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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.
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INTRODUCTION: CHAD OLIVER

The guy’s been gone ten years now, and it’s still hard to write about him.

Symmes Chadwick Oliver was born on March 28, 1928, in Cincinnati, the son and grandson of doctors; his mother had been a nurse when she met his father.

He grew up in Cincinnati (Ledgewood, to be precise; more later). He did all the usual kid stuff, baseball, bicycling, reading. He was a flyfisherperson from the time he could hold a rod. He saw the first reissue of King Kong; after that he watched the tree outside his window every night for the sign of the big ape’s approach.

Then when he was twelve he was hit with rheumatic fever. Gone were bicycles, flyrods, baseball bats. There was Chad in his bed for a year, watching other kids fish, wreck their bikes and miss skinners. What was left to him was reading and listening to jazz records.

What he read, besides books, was mostly the air-war pulps: Dusty Ayres and His Battle Birds; G-8 and His Battle Aces. He wrote letters to the editors; he got back letters from Robert O. Erisman that ended “Clear Skies and Tailwinds”.

One day by mistake, he was brought, along with the usual air-combat stuff, one of the old encyclopedia-sized Amazing Stories. Chad leafed through it, came across Edmond Hamilton’s “Treasure on Thunder Moon”, read it and pronounced it “the greatest piece of literature ever written!”

Out of bed jumps Chad (rheumatic fever be damned!), gets on his bike, hotfoots it to the nearest newsstand and buys up everything that looks like Amazing.

Soon the letter columns of the SF magazines were full of things signed “Chad Oliver, the Loony Lad of Ledgewood.”

By and by Chad was out of bed for good; by and by the US was sucked into the vortex of the last World Unpleasantness by Pearl Harbor.

Chad’s father got a commission in the Army. They pulled up their Ohio roots and found themselves in Crystal City, Texas.

Chad lived in the Crystal City complex, which was one-half German-Italian POW camp, and one-half Japanese-American relocation camp, where his father was the doctor. “At the German-Italian POW camp the machine guns pointed in,” said Chad once. “At the Japanese portion, the guns pointed out, in case some farmer decided to get a little rough justice for what was happening on Guadalcanal or in the Solomons.”

He went to Crystal City High School, and as he said, “Football saved my scrawny ass.” He went in as S.C. Oliver, 96 lb. weakling; out comes Chad, the Boy Who Walks Like A Mountain. He liked it so much that when the camp was closed and his father restationed in Corpus Christi, he rented a room in town and finished out his senior year of gridiron glory.

Unlike everyone else in town, who went to Texas A&M, Chad entered UT, where he majored in English.

The war was over; he and his father, in search of bigger and better trout, crossed over Slumgullion Pass in the summer of 1946, and in Lake City, Colorado, stopped at the little falls in front of the grocery store on the Lake Fork of the Gunnison. There was a guy fishing there with a cane pole and some worms. They asked him if he knew where a good place to fish would be. The guy reached down and pulled up a stringer with two seven-pound cutthroats on it. “This is as good as any,” the guy said.

Chad and his father looked at each other, and said, like Dean Jagger in the movie, “This is the Place.”

Meanwhile Chad lucked out and got a succession of brilliant profs, including some in his anthropology electives. That didn’t stop him and Garvin Berry from publishing the first SF fanzine in Texas, The Moon Puddle, in 1948, where they used such pseudonyms as L. Sprague de Willy.

Along about 1950 Chad took off for UCLA to get his graduate degrees in English and anthropology. His life was changing in big ways. He sold his first story (more later); he met other writers in LA, and he met BeJe.

They were married, in Forrest J Ackerman’s living room, on November 1, 1952 (they wanted to get married on Halloween, but Chad had classes that day …). Ray Bradbury was best man. You can’t get any more fannish than that.

Life for Chad became a blur of writing, teaching, fishing, and eventually, field work among the Kamba of East Africa, in the late 1950s and early sixties. He also returned to UT to teach.

As if that weren’t enough, he did a jazz radio show four hours a week as the Masked DJ, or whatever he was called.

Eventually there were two kinder, Kim (a she) and Glenn (a he). In the fullness of time he became a grandad.

Inevitably, Chad became chairman of the anthropology department at UT. He immediately made two rules: that the chairmanship would become a rotating one, so he wouldn’t be stuck in the job forever; and, that the chairman had to teach the 300-student Intro to Anthro course. (“You meet every student who’s going to be in the department for the next four years; you don’t get rusty just teaching graduate seminars.”) Non-majors always packed the place the day Chad ran through all the primate distress calls, from gibbon to human. (“Man, the ape that walks like a chicken,” as he used to say.)

He also worked to set up and refine Plan II Studies, whereby all the bright kids (as Chad had been) could skip most of the crap. He won, eventually, every teaching award UT had to give. He probably influenced the lives of 20-30,000 students; people would come back to college 15 years later, wander into his office like it was a public convenience, and tell him he’d changed their lives.

When he wasn’t in Africa, or teaching and writing (his other specialty was the Plains Indians—more later), or dealing with the Headaches of Academe, he was trying to make a viable trout fishery of the Guadalupe River in Texas, the southernmost place they can live in the U.S., and fighting with the Guadalupe-Blanco River Authority over minimum flows. He served as President of the Texas Chapter of Trout Unlimited a few times; for his pretty much damn thankless efforts they gave him their Conservation Award in the early ’90s.

Also by and by Chad had three bouts each with two entirely separate kinds of cancer. He was a tough guy—he probably had eighteen good months in the last eight years of his life. He kept on doing everything—teaching (except for the last six months), writing and fishing—right up until the end.

He passed away, ironically enough, on Isaak Walton’s birthday, August 9th, 1993. He had turned 65 in March; it should have been his year of retirement from UT.

You have here, in these two volumes, Chad the Writer. He had been sending off stories since he was 14. One day (more later) one didn’t come back. Then another didn’t, and another and another, and so it went.

He wrote his first novel (at 24), Mists of Dawn, for the Winston SF juvenile series, a time-travel story of Neanderthals and those pesky Cro-Magnons (us). Then came Shadows in the Sun in 1954, in which a transposed Crystal City is found to be full of aliens. The Winds of Time came out in 1957. (“What ever happened to that handsome devil in the author photo on the back of that book?” I once asked him. “They killed him and replaced him with me,” Chad said.) Then came Unearthly Neighbors (1960), The Shores of Another Sea (1971) and Giants in the Dust (1976). Those were the SF novels.

