Blood’s A Rover

By Chad Oliver

It'sa very hard thing indeed for a man to define what he means by “ good” —and hard,
sometimes, to see good in the misery, disorganization and squalor that results
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Clay liestill, but blood sarover;
Breath’ saware that will not keep.
Up, lad: when thejourney’ s over
Therée Il betime enough to deep.
A. E. Housman.

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

It il read the same way.

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

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 themsalves on the nose
of thethree-dimensiona portrait of the President. It wasn't that he had anything against President Austin,
he assured himsdlf. It was Smply that Austin represented that nebulous being, Authority, and at the
moment it happened that Authority was singularly unwelcome in the office of Conan Lang.

Helooked back at the directive. The wording was friendly and informa-enough, but the meaning was
Clear:

Headquarters, Gal. Adminigtration.
Office of Admird 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 tha be have
decided that a change in Srius Ten is in order—a shift from Four to Five. You're it. Make a prdim
check and report to me at your convenience. Cheer up—maybe you'll get another bag of medas out of



Nelson.

Conan Lang left the directive on his desk and got to hisfeet. 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 homein
the country, Sitting around the living room, playing with the kids. He puffed dowly on his pipe.

Another bag of medals. Nelson wasn't kidding anybody—was't even trying to, redlly. He knew how
Conan felt because he felt the sameway. They al did, sooner or later. It was fascinating at first, even fun,
thistampering with the lives of other people. But the novelty wore off in ahurry—shriveled likefleshin
acid under amillion eyes of hate, amillion talkswith your soul & threein the morning, amillion shattered
lives. Sure, it was necessary. Y ou could awaystel yoursdf 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 perhapsfor
them too, in thelong run.

Conan Lang returned to his desk and flipped on the intercom. “1 want out,” he said. “The
Adminigration Library, Divison of Extraterrestrid Anthropology. I’ d liketo spesk to Bailey if he's
there”

He had to wait thirty seconds.

“Bailey here” theintercom said.

“ThisisLang. What' ve you got on Sirius Ten?’
“Just like that, huh? Hang on asecond.”

Therewas ashort silence. Conan Lang smoked his pipe dowly and smiled as he visualized Bailey
punching enough buttons to control a space fleet.

“Let’'ssee,” Bailey’ svoice came through the spesker. “We ve got agood bit. There sMcAllister’s
‘Kinship Systems of Sirius Ten'; Jenkins —that’ s B. J. Jenkins, the one who worked with
Holden— Sirius Ten Socid Organization’; Bartheim's* Economic Life of Sirius Ten'; Robert Patterson’s
‘Basic Persondity Types of the Sirius Group'; ‘ Preliminary and Supplementary Ethnologica Surveys of
the Galactic Advance Fleet' —the works.”

Conan Lang sghed. “O.K.,” he said. “ Shoot them out to my place, will you?’
“Check—be there before you are. One thing more, Cone.”
13 YS?!

“Been reading a splendid eight-volume historical nove of the Twentieth Century. Hot stuff, I'll tell
you. Y ou want meto send it dong in case you run out of reading materid?’

“Very funny. Seeyou around.”

“Solong.”

Conan Lang switched off the intercom and destroyed the directive. He lapped out his pipein the
waster and | eft the office, locking the door behind him. The empty halway was sterile and impersond. It
seemed dead at night, somehow, and it was difficult to believe that living, bresthing human beings walked
through it al day long. It waslike atunnel to nowhere. He had the odd fedling that there was nothing
around it at dl, just space and less than space—no building, no air, no city. Just awhite antiseptic tunnel
to nowhere.



He shook off the feeling and caught thelift to the roof. The cool night air was crisp and clean and
there was awhisper of abreeze 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
bladesfor two thousand feet, hovered amoment over the silent city, and then flashed off on her jetsinto
the west.

Conan Lang sat back in his cushioned seet, looking at the sars, trying not to think, letting the ship
cary him home.

Conan Lang relaxed in hisarmchair, his eyes closed, an icy bourbon and sodain his hand. The books
he had requested—nest, white, uniform microfilm blowups from the Administration Library—were
stacked negtly on the floor by his sde, waiting. Waiting, he thought, sipping his drink. They were dways
waiting. No matter how much aman knew, there was always more—waiting.

The room closed in around him. He could fed it—warm, friendly, persond. It was agood room. It
was aroom filled with life, hislifeand Kit's. It wasadmost asif he could see the room better with hiseyes
closed, for then he saw the past aswell asthe present. There was the silver and black tapestry on the
wall, given to him by old Maharani so long ago, on aworld so far away that the very light given off by its
sun when he was there had yet to reach the Earth asthe twinkle of astar in the night sky. Therewere 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 hiswife.
“I must be getting old, Kit,” he said. “Right a the moment, it al looks pretty pointless.”
Kit raised her eyebrows and said nothing.

“Wetear around over the galaxy like abunch of kids playing Spacemen and Pirates,” he said,
downing hisdrink. “Push here, pull there, shove here, reversethere. It’ slike somekind 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 fed better. We go
through this every time thereé sanew one, remember? | know you don'’t redly mean things the way you
say them, and | know why you say them that way anyhow.” She kissed him lightly on the forehead and
her lips were cool and patient. “ | understand.”

Conan Lang watched her leave the room with hisempty glass. “Yes,” hewhispered to himsalf. “Yes,
| guessyou do.”

It was necessary, of course. Terribly, urgently necessary. But it got to you sometimes. All those
people out there, living therr 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 wasit? Y ou couldn’t tell; there was dways
achance. But if only they could just forget it dl, just live, there was so much to enjoy—

Kit handed him afresh bourbon and soda, icy and with just atrace of lemonin it theway heliked it,
and then curled up again on the couch, smiling at him.



“I'msorry, angd,” hesaid. “Y ou must get pretty sick of hearing the same sad song over and over
agan.”

“Not when you sing it, Cone.”
“It’ sjust that sometimes | chuck my mind out the nearest window and wonder why—"*

There was athump and abang 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 wasthe fielder’ sglove.

“That' swhy,” 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 himsalf, he paused ddiberately and lit his
pipe before going on. The Cage seemed cold, inhuman. And the Buzzard—

He shouldn't fed that way, hetold himsdlf, again offering hisidentification before entering the lift to the
Nest. Intellectudly, he understood cybernetics; there was nothing supernatural about it. The Cagewas
just amachine, for dl its powers, even if the Buzzard did sometimes seem more—or perhagpsless—than
aman. Stll, the place gave him the cregps. A vast thinking machine, filling ahuge building, abrain besde
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 ametalic muzzle and someone pulled the trigger.

“Lang,” he said to himsdlf, “you' re headed for the giggleward.”

He smiled then, knowing it wasn't 0. Imagination was a prime requisite for hisjob, and hejust had
more than his share. It got in the way sometimes, but it was apart 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
awayswas, 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 nameto hisface, and it wasimpossible 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 aways dressed in black and his heavy eyebrowswere
like horizonta splashes of ink againgt the whiteness of hisface. The Buzzard andogy, thought Conan
Lang, was more than understandable; it wasinevitable. The man sat high in histower, in his Nest of
controls, brooding over amachine that perhaps he done fully understood. Alone. He dways seemed
aone, no matter how many people surrounded him. Hiswas alife gpart, alife whose vita force pulsedin
the shifting lights of the tubes of agreast machine.

“Dr. Lang,” he acknowledged, unmoving, hisvoice shilant, dmost ahiss.

Conan Lang puffed on his pipe and dropped into the chair across from Goittleib. He had dealt with
the Buzzard before and most of the shock had worn off. Y ou could get used to anything, he supposed.
Man was avery adaptable animdl.

“The smoke doesn't bother you, | hope?’



Gottleib did not comment. He smply stared at him, hisdark eyesunblinking. Like looking at apiece
of mest, thought Conan Lang.

“Wdl,” hesad, trying again, “1 guess you know what I'm herefor.”
“Y ou waste words,” Fritz Gottleib hissed.

“I hadn’t redlized they werein short supply,” Lang replied, smiling. The Buzzard wasirritating, but he
could seethe justice in the man’ sremark. It was curious the number of usdessthingsthat were said dl
the time—usdless, at any rate, from a purely communicative point of view. It would have been sheerly
incredible for Gottleib—who after al had been checking hisresultsin the computer—not to have known
the nature of hismission.

“O.K.,” sad Lang, “what’ sthe verdict?’

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

“It checksout,” he said sibilantly, his voice low and hard to hear. “Y our plan will achieve the desired
transfer in Sirius Ten, and the transfer integrates postively with the Plan.”

“Anything ese? Anything | should know?’

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

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

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

“I"d liketo get hold of that baby sometime,” he said easily. “I’ ve got aquestion or two of my own.”
“Sometimesit is best not to know the answersto one' s questions, Dr. Lang.”

“No. But I'd liketo have ashot at it al the same. Don't tell the security boys| 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 hispipein hishand. “1 guessthat’sdl,” he said.
“Yes” sad Fritz Gottleib.

“Seeyou around.”

No answer. Cold shadows seemed to fill the room.

