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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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… Beyond this line we face the Alien’s stars. They may not lay their law on what is ours.—For none but Man stands here.





HASEC’S CREED


A jerk, and a sudden rumbling vibration jolted Culihan O’Rourke When out of the pain-laced fog enfolding him. It had become almost comfortable lately, that fog.


“No rest for the foolish,” he thought with a feverishly lightheaded humor. The humor glimmered for a moment like a match in the mist of his mind, before reminding him of how obligingly he had cooperated with his own betrayal, into the hands of his present captors. That thought threatened once more to add a private mental torture to the physical hell of his situation.


It did not succeed, if only because he still hung on to a powerful belief in his ability to straighten out almost anything, given time; but the mental effort just made had brought him up again into full consciousness. He identified the vibration now. It was the sound and movement of the engines restarting aboard the Space-and-Atmosphere vessel that carried him. The ship was readying itself for a landing, finally, after its long glide down from the near-orbital midpoint of its passage from New York Complex. Recognizing this, he woke all the way, once more, to the specific cramps and agonies of his body.


The most active pain was in his arms from shoulders to wrists, held locked behind him by a set of spring restraints. The arms felt fused together from the neck down. Which was hardly surprising—the restraints had not been taken off him in the last thirty-six hours.


They were one pair of the tools put to use during a process of questioning that had stayed just inside the legal limits during the past week and a half, ever since he had been detained on landing at the Long Island Sound Spaceport. During those ten days his World Police questioners had not tortured him-legally.


But in a practical sense he had been pushed near to the limits of his physical endurance. They had given him either no food or several times what he could eat at once. Also, the meals had either been burned or frozen to the point of inedibility. He had been locked in a room with a whimsical light switch that usually would not turn off the powerful lighting panel overhead, and with a water tap so set in the wall that it produced water only when a peculiarly shaped cup was pushed beneath it.


But that cup had turned out to leak water as fast as the tap supplied it. When Cully complained, his captors had brought him water otherwise—one ounce at a time in a tiny paper cup. He had been kept in restraints or under questioning for hours on end, and allowed to sleep only enough to stay sane. Yet, as Cully knew, the bald facts of his week and a half, as set down in the official record, would show that he had not been deprived of adequate shelter, rest, food or drink.


The World Police had questioned him about some supposed attempt by the Pleiades Frontier Worlds, backed by the Moldaug aliens, to take over the three Old Worlds of Earth, Mars and the expensively terraformed Venus, in a coup d’etat. The plain ridiculousness of this—of the few scattered millions of people on the Frontier attempting to conquer the eighty-odd billions of the three Solar System Worlds, who together controlled over eighty percent of the wealth and armed might of the human race-was so obvious that it took Cully some little time to realize that his interrogators were serious.


Fantastically, they were serious. And Cully’s inability, which they assumed to be a refusal, to tell them about the coup drove them nearly to illegal violence during the week and a half.


Perhaps, he thought light headedly now, he should not have damned them all for a bunch of paranoid spacephobes, once he had realized that the questions were not merely an excuse for holding him under arrest. But probably keeping his temper would have made no difference in what they had done to him anyway. Almost literally more dead than alive now, Cully’s lean, tall body lay helplessly where it had been dumped, upon what he took to be mailbags, in the rear of the passenger compartment of the World Police SA ship. He lay on his side, with his restrained arms locked behind him, just able to see out one of the curved windows in the side of the ceremetal ship.


He had not bothered to notice where they were taking him-had hardly cared, in fact, within the fog of pain and weakness enclosing him. But now, roused by the restarting of the engines, he lifted his head and tried to see out the window.


They were dropping swiftly toward the dark-blue surface of an ocean flecked with the peaceful gold of floating sargasso weed. Both sargasso weed and the high glare of the sun in the brilliantly blue sky testified to the fact that they were somewhere in the tropic latitudes.


Looking down through the window now at the expanse of blazing aquamarine sky and opalescent ocean, Cully saw a strange structure like an offshore oil-drilling rig, though much larger. As he blinked his eyes against the sun glare, however, and the SA ship dropped rapidly toward the structure, he saw that its similarity to an oil-drilling rig was less than he had first thought.