Chad plugged away for years in SF, getting all the prestige he could eat, but damned little else. Eventually he sat down and wrote about his second love, Westerns, and he got awards out the old wazoo. The Wolf Is My Brother (1967) won the Western Writers of America SPUR award (it really is a pair of spurs). Broken Eagle (1989), the Little Bighorn novel he’d researched for 25 years, won the Western Heritage Society Award as Best Novel (and at the awards ceremony both BeJe and Chad danced with James Garner, another honoree). He didn’t live to see his third Western, The Cannibal Owl (1993,) in print. (He had 18 pages left to do when he was told he had to go in for yet another operation. “Ten, and I would have done it that night,” he said. “Eighteen was too much.” A week after he got out of the hospital, he sat down and finished the book in two days and mailed it off.)

Those are his novels.

Chad had only two collections published in his lifetime: Another Kind (1955) and The Edge of Forever (1971).

Chad sold his first story, “The Boy Next Door,” to F&SF in 1950 (although his second sale, “The Land of Lost Content”, was published first, in Super Science Stories). He hit the ground running and never looked back, publishing stories nearly every year of his 43-year career. There was just plain a burst of sales twice in his career: early in the Fifties, another in the late 80s and early ’90s. Some of those last ones got him Nebula nominations.

Running through his bibliography are many titles from A. E. Housman’s poems, an early literary love of Chad’s: “The Land of Lost Content”, “Between the Thunder and the Sun”. When Harlan Ellison wanted to title his sequel to “A Boy and His Dog,” “Blood’s a Rover”, he wrote to Chad as a matter of courtesy to ask if it were okay, as Chad had used that title on a story in 1952. “Why are you asking me?” Chad wrote back. “Why aren’t you asking the Housman estate? That’s who I stole it from …”

From the subject matter of his novels—either dealing directly with anthropology, or with contacts between cultures and aliens—Chad was thought by some to deal almost exclusively with these themes. You’ll find in these two volumes the depth and breadth of the things he was interested in, from the jazz-world of “Didn’t He Ramble?” to the Twilight Zone-type story (seven years before the TV show premiered) of “Transformer”, a story that should stay in print, all the time, somewhere, forever.

What you have here is forty-something years of the man and the writer, alpha to omega, absolute first to last. Besides everything else he did, it’s a body of work anyone would be proud of.

If you haven’t made these word-journeys before, I, as the usual phrase goes, envy you. But I really do. Those of us reading him all along were always surprised by the guy. No matter what had happened before; the next one wasn’t going to be like that. There is the pastoral tone, as they say, all the way through. There’s an elegiac tone too, in some of them—not just in the later ones, though. Check out “King of the Hill”—that was in the middle, and pretty much says it all about us, i.e., homo sapiens—manlike but not so wise.

Here’s Symmes Chadwick Oliver at his best.

Or to those of us who miss him so much, plain ol’ wonderful Chad.

 

Howard Waldrop
Austin, Texas
May 2003


BLOOD’S A ROVER


Clay lies still, but blood’s a rover;

Breath’s a ware that will not keep.

Up, lad: when the journey’s over

There’ll be time enough to sleep.

—A. E. Housman



I

Night sifted through the city like flakes of soft black snow drifting down from the stars. It whispered along the tree-lined canyons between the clean shafts of white buildings and pressed darkly against windows filled with warm light. Conan Lang watched the illumination in his office increase subtly in adjusting to the growing darkness outside and then looked again at the directive he held in his hand.

It still read the same way.

“Another day, another world,” he said aloud. And then, paraphrasing: “The worlds are too much with us—”

Conan Lang fired up his pipe and puffed carefully on it to get it going properly. Then he concentrated on blowing neat cloudy smoke rings that wobbled across the room and impaled themselves on the nose of the three-dimensional portrait of the President. It wasn’t that he had anything against President Austin, he assured himself. It was simply that Austin represented that nebulous being, Authority, and at the moment it happened that Authority was singularly unwelcome in the office of Conan Lang.

He looked back at the directive. The wording was friendly and informal enough, but the meaning was clear:


Headquarters, Gal. Administration.

Office of Admiral Nelson White,

Commander, Process Planning Division.

15 April, 2701. Confidential.



One Agent Conan Lang

Applied Process Corps

G.A. Department Seven

Conan:

We got another directive from the Buzzard yesterday. Seems that the powers that be have decided that a change in Sirius Ten is in order—a shift from Four to Five. You’re it. Make a prelim check and report to me at your convenience. Cheer up—maybe you’ll get another bag of medals out of it.

Nelson.

Conan Lang left the directive on his desk and got to his feet. He walked over to the window and looked out at the lights sprinkled over the city. There weren’t many. Most people were long ago home in the country, sitting around the living room, playing with the kids. He puffed slowly on his pipe.

Another bag of medals. Nelson wasn’t kidding anybody—wasn’t even trying to, really. He knew how Conan felt because he felt the same way. They all did, sooner or later. It was fascinating at first, even fun, this tampering with the lives of other people. But the novelty wore off in a hurry—shriveled like flesh in acid under a million eyes of hate, a million talks with your soul at three in the morning, a million shattered lives. Sure, it was necessary. You could always tell yourself that; that was the charm, the magic word that was supposed to make everything fine and dandy. Necessary—but for you, not for them. Or perhaps for them too, in the long run.

Conan Lang returned to his desk and flipped on the intercom. “I want out,” he said. “The Administration Library, Division of Extraterrestrial Anthropology. I’d like to speak to Bailey if he’s there.”

He had to wait thirty seconds.

“Bailey here,” the intercom said.

“This is Lang. What’ve you got on Sirius Ten?”

“Just like that, huh? Hang on a second.”

There was a short silence. Conan Lang smoked his pipe slowly and smiled as he visualized Bailey punching enough buttons to control a space fleet.

“Let’s see,” Bailey’s voice came through the speaker. “We’ve got a good bit. There’s McAllister’s ‘Kinship Systems of Sirius Ten’; Jenkins’—that’s B. J. Jenkins, the one who worked with Holden—‘Sirius Ten Social Organization’; Bartheim’s ‘Economic Life of Sirius Ten’; Robert Patterson’s ‘Basic Personality Types of the Sirius Group’; ‘Preliminary and Supplementary Ethnological Surveys of the Galactic Advance Fleet’—the works.”