Conan Lang turned and | eft the way he had come. Behind him, drilling into his back, he could fed 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, amighty lance of silver, acresature
of the deeps. She waited, impatient, while Conan Lang dowly waked across the vast durdloy tarmac of
Space One, Admird White at hisside. The sun was bright in aclean blue sky. It touched the ship with
lambent flame and warmed Conan Lang’ s shoulders under hisuniform. A dight puff of breeze rustled
across the spaceport, pushing aong a stray scrap of white paper ahead of it.



“Herewego again,” said Conan Lang.

“That’ swhat you get for being good,” the admiral said with asmile. *'Y ou get good enough and you' |l
get my job—which ought to be agrim enough prospect even for you. If you' re smart, you'll botch this
job sx ways from Sunday and then we'll haveto giveyou arest.”

“Y eah—play alittle joke, srictly 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 slver ship.
“Everything' s s, | suppose?’ asked Conan Lang.

“Yep. Your gaff isaready on board and the stuff isloaded.”
“Any further ingtructions?’

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

Conan Lang grinned. “What happensif | just up and disappear one day, Nels? Does the galaxy moan
and lie down and quit?’

“Search me,” said Admira Nelson White. “But don't take any more risks than you absolutdly have
to. Don't get theideathat you' re indispensable, either. It sjust that it’ stiresome to break in new men.”

“I'll try to stay diveif you're positive that’ swhat you want.”

They approached the ship. Kit and Rob were waiting. The admira touched his cap and moved on,
leaving Conan Lang donewith hisfamily. Kit waslovey—she dwayswas, Conan Lang thought. He
couldn’t imagine alifewithout her.

“Bye, darlin’,” he whispered, taking her in hisarms: “ One of these days |’m coming back and I'm
never going to leave you again.”

“Thisistill then,” Kit said softly and kissed him for keeps.

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

“Solong, old-timer,” he said.

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

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

“Good luck, Cone,” the admird said, patting him on the back. “I’ll keep the medaswarm and alight
in the cabin window.”

“O.K., Nds,” said Conan Lang.

He swung aboard the great ship and stepped into the lift. There was amuted hum of machinery asthe
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-londliness of the star trails rode up with
himin the humming lift.

The ship rested, quiescent, on Earth. Ahead of her, caling to her, the starsflamed coldly in aninfinite
seaof night.



Conan Lang waked down the long white corridor to the afterhold, his footsteps muffled and dmost
inaudiblein the murmur of the atomics. It would be along white corridor, he thought to himsdlf.
Wherever man went, there went the long white corridors—offices, hospitals, command posts. It was
amog asif he had spent haf alifetime waking through long white corridors, and now herewas yet
another one—cold and antiseptic, hanging in space eight light-years from Earth.

“Hdt.”
“Lang here,” hetold the Heetman. “Kindly point that thing the other way.”
“Identification, please.”

Lang sighed and handed it over. The man should know him by now; &fter al, the ship wason 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, gr,” the Heetman said, returning the identification. “ Sorry to bother you.”
“Forget it,” said Conan Lang. “Keep your eye pedled for space pirates.”

The guard smiled. “Who'd want to steal space, Sir?” he asked. “It' sfree and | reckon there' s enough
to go around.”

“Your inning,” acknowledged Conan Lang, moving into the afterhold. The kid was dready there.
“Helo, gr,” said Andrew Irvin.

“Hi, Andy—and cut the‘sir,” what do you say?'Y ou make mefed like | should be extinct or
embamed or something.”

Thekid smiled dmost shyly. Conan Lang had half expected to find him therein the hold; Andy was
aways poking around, asking questions, trying to learn. His quick brown eyes and dert carriage
reminded Conan of ayoung hunting dog, frisking through the brush, perpetually on the verge of flushing
the grandfather of dl jack rabbits.

“It doesn’t seem possible, doesit?” asked thekid.
Conan Lang raised his eyebrows.

“All this, | mean,” Andy Irvin said, gesturing at the nesat 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'snot just the sacks, Andy. It took man agood many hundreds of thousands of yearsto learn what
to do with those sacks.”

“Yes, dr,” thekid sad, hanging on every word.

“No‘dr,” remember?1’m not giving you alecture, and you don’'t have to look attentive. I’ m sure that
elementary anthropology isn't too dumfounding to aguy who took honors at the Academy.”

“Well—”



“Never mind.” Conan Lang eyed him speculatively. Thekid reminded him, almost too much, of
someone ese—akid named Conan Lang who had started out on a great adventure himself too many
yearsago. “I... um-m-m... guessyou know you're going to work with me on Ten.”

Andy looked like Conan had just handed him aharem on aslver platter. “No, Sir,” hesaid. “| didn’t
know. Thank you, Sir.”

“Thenameis Conan.”
“Yes gar.”

“Hdlfire,” said Conan Lang. How did you go about telling akid that you were happy to have
someone around with starsin his eyes again? Without sounding like afool ? The answer was smple—you
didn't.

“I can'twait,” Andy said. “Toredly do something at last—it' sagresat feding. | hopel’ll do O.K.”

“It won't be long now, Andy. Twenty-four hoursfrom now you and | go to work. The buggy rideis
about over.”

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

It was night on Sirius Ten—ahot, humid night with asingle moon hanging likefrozen firein the
darkness. A smdl patral craft from the cruiser floated motionlessin 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 hisfest.

“That about doesit, Andy,” he said wearily. “Toss’em aFour sgnd.”

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 dmost fed 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'sgot it,” said Conan Lang. “Give’em relesse”

Andy shot the patrol craft the release sgnd and shut off his control board. Thelittle ship seemed to
hover uncertainly. There was ahumming sound and a spot of intense white light in the ky. That wasdl.
The ship was gone and they were done.

“It'sbeen along night, kid,” yawned Conan Lang. “We d better get some sack time—we'reliableto
need it before morning.”

“You go ahead,” Andy Irvin said. “I’m not deepy; 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 closaly resembled a native hut in appearance
but was actudly 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 dien world whispered around the hut
on the soft, moist breeze from the duggish river. Far away, an anima screamed hoarsdly 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,” hesad, very softly.
Tired as he was, he knew there would be no deep for him that night.

The sunrisswas aglory. The blue-white inferno of Sirius hung in the treetops across the field and then
climbed into the morning sky, her white dwarf companion asmaler sun by her sde. Thelow cumulus
clouds were edged with flame—fiery red, pale blue, cool green. The fresh morning winds washed the
field with air and dready the young plants were out of the ground, thirsty for the sun. The chuckling water
in thetrenches sparkled in the light.

With the morning, the natives came.

“They’'redl around us,” Conan Lang said quietly.

“| can’t seethem,” whispered Andy Irvin, looking at the brush.

“They'rethere”

“Doyou... expect trouble, Sir?’

“Not yet, assuming we ve got this dedl figured right. They’re more afraid of usthan we are of them.”
“What if we don’t haveit figured right?”

Conan Lang smiled. “Three guesses,” hesaid.

The kid managed awry grin. Hewastaking it well, Lang thought. He remembered how he' d felt the
firgt 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 dl avery different proposition from the manuals and the viewers and the classrooms of
the Academy. Just you, all alone, the dlien breeze sighed in your ear. You're all alone in the middie 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 thefield, kid. And try to act like aghost. Y ou’ 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 alittle warning at
least. They don't use blowguns or anything—just spears, and they’ d prefer ahatchet. If there strouble,
you hightail it back to the hut at once and man the projector. That'sall.”

“I’'mnot so sure | careto be an ancestor,” Andy Irvin muttered, picking up hishoe. “Not yet,
anyhow.” He moved off dong awater trench, checking on the plants.

Conan Lang picked up his own hoe and set to work. He could fed 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 plantswith his hoe, clearing the water channels. The plants were growing with astonishing
rapidity, thanksto the dose of radiation. They should be maturein aweek. And then—

The sun blazed down on histreated skin and the sweat rolled off hisbody in tiny rivulets. Thefield
was strangdly slent around him; there was only the gurgle of the water and the soft sigh of the humid
breeze. His hoe chopped and dushed at the mud and his back wastired from bending over so long. It



wastoo Hill, unnaturdly Hill.
Behind that brush, back in the trees—athousand eyes.

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

Thefire-burned days and the dtill, hushed nights dternated rapidly. On the morning of the third day,
Andy Irvin found what they had been waiting for.

Inthe far corner of thefield, placed on arude wood platform about four feet high, there were three
objects. Therewas afive-foot-square bark mat, neatly woven. There was asmall animal that closay
resembled aterrestria pig, face down, itsthroat nestly dashed. And therewasachild. It wasafemae
baby, evidently not over aweek old. It had been strangled to desath.

“It's... different... whenyou seeit for yoursdf,” Andy said quietly, visbly shaken.

“You'll get usedtoit,” said Conan Lang, hisvoice purposdly flat and matter-of-fact. “ Get the pig and
the mat—and stop looking like a prohibitionist who just found ajug of joy water in the freezer. Thisisold
Suff 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
childinadoth.

“WE I bury her tonight after dark,” he said. “The pig we edt. It won’t do any harm to sit on the mat
wherethey can seeuswhilewe re egting it, either.”

