing at his mouth.  The last encounter between them was still somewhat vivid in his mind.  The doctor made a placatory movement with both hands and Harry's spoon completed it's journey to his lips.

   "You are a very brave man."  Said the doctor, in very halting English, which he read from a piece of paper.  "You save many peoples from violence, - and the Moneys also."  Harry swilled the soup around in his mouth.  (Delicious!" said Symbiot, to itself.)  He looked up at the doctor, as he broke off a piece of bread from a crisp chunk, and spoke the only bit of French he knew and, it must be said, felt appropriate to the occasion.  "San fairy ann."  Having exhausted his French vocabulary he continued in English.  "From what I could see it was better than being blown to bits."  He shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly as he thickly buttered a bit of bread.  Although he couldn't remember a thing of what he had done, Symbiot’s reconstruction of the event and the possible alternative result reinforced the sincerity of the latter comment.

   The group round the bed reacted to the poor French without understanding the rest.  The fresh food had stimulated his appetite and the first gulp of wine brought a wave of nostalgia to Symbiot.

   (An Elizabethan room, an embering fire hazily reflected through a claret jug, adding to the shades of passion that flickered in the eyes of the couple as they gently undressed each other on the big bed in the corner.)

   The discussion around Harry became gesticulative.  He was not aware of the impact of "It means nothing"  had on them.  The doctor had always despised the  English as overbearing and possessing an inherent hypocracy.  But here was some one who, by some internal strength, both moral and physical, had risked himself just to prevent an ordinary robbery.

   Having sopped up the last of the soup round the plate with the last bit of bread, Harry sat back and watched them all arguing as he sipped his wine.

   "Want to know what they are saying?" Murmured Symbiot.  "Can't speak French, you know that." Thought Harry.  Suddenly their conversation was in English.  It was like one of those foreign films where the lips don't synchronise with the words.  He spluttered over his wine, choked and then had a coughing

   The discussion on his bravery quickly broke up with one of the arm twisters grasping his shoulder with one ham like hand and delivering some frame shaking blows between the shoulder blades with the other.  "Come on my friend.  You shouldn't guzzle your drink so quickly!"  He said as he thumped.  "Not so hard,  Gaston!  He's only choked on a crumb!"  The nun whisked the tray off his lap as she spoke.

   "Thank you, that's enough, I'm quite all right now!"  Harry gasped.  They did not understand him, but as his coughing had stopped and as the colour in his face had become less puce his assailant put him down.

   "Now Sir." Said the doctor slowly and with explanatory gesticulations.  "More rest, - at least two or three days.  You must relax and let your body recover from it's exertions."

   Harry nodded, indicating that he understood.  His main concern however, perhaps more than Symbiot's presence, was that he only had a little money.  His tour was all paid for before he left so that all he had was a few pounds a day for a midday meal and the odd drink.  He pointed to his clothes and made the motion of putting on his jacket.

   "He wants his coat." Said the doctor to the nun, who quickly fetched it.  Feeling in the inside pocket Harry pulled out his wallet.  Opening it he showed them that all he had was a few hundred francs.

   "Oh!"  The doctor laughed.  "He's worried about money!"  They all started talking at once as the doctor indicated that he should close his wallet and put it away as he explained, with more exaggerated mouthing of words and sweeping gestures, that the bank, the mayor and most of the people involved in the hold up had offered to pay any medical expenses, - should the need arise.  It was a good thing that Symbiot was translating all this for him as some of the gesticulations could easily have been misinterpreted, especially the digging and praying scene that illustrated the free funeral.

   The summer evening sang outside.  Ancient colours painted the warm trees gold, now pink, now slowly all to purple.  The sweet heavy air rang with the cries of the insects and animals changing shifts.  Some waking up and sniffing the oncoming night, others yawning and heading for a safe place to sleep.

                                                      Chapter  5

   The old deaf lady was claimed by an anxious daughter.

  She did not depart gracefully despite the grovelling apologies of both the police and the doctors concerned.  All the shouted efforts to calm her did not silence the nagging jabber of her threats of reprisal which cut the still air and silenced the chanting frogs in the ornamental pond.  Her reaction to the white coats, who had come to wave goodbye as some gesture of contrition, had the opposite effect.  It took a fast turn of speed by one of them to avoid being bitten again, - his bandaged hand, luminous in the gathering dusk, frantically semaphoring his efforts to escape.  The last time she had bitten him, leaving a full set of dentures embedded in the fleshy part at the base of the thumb, was in response to his putting his hand over her mouth to keep her quite.  Needless to say the loss of her teeth only doubled her vituperation and feelings of injustice, reducing her, as previously mentioned, to spitting at anyone within range of her straitjacketed form.

   The daughter, screaming at the top of her voice, finally coaxed her mother towards the waiting Citroen.  Still shaking her fist and cackling abuse the old lady made her way towards the car, much to the relief of her unwilling audience, only to reappear from behind it again.  This time she was clutching two jagged stones from the rockery beside the lily pond.  
The frogs were still maintaining their silence as two plate glass windows fell to her shattering accuracy.  With screeches of victory she cheered herself on as a further two fell to the long time past boules champion of her village.  The police, doctors, nuns and white coats were taken by surprise and only reacted when a fifth window exploded above them. 
 The other stone of the pair sizzled through the big main door, ricocheted off a pillar and stunned a man with a brown paper bag over his head.  He had been looking for a big jam tin to wear instead and had complained, when he came to, that had he been wearing one he would not have been hurt. - So who was barmy around here anyway?