Conan Lang sighed. “O.K.,” he said. “Shoot them out to my place, will you?”

“Check—be there before you are. One thing more, Cone.”

“Yes?”

“Been reading a splendid eight-volume historical novel of the Twentieth Century. Hot stuff, I’ll tell you. You want me to send it along in case you run out of reading material?”

“Very funny. See you around.”

“So long.”

Conan Lang switched off the intercom and destroyed the directive. He tapped out his pipe in the waster and left the office, locking the door behind him. The empty hallway was sterile and impersonal. It seemed dead at night, somehow, and it was difficult to believe that living, breathing human beings walked through it all day long. It was like a tunnel to nowhere. He had the odd feeling that there was nothing around it at all, just space and less than space—no building, no air, no city. Just a white antiseptic tunnel to nowhere.

He shook off the feeling and caught the lift to the roof. The cool night air was crisp and clean and there was a whisper of a breeze out of the north. A half moon hung in the night, framed by stars. He looked up at it and wondered how Johnny was getting along up there, and whether perhaps Johnny was even then looking down on Earth.

Conan Lang climbed into his bullet and set the controls. The little ship rose vertically on her copter blades for two thousand feet, hovered a moment over the silent city, and then flashed off on her jets into the west.

Conan Lang sat back in his cushioned seat, looking at the stars, trying not to think, letting the ship carry him home.

Conan Lang relaxed in his armchair, his eyes closed, an icy bourbon and soda in his hand. The books he had requested—neat, white, uniform microfilm blowups from the Administration Library—were stacked neatly on the floor by his side, waiting. Waiting, he thought, sipping his drink. They were always waiting. No matter how much a man knew, there was always more—waiting.

The room closed in around him. He could feel it—warm, friendly, personal. It was a good room. It was a room filled with life, his life and Kit’s. It was almost as if he could see the room better with his eyes closed, for then he saw the past as well as the present. There was the silver and black tapestry on the wall, given to him by old Maharani so long ago, on a world so far away that the very light given off by its sun when he was there had yet to reach the Earth as the twinkle of a star in the night sky. There were his books, there were Kit’s paintings, there was the smudge—the current one—on the carpet where Rob had tracked dirt into the house before supper.

He opened his eyes and looked at his wife.

“I must be getting old, Kit,” he said. “Right at the moment, it all looks pretty pointless.”

Kit raised her eyebrows and said nothing.

“We tear around all over the galaxy like a bunch of kids playing Spacemen and Pirates,” he said, downing his drink. “Push here, pull there, shove here, reverse there. It’s like some kind of half-wit game where one side doesn’t even know it’s playing, or on which side of the field. Sometimes—”

“Want another drink?” Kit asked softly.

“Yes. Kit—”

“I know,” she said, touching his shoulder with her hand. “Go ahead and talk; you’ll feel better. We go through this every time there’s a new one, remember? I know you don’t really mean things the way you say them, and I know why you say them that way anyhow.” She kissed him lightly on the forehead, and her lips were cool and patient. “I understand.”

Conan Lang watched her leave the room with his empty glass. “Yes,” he whispered to himself. “Yes, I guess you do.”

It was necessary, of course. Terribly, urgently necessary. But it got to you, sometimes. All those people out there, living their lives, laughing and crying, raising children. It hurt you to think about them. And it wasn’t necessary for them, not for him, not for Kit. Or was it? You couldn’t tell; there was always a chance. But if only they could just forget it all, just live, there was so much to enjoy—

Kit handed him a fresh bourbon and soda, icy and with just a trace of lemon in it the way he liked it, and then curled up again on the couch, smiling at him.

“I’m sorry, angel,” he said. “You must get pretty sick of hearing the same sad song over and over again.”

“Not when you sing it, Cone.”

“It’s just that sometimes I chuck my mind out the nearest window and wonder why—”

There was a thump and a bang from the rear of the house. Conan Lang tasted his drink. That meant Rob was home. He listened, waiting. There was the hollow crack—that was the bat going into the corner. There was the heavy thud—that was the fielder’s glove.

“That’s why,” Kit said.

Conan Lang nodded and picked up the first book off the floor.

Three days later, Conan Lang went up the white steps, presented his credentials, and walked into the Buzzard’s Cage. The place made him nervous. Irritated with himself, he paused deliberately and lit his pipe before going on. The Cage seemed cold, inhuman. And the Buzzard—

He shouldn’t feel that way, he told himself, again offering his identification before entering the lift to the Nest. Intellectually, he understood cybernetics; there was nothing supernatural about it. The Cage was just a machine, for all its powers, even if the Buzzard did sometimes seem more—or perhaps less—than a man. Still, the place gave him the creeps. A vast thinking machine, filling a huge building, a brain beside which his own was as nothing. Of course, men had built it. Men made guns, too, but the knowledge was scant comfort when you looked into a metallic muzzle and someone pulled the trigger.

“Lang,” he said to himself, “you’re headed for the giggle ward.”

He smiled then, knowing it wasn’t so. Imagination was a prime requisite for his job, and he just had more than his share. It got in the way sometimes, but it was a part of him and that was that.

Conan Lang waded through a battery of attendants and security personnel and finally reached the Nest. He opened the door and stepped into the small, dark room. There, behind the desk where he always was, perched the Buzzard.

“Hello, Dr. Gottleib,” said Conan Lang.

The man behind the desk eyed him silently. His name was Fritz Gottleib, but he had been tagged the Buzzard long ago. No one used the name to his face, and it was impossible to tell whether or not the name amused him. He spoke but seldom, and his appearance, even after you got used to it, was startling. Fritz Gottleib was squat and completely bald. He always dressed in black and his heavy eyebrows were like horizontal splashes of ink against the whiteness of his face. The Buzzard analogy, thought Conan Lang, was more than understandable; it was inevitable. The man sat high in his tower, in his Nest of controls, brooding over a machine that perhaps he alone fully understood. Alone. He always seemed alone, no matter how many people surrounded him. His was a life apart, a life whose vital force pulsed in the shifting lights of the tubes of a great machine.

“Dr. Lang,” he acknowledged, unmoving, his voice sibilant, almost a hiss.

Conan Lang puffed on his pipe and dropped into the chair across from Gottleib. He had dealt with the Buzzard before and most of the shock had worn off. You could get used to anything, he supposed. Man was a very adaptable animal.