“Wdll,” Andy muttered. “Glad to see you' re not going to eat the baby, too.”
“Y ou never can tell,” smiled Conan Lang. “We anthropologists are dl crazy, or hadn’t you heard?’
“I've heard,” agreed Andy Irvin, getting his nerves under control again. “Where sthe hot sauce?’

Conan Lang stepped back outside and picked up his hoe. The blazing double sun had aready
produced shimmering heat wavesthat danced like live thingsin the fill air over the green fied. Thekid
was going to beall right. He'd known it al aong, of course—but you could never be sure of aman until
you worked with him under field conditions. And amisfit, an unstable persondity, was anything but a
joke on an dien planet where unknowable forces hung in the balance.

“Let’sseeif I've got thisthing figured straight,” Andy said, puffing away on one of Conan’s pipes.
“The natives are afraid of us, and sill they fed that they must make us an offering because we, astheir
supposed ancestors, control their lives. So they pick asystem of dumb barter rather than sending out the
usud contact man to ferret out kinship connections.”

“You'reO.K. sofar,” Conan Lang said. “I guess you’ ve studied about the dumb barter systems used
on Earth in the old days; it was used whenever trade took place between groups of markedly unequal
strength, such asthe African pygmies and trading vesselsfrom the west. There' safear factor involved.”

“Yes ar.”
“Forget the'sr.” | didn't meanto lecture. | think I'll start calling you Junior.”

“Sorry. The bark mat isaunit in areciproca trade system and the pig is a sacred anima—I get that
part of it. But the baby—that’ sterrible, Conan. After al, we caused that death in away—"



“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 dl the female children
born on the last three days of aternate 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 withiit.”

“Sill—

“I know. But maybe she was the lucky one after all.”
“I don’t quitefollow you there.”

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

“What are you going to leave them tonight?”’

“Not sureyet,” Conan Lang said. “We Il haveto integrate with their value system, of course. We
brought some mats, and | guess agood stedl knife won't hurt things any. We' Il worry about that later.
Come on, farmer—back to work.”

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

That night, under the greet 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 industrioudy on one of Conan’ s pipes. They had
decided that cigarettes, asan unfamiliar cultura 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 wasyour idea,” Andy grinned.
“Cdlme‘sr.””

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 dready burning his shoulders. The plants
were green and hedthy looking, and the air was atrifle fresher in the growing field.

“Now what?" Andy asked, standing outside the hut and | etting the faint breeze cool him off asbest it
could.

“| 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 hogtile. We might aswell get the ball
raling.”

“The green branch, isn't it?’
“That’'sright.”

They ill did not get aglimpse 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 adim branch of green leaves, twisted around back



onitsaf and tied loosdly to form acircle. The green branch was by no means auniversa symbol of
peace, but, in this particular form, it chanced to be so on Sirius Ten. Conan Lang smiled alittle. Man had
found many curious things among the stars, and most of them were of just this unsensationa but very
ussful sort.

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

“Today’ sthe day,” Conan Lang said, rubbing the deep out of hiseyes. “They’ll either give usthe
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 al things,
and the long, hot morning passed without incident. The two men ate their lunch in silence, thankful for the
odorlessinjection that kept the svarming insects away from them. Late in the afternoon, when the long
blue shadows of evening were aready 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 dightly in advance of
the others, acircular branch of greenleavesin hishand. Conan Lang waited for them, with Andy standing
by at hissde. It was momentslikethis, he thought, that made you suddenly redlize that you were dl done
and along, long way from friends. The natives came on steadily. Conan fet asurge of admiration for the
young man who led them. From his point of view, he waswaking into asituation filled with the terror of
the supernatura, which was avery red part of hislife. 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. “Wewould 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, histeeth very white. “1 am Ren,” hesaid. “I am your brother.”

Conan Lang kept hisface expressionless, but deep within him adark regret and sadness coursed like
icethrough hisveins

It had begun again.

For many days, Conan Lang listened to the Oripesh natives preparing for the feast. Their smal village,
only aquarter of amilefrom thefield, was aive with excitement. The women prepared greet pilesof the
staple rice-fruit and broiled river fishin great green leaves on hot coals. The men chanted and danced
interminably, cleanaing the village by ritua for the coming vigtation, while the children, forgotten for once,
played on the banks of theriver. On the gppointed day, Conan Lang walked into the village with Andy
Irvinat hissde.

It was acrude village, necessarily so because of itstransent nature. But it was not dirty. The natives
watched the two men with awe, but they did not seem unfriendly. The supernatura was for them dways
just on the other side of the hill, hidden in the night, and now it was among them, in the open. That was
al. And what, after dl, thought Conan Lang, could have seemed more supernatura to them than asiiver
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 armsto handle it. He watched Andy puffing at his
Sdeand smiled.

“Stick withit, kid,” he said, walking steadily through the watching natives. “Y ou may earn your pay
ya.”

Andy muttered something under his breath and blinked to get the swesat 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, gpproached them at once and offered them adrink 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, athough not too swest, and it burned pleasantly on the way
down. It was, Conan decided instantly, agreat improvement over some native fermented horrors he had
been subjected to in times past.

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

“WEe re celebrities,” Conan Lang whispered out of the side of his mouth as he waited to be presented
ceremonidly tothe chiefs,

“Y ou want my autograph?’ hissed Andy, hisface just atrifle flushed from the drink he had taken. “I
makeared fine X

The feast followed a pattern familiar to Conan Lang. They were presented ceremonidly to the tribe,
having identified themsel ves as ancestors of four generations ago, thus making themsaveskin to virtualy
al thetribe with their complicated lineage system, and aso making refutation impossible snce 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 wasinterested in getting agood taste of the ricefruit plant, which wasthe
basic food staple of the Oripesh.

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

Conan ignored him, enjoying the dancers. The Oripesh seemed to be a happy people, athough short
on materid wedth. Conan Lang dmost envied them as they danced—envied them for their smple, lives
and envied them their ability to enjoy it, an ability that civilized man had left by thewaysidein hisclimb up
the ladder. Climb—or descent? Conan Lang sometimes wondered.

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

“ThatisLoe” hesaid, pointing. “My am-ren, my, bride-to-be.” Hisvoice wasfilled with pride,

Conan Lang followed his gesture and saw the girl. Her name was a native word roughly trandatable
as fawn, and shewaswell named. Loewasadim, very shy girl of redly striking beauty. She danced
with diffidence, looking into Ren’ s eyes. The two were obvioudy, dmogt painfully, inlove—lovebeing a
part of the culture of the Oripesh. It was difficult to redlize, sometimes, even after years of persona
experience, that there were whole worlds of basicaly humanoid peoples where the very concept of



romantic love did not exist. Coaan Lang smiled. Loewas, if anything, atrifle too beautiful for histaste.
Dancing there; with the yellow moon in her hair, moving gracefully with the legping shadows from the
crackling fires, she was ethered, afantasy, like a painting of awoman from another, unattainable century.

“Wewould give giftsto the chiefs” Conan Lang said findly. “Y our Loe—sheisvery beautiful.”

Ren amiled, quickly grateful, and summoned the chiefs. Conan Lang rose to greet them, signaling to
Andy to break open the boxes. The chiefswatched 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 aricefruit—arice-fruit the likes of which had never before been seen on Sirius Ten. It
was round, fully afoot in diameter, and of alush, 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 grest ricefruit,” he said. “You can
grow them over and over again, in the samefield. Y ou will never haveto moveyour village again.”

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

“It cannot be done,” achief whispered. “Thericefruit devours the land—every year we must move or
perish.”
“That isover now,” Conan Lang said. “We have come to show you theway.”

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
slence. The grest ricefruit was magic. They looked at the two men asthough, seeing them for the first
time. Thiswas not the way of the past, not the way of the ancestors. Thiswas something completely new
and they found themselves o, without precedent for action. Ren aone smiled at them, and even he had
fear inhiseyes.

Conan Lang waited tensaly. He must make no move; thiswas the crisis point. Andy stood at hisside,
very dill, hardly breathing.

A native waked solemnly into the sllence, carrying ayoung pig under hisarm. Conan Lang watched
him narrowly. The man was obvioudy a shaman, awitch doctor, and histrembling body and too-bright
eyeswere all too clear an indication of why he had been chosen for hisrolein the society.

With a swiftness of mation that was numbing, the shaman dit the pig’ sthroat with astone knife. At
once he cut the body open. The blood stained his body with crimson. Hislong, thin hands poked into the
entrails. Helooked up, hiseyeswild.

“They are not ancestors,” he screamed, his voice high like an hysterica woman's. “ They have come
to do usevil!”

Thevery ar wastaut with tenson.



“No,” Conan Lang said loudly, keeping hisvoice 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 4till, fighting to keep the darm off hisface. He and Andy were helpless here,
and he knew it. They were without wegpons of any sort—the native loin cloth being apoor placeto
conced firearms. There was nothing they could do—they had misca culated, moved too swiftly, and now
they were paying the price.

“We areyour 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.

“Y ou say you are our brothers who have taken thelong journey,” the old chief said. “ That is good.
We would see you walk through thefire.”