The resemblance was there, all right. There was a heavy metal platform and superstructure, supported on six legs going down into the water like the anchoring legs of an oil rig. But now Cully’s dulled mind, triggered to slow movement by the unquenchable reflexes of that belief in himself that had never deserted him, reminded him that here, far from land—and it must be far from land—the ocean would hardly be shallow enough to allow legs like that to rest on the sea floor.


It was true that the steadiness of the structure gave it all the appearance of being so anchored. But Cully’s knowledge of architecture and engineering gradually formed for him a picture of the legs as containing something like machinery or elevators, and reaching no more than a hundred feet or so beneath the surface. At which point they would terminate in a balancing body the volume and weight of the platform above.


Such a body, plus the fact that the legs went below the area of wave disturbance, would steady the total, floating structure as well as legs anchored in the sea bed—and with a great deal more practicality. While at the same time, the balance between the masses in air and water held the upper platform fifty to eighty feet above the most furious tossing of the waves.


This much Cully saw, and dully concluded, before the strain of stretching up to see out the window drained the small reserves of energy left in him. He fell back on the mailbags, and the scene around him went swimming away into darkness…


The next thing he remembered, he was being half-dragged, half-carried across a metal deck in an upright position between two men in the familiar black uniforms of the Police. The pain and effort of the movement jarred him back to consciousness, and he opened his eyes to catch a fleeting glimpse about the platform he had seen from the air. Then he was dragged into what seemed to be a metal-walled, oil-smelling room and dumped in a corner there.


There was a short delay. Then the room darkened and descended, dropping away elevator-fashion beneath him. It fell for some slow seconds, and the air became thickly warm about him. It jarred to a stop.


Somehow, Cully must have passed out again. Because next he found himself half-standing, half-slumped, upheld by a single individual in a green uniform.


There was a clashing sound and heavy, metal doors opened before them.


“All right! Get out!” said the guard.


His hands shoved Cully, thrust him, staggering, forward out through the elevator doors into semidarkness heavy with odors of human bodies. Under the impetus of that shove, Cully tottered forward blindly half a dozen steps, then fell. He lay, blissfully content to be no longer on his feet, the metal deck beneath him feeling soft as the softest mattress he could remember, its cold surface against his cheek as gentle as the touch of a down pillow.


“Get up!” boomed and echoed the voice of the guard, far and distant above him. Cully ignored it. His eyes were accustoming themselves to the gloom around him. As they focused in now, he saw a pair of Frontier-made brush boots approaching. They came up to within a foot of his nose, and stopped, their toe caps pointing back past Cully in the direction from which the guard’s voice had come. A new, quiet voice echoed and sounded, more softly than the guard’s, above Cully’s head.


“We’ll take care of him, Busher.”


“Suits me, Jaimeson,” answered the guard’s voice. “The more you prisoners take care of yourselves, the better I like it.”


There was the sound of feet from the direction in which the guard’s voice had come, starting to move off.


“Wait a minute!” It was the voice belonging to the brush boots. “Hold on, Busher. He’s still got those restraints on.”


“Now, that’s sad.” It was the guard’s voice. “No one told me to take them off.”


“But you can’t leave them on any longer. Look how they’ve cut into his arms. They’ve been on him for hours.”


The guard’s boots drew near again, walking heavily.


“Listen, Jaimeson. You want to take care of him, that’s up to you. But I told you I didn’t have any orders to take off the springs. And my orders don’t come from you. Until I get orders—”


The guard’s voice broke off on a suddenly squeaking note that, in spite of Cully’s pain-shot wooziness, evoked the ghost of a silent chuckle in the back of Cully’s mind. There was a long pause, a silence during which Cully became aware that a second pair of brush boots had silently joined the first. Cully stared at the new pair in fascination, for they were no larger than the boots of a boy of twelve. The guard’s voice spoke again.


“You don’t scare me, Doak!” o The words were brave enough, but the new, high pitch of the voice betrayed them.