“The smoke doesn’t bother you, I hope?”

Gottleib did not comment. He simply stared at him, his dark eyes unblinking. Like looking at a piece of meat, thought Conan Lang.

“Well,” he said, trying again. “I guess you know what I’m here for.”

“You waste words,” Fritz Gottleib hissed.

“I hadn’t realized they were in short supply,” Lang replied, smiling. The Buzzard was irritating, but he could see the justice in the man’s remark. It was curious the number of useless things that were said all the time—useless, at any rate, from a purely communicative point of view. It would have been sheerly incredible for Gottleib—who after all had been checking his results in the computer—not to have known the nature of his mission.

“O.K.,” said Lang, “what’s the verdict?”

Fritz Gottleib fingered a square card in his surprisingly long-fingered hands, seeming to hover over it like a bird of prey.

“It checks out,” he said sibilantly, his voice low and hard to hear. “Your plan will achieve the desired transfer in Sirius Ten, and the transfer integrates positively with the Plan.”

“Anything else? Anything I should know?”

“We should all know many more things than we do, Dr. Lang.”

“Um-m-m. But that was all the machine said with respect to my proposed plan of operations?”

“That was all.”

Conan Lang sat back, watching Gottleib. A strange man. But he commanded respect.

“I’d like to get hold of that baby sometime,” he said easily. “I’ve got a question or two of my own.”

“Sometimes it is best not to know the answers to one’s questions, Dr. Lang.”

“No. But I’d like to have a shot at it all the same. Don’t tell the security boys I said that; they’d string me up by the toes.”

“Perhaps one day, Dr. Lang. When you are old like me.”

Conan Lang stood up, cupping his pipe in his hand. “I guess that’s all,” he said.

“Yes,” said Fritz Gottleib.

“See you around.”

No answer. Cold shadows seemed to fill the room.

Conan Lang turned and left the way he had come. Behind him, drilling into his back, he could feel the eyes of Fritz Gottleib following him, cold and deep like the frozen waters of an arctic sea.

The ship stood on Earth but she was not of Earth. She was poised, a mighty lance of silver, a creature of the deeps. She waited, impatient, while Conan Lang slowly walked across the vast duralloy tarmac of Space One, Admiral White at his side. The sun was bright in a clean blue sky. It touched the ship with lambent flame and warmed Conan Lang’s shoulders under his uniform. A slight puff of breeze rustled across the spaceport, pushing along a stray scrap of white paper ahead of it.

“Here we go again,” said Conan Lang.

“That’s what you get for being good,” the admiral said with a smile. “You get good enough and you’ll get my job—which ought to be a grim enough prospect even for you. If you’re smart, you’ll botch this job six ways from Sunday and then we’ll have to give you a rest.”

“Yeah—play a little joke, strictly for laughs, and give ’em an atom bomb or two to stick on the ends of their hatchets. Or take ’em back to the caves. There are plenty of delicious possibilities.”

The two men walked on, toward the silver ship.

“Everything’s set, I suppose?” asked Conan Lang.

“Yep. Your staff is already on board and the stuff is loaded.”

“Any further instructions?”

“No—you know your business or you wouldn’t be going. Just try to make it as quick as you can, Cone. They’re getting warm over on Research on that integration-acceleration principle for correlating data—it’s going to be big and I’ll want you around when it breaks.”

Conan Lang grinned. “What happens if I just up and disappear one day, Nels? Does the galaxy moan and lie down and quit?”

“Search me,” said Admiral Nelson White. “But don’t take any more risks than you absolutely have to. Don’t get the idea that you’re indispensable, either. It’s just that it’s tiresome to break in new men.”

“I’ll try to stay alive if you’re positive that’s what you want.”

They approached the ship. Kit and Rob were waiting. The admiral touched his cap and moved on, leaving Conan Lang alone with his family. Kit was lovely—she always was, Conan Lang thought. He couldn’t imagine a life without her.

“Bye, darlin’,” he whispered, taking her in his arms. “One of these days I’m coming back and I’m never going to leave you again.” “This is till then,” Kit said softly and kissed him for keeps.

Much later, Conan Lang released her and shook hands with his son.

“So long, old-timer,” he said.

“Hurry back, Dad,” Rob said, trying not to cry.

Conan Lang turned and joined Admiral White at the star cruiser. He did not look back.

“Good luck, Cone,” the admiral said, patting him on the back. “I’ll keep the medals warm and a light in the cabin window.”

“O.K., Nels,” said Conan Lang.

He swung aboard the great ship and stepped into the lift. There was a muted hum of machinery as the car whispered up through the pneumatic tube, up into the hollowness of the ship. Already it seemed to Conan Lang that he had left Earth far behind him. The endless loneliness of the star trails rode up with him in the humming lift.

The ship rested, quiescent, on Earth. Ahead of her, calling to her, the stars flamed coldly in an infinite sea of night.

II

Conan Lang walked down the long white corridor to the afterhold, his footsteps muffled and almost inaudible in the murmur of the atomics. It would be a long white corridor, he thought to himself. Wherever man went, there went the long white corridors—offices, hospitals, command posts. It was almost as if he had spent half a lifetime walking through long white corridors, and now here was yet another one—cold and antiseptic, hanging in space eight light-years from Earth.

“Halt.”

“Lang here,” he told the Fleetman. “Kindly point that thing the other way.”

“Identification, please.”

Lang sighed and handed it over. The man should know him by now; after all, the ship was on his mission, and he was hardly a subversive character. Still, orders were orders—a principle that covered a multitude of sins. And they couldn’t afford to take chances, not any chances.

“All right, sir,” the Fleetman said, returning the identification. “Sorry to bother you.”

“Forget it,” said Conan Lang. “Keep your eye peeled for space pirates.” The guard smiled. “Who’d want to steal space, sir?” he asked. “It’s free and I reckon there’s enough to go around.”

“Your inning,” acknowledged Conan Lang, moving into the afterhold. The kid was already there.

“Hello, sir,” said Andrew Irvin.

“Hi, Andy—and cut the ‘sir,’ what do you say? You make me feel like I should be extinct or embalmed or something.”

The kid smiled almost shyly. Conan Lang had half expected to find him there in the hold; Andy was always poking around, asking questions, trying to learn. His quick brown eyes and alert carriage reminded Conan of a young hunting dog, frisking through the brush, perpetually on the verge of flushing the grandfather of all jack rabbits.