Thewind sghed in the trees. Without amoment’ s hesitation, Conan Lang turned and walked swiftly
toward the flames that crackled and hissed in the great stonefire pits.

Therewas nothing elsein al the world except the flickering tongues of orange flame that licked nearer
and nearer to hisface. He saw the red, pulsing cods waiting beneath the twisted black branchesin the
fireand he closed hiseyes. The heat singed his eyebrows and he could fed his hair shrivel and art to
burn.

Conan Lang kept moving, and moved fast. He twisted arigid clamp on his mind and refused to fedl
pan.

Hewrenched hismind out of his body, thinking as he had been trained to think, until it wasasif his
mind floated athing apart, freein 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—afairly 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 adangerous flaw
had it not been his most valuable characterigtic.

He saw that hislegswere black and blistered and he smelled the suffocating smell of-burning flesh.
The smokewasin his head, in hislungs, everywhere, choking him. Some of the pain was coming
through—

Hewas out. He felt Andy’ s hands besting out the rivulets of flame that clung to his body and he
forced the clean, pureair of night into hissick lungs. The pain, the pain—

“Stick with it, Cone,” Andy whispered in hisear. “ Stick withit.”

Conan Lang managed to open his eyes and stared blankly into a hot-red haze. The haze cleared and
hewasfaintly surprised to find that he could gtill see. The natives were awvestruck with fear—they had
angered their gods and death wasin 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 hislife.



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

Ren cameto him, hiseyesfilled with pain. “1 am sorry, my brother,” he whispered. “For my people, |
amsorry.”

“Itisdl right, Ren,” Conan Lang heard hisvoice say steadily. “1 am, of course, unharmed.”

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

“Y ou have doubted your brothers who have comefar 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 disgppointed in our
people—there are sorcerers a work among you, and they must be destroyed. We leave you now. If you
anger your brothers again, the Oripesh shall ceaseto be.”

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

Hewaked on. The great yellow moon was high in the night sky, and there was the face of Loe with
garsin her hair. The moon shuddered and burst into flame and he heard himsdlf laughing. He bit hislips
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 stedl clamp that had carried
him through a nightmare parted with aclean ping. There was emptiness, space. Conan Lang collapsed.
Hefdt Andy’ sarm-around him, holding him up.

“You'll haveto carry me, kid,” hewhispered. “I can’'t walk at all.”
Andy Irvin picked him up in hisarms and set out through the night.
“It should have been me,” he said in bitter salf-reproach. “It should have been me.”

Conan Lang closed hiseyes 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 gtill avery sick man, but Andy had pulled him through as best he could and now the star cruiser was
coming into pick him up and leave areplacement with the kid.

The fresh leaves of thericefruit plants were shoulder high and the water in theirrigation trenches
chuckled cleanly, waiting for the full fury of the sun. The tenuous, dmost hesistant breeze crawled through
thedill air.

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

They have cometo do usevil...

How could he have known—uwith only apig and astone knife? A crazy shaman working the
discredited magic of divination—and he had been right. Coincidence? Y es, 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 arain-making
ceremonia, and invariably when the very early anthropol ogists had attended the dance they had got
drenched on theway home. It was only coincidence and good timing, of course, but it was difficult to tell
yoursdlf that when the rain began to pour.

“Here shecomes,” said Andy Irvin.

There was a splitting whistle and then asoft hum asasmall patrol ship settled down toward thefield
on her anti-gravs. She hung therein the dawn like alittle slver fish seen through the glasstewalls of a
great aguarium, and Conan Lang could sense what he could not see—the massive bulk of the deek star
cruiser waiting out in space.

The patrol ship came down out of the sky and hovered afew 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. Thericefruit was green and freshin
thefield and it hurt Conan to leave hisjob unfinished. There wasn't agreat ded to do now until the
check, of course, and Julio was avery competent and experienced man, but there was still so much that
could go wrong, so much that you could never anticipate—

And he didn’t want anything to happen to the kid.
“Solong, Cone,” Andy said, hisvoice very quiet. “ And—thanks. | won't forget what you did.”

Conan Lang leaned on Andy’ s arm and moved toward the ship. “I'll be back, Andy,” he said, trying
to keep the weight off hisfeet. “Hold the fort—I know it’'Il be in good hands.”

Conan Lang shook hands with Julio and then Julio and Andy helped him into the outlift. He had time
for abrief wave and afina glimpse of the green field under the fiery sun, and then he was inside the patrol
ship. They had somehow rigged up abunk for him in the cramped quarters, and he collgpsed into it
graefully.

“Home, James,” he whispered, trying not to think about what would happen if they could not save his
legs.

Conan Lang closed hiseyesand lay very ill, feding the ship pulse and surge asit carried him out into
the dark seafrom which he had come.

V.

The doctors saved hislegs, but years were to pass before Conan Lang again set foot upon Earth.
Space was vast and star cruisers comparatively few. In addition, star shipswere fabuloudy expensiveto
operate—it was out of the question for aship on amission to make the long run from Sriusto Sol for the
sake of one man. Conan Lang became the prize patient of the ship medics and he stayed with the star
cruiser asit operated inthe Sirius area.

A dtar cruiser on operations was never dull and there were books to read and reportsto write.
Conan Lang curbed hisimpatience and made the best of the Situation. Thelocal treatments applied by
Andy had been effective enough so that the ship medics were able to regenerate his burned tissue, and it
was only aquestion of time before he would be strong again.

The gar cruiser worked efficiently and effectively in support of Administration unitsin the Sirius area,
diding through the blackness of space like some leviathan of the degp, and Conan Lang rested and made



himsalf as useful as he could. He often went up into the control room and stood watching the visiplate that
looked out upon the great emptiness of space. Some where, on afar shore of that mighty sea, wasatiny
planet called Earth. There, the air was cool and fresh under the pines and the beauty of the world, once
you got away from it and could seeit in perspective, was fantastic. There were Rob and Kit, friendship
and tears and laughter.

There was home.

While hisbody hedled, Conan Lang lived on the star cruiser. There was plenty of timeto think. Even
for arace with alife span of dmost two hundred years, the days and the weeks and the months can seem
interminable. He asked himsdlf dl the old questions, examined dl the old answers. Here he was, on astar
ship light-years from home, his body burned, waiting to go back to Sirius Ten to change thelife of a
planet. What thin shreds of chance, what strange webs of history, had put him there? When you added
up thelife of Conan Lang, of al the Conan Langs, what did you get? Where was Earth going, that pebble
that hurled its puny chdlenge a theinfinite?

Sometimes, it was al hard to bieve.

It had all started, he supposed, with cybernetics. Of course, cyberneticsitself was but the logical
outgrowth of along cultural and technological trend. For centuries, man’saly, the machine, had helped
him physicaly in his adjustment to his environment. What more natura than that it should one day help
him mentaly aswell? There was redlly nothing sinister about thinking machines, except to acertain breed
of perpetually gloomy poets who were unable to redlize that values were never destroyed but were
smply molded into new patternsin the evolution of culture. No, thinking machineswerefineand
comforting—for awhile.

But with the dawn of space travel, man’s comfortable, complacent progress toward avague
somewhere was suddenly knocked into a cocked hat. Man' s horizons exploded to the rims of the
universe with the perfection of the star drive—he was no longer living on aworld but in an inhabited
universe. His bickerings and absurdities and wars were seen as the petty thingsthey were—and manina
few tremendous years emerged at last from adolescence.

Science gave to men alife span of nearly two hundred active years and gave him the key to forever.
But there was a catch, afearful catch. Man, who had had dl he could do to survive the conflicts of local
groups of hisown species, was suddenly faced with the staggering prospect of living in an inhabited
universe. He had known, of course, about the millions and millions of stars, about the infinity of planets,
about the distant galaxiesthat swam likeidand universes through the dark seas of space. But he had
known about them asfigures on apage, as photographs, as dots of unwinking light in atelescope. They
had been curiogties, astimulusto the imagination. Now they were vital parts of hislife, factorsto be
reckoned with in the struggle for existence. In the universe were incredible numbers of integersto be
equated in the problem of surviva—and the mind of man could not even learn them all, much less
formintelligent conclusions about future actions.

And s0, inevitably, man turned again to the machine. But thistime there was adifference. The
machine was the only instrument capable of handling the data—and man in amillion years could not even
check itsmost dementary conclusions. Man fed in the facts, the machine reached the conclusions, and
man acted upon them—not through choice, but smply because he had no other guide he could trust.

Men operated the machines—but the machines operated men.

The science of cybernetics expanded by |eaps and bounds. Men made machines to develop new
machines. The great mechanical brains grew so complex that only afew men could even pretend to



understand them. Looking at them, it was virtually impossible to believe that they had been borninthe
minds of men.

The machinesdid not interfere in the everyday routine of living—man would never submit to that, and
in problems which he could understand he was il the best judge of his own happiness. It wasin the
larger problems, the problems of man’s destiny in the universe in which he found himsdlf, that the grest
brains were beyond value. For the machines could integrate trends, patterns, and complexes of the
known worlds and go on from there to extrapolate into the unknown. The machines could, in very
genera terms, predict the outcome of any given set of circumstances. They could, in avery real sense,
seeinto the future. They could see where Earth was headed. And Earth was headed for disaster.