   It was a exasperated daughter who finally pushed her mother into the back of the car as she was scuttling round the back of it to rearm.  The child proof locks thwarted her attempts to escape,  leaving her to grimace through the back window of the car as it sped down the drive.  As the noise of the car died away a hoarse frog broke into a solo to be followed with increasing volume by the rest of the croaking orchestra.

   The rumpus outside only distracted Harry momentarily.  The nun who had stayed behind with him gave him a form of some sort and pointed out a place on it to for him to write his name.  This done she put it on a board and hung it on the end of his bed.  He wanted to be alone to get to grips with the thing that spoke to him in his head.  He was already warming to it's character and found the instant translation amazing.  But, naturally, he wanted to know more of It's nature and the reason for it being where it was.

   "Well...? Symbiot began.

   "Shut up for a moment will you!"  Harry wanted to apply all his concentration to the matter so it was essential that no no  else was about.

   "Ask her for a caraf of wine." said Symbiot, quickly.

   "That's a good idea." thought Harry.

   He looked at the nun who was bustling about and tucking his bed in ready for the night.

   "Excuse me, Miss, - can I have some wine please?"  He mouthed the words and made caraf shapes with his hands and then pointed to the glass by his bed.

With a knowing nod, and repeating his request in French to herself, she left the room and returned with a caraf half full of red wine.  She told him that she shouldn't really give it to him, but with him being so brave and not badly hurt she felt that he deserved it.  He nodded his thanks as she filled his glass and, after taking a sip, told her it was magnificent.

   "Ah yes, magnificent!"  She replied.  "That is one of our best local vintages.  I'm sure the director won't mind."  She smiled, gave his pillow a final plumping and, switching off the main light, wished him good night.  Harry reached over and turned off his bedside light.

   The stars lit up the room, their colours changing in the warm clear air as Harry sat back, glass of wine in hand, ready to re-open the odd conversation.

   "Right! - Now tell me what's going on."  He aimed his thought into the night air.  Symbiot was enjoying the heavy fulness of the wine and, when Harry looked in that direction, the stars winking through the window.

   It began by explaining what it was, that It knew when it was born, that Its genetic code somehow had a set of ethics or rules built into them and what those ethics were. It explained the benefits of sharing, - already demonstrated to no small degree.

   Harry listened, relaxed, sipping the wine.  He was beginning not to care whether he was going mad or not.  The conversation was interesting, the place peaceful - and the booze excellent. Symbiot related when It had first become conscious, one thousand years and eighty four days ago, and how it had been gathering experience and knowledge ever since.  It enumerated practically all the ethics that applied to a relationship, emphasising the reliance that a Symbiot had upon a companion's body for It's survival.  It added that It was at a very low ebb when Harry had touched the remains of It's last partner.

   "Bloody scary it was too!  Said Harry, out loud.  "Frightened me silly it did." he added.

   Symbiot did not repy.  It remembered Harry's disgust and confusion at the time.

   "So, - all because you carried out your duty, I'm supposed to be a hero!  Me! who took five years to get up the courage to take a seven day coach tour of France! A hero!"

   "I couldn't let you get shot.  I had to use all your physical resources to do what I did.  After it was all over I fixed up most of the damage quickly, - otherwise you would have been in here for months, and probably an invalid for life.

   "You fixed me up? - How?"

   "Well, to put it bluntly, I did some cellular replacement by taking some fit ones from elsewhere in your body to replace the ones that were strained or damaged."  Symbiot tried hard not to sound patronising as the concept was only just within Harry's grasp.  "Mind you, you won't miss the fit ones.  They were't taken from only one area, but from all over, as it were.

   Harry felt himself all over.  No he didn't feel different, all his aches and pains had gone.

   "What about the bit where you can't interfere with the natural process of me getting old and dying?  Anyway, is there anything wrong with me now?  He mentally mumbled the last question, - regretting that he had even asked it.

   "Nothing that a bit of exercise won't fix." lied Symbiot.  During It's preliminary investigation It had located a few deviant cells that could cause problems later on.  "Anyway, if there is you won't be bothered about it for some time yet."  This was added as a sop to It's conscience.  The truth would have reduced Harry to a hypochondriac.

   "Look." said Harry.  "I know you must have been asked this question before, but how do I know that you won't take me over or something?"

   Symbiot had been asked this before, - many times before!

   "You don't, Harry, but surely your option as to whether I stay or leave should convince you that I'm not some demented spook trying to use your mind and body for manic ends?  I assure you that this is not my intention.  I cannot exist without sharing some of the facilities you can provide but if I had wanted to I could have taken them the moment you touched my late companion's skull.  Anyway, I have not told you the final bit that will almost certainly make you ask me to leave."

   Symbiot waited for the next inevitable question.  It was rarely that It had any problems persuading someone this far, but the next bit had ensured that only one in twenty had agreed to It staying after they had heard the fact in detail.