“It doesn’t seem possible, does it?” asked the kid.

Conan Lang raised his eyebrows.

“All this, I mean,” Andy Irvin said, gesturing at the neat brown sacks stacked row upon row in the brightly lighted hold. “To think that a couple of sacks of that stuff can remold a planet, change the lives of millions of people—”

“It’s not just the sacks, Andy. It took man a good many hundreds of thousands of years to learn what to do with those sacks.”

“Yes, sir,” the kid said, hanging on every word.

“No ‘sir,’ remember? I’m not giving you a lecture, and you don’t have to look attentive. I’m sure that elementary anthropology isn’t too dumfounding to a guy who took honors at the Academy.”

“Well—”

“Never mind.” Conan Lang eyed him speculatively. The kid reminded him, almost too much, of someone else—a kid named Conan Lang who had started out on a great adventure himself too many years ago. “I … um-m-m … guess you know you’re going to work with me on Ten.”

Andy looked like Conan had just handed him a harem on a silver platter. “No, sir,” he said. “I didn’t know. Thank you, sir.”

“The name is Conan.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Hellfire,” said Conan Lang. How did you go about telling a kid that you were happy to have someone around with stars in his eyes again? Without sounding like a fool? The answer was simple—you didn’t.

“I can’t wait,” Andy said. “To really do something at last—it’s a great feeling. I hope I’ll do O.K.”

“It won’t be long now, Andy. Twenty-four hours from now you and I go to work. The buggy ride is about over.”

The two men fell silent then, looking at the neat brown rows of sacks, feeling the star ship tremble slightly under them with the thunder of her great atomics.

It was night on Sirius Ten—a hot, humid night with a single moon hanging like frozen fire in the darkness. A small patrol craft from the cruiser floated motionless in the night sky, her batteries pouring down a protective screen around the newly-cleared field. Conan Lang wiped the sweat from his forehead and washed his hands off in the clean river water that gurgled through the trench at his feet.

“That about does it, Andy,” he said wearily. “Toss ’em a Four signal.”

Andy Irvin turned the rheostat on his small control board to Four and flipped the switch. They waited, listening to the faint murmur of the night breeze off the river. There was no change, nothing that they could see, but they could almost feel the intense radiation pounding into the field from the patrol ship, seeping into the ground, accelerating by thousands of times the growth factor in the seeds.

“That’s got it,” said Conan Lang. “Give ’em release.”

Andy shot the patrol craft the release signal and shut off his control board. The little ship seemed to hover uncertainly. There was a humming sound and a spot of intense white light in the sky. That was all. The ship was gone and they were alone.

“It’s been a long night, kid,” yawned Conan Lang. “We’d better get some sack time—we’re liable to need it before morning.”

“You go ahead,” Andy Irvin said. “I’m not sleepy; the sunrise here ought to be something.”

“Yeah,” said Conan Lang. “The sunrise ought to be something.”

He walked across the field and entered a structure that closely resembled a native hut in appearance but was actually quite, quite different. Too tired even to undress, he piled into bed with his clothes on and rested quietly in the darkness.

The strange, haunting, familiar-with-a-difference sounds of an alien world whispered around the hut on the soft, moist breeze from the sluggish river. Far away, an animal screamed hoarsely in the clogging brush. Conan Lang kept his eyes closed and tried not to think, but his mind ignored him. It went right on working, asking questions, demanding answers, bringing up into the light many memories that were good and some that were better forgotten.

“Kit,” he said, very softly.

Tired as he was, he knew there would be no sleep for him that night.

The sunrise was a glory. The blue-white inferno of Sirius hung in the treetops across the field and then climbed into the morning sky, her white dwarf companion a smaller sun by her side. The low cumulus clouds were edged with flame—fiery red, pale blue, cool green. The fresh morning winds washed the field with air and already the young plants were out of the ground, thirsty for the sun. The chuckling water in the trenches sparkled in the light.

With the morning, the natives came.

“They’re all around us,” Conan Lang said quietly.

“I can’t see them,” whispered Andy Irvin, looking at the brush. “They’re there.”

“Do you … expect trouble, sir?”

“Not yet, assuming we’ve got this deal figured right. They’re more afraid of us than we are of them.”

“What if we don’t have it figured right?”

Conan Lang smiled. “Three guesses,” he said.

The kid managed a wry grin. He was taking it well, Lang thought. He remembered how he’d felt the first time. It didn’t really hit you until that first day, and then it upped and kicked you in the teeth. Quite suddenly, it was all a very different proposition from the manuals and the viewers and the classrooms of the Academy. Just you, all alone, the alien breeze sighed in your ear. You’re all alone in the middle of nowhere, the wind whispered through the trees. Our eyes are watching you, our world is pressing you back, waiting. What do you know of us really? What good is your knowledge now?

“What next?” Andy asked.

“Just tend the field, kid. And try to act like a ghost. You’re an ancestor of those people watching us from the brush, remember. If we’ve got this figured wrong—if those survey reports were haywire somewhere, or if someone’s been through here who didn’t belong—you should have a little warning at least. They don’t use blowguns or anything—just spears, and they’d prefer a hatchet. If there’s trouble, you hightail it back to the hut at once and man the projector. That’s all.”

“I’m not so sure I care to be an ancestor,” Andy Irvin muttered, picking up his hoe. “Not yet, anyhow.” He moved off along a water trench, checking on the plants.

Conan Lang picked up his own hoe and set to work. He could feel the natives watching him, wondering, whispering to themselves. But he was careful not to look around him. He kept his head down and dug at the plants with his hoe, clearing the water channels. The plants were growing with astonishing rapidity, thanks to the dose of radiation. They should be mature in a week. And then—

The sun blazed down on his treated skin and the sweat rolled off his body in tiny rivulets. The field was strangely silent around him; there was only the gurgle of the water and the soft sigh of the humid breeze. His hoe chopped and slushed at the mud and his back was tired from bending over so long. It was too still, unnaturally still.

Behind that brush, back in the trees—a thousand eyes.

He did not look around. Step by step, he moved down the trench, under the hellish sun, working with his hoe.

The fire-burned days and the still, hushed nights alternated rapidly. On the morning of the third day, Andy Irvin found what they had been waiting for.