The machineswereinfdlible. They dedt not with short-term probabilities, but with long-range
certainties. And they stated flatly that, given the equation of the known universe, Earth would be
destroyed in amatter of centuries. There was only one thing to do—man must change the equation.

It was difficult for man, so recently Earthbound, to redly think and act interms of an inhabited
universe. But the machines showed conclusively that in asyet inaccessible galaxies life had evolved that
was physicaly and mentally hostileto that of Earth. A collison of the two life-formswould come about
within athousand years, and alife-and-death struggle was inevitable. The facts were dl too plan—Earth
would lose and the human race would be exterminated.

Unless the equation could be changed.

It was aquestion of preparing the galaxy for combat. The struggle would be along one, and factors
of reserves, replacements, different cultura gpproachesto common problems, planetsin varying stages of
development, would be important. It was like a cosmic chess game, with worlds digning themsdveson a
monstrous board. In battles of gaactic dimensons, the outcome would be determined by centuries of
preparation before contact was even made; it was not a romantic question of heroic spaceships and
iron-jawed men of action, but rather one of the cultura, psychologica, technologica, and individua
patterns which each side could bring to bear—patterns which were the outgrowths of millenniaof dow
evolution and development.

Earth was ready, or would be by the time contact came. But the rest of the galaxy—or at any rate as
much of it asthey had managed to explore—was not, and would not be. The human race was found
somewhere on most of the star systems within the galaxy, but not one of them was asfar advanced as
were the men from Earth. That waswhy Earth had never been contacted from space—indeed, it wasthe
only possible explanation, at least in retrospect. And the other gaaxies, with their totally aien and forever
nonunderstandabl e principles, were not interested in undevel oped cultures.

The problem thus became one of accelerating the cultura evolution of Earth’ s Sster planets by means
of diffusion, in order to build them up into an effective totdity to combat the coming chalenge. And it had
to be done in such amanner that the natives of the planets were completely unaware that they were not
the masters of their own destiny, since such a concept produced cultural stagnation and introduced
corrupting dementsinto the planetary configurations. It had often been argued that Earth hersdf wasin
such apostion, being controlled by the machines, but such was not the case—their choice had been a
rational one, and they could abandon the machines at any time at their own risk.

Or s, a any rate, argued the thinkers of Earth.

The long months lengthened into years and, inactive though he was, Conan Lang spent histimewell. It
was good to have achanceto relax and think things through; it was good for the soul to stop midway in



life and take stock. Almogt, it was possible to make sense out of things, and the frantic rush to nowhere
lost some of its shrieking sensalessness.

Conan Lang smiled without humor. That wasdl very well for him, but what about the natives whose
lives they were uprooting? Of course, they were human beings, too, and stood to |ose as much as anyone
in thelong run—but they did not understand the problem, could not understand it. The plain truth was
that they were being used—used for their own benefit aswell asthat of others, but used nonethe less.

It wastrue that primitive life was no bed of roses—it was not asif, Conan Lang assured himsdlf, the
men from Earth were dithering, serpentlike, into an idyllic Garden of Eden. All they were doing wasto
accelerate the normd rate of change for agiven planet. But this caused far-reaching changesin the culture
asit existed—it threw some people to the dogs and elevated others to commanding positions. Thiswas
perhaps no more than was done by life itsdf, and possibly with better reason, but you couldn’t tell
yoursdlf that when you had to face the eyes of aman who had gone from ruler to dave because of what
you had done.

Thered difficulty wasthat you couldn’t see the threat. It wasthere dl right—amenace besides which
al the conflicts of the human race were as nothing. But it had dways been difficult for men to work
before the last possible moment, to prepare rather than just sit back and hope for the best. That man was
working now as he had never worked before, in the face of an unseen threat from out of the stars, even
to save his own existence, was amonument to his hard-won maturity. It would have been so easy, 0
pleasant, just to take it easy and enjoy asafe and comfortable life—and beyond question it would have
meant the end of the human race.

Of one thing, Conan Lang was sure—whenever man stopped trying, stopped working and dreaming
and reaching for impossible heights, whenever he settled back in complacency, on that day he shrunk to
arophiedinggnificance,

Sirius Ten had been ardatively easy project because of the planet-wide nature of its culture. Sirius
Ten had only one huge land mass, and one grest sea. The natives al shared basically the samelife
pattern, built around the cultivation of dry ricefruit, and the teams of the Applied Process Corpswere
faced with only one mgor problem rather than hundreds of them aswas more often the case. It wastrue
that certain peoples who lived on the shores of the sea, together with oneidand group, had avariant
culture based on fishing, but these were indggnificant numericaly and could for practical purposes be
ignored.

The dry ricefruit was grown by a cutting and burning method, under which afield gave agood yield
only once before the land was exhausted and the people had to move on. Under these conditions,
individua ownership of land never developed, and there were no inequalities of wealth to speak of. The
joint familiesworked different fields every year, and since there was no market for asurplus there was no
effort made to cultivate more land than was redlly needed.

The Oripesh natives of Sirius Ten had awell-developed cult of ancestor worship, thinking of their
dead as dways watching over them and guiding their steps. Since whatever the ancestors did
automatically had the sanction of tradition behind it, it was through them that the Corps had decided to
work—it being smply aquestion of paming off Corps Agents as ancestors come back from their
dwelling place in the mountains to hel p their people. With careful preparations and experienced men, this
had not proved overly difficult—but there were dways misca culations, accidents. Men were not like
chemicals, and they did not aways react as they were supposed to react. There was dways an individua
variable to be consdered. That waswhy if a Corps Agent lived long enough to retire you knew both that
he knew his stuff and that he had had more than his share of plain old-fashioned luck.



Sirius Ten had to be shifted from Stage Four to Stage Five. Thiswas a staggering changein
economics, socid structure, and technology—one that had taken men on Earth many centuriesto
accomplish. The men of the Applied Process Corps had to do it in amatter of afew years. And so they
set out, armed with avariety of ricefruit that grew well in marshy land and a sound knowledge of
irrigation.

With such alever they could move aworld.

It was three years to the day when Conan Lang returned to Sirius Ten. The patrol ship camein on her
anti-gravs and he waited eagerly for the outlift shaft to open. His heart was pounding in his chest and his
lipswere dry—it was dmost like coming home again.

He swung his newly-strong body into the outlift and came out of it in the green field he had planted so
long ago. He took adeep breath of the familiar humid ar and grinned broadly at the hot, burning sun over
his head. It was good to be back—back at a place like so many other places he had known, places that
were as close to ahome as any he could ever have without Kit. The breeze whispered softly through the
greenricefruit and he waved a Julio who came running across the field to meet him. These were, he
knew, hiskind of people—and he had missed Andy al these years.

“Hey there, Julio!” he laughed, shaking Medina shand. “How goesit?’
“Pretty good, Conan,” Julio said quietly. “Pretty good.”

“The kio—how’ sthe kid?’

“Andy isdead,” said Julio Medina

Conan Lang stood stock-till while aniron fist smacked into his ssomach with cold, monotonous
precison. Andy dead. It could not be, could not be. There had been no word, nothing. He clenched his
figts. It couldn’'t be true.

But it was. He knew that with ice cold certainty.
“It just happened the other day, Conan,” Julio said. “He was afine boy.”

Conan Lang couldn’t speak. The whole planet, hismind tortured him. The whole stinking planet
isn’'t worth Andy’s life.

“It was an accident,” Julio said, hisvoice carefully matter-of-fact. “Warfare has sprung up between
theriva villageslike we figured. Andy was out after information and he got between them—he was hit by
mistake with aspear. He never had a chance, but he managed to walk away and get back here before he
died. The Oripesh don’'t suspect that he wasn’t agod and could diejust like anyone €l se. He saved the
rest of us by coming back here—that’ s something.”

“Yeah,” Conan Lang sad hitterly, “that’ s something.”

“I buried him herein thefield,” Julio Medinawent on. “I thought he’ d like that. He. .. said good-by to
you, Conan.”

It had been along time since Conan Lang had had tearsin his eyes. He turned without aword and
walked away, across the green field and into the hut where he could be aone.



V.

From that time on, by unspoken mutual consent, the two men never again mentioned the kid' s name.
They gave him the best possible write-up in their reports, and that was dl that they could ever do for

Andy Irvin.

“I think we' ve about done it here, Conan,” Julio told him. “I’ d like to have you make your own check
and seeif you come up with the same stuff | did. There' salull in the raiding right now—the natives are
worried because that spear hit an ancestor by mistake and they’ re pretty well occupied with rituals
designed to make usfed better about the whole thing. Y ou shouldn’t have any trouble, and that ought to
about wind thingsup.”

Conan Lang nodded. “It’ll be good to get home again, eh Julio?’
“Y es, you know that—and for you it should be for keeps.”
Conan Lang raised his eyebrows.

“It' sno secret that you' re due to be kicked upstairs,” Julio said. “I rather think thisisyour last field
job.”

“Wadll, it' sanice theory anyhow.”