   The discussion with long pauses had taken three glasses of slowly sipped wine.  Lying back on his pillow and pulling up the bed clothes in the cooling air Harry began to fiddle with the embroidery on the front of his nightshirt again.

   "The final bit."  He said querulously.

   "What final bit?  Said Symbiot and Harry in unison.

   " I know you'll have to turn me into a sort of walking cactus, or maybe, if I let you stay, I'll be a sort of wandering Jew doomed to wander the centuries trying to get someone to love me so I can get rid of you!"  The wine had brought out the sarcasm in him.  When you are carrying on a bizarre conversation in your head with something that wants to share your body, in a French hospital complete with the occasional bead clicking nun, reality becomes somewhat mundane. 

   "No! - I'm not going to tell you!" Said Symbiot abruptly.  It could not ask him to commit himself to the final clause.  Not yet anyway.  They had both been enjoying the wine but It was not susceptible to alcohol like Harry.

"Why not!"  Shouted Harry aggressively.  "Why bloody not!" Out loud.

   The door clicked open and the steady beam of a torch lit up his face.  Quickly recovering himself he smiled into the blinding light.

   "Must have been dreaming."  He said to the unmoving surveillance.  "Well must get back to sleep!"  He waved, smiled and turned over onto his side.  The light clicked out and a brawny close cropped arm twister nodded at him before shutting the door with a definite action that implied retribution for any repeated offence.

   "Look."  It said.  "We'll finish this in the morning.  There's no hurry really, - besides you can do with the sleep.

   "Well, all right."  Said Harry.  "I must admit that I am tired. "And,"  He added.  "Make yourself at home, - for the time being.  Treat this body as your own but please leave everything as you would wish to find it."

   Symbiot smiled.  It helped Harry to relax and quickly removed the alcohol from his blood and coaxed it into his bladder.  The one thing It could not stand was a hangover.. The synaptic flashes played havoc with It's own thought processes.  The booming pulses followed It everywhere.  There was nowhere in the body that it could hide.  With these thoughts, and a hasty adjustment to a few of Harry's muscles, in an endeavour to lower the volume of his snoring, It reduced energy levels and waited for the dawn.

   The activity next morning hardly gave Harry time to discuss anything.  The beaming nun at the foot of the bed with soap and towel.  The waiting whilst a nonchalant arm twister turned on a torrential shower, testing the temperature with one hand and adjusting a cracked porcelain handle with the other.  The nun left and Harry stood there in his night shirt, clutching the soap and towel, waiting for the man to leave.

   "I don't think he's going to." It observed.

   It wasn't wrong.  Leaning forward he took Harry's towel and hung it up then, turning in the direction of the shower, quickly shucked him out of the nightshirt to leave him naked, clutching the bar of soap.

   "In you go, you grubby fat Englishman."  These words were automatically

translated by It as Harry felt the palm of the arm twisters hand in the middle 

of his back propelling him into the shower stall.

   Symbiot felt quite indignant about this.  It was only too well aware of Harry's introverted nature and that he felt defenceless when place in such a position.  His nakedness made him feel vulnerable and humiliated.  Something had to be done!

   "Start soaping yourself, keep your back to him and leave this to me."  Said Symbiot.

   Harry mutely soaped.  The arm twister threw a flannel at him, well soaked in cold water, that hit him on the bottom.  Bending down Harry picked it up, mumbling his thanks.  Symbiot worked fast.  Converting some of It's energy into matter, and shifting some of Harry's, It adjusted Harry in one small way, who was not even aware of it.

   "Now."  Said Symbiot.  "I know how embarrassed you feel, but you must do what I tell you if you are to overcome it. Right?"

   Harry was in the depths of humiliation.  He couldn't think what Symbiot had in mind, but it felt good to have someone/thing on his side for a change.

   "Alright.  What do I do?"

   "Just turn round and ask him for the towel."

   Harry carried on washing himself for a moment.

   "Just turn round?"  Harry repeated.

   "Yes, - that's right.  Just turn round and ask for a towel.  Go on!"

   Harry drew a breath, the strong spray still beating on his flattened hair, and turned round.

   "My God." Exclaimed the arm twister.  "Jesus! - What a tool!"

   Symbiot did not translate this.

   "May I have my towel, please?"  Harry pointed to where it hung on the hook behind the door.

   The arm twister's eyes did not leave Harry's thighs as he reached out and handed the towel to him.

   Harry was quite unaware of the foot long penis that hung like a limp truncheon between his legs.  He was aware, however, of a change of attitude from the arm twisters  later on during the day.

    "What did you do?" asked Harry.

   "Oh, I just showed him that you were not a man to be trifled with."

   "You mean you made my muscles bigger?"

   "Well."  Said Symbiot.  "You could put it that way."