“Take”—it was a different voice, a strange voice, unremarkable but oddly unyielding, a flat, boyish tenor that somehow failed to sound either boyish or flat—“them off.”


There was a little moment of silence.


“They’re hurting him,” went on the Doak voice unemotionally. “You know I don’t like that, Busher—seeing you hurt anyone.”


Cully felt heavy fingers hastily fumbling with the restraints, holding his forearms and wrists together behind his back. There was the sudden, twanging sound of the lock snapping open, and the touch of the tight metal coils fell from him.


Wonderingly, he attempted to bring his arms around in front of him—and hot agony landed through his shoulders, back and body like the flame of a welding torch. He never knew then whether the scream that formed in him actually came from his throat, or merely echoed itself in his brain. Because darkness, this time complete and unrelenting, closed down about him.
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Later, he was never able to remember an exact moment in which he began once more to be aware of what was around him. In between was an interval of half-consciousness and nightmare; of faces that swelled and dwindled, coming close and then going away from him.


First, the face of Alia Braight, once more the thin, tomboyish young girl who had tagged after him around the weedy hills and fields surrounding Kalestin City. Then Alia again—but adult now—as she had been when she had come all the way back out to that Frontier World two months ago. She had come, she said, now that the troubles between the Old Worlds and the Frontier were four years over, to talk him into coming back with her to Earth, and taking up once more his graduate studies in architecture under Albert Monns at Michigan State.


Alia, adult and beautiful now, arguing for his return. Then Alia, turning strangely contrary aboard the ship bringing them both to Earth. Alia, reviving all the old political arguments between the Old Worlds and the Frontier. Finally, Alia, the day their ship had landed, a week and a half back, turning away from him in the spaceship lounge, as the ship settled on the Long Island Spaceport pad:


“Cully, it’s no use. I thought you’d have changed—but you haven’t. You’re still just as much a Frontier revolutionist as you ever were. Maybe we’d better not see each other… for a while, anyway…”


And a few seconds later:


‘No, I won’t call you, Cully. I’ll wait until you call me…’


Alia, going away from him, reflected in the wall mirror of the lounge as she mingled with the debarking crowd at the top of the lounge gangplank. His own sharp-boned face under its blond hair, for once somber, mirrored there also, gazing after her. Then, several minutes later, when Cully had followed, the neat-mustached, thin, young face of a World Police lieutenant waiting at the foot of the gangplank. The Lieutenant, flanked by two black-uniformed enlisted men, one of whom was a corporal, looking at Cully’s papers from under the trim visor of his uniform cap. The Lieutenant’s voice, asking:


“Culihan When? Not the spacelifter who hijacked more of our spaceships than any other Frontiersman during the Frontier Revolt?”


“Ex-spacelifter. That’s my pardon you’re holding—signed by one of your own Tri-World Council Members, Amos Braight. What is this?” Cully had demanded. Then sudden understanding exploding within him. Abruptly he had looked for Alia, and found her already lost in the crowd of passengers streaming ahead toward the Terminal Building. He had turned back toward the Lieutenant. “If you’re arresting me, what’s the charge?”


“Charge? Oh, no charge at all, sir. Just some routine questions…” The young Lieutenant’s face lifted, smoothly polite among the gathering small crowd of disembarking passengers. “But if you’ll just come with us for a minute…”


Afterwards, the Police Corporal’s fist like a door slammed unexpectedly across Cully’s mouth, once they had brought him into the back room of the Police Section of the Spaceport Terminal. The Corporal’s hard-fat, savage face under stiff black hair… his arm drawn back again as other Police hands locked Cully’s arms behind him. The Corporal’s voice, thickly…


“Look at him! This one wants to bite. Hold him still, now…”


“All right, Corporal!” The Lieutenant, on his feet, neat and military behind the desk, speaking evenly and slowly toward the official interview recorder on his desk. “I’m aware of the trouble this man offered to cause you as you were bringing him in, and I saw the threatening gesture he made toward you just now that forced you to strike him in self-defense—but we’ll have no violence, here. You other two men put the restraints on him.”