“Y ou remember dl usold men out herein the stars, the dave labor of the Process Corps. Bring usdl
home, Conan, and we' |l sit around in the shade and drink cold wine and fish and tell liesto each other.”

“Congder it done,” said Conan Lang. “And I'll give you al some more medas.”
“I'vegot medds.”

“Can’t have too many medas, Julio. They’re good for what allsyou.”

“They’re not good for what alls me”’ said Julio Medina.

Conan Lang smiled and fired up hispipe. The kid, hismind whispered. The kid liked that pipe. He
thrust the thought from hismind. A man had to take death in his stride out here, hetold himself. Even
when it was akid who reminded you of yoursaf amillion years ago—

A million yearsago.

“I'll gtart in tomorrow,” Conan Lang said, puffing on his pipe. “Do you know Ren, Julio?’
“Thechief’ sson?Yes”

“How did he come out?’

“Not well, Conan. He logt hiswoman, L oe, to one of the men we made wealthy; he has not been the
samesince”

“WEe're great people, ulio.”
I‘Yaﬂ

Conan Lang was slent then and the two men stood together in the warm evening air, watching the
great double sun float dowly down below the horizon as thelong black shadows came marching up from



thefar edge of theworld.

Next morning, Conan Lang was off with the dawn on hisfinal check. He pretty well knew what he
would find—Julio Medina was an experienced hand and hisinformation wasreliable. But it was dwaysa
shock when you saw it for yoursdlf. Y ou never got used toit. To think that such atiny, seemingly
inggnificant thing could change a planet beyond recognition. A rice-fruit—

It was aready hot when he passed the native fields. Tharr ricefruit plantsweretal and hedlthy, and
their irrigation channelswell congtructed. He shook his head and walked on to the native village.

Where the open, crude, friendly village had stood there was agreat log wall. In front of the wall wasa
series of degp and ugly-looking moats. Behind the wall, he could see the tops of sturdy wooden
buildings, afar cry from the huts of only afew short years ago. Conan Lang made no attempt at
concealment but walked openly up to the moats and crossed them on alog bridge. He stopped outside
the closed gate.

“Y ou will remember me who walked through the flames,” he said loudly in the Oripesh tongue. “ Y ou
will open the gate for your brother ashe would vist you.”

For amoment nothing happened, and then the gate siwung open. Conan Lang entered the village.

The native guard eyed him with suspicion, but he kept his distance. Conan Lang noticed that he had a
bow by thelog wall. There was nothing like constant warfare for the production of new wesapons, he
reflected. Civilization was bringing its blessngs to the Oripesh with legps and bounds.

Conan Lang waked through the village unmolested, taking rapid mental notes. He saw storehouses
for ricefruit and observed daves being marched off to work in the fields. The housesin the village were
strong and comfortable, but there was atense air in the village, afedling of strain. Conan Lang
approached a native and stopped him.

“Brother,” hesaid, “I would see your chiefs. Where are they?’
The native looked a him warily. “ The Oripesh have no chiefs” he said. “ Our king isin council.”
Conan Lang nodded, asick fedinginsdehim. “Itiswdl,” he said. * Ren—I would seehim.”

The native jerked histhumb contemptuoudy toward the back of thevillage. “Heisthere” he said.
“Outsde”

Conan Lang moved through the village, watching, missing nothing. Hewent al the way through and
came out through the back wall. There, the old-style native huts baked in squaor under the blazing sun.
Therewas no log wall around them, dthough they were insde the moat system. A pig rooted around for
garbage between the huts.

“Sums” Conan Lang said to himsdlf.

He waked among the huts, ignoring the fearful, suspicious eyes of the natives. Hefound Ren
preparing to go out into the fields. The chief’ s son wasthin. He looked tired and his eyeswere dull. He
saw Conan and said nothing.

“Hdlo, Ren,” said Conan Lang.
The native just looked a him.

Conan Lang tried to think of something to say. He knew what had happened—the chiefs and their
sons had been so busy with ritual work for the tribe that they had lagged behind in the cultivation of the



new ricefruit. They had stuck to the old ways too long and their people had passed them by.
“I can help you, my brother,” Conan Lang said softly. “It isnot too late.”
Ren said nothing.
“I will hdp youwith afidd of your own,” said Conan Lang. “Will you let me help you?’

The native looked at him and there was naked hate in hiseyes. “ Y ou said you were my friend,” he
said. Without another word, he turned and left. He did not look back.

Conan Lang wiped the swesat from his forehead and went on with hiswork. The sengitive part of his
mind retrested back in to adark, insulated corner and he let histraining take over. He moved aong,
asking questions, watching, taking mental notes.

A littlething, he thought.
A new kind of plant.

A week later, Conan Lang had completed his check. He sat by the evening cook fire with Julio,
smoking his pipe, watching the shadowsin thefield.

“Well, wedid agood job,” hesaid. “It' sawful.”

“It would have come without us,” Julio reminded him. “It does no good to brood about it. It istough,
sometimes, but itisasmall priceto pay for surviva.”

“Yes” sad Conan Lang. “Sure.”
“Y our results check out with mine?’
“Mogly. It' sthe same old story, Julio.”

Conan Lang puffed dowly on his pipe, reconstructing what had happened. The new ricefruit had
made it valuable for afamily to hang on to one piece of land that could be used over and over again. But
only alimited amount of the land could be used, because of natura factors like the presence or absence
of avalable water. The familiesthat had not taken the plunge right away were virtudly excluded, and the
society was divided into the landed and the landless. The landless gradudly had to move further and
further from the main village to find land upon which to grow the older type of ricefruit—sometimes their
fiddswere so far away that they could not make the round trip in asingle day. And they could not get
too far away and start over, because of the tribal warfare that had broken out between villages now that
vauable stores of ricefruit were there for the taking. The old joint family co-operation broke down, and
daves became economically feasible.

Now that the village need not be periodicaly moved, it too became valuable and so was strongly
fortified for defense. One old chief, grown powerful with fields of the staple ricefruit, set himsef up asa
king and the other chiefswent to work in hisfields.

Of course, Sirius Ten was il in trangition. While the old patterns were being destroyed, new ones,
less obviousto the untrained eye, were taking their place. Disintegration and reintegration marched hand
in hand, but it would be tough on the natives for awhile. Process Corps techniques had speeded up the
action dmost beyond belief, but from here on in the Oripesh were on their own. They would go on and
oninther individua development—although no two peoples ever went through exactly the same stages
at the sametime, it was possible to predict agenera planet-wide trend. The Oripesh would one day
learn to write, Snce they adready had a crude pictographic system for ritua use. When the contact finaly



came from the hosgtile starsin the future, what historieswould they have written? Who would they
remember, what would they forget? Would there be any twisted legend or myth |eft that recaled the
long-ago time when the gods had come out of the mountains to change the lives of their people?

That wastheway to look at it. Conan Lang tapped out his pipe on arock. Just look at it likea
problem, atextbook example. Forget about the people, theindividuas you could not help, the lives you
had made and the lives you had destroyed. Turn off that part of your mind and think in terms of the
long-range good.

Or try to.
“We' redl through here, Julio,” Conan Lang said. “We can head for home now.”
“Yes” sad Julio Medina. “It hasbeen along time.”

Thetwo men sat slently in the darkness, each thinking his own thoughts, watching the yellow moon
sal through siver dars.

After the patrol ship had been signaled, there was nothing to do but wait until their pickup could be
coordinated with the time schedules of the other Corps men and the operationa schedule of the star
cruiser. Conan Lang busied himsdlf with hisreportswhile Julio sprawled in the shade and devised
intricate and impossible card games with a battered deck that was old enough to be initself of
anthropologica interest.

Conan Lang was playing agame, too. He played it with his mind and he was a somewhat unwilling
participant. His mind had played the game before and he wastired of it, but there was nothing he could
do about it. Therewasn't any button that would turn hismind off, and while it was on it played games.

It was engaged in putting two and two together.

Thiswas not in itsalf uncommon, athough it was not as widespread as some people fondly imagined it
to be. But Conan Lang played the game where others did not see even one, much less a set of twoswith
areationship between them. Thereis nothing so hard to see aswhat istermed obvious after the fact.
Conan Lang’smind had played with the obviousdl hislife; it would not let well enough alone. He didn't
likeit, there were times when he would have preferred to junk it al and go fishing without athought in his
head, but he was stuck with it. When his mind wanted to play the game, it played and that was that.

While he waited for the patrol ship, hismind was playing with aset of factors. There was the history
of Earth, taken asavast overdl sequence. There were thinking machines, atomic power, and thefield
techniques of the Process Corps. There wasthe fact that Earth had no record of ever having been
contacted by another world—they had always done the contacting themselves. There was the new
principle that Admira White had spoken to him about, the integration-accel eration factor for correating
data. There wastheincredible, explosive energy of man that had hurled him light-yearsinto space. There
was his defiant heart that could tackle the prodigious job of reshaping agaaxy when the chipswere
down.

Conan Lang put two and two together, and he did not get four. He got five.

He didn't know the answers yet, but he knew enough to formulate the right questions. From past
experience, he knew that that was the toughest part of the game. Incorrect answers were usudly the
products of off-center questions. Once you had the right question, the rest was a matter of time.