   The croissants, honey and steaming coffee for breakfast were enough for Symbiot.  The heady smells echoed down It's memory with every bite and gulp.  Even Harry conceded that it was better than the chalky milk and gritty cereal that he usually had.  It had quickly explained how he should deal with a croissant.  
It wasn't really paying attention the first time Harry had a go at one and the combined flavour of croissant dunked in coffee had alerted It to the fact that Harry was not too sophisticated about what he ate or how he ate it. 
 This was another item that would have to be worked on if It was allowed to stay, of course.  After half a dozen croissants he felt full.  The first two had hardly touched the sides when he had asked for more.  The nun, in mock shock, raised her palms and eyes to heaven when he handed her his plate, - pointing and shrugging his shoulders at it's emptiness.  An orderly brought it back with four crisp croissants sitting in a warm napkin that had been folded to hold them.  He handed the plate to him with comradely respect, bending forward with one hand behind his back, smiling as he gave him a slow wink.

   "He's a poof!"  thought Harry.

   "No he's not."  Said Symbiot.

   The word was all over the hospital.  "Thirty centimeters, - SLACK!"  of course nobody believed it.  "Not thirty centimeters."  They said.  "Not that long!"  A bit of bandage, cut to the specified length hand held to a trouser fly showed the awesome potential to some of the younger nurses.  Not only brave, but the possessor of an appendage that caused apprehension or envy, depending upon the sex of those who though about it.  "Thirty centimetres, - My God!"  

   It was essential that this phenomenon be confirmed.  The only persons oblivious to the swell of speculation were the nuns.  Nobody would have dreamt of discussing it with them of course, and even if the doctor knew he certainly wouldn't let on, - hippocratic oath and all that.

                                                       Chapter 6

   Bets were laid.  The beautiful green eyed receptionist was elected to hold the stakes.  She collected her long black hair at the nape of her neck making it hang down her back so that it didn't get stuck in the envelopes as she sealed them with a delicate flick of her pink tongue.  Little knots of staff discussed the best way of verifying the facts.  No one person would do.  After all only one person claimed to have seen it and his current state of depression, due to an attack of inadequacy, pointed  the accuracy of his statement.  Although he was the reason for the contented smiles of many of the local women he was a dwarf compared with what he had seen today.  Thirty centimetres!  He hadn't measured his since leaving school but he knew it was the length of Mrs. Lebrun's hand, - say fifteen centimetres, - maybe seventeen, - but not thirty!  He idly did up the straps and buckles of his favourite strait jacket as he mused over the morning's revelations.

   Harry slowly dressed.  His underwear, shirt and suit had all been cleaned and pressed.  A new button had been sewn onto his back pocket.  The warmth of the day was just beginning, the sparkling morning losing it's glint as the dew dried on the grass and spider webs.

   "I didn't think it would be so hot in France, - I really didn't."  Said Harry as he pulled on his woollen under pants.  "Nothing else to wear though."

   "Don't put your vest on." Suggested Symbiot.

   Harry paused.  His mother had said that, apart from keeping you warm, you had to wear a vest because it absorbed the perspiration, stopped you from getting smelly and made a clean shirt last for a week.

   "Go on! - You'll be much cooler if you leave it off.  And so what if you get smelly?  You can always change your shirt and have a bath or shower, can't you?"

   "I only have a bath on Fridays.  Any more is not healthy."  Said Harry dogmatically.  "And showers don't get you really clean."

   "That's another thing we'll have to see about."  It said, - to itself, under It's breath.

   "You know, for someone who is only a lodger you're becoming pretty involved, aren't you?"

   Harry mumbled this out loud to him self as he put on his shirt, leaving off the vest, and looking into the mirror.  There was something different.  He still had the beginnings of a double chin, and his jowls still looked slack but the general tone of his skin and the brightness of his eyes surprised him.  The doctor had told him that a couple more days of rest would see him as good as new.

   His room had steadily filled with bunches of flowers and baskets of fruit within a few hours of his admission.  Letters from important people in the local community lay on the table by his bed, some with cheques or money in them.  With each new arrival the nun rearranged the flowers, repiled the fruit and, after holding them up to the light, repositioned the letters in order of importance.  Harry thought the flowers nice, - but not quite the thing to sent to a man.  In fact he was very embarrassed when the svelte receptionist had gently knocked on his door and, with a vibrant bunch of blooms in one hand, bent down and kissed him on both cheeks.  Each perfumed caress was punctuated with breathy tributes to his bravery and masculine fortitude and close up views of the exquisite unsupported contents of her blouse.  He lay there speechless, his pink embarrassment almost matching the lipstick on his cheeks.  All this was gleefully translated by Symbiot in a feminine version of "Charles Boyer" English.

   "French custom." Symbiot commented, as her sensuously articulated figure disappeared behind the closing door.  In fact I'm sure that most Englishmen think the only flowers they should get are those that surround their coffin, - when they can't do anything about it anyway."

   " I don't care whose custom it is, it makes me feel uncomfortable."  He got out of bed as he spoke.  "Must put them into water though."  He dropped them into the hand basin and filled it up with water.  "There!  That should do them for a while."  Symbiot stood corrected.  It realised that it was not that Harry disliked flowers but that they had been picked and therefore condemned to death.  The only thing he could do to help was to give them water and thus prolong the agony of their existence.

   Walking along the broad corridor painted in universal institutional vomit green, Harry was not aware, as Symbiot was, of all the eyes that turned in his direction.  They were not looking at his face but for some evidence of the phenomenon concealed under his hot prickly trousers.

   "Good morning, Mr Cogger!"  The receptionist half rose from her seat, smiling.  "Going out for a walk in the garden, he?  That will do you good."