The Lieutenant, sitting down again, as the cool, enfolding metal of the spring restraints enclosed Cully’s arms from wrist to elbow behind him… “Name, please?”


“Damn you, you know my name!”


“Name please…”


And then the whirling visions of the week and a half of nightmares. Nightmares that slowly thinned and gave way to the black and utter sleep of exhaustion.


When full clearheadedness finally returned, it came slowly, like a man drifting up into daylight from the dark of deep waters. But it brought with it a freedom at last from pain, and a new peace of mind.


He had put it all into proper context finally. Alia had tricked him into returning to Earth so that the Old Worlds, now become near-paranoic with space fears, could lock him up. He, who had been the greatest thorn in their sides during the Frontier Revolt, which the Bill of Agreements had theoretically resolved, six years since.


But he could see now how Alia was not to blame for what she had done to him. She was still the daughter of Amos Braight, once Kalestin’s Governor and Cully’s guardian, but now Senior Member of the Tri-Worlds Council, governing Earth, Mars and Venus. Being the kind of person she was, Alia could be placed under pressure by arguments of her father that her naturally loyal nature could not resist.


Therefore, Alia had not been changed into his enemy, after all. She had only been ill-advised, and that condition could be corrected. At that conclusion, a deep, fierce warmth of challenge began to burn in Cully, and he welcomed it like an old friend. Always there had been this quality of recoil in him. The harder he was hit, the higher he bounced. He could feel his spirits returning now.


The trouble lay not in the clean, half-Frontier mind of Alia, but in the sick fear of most of the Old World’s people where the Frontier and the Moldaug aliens were concerned. Alia was too honest not to admit this if Cully could prove it to her beyond doubt. And prove it he would, he thought now. Even if it was necessary to turn the Old World’s, the Frontier, the Moldaug and everything else upside down to do it. He grinned again, inside his mind, at the picture this thought evoked.


“That’s right,” he told himself silently, part mockingly part seriously. “You never were one for half-measures, were you?”


That self-accusation woke him at last into full consciousness.


He opened his eyes, with the vague memory of having drifted up to just beneath the surface of awareness in this place on a number of previous occasions, only to slip back again.


This time, however, when he came awake he was aware of what seemed to be a sort of cubbyhole with a steeply slanting roof above it that might be the underside of a stairway, for he had vague recollections of boots heard ascending and descending over his head. In this dim cubbyhole, Cully made out three foam mattresses with bedding, which together filled the available space below the slanting metal staircase.


On one of these foam mattresses he himself was lying. It was the mattress closest to the inside wall. The mattress closest to the open side of the cubbyhole was empty. But on the middle mattress, seated crosslegged as a man sits before a fire—as Cully himself had grown into the habit of sitting during his youthful trapping trips into the brush country on Kalestin—was a slim, pleasant-looking Frontiersman with a pleasant, bony face and wiry body, who at first seemed hardly more than Cully’s age, until Cully suddenly realized that the man’s hair was white.


“Feeling better now?” asked the man.


It was the soft, educated voice that had first spoken to the guard, the voice that had belonged to the first pair of brush boots Cully had seen as he lay on the metal floor after being shoved out of the elevator.


“Fine,” said Cully, and the hoarse weakness of his own voice shocked him.


The white-haired man nodded.


“You’ve been needing rest, mainly,” he said. “Food, too—as much food as we could get into you. But mainly rest. Rest cures just about every human ill that’s curable without medicines, and some that medicines can’t cure.”


The choice of words and their Old World’s pronunciation, in the soft, baritone voice, was scholarly, almost pedantic-sounding, coming from a figure dressed in rough Frontier bush-country clothes and seated like a man long used to open campfires.


“I’m Will Jaimeson,” the white-haired man went on. “My partner’s Doak Townsend. Maybe you were awake enough from time to time to remember him.”


Now that Cully thought of it, he had a hazy memory of a figure certainly no more than five feet tall and looking no more than his late teens-although the smallness of the face and figure may have contributed to the appearance of youthfulness-who had also sat crosslegged watching him, as Will Jaimeson was watching him now.