The patrol ship came for them finaly, and Conan Lang and Julio Medinawalked across the soil of
Srius Ten for thelast time. They crossed the field where the green plants grew, and neither tried to say



what wasin his heart. Three had come and only two could leave. Andy Irvin had lived and worked and
dreamed only to fall on an dien planet light-years away from Earth that could have been his. He was part
of the price that was exacted for surviva—and he was dso akid with starsin his eyeswho had gotten a
rotten, senseless bresk.

After the patrol ship had gone, the green leaves of the ricefruit plants stretched hungrily up toward the
flaming sun. The clean water chuckled dong the irrigation trenches, feeding the rootsin the field. Softly,
asthough sad with al the memoriesit carried, the lonesome breeze whispered through the empty hut that
had housed the men from Earth.

VI.

Through the trackless depths of interstellar space the star cruiser rode on the power from her atomics.
The hum that filled the ship was agood sound, and she seemed to quiver with pride and impatience. It
did make a difference which way you were going in space, and the ship was going home.

Conan Lang paced through the long white corridors and walked around the afterhold where the
brown sacks of ricefruit had been. He read in the library and joked with the medics who had salvaged his
burned body. And aways ahead of him, swimming in the grest emptiness of space, were the faces of Kit
and of hisson, waiting for him, caling him home again.

Rob must have grown alot, he thought. Soon, he wouldn’t be aboy any longer—he would be aman,
taking his place in the world. Conan remembered his son’ s voice from athousand quiet talks in the cool
ar of evening, hisquick, eager eyes—

Like Andy’s.

“Dad, when | grow up can | be like you? Can | be an Agent and ride on the ships to other
worlds and have a uniform and everything?”

What could you tell your son now that you had lived so long and were supposed to know so much?
That life in the Process Corpsfilled aman with things that were perhaps better unknown? That the star
trailswere cold and lonely? That there were easier, more comfortable lives? All that wastrue; dl the men
who rode the ships knew it. But they knew, too, that for them thiswasthe only life worth living.

The time passed dowly. Conan Lang was impatient to see hisfamily again, anxiousto get home. But
his mind gave him no rest. There were things he had to know, things he would know before he went
hometo stay.

Conan Lang had the right questions now. He had the right questions, and he knew where the answers
were hidden.

Fritz Gottleib.

The star cruiser had hardly touched Earth again at Space One before Conan Lang was outside on the
duralloy tarmac. Since the movements of the star shipswere at al times top secret matters, there was no
one at the port to greet him and for once Conan was glad to have afew extrahoursto himsdlf. Admira
White wouldn't expect him to check in until tomorrow anyway, and before he saw Kit he wanted to get
things straight once and for al.

Thefriendly sun of Earth warmed him gently as he hurried across the tarmac and the air felt cool and
fresh. He hel ped himsdlf to an officid bullet, roseinto the blue sky, and jetted eastward over the city. His



brain was seething and he felt cold swest in the pms of his hands. What wasit that Gottleib had said to
him on that long-ago day?

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

Well, he was going to know the answers anyhow. All of them. He landed the bullet in the space
adjoining the cybernetics building and hurried inside, flashing hisidentification as he went. He stopped at
aswitchboard and showed his priority credentials.

“Cdl the Nest, please,” hetold the operator. “Tell Dr. Gottleib that Conan Lang is down here and
would liketo seehim.”

The operator nodded and spoke into the intercom. There was amoment’ s delay, and then hetook his
earphones off and smiled at Conan Lang.

“Goright on up, Dr. Lang,” the operator said. “Dr. Gottleib is expecting you.”

Conan Lang controlled his astonishment and went up the lift and down the long white corridors.
Expecting him? But that was impossible. No one even knew the star cruiser was coming back, much
lessthat he was coming here to the Nest. Impossible—

All around him in the greet building he felt the gigantic mechanica brain with itsmillions of circuitsand
flashing tubes. The brain crowded him, pressed him down until he felt tiny and inggnificant. It hummed
and buzzed through the great shielded walls.

Laughing a him.

Conan Lang pushed past the attendants and security men and opened the door of the Nest. He
moved into the small, dark room and paused to alow his eyesto become accustomed to the dim light.
The room was slent. Gradudly, the shadow behind the desk took form and he found himself looking into
the arctic eyes of Fritz Gottleb.

“Dr. Lang,” he hissed softly. “Welcome to the Buzzard' sNest.”

The man had not changed; he wastimeless, eternd. He was il dressed in black and it might have
been minutes ago instead of years when Conan Lang had last seen him. His black eyebrows dashed
across hiswhite face and hislong-fingered hands were bent dightly like claws upon his desk.

“How did you know | was coming here?” Now that he was face to face with Gottleib, Conan Lang
felt suddenly uncertain, unsure of himsdlf.

“I know many things, Dr. Lang,” Fritz Gottlelb said shilantly. “Had | cared to, | could havetold you
ten years ago the exact date, within aday or so, upon which we would have this meeting. | could even
have told you what you would say when you came through the door, and what you are going to say five
minutes from now.”

Conan Lang just stared a him, feding like an absurd little child who had presumed to wrestle a
gorilla Hismind recoiled from the strange man before him and he knew at last that he knew nothing.

“I do not wastewords, Dr. Lang,” Gottleib said, hiseyes cold and un-moving in hishead. “Y ou will
remember that when we last met you said you wanted to ask some questions of the machine. Do you
remember what | said, Dr. Lang?’

Conan Lang thought-back across the years. “ Perhaps one day, Dr. Lang,” Gottleib had said. “
When you are old like me.”



“Yes” said Conan Lang. “Yes, | remember.”

“Y ou were not ready then,” Dr. Gottleib said, hiswhite face ghostly in the dim light. “'Y ou could not
even have framed theright questions, at least not al of them.”

Conan Lang was silent. How much did Gottleib know? Was there anything he didn’t know?
“Y ou are old enough now,” said Fritz Gottieib.

He turned a switch and the surface of his desk glowed with dull red light. Hisface, reflected in the
flamelike glow, was unearthly. His cold eyes|ooked out of hell. He roseto hisfeet, seeming to loom
larger than life, filling the room. Moving without asound, he left the room and the door clicked shut
behind him.

Conan Lang was donein the red room. His heart hammered in histhroat and hislipswere dry. He
clenched hisfistsand swallowed hard. Alone—

Alone with the great machine,

Conan Lang steadied himsdlf. Purposefully, he made himsdlf go through the prosaic, regular motions
of lighting up his pipe. The tobacco was hedlthily full-bodied and fragrant and it helped to rlax him. He
smoked dowly, taking histime.

Thered glow from the desk filled the room with the color of unredlity. Crimson shadows seemed to
crouch in the corners with an impossible life of their own. But was anything impossible, here? Conan
Lang fdt the pulse of the great machine around him and wondered.

Trying to shake off apersstent feding of dreamlike unredity, Conan Lang moved around and sat
down behind Gottleib’s desk. The red pane was amaze of switcheswhich were used to integrate it with
technical panelsin other sections of the building. In the center of the panel was akeyboard on an open
circuit to the machine and set into the desk was a clear square like avery fine telescreen. Conan Lang
noticed that there was nothing on Gottleib’s desk that was not directly connected with the machine—no
curios, no pictures, no paperweights, not asingle one of the many odds and ends most men picked up for
their desks during along lifetime. The whole room was frightening inits very impersondity, asthough
every human emotion had been beaten but of it long ago and the room had been insulated againgt its
return.

The machines never dept and the circuits were open. Conan Lang had only to ask and any question
that could be answered would be answered. The red glow in the room reminded him of thefire and he
shuddered alittle in spite of himself. Had that really been over three years ago? How much had he
learned in those three years when he had seen the Oripesh change before his eyes and had had time for
onceto redly think hislifethrough? How much did he fill haveto learn?

Conan Lang took along pull on his pipe and set the desk panel for manua type questioning and visud
screen reception. He hesitated amoment, dmost afraid of the machine at hisdisposal. He didn’'t want to
know, he suddenly redized. It wasn't like that. It was rather that he had to know.

Framing hiswords carefully, Conan Lang typed out the question that had been haunting him for years:
ISTHE EARTH ITSELF THE SUBJECT OF PROCESS MANIPULATION?

He waited nervoudy, sure of the answer, but fearful of it nevertheless. Therewas afaint, al but
inaudible hum from the machine and Conan Lang could dmost fed the circuits closing in the great wdls
around him. The air wasfilled with tenson. Therewas abrief click and oneword etched itself blackly on



the clear screen:
YES
Conan Lang leaned forward, sure of himself now, and typed out another question.

HOW LONG HAS THE EARTH BEEN MANIPULATED AND HAS THIS CONTROL BEEN
FOR GOOD OR EVIL?

The machine hummed and answered at once.

THE EARTH HASBEEN GUIDED SINCE EARTH YEAR NINETEEN HUNDRED A.D. THE
SECOND PART OF YOUR QUESTION ISMEANINGLESS

Conan Lang hesitated, staggered in spite of himsdlf by the information he was getting. Then he typed
rapidly:

WITH REFERENCE TO GOOD, EQUATE SURVIVAL OF THE HUMAN RACE
The screen clouded, cleared, and the words formed.