Harry smiled and nodded, and pointed to the garden through the main doors.

"Mind the glass!"  She raised her voice slightly.  "Had a bit of trouble last night."

   He stepped gingerly over the bits of glass being chipped out of their frames by a man replacing the panes smashed by the old lady.  He exaggerated his step to indicate he had seen the danger and walked through into the sunlight.

   The garden, pond and fountain were contained inside the big semi circular drive that led up to and away from the hospital.  There were trees with melee's of spiralling insects under them.  Painted wooden seats with nice broad arms and sloping backs were scattered about, some in the dappled shade and others in the sunlight amongst the flowers.  He chose a seat well away from the main entrance to the hospital, under an evergreen that sopped up nearly all the sunlight before it reached the ground beneath it.

   "Now!"  Said Harry, in his head.  "You said that there was one final bit.  What is it then?"  He frowned his question, his eyes fixed unseeingly on the wavering fountain in the pond.

   "As I mentioned before" Symbiot said, in a calm voice.  " There are many advantages to having me share your body.  But there is one thing about having a Symbiot that could prove fatal.  No one knows when it's going to happen, - but when it does a Symbiot converts into pure energy and progresses to the next level of experience."  Even discussing it made It uneasy.  "No warning.  Just a whoosh!"  and a totally new environment, - you wouldn't know anything about it."  It added.  Level nine had been explained.

   "You mean that one second you're with me and the next you whizz off somewhere else?  Well, what's so bad about that?  What do I do?  Light up like a Christmas tree?!!!"  He laughed out loud at his idea.  "Or do I take off as though someone had lit me blue touch paper??!!"  The grammatical error tickled his sense of the absurd.

   His laughter attracted the attention of another person, who was also fitfully trying to relax, a little distance away.  He was sitting bolt upright and the brown paper bag, now with an ice bag perched on top of it, began to swivel about, trying to locate the source of the laughter.

   "Not far off, when you think about it."  It commented sombrely.  "Most people call it spontaneous human combustion though."

Harry stopped laughing, the answer was grisly enough to extinguish the humour still ringing in his mind.

   "Spontaneous human combustion!"  He echoed.  "You mean that I'd catch fire and all that?"

   "Er, - yes - that's about it.  You'd burn up.......Very quickly........Mind you, - you wouldn't know a thing about it."

   It suppressed Harry's sudden desire to urinate, brought on mainly by the sound of the tinkling fountain but also at the thought of such a ghastly end.  Symbiot needed an answer.  Already it would take a lot of rearranging to erase Harry's knowledge of It's existence and the role It played in his being there.

   Harry thought.  His first reaction was to ask It to leave NOW.  But, on the other hand, he had enjoyed talking to It, - and being able to understand French had given him quite a kick.  He was a hero but he was aware that the act was not his own.  Symbiot had saved his life really.

   "Er.  How often does this happen?"  Said Harry slowly.

   "How many times have you heard of any one fizzling up of their own accord?"  It counted a question  with a question, using "fizzling" to reduce the raw vision of a burning body that was flickering in Harry's mind.

   "Well, - I've heard of it, - but come to think of it I don't know of it actually happening recently.  I mean the papers would've had it in, wouldn't they?"

   Symbiot agreed.  Translation to the next level rarely left any mortal remains of the host, - even clothing and coins were vaporised.  Sometimes, for some reason, everything was not completely consumed and those were the ones that drew attention.  Many people in the world through the ages had just disappeared.  Most got lost, drowned, fell into crevasses or hit by lightening.....  But some had vanished in a sheet of flame.

"How long did you say you've been around?"  Harry's question meant that he had not reacted to Symbiots revelation with an out right rejection; a good sign.

   "About a thousand years." It replied.  It had stood away, so to speak, from Harry's thought processes, mainly in response to its own ethic of letting a person decide without their being any suggestion of manipulation, and half because it did not like observing the formulation of a decision that would oblige It to leave.  It liked Harry.  There were very few vices and a lot of heart.  It would get on very comfortably with him, and It would be able to make life quite interesting for him as well.  Of course It could not tell him the rest of the final point until he had agreed to let It stay.  After all, the absolute confirmation that his soul was immortal should not be allowed to sway his judgement on the present matter.  The fact that he too, on his death, would go to a new level of existence, far removed from the encumbrances of a physical body, would be pointed out to him.  Most didn't believe it. 
 A visit to the local hospital or gallows to see a person departing was usually sufficient to prove the point, the necessary ability to see the event supplied, of course, by Itself.  It discouraged any attempt to contact the departing spirit, - most were disturbed by the transition without being bombarded with questions about what it was like!  Sometimes, however, a companion liked to organise things for themselves so that rather than go down to a hospital or place of execution, they would arrange for an "on site" demonstration, as it were.

   Not even the most abject pleading by Symbiot could deter Senator Marcus Silvanius from doing it for himself.  It was obvious from the outset that Marcus was a very nasty character.  His whole life had been dedicated to making things good for him - and rotten for others.  Symbiot was quite philosophical about it though, - after all it was only another experience to add to It's growing stock, It told Itself.  It remembered that Marcus was a  child of his time and not really considered particularly unusual or repulsive.