“I’m…” began Cully, and then caution stilled his tongue. It might be that his better safety lay in keeping his identity secret from his fellow prisoners. But Will Jaimeson was, already finishing the sentence for him.


“Cully When, of course.” Will nodded. “I know you. In fact I saw you once when you were a boy, living in Amos Braight’s home back when Earth had sent him out to be the Governor on Kalestin.”


“Oh? You go back some years on Kalestin, do you?” asked Cully huskily.


“I go back some years on all the Frontier Worlds,” answered Will. “I was the anthropologist with the First Settlement on Casimir III, forty years ago.”


Cully stared at him with new interest. Unless the man was lying, he could not be less than in his middle sixties. But aside from the white hair, his nearly unlined face and slim body gave no token of being much older than thirty. Of course, perhaps he was simply a little insane. Imprisoned men could become that.


“Funny I haven’t heard your name before,” Cully said slowly. “Someone that started out on the Frontier that far back—”


“I wasn’t on the Frontier Worlds a good share of that time,” answered Will. He smiled gently, but a little wearily also, as if these were questions with which he was overfamiliar.


“Oh? Back here on the Old Worlds?” Cully asked.


“No.”


Cully gazed interestedly at him.


“Correct me if I’m Wrong,” Cully said. “But I don’t know any other place you’re likely to find humans besides the Solar System or the Frontier Worlds.”


“But I wasn’t among humans,” said Will. “Most of that time I was out among aliens, deep in Moldaug territory, these last forty-odd years.”


Cully lay still, watching him, thinking he had been right. The white-haired man was probably not all there mentally. For what he had claimed was essentially impossible. The Moldaug had closed their spatial Frontier to humans a dozen years back; and only a year ago they had sent Ambassadors here to the Tri-Worlds Council on Earth, laying claim to the Frontier Worlds where people had settled, saying that the Pleiades had belonged to the Moldaug long before humans came.
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But the calmness of Will Jaimeson did not seem shaken by the frank disbelief in Cully’s gaze. The older man sat so quietly and serenely that Cully’s interest grew. Maybe the other was not mad, after all. Back when Cully had been a boy on Kalestin, when he had first come to that Frontier World with his emigrating parents, there had been stories of men who had known the alien Moldaug.


It was true enough, Cully remembered now—indeed, it was historical fact-that in the early years of the human settlements on the Frontier Worlds of the Pleiades, the Moldaug had seemed to class humans more as curiosities than as threats. But the stories had gone beyond this to claim that there had been humans then who had actually made friends with members of that bony, leathery-skinned but undeniably civilized alien race holding the stars beyond the Pleiades. These humans, said the stories, had even ridden on Moldaug ships between the newly human-settled Frontier Worlds circling the GO-type stars of the Pleiades. Stars, which had historically been hidden from Earth by distance and the cosmic dust of that interstellar area.


At that time the Moldaug, with their different psychological structure, had seemed to take humans much more for granted than humans took them. It was apparently neither wonderful nor terrible to the Moldaug, at first, to encounter another intelligent, space-going race. They, themselves, had seemed to have no great interest in the Pleiades Planets beyond making occasional scouting trips to them. Nor had they seemed to feel any resentment of the fact that humans were beginning to occupy those worlds.


But that had been in the beginning. At some time, somewhere along in the early years of human exploration and settlement of the Pleiades Planets, an emotional switch apparently had been thrown in the Moldaug psychology. The alien scout ships had ceased to visit the Pleiades Worlds and human spaceships were sternly warned off, if they ventured from the Pleiades inward toward the stars of the Moldaug region of space. As the Japanese in the seventeenth century had suddenly closed their borders to Europeans, so the Moldaug had closed theirs to humans-though from time to time there had still been stories of humans who had drifted into Moldaug territory before the aliens’ change of attitude, returning unharmed.