In the far corner of the field, placed on a rude wood platform about four feet high, there were three objects. There was a five-foot-square bark mat, neatly woven. There was a small animal that closely resembled a terrestrial pig, face down, its throat neatly slashed. And there was a child. It was a female baby, evidently not over a week old. It had been strangled to death.

“It’s … different … when you see it for yourself,” Andy said quietly, visibly shaken.

“You’ll get used to it,” said Conan Lang, his voice purposely flat and matter-of-fact. “Get the pig and the mat—and stop looking like a prohibitionist who just found a jug of joy water in the freezer. This is old stuff to ancestors.”

“Old stuff,” repeated Andy without conviction.

They carried the contents of the platform back to their hut and Conan Lang wrapped the body of the child in a cloth.

“We’ll bury her tonight after dark,” he said. “The pig we eat. It won’t do any harm to sit on the mat where they can see us while we’re eating it, either.”

“Well,” Andy muttered. “Glad to see you’re not going to eat the baby, too.”

“You never can tell,” smiled Conan. “We anthropologists are all crazy, or hadn’t you heard?”

“I’ve heard,” agreed Andy Irvin, getting his nerves under control again. “Where’s the hot sauce?”

Conan Lang stepped back outside and picked up his hoe. The blazing double sun had already produced shimmering heat waves that danced like live things in the still air over the green field. The kid was going to be all right. He’d known it all along, of course—but you could never be sure of a man until you worked with him under field conditions. And a misfit, an unstable personality, was anything but a joke on an alien planet where unknowable forces hung in the balance.

“Let’s see if I’ve got this thing figured straight,” Andy said, puffing away on one of Conan’s pipes. “The natives are afraid of us, and still they feel that they must make us an offering because we, as their supposed ancestors, control their lives. So they pick a system of dumb barter rather than sending out the usual contact man to ferret out kinship connections.”

“You’re O.K. so far,” Conan Lang said. “I guess you’ve studied about the dumb barter system used on Earth in the old days; it was used whenever trade took place between groups of markedly unequal strength, such as the African pygmies and trading vessels from the west. There’s a fear factor involved.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Forget the ‘sir.’ I didn’t mean to lecture. I think I’ll start calling you Junior.”

“Sorry. The bark mat is a unit in a reciprocal trade system and the pig is a sacred animal—I get that part of it. But the baby—that’s terrible, Conan. After all, we caused that death in a way—”

“Afraid not,” Conan Lang corrected him. “These people practice infanticide; it’s part of their religion. If the preliminary reports were correct—and they’ve checked out so far—they kill all the female children born on the last three days of alternate months. There’s an economic reason, too—not enough food to go around, and that’s a pretty effective method of birth control. The baby would have been killed regardless—we had nothing to do with it.”

“Still—”

“I know. But maybe she was the lucky one after all.”

“I don’t quite follow you there.”

“Skip it—you’ll find out soon enough.”

“What are you going to leave them tonight?”

“Not sure yet,” Conan Lang said. “We’ll have to integrate with their value system, of course. We brought some mats, and I guess a good steel knife won’t hurt things any. We’ll worry about that later. Come on, farmer—back to work.”

Andy Irvin picked up his hoe and followed Conan Lang into the field. The clear water bubbled softly as it flowed through the trenches. The growing plants sent their roots thirstily into the ground and the fresh green shoots stretched up like tentacles into the humid air of Sirius Ten.

That night, under the great yellow moon that swam far away and lonesome among the stars, they placed exchange gifts of their own on the platform. Next morning, the invisible traders had replaced them with four mats and another dead pig.

“No babies, anyhow,” Andy Irvin said, puffing industriously on one of Conan’s pipes. They had decided that cigarettes, as an unfamiliar cultural trait to the natives, were out. Now, with Andy taking with unholy enthusiasm to pipe smoking, Conan Lang was threatened with a shortage of tobacco. He watched the smoke from the kid’s pipe with something less than ecstasy.

“We can have smoked ham,” he observed.

“It was your idea,” Andy grinned.

“Call me ‘sir’.”

Andy laughed, relaxed now, and picked up the pig. Conan gathered up the somewhat cumbersome mats and followed him back into the hut. The hot, close sun was already burning his shoulders. The plants were green and healthy looking, and the air was a trifle fresher in the growing field.

“Now what?” Andy asked, standing outside the hut and letting the faint breeze cool him off as best it could.

“I figure we’re about ready for an overt contact,” Conan Lang said. “Everything has checked out beautifully so far, and the natives don’t seem to be suspicious or hostile. We might as well get the ball rolling.”

“The green branch, isn’t it?”

“That’s right.”

They still did not get a glimpse of the natives throughout the steaming day, and that night they placed a single mat on the platform. On top of the mat they put a slim branch of green leaves, twisted around back on itself and tied loosely to form a circle. The green branch was by no means a universal symbol of peace, but, in this particular form, it chanced to be so on Sirius Ten. Conan Lang smiled a little. Man had found many curious things among the stars, and most of them were of just this unsensational but very useful sort.

By dawn, the mat and the circle branch were gone and the natives had left them nothing in return.

“Today’s the day,” Conan Lang said, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. “They’ll either give us the works or accept our offer. Nothing to do now but wait.”

They picked up their hoes and went back into the field. Waiting can be the most difficult of all things, and the long, hot morning passed without incident. The two men ate their lunch in silence, thankful for the odorless injection that kept the swarming insects away from them. Late in the afternoon, when the long blue shadows of evening were already touching the green plants and the clean, flowing water, the natives came.

There were five of them and they appeared to be unarmed. One man walked slightly in advance of the others, a circular branch of green leaves in his hand. Conan Lang waited for them, with Andy standing by at his side. It was moments like this, he thought, that made you suddenly realize that you were all alone and a long, long way from friends. The natives came on steadily. Conan felt a surge of admiration for the young man who led them. From his point of view, he was walking into a situation filled with the terror of the supernatural, which was a very real part of his life. His steps did not falter. He would, Conan supposed, be the eldest son of the most powerful chief.

The natives stopped when they were three paces away. Their leader extended the circular green branch. “We would serve you, fathers from the mountains,” the native said in his own tongue.

Conan Lang stepped forward and received the branch. “We are brothers,” he replied in the same language, “and we would be your friends.”

The native smiled, his teeth very white. “I am Ren,” he said. “I am your brother.”