THE CONTROL HASBEEN FOR GOOD.

Conan Lang' s bregthing was shallow now. He typed tensdly:

HAS THIS CONTROL COME FROM WITHIN THISGALAXY?IF SO, WHERE? IS THERE
USUALLY AN AGENT OTHER THAN EARTH’SIN CHARGE OF THISMACHINE?

The hum of the machinefilled the blood-red room and the screen framed the answers.

THE CONTROL HAS COME FROM WITHIN THE GALAXY. THE SOURCE ISAWORLD
KNOWN ASRERMA, CIRCLING A STAR ON THE EDGE OF THE GALAXY WHICH IS
UNKNOWN TO EARTH. THE MAN KNOWN ASGOTTLEIB ISA RERMAN AGENT.

Conan Lang' s pipe had been forgotten and gone out. He put it down and licked hisdry lips. So far so
good. But the one prime, all-important question had not yet been asked. He asked it.

IF THE PLAN ISFOLLOWED, WHAT WILL BE THE FINAL OUTCOME WITH RESPECT
TO RERMA AND THE EARTH?

The machine hummed again in the red glow and the answer came swiftly, with aglorious, mute
tragedy untold between its naked lines:

RERMAWILL BE DESTROYED. THE EARTH WILL SURVIVE IF THE PLAN ISCAREFULLY
FOLLOWED.

Conan Lang fdt tearsin his eyes and he was unashamed. With time forgotten now, he leaned
forward, asking questions, reading replies, asthe terrible, wonderful story unfolded.

Far out on the edge of the galaxy, the ancient planet of Rermacircled her yellow sun. Life had
evolved early on Rerma—had evolved early and developed fast. While the other humanoid peoples of
the galaxy wereliving in caves, the Rermawere building agregt civilization. When Earth forged itsfirst
metal sword, the Rermasplit the atom.

Rermawas aworld of science—true science. Science had diminated war and turned the planet into a
paradise. Literature and the arts flourished hand in hand with scientific progress, and scientists worked



surrounded by cool gardensin which graceful fountains splashed and chuckled in the sun. Every man was
freeto develop himsdlf asan individua and no man bent his head to any other man.

The Rermawere the human racein full flower.

But the Rermawere few, and they were not awarlike people. It was not that they would not fight in
an emergency, but smply that they could not possibly win an extended encounter. Their mindsdidn’t
work that way. The Rermahad evolved to a point where they were too specialized, too well adjusted to
their environment.

And their environment changed.

It was only aquestion of time until the Rermaasked the right questions of their thinking machinesand
came up with the knowledge that their world, situated on the edge of the galaxy, was directly in the path
of acoming culturd collision between two star systems. The Rermafed in the data over and over again,
and each time the great machines came up with the same answer.

Rermawould be destroyed.

It wastoo late for the equation to be changed with respect to Rerma—she had gone too far and was
unfortunately located. But for the rest of the human race, scattered on the far-flung worlds that marched
aong the gar trails, there was achance. There wastime for the equation to be changed for them—if only
someone could be found to changeit! For the Rermahad the knowledge, but they had neither the
manpower nor the driving, defiant spirit to do the job themselves. They were capable of making heroic
decisons and sticking by them, but the task of remolding a star system was not for them. That wasajob
for ayoung race, aproud and unconquerable race. That was ajob for the men of Earth.

The ships of the Rermafound Earth in the earth year 1900. They knew that in order for their plan to
succeed the Rermamust stand and fight on that distant day when galaxies collided, for their power was
not negligible despite their lack of know-how for along-range combat. They must stand and fight and be
destroyed—the plan, the equation, was that finely balanced. Earth was the only other planet they found
that was sufficiently advanced to work with, and it was imperative that Earth should not know that she
was being manipulated. She must not suspect that her planswere not her own, for ayoung race with its
pride wounded isadubious dly and an ineffective fighting mechanism.

The Rermasat to work—willing even to die for afuture they had dready lived. The scientists of
Rerma came secretly to Earth, and behind them, light-years away, their crystd fountains still sparkled
sadly inthe sun.

Rermawould be destroyed—but humanity would not die.

Conan Lang sat donein the red room, talking to amachine. It was all clear enough, even obvious,
once you knew the facts. Either there were no advanced races in the galaxy, which would account for
Earth having no record of any contact—or else the Earth had been contacted secretly, been manipulated
by the very techniquesthat she hersdf was|ater to use on undevel oped worlds.

He looked back on history. Such profound and important changes as the Neolithic food revolution
and the steam engine had been produced by Earth alone, making her the most advanced planet in the
galaxy except for the Rerma. Earth had atradition of technologica skill behind her, and she was young
and pliable. The Rerma came—and the so-called world wars had followed. Why? Not to avenge the
honor of insulted royalty, not because of fanatics, not because of conflicting creeds—but in avery red
sense to save the world. The world wars had been fought to produce atomic power.



After 1900, the development of Earth had snowballed in afantastic manner. The atom was liberated
and man flashed upward to other planets of the solar system. Just as Conan Lang himsdlf had worked
through the ancestor gods of the Oripesh to bring about sweeping changes on Sirius Ten, the Rermahad
worked through one of the gods of the Earthmen—the machine.

Cybernetics.

Man swept out to the stars, and the great thinking machinesinevitably confronted them with the
menace from beyond that drew nearer with each passing year. Y oung and proud, the men of Earth
accepted the most astounding challenge ever hurled—they set out to reshape agdaxy to give their
children and their children’ s children achancefor life,

And aways, behind the scenes, benesth the headlines, were the ancient Rerma. They subtly directed
and hinted and helped. With a selflessness unmatched in the universe, these representatives of a human
race that had matured too far prepared Earth for galactic leadership—and themsalves for death on the
edge of the galaxy. They had unified Earth and pushed and prodded her dong the road to survival.

When the Rerma could have fled and purchased extratime for themsalves, they chose instead—these
peace-loving people—to fight for another chance for man.

Conan Lang looked up, startled, to find the black figure of Fritz Gottleib standing by hisside. He
looked old, very old, in the blood-red light and Conan Lang looked a him with new understanding.
Gottleib’ simpatience with others and the vast, empty londlinessin those strange eyes—all that was
meaningful now. What alife that man had led on Earth, Conan Lang thought with wonder. Alone, wanting
friendship and understanding—and having alwaysto discourage close persond contacts, having dways
tofight hislondy bettle donein agerilelittle room, knowing that the very men he had dedicated hislifeto
help laughed behind his back and compared him to abird of prey.

“I’'ve been afool, Sr,” Conan Lang said, getting to hisfeet. “We ve dl been fools”

Fritz Gottleib sat down again behind his desk and turned the machine off. The red glow vanished and
they wereleft in the semidarkness.

“Not fools, Dr. Lang,” hesaid. “It was necessary for you to fed asyou did. Thefedingsof oneold
man—what arethey worth in this game we are playing? We must set our sights high, Dr. Lang.”

Conan Lang waited in the shadows, thinking, watching the man who sat across from him asthough
seeing him for thefirgt time. Hismind was il groping, trying to assmilate al he had learned. It wasalot
to swalow in afew short hours, even when you were prepared for it beforehand by guesswork and
conjecture. There were still questions, of course, many questions. He knew that he till had much to
learn.

“Why me?’ Conan Lang asked findly. “Why have | beentold al this? Am | the only onewho
knows?’

Fritz Gottleib shook his head, his face ghost-white in the darkened room. “ There are otherswho
know,” he said sihilantly. *Y our superior officer, Nelson White, has known for years of course. Y ou
were told because you have been selected to take over his command when heretires. If you are willing,
you will work very closdy with him here on Earth for the next five years, and then you will bein charge”

“Will I... leave Earth again?’

“Not for along time, Dr. Lang. The integration-acceleration principle will keep you busy—we arein
effect lifting Earth another stage and the results will be far-reaching. But you will be home, Dr.



Lang—home with your family and your people.
“That isdl, Dr. Lang,” Gottleib hissed.
Conan Lang hesditated. “I'll do my level best,” he said findly. “ Good-by, Sr... I'll seeyou again.”

Conan Lang put out his hand to the man he had called the Buzzard and Gottleib shook it with afirm,
powerful grip.

“Good-by, Conan,” Fritz Gottleib said softly.

Conan Lang turned and waked from the dark room, leaving the man from Rermaditting alonein the
shadows of the Nest.

Thelittle bullet rose verticaly on her copter blades through the evening sky, hovered amoment in the
cool ar under the frosty stars, and then flashed off on her jetsinto the west. Conan Lang set the controls
and leaned back in the segt, at peace with himsdlf at |last. There was meaningtoit dl, therewasa
purpose—and Andy and al the otherslike him on the far trails had not sacrificed their lives for nothing.

Conan Lang breathed the clean air of Earth and smiled happily. Ahead of him, waiting for him, were
Kit and Rob and he would never have to leave them again. He opened the latera ports and let thewind
hurl itsdlf at hisface,

TheEnd.
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