But nowadays it was hard to believe such stories, since the Moldaug had suddenly, incredibly, and apparently reasonlessly, laid claim to all the Pleiades region. Even at this moment, as Cully knew, their Ambassadors were here on Earth; in discussion with Members of the Tri-Worlds Council, they were calmly demanding that humans abandon all worlds they had settled in that region. While the Council wrangled among itself, refusing to admit to the aliens that it could no longer command the people of the Frontier to come home again, refusing to admit to itself that the Moldaug were evidently ready to attack the whole human race if the Pleiades were not evacuated immediately.


Over all, coloring all the negotiations made by the Tri-Worlds Council Members, was the spacephobia—in Frontier terms, not so much a fear-of-space as a fear of what that space might contain, beyond the bounds of the Solar System—that afflicted most of the Old Worlds people. It made them see the Frontiersmen as savages, the aliens as monsters—and warped their viewpoints toward the Frontier and the Frontier people in a way none of the Old World Leaders would admit. Even Alia, who was free from the spacephobia herself, would not admit its existence; and this, in fact, had been the main subject of disagreement between her and Cully on the trip back to Earth from Kalestin.


Yet the very reality of this place, and Cully’s own arrest, proved that existence. Cully’s train of thought peaked suddenly with a new, sharp interest.


But before he could begin to seriously examine this new idea, something silent as a moth flitted into the cubbyhole and folded up on the mattress beyond Will, so that it sat crosslegged, staring at Cully. Cully gazed back with interest. It was the little man he half-remembered seeing—the one Will had said was named Doak Townsend.


“He’s better?” asked the unemotional voice Cully remembered. Its flat, tenor tone made a statement, rather than a question, out of the words the small man had just spoken. Will nodded.


“Thanks,” said Cully, suddenly remembering what had happened outside the elevator. “Thanks, both of you.”


Doak did not reply at all. His expressionless, regular features—which might perhaps have seemed handsome if they had shown a little more animation—continued to stare calmly at Cully. It was a strange face, the kind of face that made Cully wonder if he had seen it somewhere before. But Will answered for both of them.


“We try to pick up any new men who get delivered in particularly bad shape,” Will said. “Doak’s the only prisoner here the guards are really afraid of. So we can get things done right away, like making them take off those restraints they had on your arms. It’s a wonder they hadn’t already crippled you. And to think those things were brought in as replacements for straitjackets because people thought they were more humane!”


Cully looked back at Will.


“You always take the newly delivered cripples in here with you?” Cully asked.


“As often as we can. But,” said Will, his eyes narrowing slightly, “your case is a little different. You’re Culihan O’Rourke When, the all-time champion spacelifter. The man who, singlehanded, hijacked more than a dozen Old Worlds spaceships during the Frontier Revolt four years ago. That gave us a special interest in you.”


“What special interest?” asked Cully. He was intrigued.


“No point in bothering you with it just yet,” said Will. “You’d better have something to eat now, and rest some more. In a day or so you’ll be stronger and ready to talk.”


He turned and searched among the bedclothes at the head of his mattress, coming up with a thick plastic container. There was a slight popping sound as he handled it, and a second or two later the aroma of hot beef soup reached Cully’s nostrils.


“Where do you get the food?” Cully asked, struggling to sit up in a posture that would make eating a little more practical.


“It’s issued to us,” Will answered quietly. “If you’d been able to move about, you could’ve gone to the requisition window and gotten your own. We just drew your rations for you.” He passed the now opened and steaming plastic container into Cully’s hands along with a detachable plastic spoon. “Here, get as much of this into you as you can hold, and then try to sleep some more.”


Cully obeyed without protest. The advice was good; and besides, at the moment, he had a good deal of new information to absorb.


In the several days that followed, Cully’s strength flowed back as he lay on his mattress under what was indeed a stairway between levels of their underwater prison. There were five levels in all, Will told him, all of them jammed with detainees, mainly from the Frontier Worlds, filling full all this bulbous underwater section of the ocean-encompassed structure known as Immigration Detention Station Number One. “Number One,” for short.