Conan Lang kept his face expressionless. but deep within him a dark regret and sadness coursed like ice through his veins.

It had begun again.

III

For many days, Conan Lang listened to the Oripesh natives preparing for the feast. Their small village, only a quarter of a mile from the field, was alive with excitement. The women prepared great piles of the staple ricefruit and broiled river fish in great green leaves on hot coals. The men chanted and danced interminably, cleansing the village by ritual for the coming visitation, while the children, forgotten for once, played on the banks of the river. On the appointed day, Conan Lang walked into the village with Andy Irvin at his side.

It was a crude village, necessarily so because of its transient nature. But it was not dirty. The natives watched the two men with awe, but they did not seem unfriendly. The supernatural was for them always just on the other side of the hill, hidden in the night, and now it was among them, in the open. That was all. And what, after all, thought Conan Lang, could have seemed more supernatural to them than a silver ship that dropped out of the stars? What was supernatural depended on one’s point of view—and on how much one happened to know about what was natural.

The box he carried was heavy, and it took both arms to handle it. He watched Andy puffing at his side and smiled.

“Stick with it, kid,” he said, walking steadily through the watching natives. “You may earn your pay yet.”

Andy muttered something under his breath and blinked to get the sweat out of his eyes.

When they reached the clearing in the center of the village, they stopped and put their boxes down. Ren, the eldest son of the chief Ra Renne, approached them at once and offered them a drink from a large wooden bowl. Conan drank and passed the container on to Andy, who grinned broadly and took a long swallow of the warm fluid. It was sweet, although not too sweet, and it burned pleasantly on the way down. It was, Conan decided instantly, a great improvement over some native fermented horrors he had been subjected to in times past.

The natives gathered around them in a great circle. There must have been nearly five hundred of them—far more than the small village could accommodate for any length of time.

“We’re celebrities,” Conan Lang whispered out of the side of his month as he waited to be presented ceremonially to the chiefs.

“You want my autograph?” hissed Andy, his face just a trifle flushed from the drink he had taken. “I make a real fine X.”

The feast followed a pattern familiar to Conan Lang. They were presented ceremonially to the tribe, having identified themselves as ancestors of four generations ago, thus making themselves kin to virtually all the tribe with their complicated lineage system, and also making refutation impossible since no one remembered that far back. They were seated with the chiefs, and ate the ritual feast rapidly. The food was good, and Conan Lang was interested in getting a good taste of the ricefruit plant, which was the basic food staple of the Oripesh.

After the eating came the drinking, and after the drinking the dancing. The Oripesh were not a musical people, and they had no drums. The men and the women danced apart from each other, each one doing an individual dance—which he owned, just as the men from Earth owned material property—to his own rhythm pattern. Conan Lang and Andy Irvin contented themselves with watching, not trusting themselves to improvise an authentic dance. They were aware that their conduct was at variance with the somewhat impulsive conduct usually attributed to ancestors in native folklore, but that was a chance they had to take. Conan was very conscious of one old chief who watched him closely with narrowed eyes.

Conan ignored him, enjoying the dancers. The Oripesh seemed to be a happy people, although short on material wealth. Conan Lang almost envied them as they danced—envied them for their simple lives and envied them their ability to enjoy it, an ability that civilized man had left by the wayside in his climb up the ladder. Climb—or descent? Conan Lang sometimes wondered.

Ren came over, his color high with the excitement of the dance. Great fires were burning now, and Conan noticed with surprise that it was night.

“That is Loe,” he said, pointing. “My am-ren, my bride-to-be.” His voice was filled with pride.

Conan Lang followed his gesture and saw the girl. Her name was a native word roughly translatable as fawn, and she was well named. Loe was a slim, very shy girl of really striking beauty. She danced with diffidence, looking into Ren’s eyes. The two were obviously, almost painfully, in love—love being a part of the culture of the Oripesh. It was difficult to realize, sometimes, even after years of personal experience, that there were whole worlds of basically humanoid peoples where the very concept of romantic love did not exist. Conan Lang smiled. Loe was, if anything, a trifle too beautiful for his taste. Dancing there, with the yellow moon in her hair, moving gracefully with the leaping shadows from the crackling fires, she was ethereal, a fantasy, like a painting of a woman from another, unattainable century.

“We would give gifts to the chiefs,” Conan Lang said finally. “Your Loe—she is very beautiful.”

Ren smiled, quickly grateful, and summoned the chiefs. Conan Lang rose to greet them, signaling to Andy to break open the boxes. The chiefs watched intently. Conan Lang did not speak. He waited until Andy had opened both boxes and then pointed to them.

“They are yours, my brothers,” he said.

The natives pressed forward. A chief picked the first object out of the box and stared at it in disbelief. The shadows flickered eerily and the night wind sighed through the village. He held the object up to the light and there was a gasp of astonishment.

The object was a ricefruit—a ricefruit the likes of which had never before been seen on Sirius Ten. It was round, fully a foot in diameter, and of a lush, ripe consistency. It made the potato-sized ricefruits of the Oripesh seem puny by comparison.

It was then that Conan Lang exploded his bombshell.

“We have come back to show you, our brothers, how to grow the great ricefruit,” he said. “You can grow them over and over again, in the same field. You will never have to move your village again.”

The natives stared at him in wonder, moving back a little in fear.

“It cannot be done,” a chief whispered. “The ricefruit devours the land—every year we must move or perish.”

“That is over now,” Conan Lang said. “We have come to show you the way.”

The dancing had stopped. The natives waited, nervous, suddenly uncertain. The yellow moon watched through the trees. As though someone had flipped a switch, sound disappeared. There was silence. The great ricefruit was magic. They looked at the two men as though seeing them for the first time. This was not the way of the past, not the way of the ancestors. This was something completely new and they found themselves lost, without precedent for action. Ren alone smiled at them, and even he had fear in his eyes.

Conan Lang waited tensely. He must make no move; this was the crisis point. Andy stood at his side, very still, hardly breathing.

A native walked solemnly into the silence, carrying a young pig under his arm. Conan Lang watched him narrowly. The man was obviously a shaman, a witch doctor, and his trembling body and too-bright eyes were all too clear an indication of why he had been chosen for his role in the society.

With a swiftness of motion that was numbing, the shaman slit the pig’s throat with a stone knife. At once he cut the body open. The blood stained his body with crimson. His long, thin hands poked into the entrails. He looked up, his eyes wild.