   A thin weepy eyed female slave who got on the Senator's nerves was going to be to be the subject of the demonstration.  Symbiot argued in vain that it would be just as easy to witness a spirit's departure in the Coliseum where the Christians were being devoured, hacked, burnt and pulled apart all this week, with a matinee on Saturday, with the children.  

   This wasn't good enough for Marcus, who had his own lion.  This creature had opinions very much the same as that of his master and fully understood the disciplinary nature of it's duties.  Offending slaves were made to put an arm or a leg through the bars for it to gnaw on.  Sometimes the lion was full up and only gave the proffered limb a cursory lick.  Alternatively if it felt like a change of diet or it it's keeper didn't get on with the slave in question and failed to serve the lion his breakfast, the result was all that was intended and sometimes more.  Hence the sound of walking sticks, crutches and uneven footfalls around the house.

Marcus wasted no time in having the whining girl bundled through the barred gate into the spacious amphitheatre that was the lion's domain.  Scrambling quickly up the stairs he lolled over the parapet to watch the result, a gold jewel encrusted goblet of wine on a small silver platter, a dormouse cooked in honey at his elbow.  
The howling slave, clutching at her meagre clothing and with her back pressed against the wall, woke the lion.  He had been resting on a smooth pile of rocks just outside his similarly constructed cave. - Marcus believed in providing what was his idea of an authentic environment.  Fixing her with a  contemplative stare, the lion slowly got up, stretched, and, still looking at her, adjusted a few hairs on a broad paw with a slurpy lick of his long raspy tongue.

   Marcus licked his  own lips and, with his elbows resting on the warm granite wall and his head in his hands, waited in anticipation for the new experience.

The lion sauntered across to the immobile figure with the casual stance typical of his breed.  The girl remained where she was, her cries rising in pitch with his approach.  She felt his hot breath against her knee as he sniffed her and she assumed that he was prospecting for a good place to bite.

   Marcus moved slightly, a little further forward, as he did so his elbow dislodged the platter with the honeyed dormouse on it.  It fell with a dull clang onto the smooth green marble floor, a  hunched blob by his feet.  The lion looked up at the noise, and then resumed sniffing.  Symbiot found out later the reason that the lion did not actually lick her was that she was in the habit of wiping herself with oil of garlic, mainly to keep the bugs and fleas away, - and also the peculiar Celtic slave in a hairy skirt who kept trying to put his hand up her tunic.

   Marcus took a sip from his goblet, his eyes still fixed on the prospective massacre.

   "Don't just sniff her, you silly bugger!"  he shouted over the top of his drink.  This was the fourth goblet of vintage Falurnian that he'd had since breakfast.  "Go on! - do your stuff, you stupid brute!  Take a bite and stop pissing about!"  Marcus railed.

   The lion sneezed and began to walk away from the girl, looking up at Marcus  who hurled yet more abuse, and, later on, the empty gold goblet.  A gold goblet is a heavy object and it hit the lion behind the left ear with a fur muffled clunk.

   The lion roared, reared up and shook his head is a effort to get rid of the pain.  He still had a sore ear from being poked by Marcus last week, who used a walking stick snatched off a passing slave.  Still standing, Marcus bent over and laughed at the lion's antics.  The girl was silent, waiting for her delayed execution with wide dark eyes.

   "Go on! - get on with it! - You fat furry fool!"  Marcus yelled, the veins standing out on his temples.  "Hibernius!  Come here, damn you."  This last command bawled over his shoulder.  The Celtic slave appeared quickly.  "Get me some stones, - bloody big ones! - I want the sodding lion to get mad enough to eat her!"  The Celt peered over the parapet, his eyes meeting those of the proffered menu.  "Well go on! - Before  the stupid thing goes off to sleep!"  The slave left as quickly as he had appeared: speed was one of the survival factors in this household.

   "Fucking stupid brutes!"  Said Marcus, - to both the lion and the slave.  The former was still shaking his head in an effort to disperse the pain, both ears held flat against his head.  The best fist sized cobbles were quickly gathered up from the road outside.  Their absence would only be noticed by the passing carts and their passengers as yet another drop and jolt on the way into Rome.  A bronze dish with about twelve stones on it was placed on the parapet beside Marcus.

   "Excellent! -  Just the thing!"  He grasped a smooth cobble in each hand.  "Right!  Now get on and eat that slave, you stupid cat!"  As he shouted he threw one of the stones, —- which missed and skittered round the compound with sharp echoes.  The girl moved behind the lion's pile of rocks, out of the line of fire.  The lion joined her about ten seconds later.  They both crouched in the safety of the barricade, her arm unconsciously around the lion, just below his bristling mane.

   "Come out!  You bloody cowards!"  Bellowed Marcus as he rearmed with more missiles.  "Come on!  Show yourselves! - Right then! - Here I come!"  His intention was to move round the circular parapet in order to get a direct shot at the two cowering figures.

   It was the dormouse in honey that brought everything to a quick end.  As Marcus moved to carry out his threat  he trod on the spilled delicacy, over balanced, and toppled into the lion's compound.