“They are not ancestors,” he screamed, his voice high like an hysterical woman’s. “They have come to do us evil!”

The very air was taut with tension.

“No,” Conan Lang said loudly, keeping his voice clear and confident. “The barath-tui, the shaman, has been bewitched by sorcerers! Take care that you do not offend your ancestors!”

Conan Lang stood very still, fighting to keep the alarm off his face. He and Andy were helpless here, and he knew it. They were without weapons of any sort—the native loin cloth being a poor place to conceal firearms. There was nothing they could do—they had miscalculated, moved too swiftly, and now they were paying the price.

“We are your brothers,” he said into the ominous silence. “We are your fathers and your father’s fathers. There are others who watch.”

The flames leaped and danced in the stillness. An old man stepped forward. It was the chief that Conan had noticed watching him before.

“You say you are our brothers who have taken the long journey,” the old chief said. “That is good. We would see you walk through the fire.”

The wind sighed in the trees. Without a moment’s hesitation, Conan Lang turned and walked swiftly toward the flames that crackled and hissed in the great stone fire pits.

There was nothing else in all the world except the flickering tongues of orange flame that licked nearer and nearer to his face. He saw the red, pulsing coals waiting beneath the twisted black branches in the fire and he closed his eyes. The heat singed his eyebrows and he could feel his hair shrivel and start to burn.

Conan Lang kept moving, and moved fast. He twisted a rigid clamp on his mind and refused to feel pain. He wrenched his mind out of his body, thinking as he had been trained to think, until it was as if his mind floated a thing apart, free in the air, looking down upon the body of Conan Lang walking through hell.

He knew that one of the attributes of the Oripesh ancestor gods was that they could walk through flame without injury—a fairly common myth pattern. He had known it before he left Earth. He should have been prepared, he knew that. But man was not perfect, which would have been a dangerous flaw had it not been his most valuable characteristic.

He saw that his legs were black and blistered and he smelled the suffocating smell of burning flesh. The smoke was in his head, in his lungs, everywhere, choking him. Some of the pain was coming through—

He was out. He felt Andy’s hands beating out the rivulets of flame that clung to his body and he forced the clean, pure air of night into his sick lungs. The pain, the pain—

“Stick with it, Cone,” Andy whispered in his ear. “Stick with it.”

Conan Lang managed to open his eyes and stared blankly into a hot-red haze. The haze cleared and he was faintly surprised to find that he could still see. The natives were awestruck with fear—they had angered their gods and death was in the air. Conan Lang knew that the shaman who had denounced him would quite probably be dead of fear before the night was over—if he did not die before then of some less subtle malady. He had endangered the tribe without reason, and he would pay with his life.

Conan Lang kept his face expressionless. Inside, he was on fire. Water, he had to have water, cold water—

Ren came to him, his eyes filled with pain. “I am sorry, my brother,” he whispered. “For my people, I am sorry.”

“It is all right, Ren,” Conan Lang heard his voice say steadily. “I am, of course, unharmed.”

Conan Lang touched Andy’s arm and moved across to the chiefs. He felt Andy standing behind him, ready to catch him, just in case. He could feel nothing in his feet—quite suddenly, he was convinced that he was standing on the charred stumps of his legs and he fought to keep from looking down to make sure he still had feet.

“You have doubted your brothers who have come far to help their people,” he said quietly, looking directly into the eyes of the old chief who had sent him into the flames. “We are disappointed in our people—there are sorcerers at work among you, and they must be destroyed. We leave you now. If you anger your brothers again, the Oripesh shall cease to be.”

He did not wait for an answer but turned and started away from the clearing, back through the village. Andy was at his side. Conan Lang set his teeth and moved at a steady pace. He must have no help until they were beyond the village; the natives must not suspect—

He walked on. The great yellow moon was high in the night sky, and there was the face of Loe with stars in her hair. The moon shuddered and burst into flame and he heard himself laughing. He bit his lips until the blood came and kept going, into the darkness, into nothing. The pain clawed at his body.

They were through the village. Something snapped in Conan Lang—the steel clamp that had carried him through a nightmare parted with a clean ping. There was emptiness, space. Conan Lang collapsed. He felt Andy’s arm around him, holding him up.

“You’ll have to carry me, kid,” he whispered. “I can’t walk at all.”

Andy Irvin picked him up in his arms and set out through the night.

“It should have been me,” he said in bitter self-reproach. “It should have been me.”

Conan Lang closed his eyes and, at last, nothing mattered any more, and there was only darkness.

A week later, Conan Lang stood in the dawn of Sirius Ten, watching the great double sun lift above the horizon and chase the shadows from the green field that they had carved out of the wilderness. He was still a very sick man, but Andy had pulled him through as best he could and now the star cruiser was coming in to pick him up and leave a replacement with the kid.

The fresh leaves of the ricefruit plants were shoulder high and the water in the irrigation trenches chuckled cleanly, waiting for the full fury of the sun. The tenuous, almost hesitant breeze crawled through the still air.

Conan Lang watched the green plants silently. The words of the dead barath-tui, the shaman, echoed in his brain. They are not ancestors, the man had screamed. They have come to do us evil!

They have come to do us evil …

How could he have known—with only a pig and a stone knife? A crazy shaman working the discredited magic of divination—and he had been right. Coincidence? Yes, of course. There was no other way to look at it, no other sane way. Conan Lang smiled weakly. He remembered reading about the Snake Dance of the Hopi, long ago back on Earth. The Snake Dance had been a rain-making ceremonial, and invariably when the very early anthropologists had attended the dance they had got drenched on the way home. It was only coincidence and good timing, of course, but it was difficult to tell yourself that when the rain began to pour.

“Here she comes,” said Andy Irvin.

There was a splitting whistle and then a soft hum as a small patrol ship settled down toward the field on her antigravs. She hung there in the dawn like a little silver fish seen through the glassite walls of a great aquarium, and Conan Lang could sense what he could not see—the massive bulk of the sleek star cruiser waiting out in space.

The patrol ship came down out of the sky and hovered a few feet off the ground. A man swung down out of the outlift and waved. Conan Lang recognized him as Julio Medina, who had been lifted out of another sector of Sirius Ten to come in and replace him with Andy. The ricefruit was green and fresh in the field and it hurt Conan to leave his job unfinished. There wasn’t a great
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