   Symbiot was really taken by surprise.  Not wishing to be involved in the disgusting business It did a bit of housekeeping as it were, really as a displacement activity, - checking Marcus's functions, noting that his liver would only take about another four years of Falernian before it cirrhosed to a stop.   

It was the weight of the two remaining stones that made It miscalculate a reaction fast enough to prevent overbalance.  Corrective adjustments were made in micro-seconds in an effort to  to regain centre of gravity, a manoeuvre that failed because the cobblestones, clenched in his fist, hit the polished surface of the parapet and skidded, it's path lubricated by spilt wine.

   Symbiot apologised to Marcus, just before he hit the stone floor of the compound, about It's miscalculation.

   Marcus lived just long enough for the girl to reach him.  His bewildered wraith, sporting a really black aura, paused before leaving for the next level to survey the scene.  He could now "see" the Symbiot as an iridescent shape sliding over the girl's crouched body.

   "Ah well, this wasn't the way that I had planned it, - but you weren't wrong, I must say."  His final words faded as he translated from this existence level.

   The lion thoughtfully lapped at the growing pool of blood that was draining from the body, the high alcohol level providing it with a lift that made a change from an ordinary common or garden slave.

   Hibernius had seen Marcus disappear over the parapet and had called for help.
It took time for anyone to appear, - lots of people often called for help from  around the lion's enclosure.  Finally Julia, Marcus' wife, came and peered down at the scene.  The female slave was kneeling with her face in her hands beside Marcus's body.  The lion was delicately chewing off the corpse's podgy fingers, scrunching them with obvious relish and every now and then spitting out a dented ring or large precious stone that had become dislodged from it's setting.

   "Nausicaa!  What are you doing down there?"  Julia was not quite as obnoxious as her late husband, but she was a stoic Roman matron.

   "Please Ma'am, - the master wanted the lion to eat me."  The girl's tear stained face looked up from the pit.

   "Hmmmm. - It doesn't appear to have done so yet.  But unless we do something quickly it will eat what's left of him and we'll have nothing to bury!"  Julia was renowned for her self control and sang froid.

   "Right!"  She said to the group round her.  "Somebody will have to go in and get him out."

   Two of the slaves promptly fainted and another had hysterics.  The remainder became shifty eyed and pale.

   "Without killing the lion!"  She added.

   Several more slaves fell on their knees in supplication.

   " It's far too expensive to waste."

   She also had a reputation for thrift.

   The general crying and wailing made the lion pause for a moment and look up from his meal.  For those looking down at the cold eyes and blood spattered jaws this was the last straw.  Fortunately the appearance of two soldiers, from Marcus's personal guard, soon quietened things down to a low snivelling hubbub.

   "Hibernicus, - go and get the master's body away from the lion!"  Julia pointed a draped arm in the general direction of where the lion had dragged it.

   He had hidden himself behind a pillar and had considered himself well concealed from selection.

   "Me" - Ma'am ? He came from behind the fluted column.

   "You heard what the Lady Julia said"  One of the soldiers half drew his short sword.  "And without hurting the poor little lion!"  He sniggered.

   Hibernicus slowly went down the stair well to the barred gate, the two soldiers close behind him.

   "Go on, - unbolt the door!"

   A jab in his left buttock from the now fully drawn sword coincided with the click of the heavy bolt as he slid it back as far as it would go,  Taking a deep breath, putting out his chest and straightening his shoulders he stepped into the amphitheatre.

   It was at this point that the girl decided that she wouldn't mind if Hibernicus did put his hand up her tunic.  Symbiot, who had transferred across to the girl as soon as she had touched Marcus's body, was thinking fast.  It hadn't introduced It's self to her yet but if the lion decided to attack her there could be complications.  Apart from this It was always amazed at how humans could think of sex at times like this.  The lion looked at Hibernicus and growled.  Much to Symbiot's surprise she put out her hand and patted the guzzling beast on the head.

   "Now, now, - eat your dinner, - and don't be rude!"

   This very act would, on almost any other occasion, have resulted in a slow and painful death.  The lion, however, was really enjoying the flavour of honeyed dormouse that he had discovered when he had licked Marcus's expensive sandals prior to starting on the toes.  In addition he had flinched as her strong scent enveloped him.  Symbiot noticed the "bad smell" expression on the lion's face and quickly connected it with the strong odour of garlic that pervaded her whole being, inside and out.

   The heads looking down over the parapet had increased in number over the past few minutes and a communal suck of air drawn in followed the girl's action of patting the lion.  An explosive release of the same air followed a few seconds later when she was seen to be still in one piece.

   "Hibernicus!"  She hissed.  "I'll try to tempt it away whilst you drag out the master's body."

   Hibernicus nodded dumbly, - his mouth was too dry to answer.

   Gently tearing off a piece of her tunic she let it fall into a pool of  Marcus's blood.  Picking up the red soaked rag between her thumb and forefinger she waved it between the eyes of the busy lion.  Symbiot realised that it wasn't going to work and that It would be looking for a new host before the end of the day.  The lion stopped nibbling and was prepared, at last, to deal with the girl..  It was then that Symbiot hit upon the answer,

   The pungent increase in the stench of garlic that now exuded from the  girl affected even the onlookers.  Symbiot gathered all It could and coaxed it into her sweat glands.  She did not appear to be aware of the noxious cloud that now surrounded her as she slowly walked away from the lion shaking the bloody cloth at him, trying to get him to follow her.

   "Here Lion! Come on!"  Her voice quavered as she shook the cloth.  "Come on, - it tastes nice!"

The lion didn't move.  He changed his mind about pouncing as well.  The stench!..........................Yuck!

   The girl stood up to her full height and put her hands on her hips, the cloth dripping blood down one side of her dress.

   "Bloody hell! Come onnn!!"  She shouted.  The onlookers winced as the lion put his ears back.

    "Not long now."  They thought.

   "The master was right!"  She said as she took a step towards him.  "You're fucking stupid!"  And threw the sopping cloth at him, - hitting him between the eyes.  The lion sprang to his feet and prepared once more to rip a good lump off the problem facing him, Snarling, he crouched.  She took another step towards him.  A choking waft of garlic rolled across his nose,  With weeping eyes he began to back away from her.

   "Go on then!  Bugger off!  You bloody great coward!"  She started to walk slowly towards the backing beast, as she did so she beckoned to the riveted Hibernicus and pointed to the chewed corpse.

   "Now!"  She hissed.  "Go on! - Before he attacks me!  She took her eyes off the lion for a moment and looked at Hibernicus.  As he slowly edged towards the body and grasped it by what was left of the ankles he saw the gaze of love and passion getting ready for the supreme sacrifice.  He tore his eyes away and slowly dragged the remains of Marcus to the gate.

   "Sex! - Nothing but damn sex!"  Symbiot shrieked to Itself"  A bloody great lion about to eat her and all she can think about is reproduction!  All I know is that unless we pull off this garlic trick they'll be nothing left to reproduce in."

   She moved toward the lion again, to give Hibernicus time to get the body safely through the gate.  The lion continued to back away.  She now began to feel somewhat annoyed at this.  What was the matter?  Why had it lost interest?  She quickened her pace.  The crowd, now nearly three deep, watched in awe as the lion turned and scooted for its cave, giving off a frightened howl as he disappeared into it.  She stood outside, with her hands on her hips, and in her disgust spat into the dark interior provoking a further agonised howl as the stench laden spittle sprayed him.

Shrugging her shoulders and picking up the dented goblet that had bounced off the lion's skull she walked towards the gate, held open for her by two flabbergasted soldiers, who felt  somewhat crushed and inadequate by her display of courage.

   Women shouldn't do this sort of thing!  She should have just run around screaming and got eaten instead of frightening the shit out of it.  It just wasn't natural!

   Symbiot got rid of the smell in seconds, hoping that, if she let It stay, It might be able to convince her that oil of garlic was not the sort of thing to wear in company.

   Julia gave her the goblet - and her freedom.  Not through gratitude, but because she would be quite unbearable about the house and a poor example of the standard of servitude that was required in the establishment.  After all they had had enough trouble only a few years before with that slave Spartacus, - and that had taken most of the Roman Army to put right.

   Just before she left with her few belongings, Nausicaa politely asked Julia if she would sell Hibernicus to her.  Julia named a sum about half an ounce of gold less than the weight of the goblet.  Within the hour Nausicaa and Hibernicus, (together with an unannounced Symbiot) were off down the road, avoiding a recently excavated pothole, into the melee that was the city of Rome.

   The newly widowed Julia, meanwhile, got on with a few adjustments to her household.  An enthusiastic gang of slaves (enthusiastic to avoid Julia's friend, a simian witted ex-gladiator, whose skill and imagination with a trident could be mind bogglingly perverse, quickly dug a large swimming pool in the area previously occupied by the lion.  
No more rocks, no more caves, - just deep green water with a gentle sloping ramp at one end.  The four crocodiles were quite a conversation piece and very cheap to feed.  Their threshing ferocity represented a new incentive to slaves for speed, punctuality, attention to detail and service.  After all the lion sometimes only took a lick, - but this scaly gang never missed a snack.  The more tardy slaves did not fare too well under this regime but the crocodiles had lots of fun playing with the crutches and walking sticks that floated on the surface of their oily green pond......

   Symbiot's musings were interrupted by Harry.

   "I suppose you've been reading my thoughts."

   "Of course not!"  Symbiot's response had a hurt note to it.  "I wanted you to feel that you could come to your decision quite independently."

   "Oh! I'm sorry. I thought that you would be listening, or whatever it is you do, and that you would know that I had decided.  Anyway, - you can stay."  Harry said flatly.

   "Are you sure, Harry, not just feeling sorry for me or anything?"  Symbiot knew he had a soft heart and It didn't want him to feel obliged just because of the bank robbery business.

   "Quite sure."  Said Harry.  "I enjoy your company and as to the business of you exploding, or what ever, I could just as easily be run over by a bus or struck by lightening; or so it seems to me".  "Anyway."  He went on.  "At least we can meet our maker together!..........  So that's it then. Right?"

   "Right!"  Responded Symbiot  enthusiastically.  "And as to the meeting our maker bit. I can assure you that you will definitely progress to another level of existence when you have to leave your body but I cannot guarantee that either you or I  will meet the Entity responsible for the whole thing!"

   Harry smiled.

   Symbiot relaxed.  It had a home.