As his strength came back, Cully studied the two odd individuals who had taken him into their care. Except at rare intervals, either Will or Doak was alone with him in the cubbyhole. Doak, on these occasions, proved not much of a companion-evidently not because he did not want to talk, but because he had very little to say. He spent his time with Cully either sleeping—often as not seated upright and crosslegged with his back against a vertical wall—or sharpening a typical, handmade prisoner’s knife. One of those knives made of a strip of metal, whetted and honed to razor edge and needle point, and with its handle made out of rags wrapped around the tang of the blade and soaked in varnish to harden them. His only other occupation, as far as Cully could see, was sitting and contemplating whatever was in a locket that hung by a chain around his neck. He was always very careful to make sure that Cully could not also see what was in the locket; but whatever was there could hold the little man’s attention for hours.


The fifth day after Cully had begun to feel himself again, he chose a moment when he was alone with Will to ask bluntly about his partner.


Will hesitated, then shrugged.


“Of course, Doak’s not quite sane,” he said.


“I thought so,” said Cully. “So that’s why the guards are all afraid of him?”


“The guards are afraid of him,” said Will earnestly, “because Doak isn’t afraid of them; and it’s plain, even to men like them, that there’s nothing they can do to make him afraid. So that if they push him or it—or if Doak himself simply takes a notion—to do something to one of them, he’ll act without stopping to count the consequences. So they handle him with kid gloves. But, of course, sooner or—”


Will stopped suddenly.


“Of course… ?” Cully prompted.


“I think—” Will hesitated. “You asked me a couple of days ago why I took you in here, and I said I had a reason we’d talk about later.”


He paused, as if waiting for some response from Cully.


“Go on,” said Cully. “What was the reason?”


“It’s got to do with what this place is, here.”


“A prison,” said Cully flatly.


“Yes. But officially, as I told you earlier, it’s only a detention station-an Immigration Service Detention Station,” said Will, “and we actually have got a few illegal immigrants here, from Mars, or Venus, or the asteroids. But what the place really is, is an internment camp for anyone from the Frontier the Police have had an excuse to pick up and question these last three years.”


Cully nodded.


“You see,” said Will, “the point is, we prisoners out-number the guards a hundred to one, and since we aren’t really criminals, we’ve got our own government and our own laws. There’s half a dozen men on what we call the Board of Governors who run things down here. They’re all Frontiersmen who held positions of authority during the Frontier Revolt four years ago, and they’re all old fellow-revolutionists of yours. The minute they know you’re here”—Will looked steadily at Cully—“you’ll probably become a Board Member yourself. Even if you don’t, you’re bound to have a lot of influence with them.”


“What about it?” asked Cully flatly.


Will took a deep breath.


“I kept you here so I’d have a chance to talk to you before any of your old friends recognized you. As I just told you, the Board decides everything among us down here.”


He paused, looking at Cully.


“One of the decisions it makes,” he said slowly, “is who among us are going to get the chance to escape.”
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Cully laughed. The irony of the situation tickled him. But there was no bitter edge to his humor—any more than there had been bitterness at his betrayal by Alia. Cully had never expected his fellow men and women to be saints. Rather, the contrary. Which was possibly why, the thought had occurred to him once or twice, so many of them seemed to be well-disposed toward him. Certainly, nothing else explained his lifelong luck in that regard.


“So that’s it,” said Cully. “And here I was thinking it was pure admiration and charity that had made you take me in.”


“I’m not asking for myself!” said Will sharply. “It’s Doak. You see how he is. Sooner or later he’ll kill someone here—or get himself killed.”


“Well, that can happen,” said Cully, “and you’re a good man, in my book, for wanting to look out after your partner. But from what I’ve seen of places like this, it’s not a good enough reason to get him escape priority. My guess is, he’ll have to wait his turn.”


“There won’t be any turns,” said Will. His usually calm face had tightened. “The chance to escape that’s coming up is going to be the first and only at Number One.”


Cully was suddenly alert.


“The first and only?” he said. “You mean no one’s tried an escape before this?”


“That’s right.” Will nodded. “New Zealand’s fifteen hundred miles away, and that’s our closest land. The only way anyone can get out of here is by taking over one of the Space-and-Atmosphere ships that fly in to bring us new prisoners or supplies, and then fly out again. The SA ships always come down in the water a good hundred yards away from Number One, and then ferry over to the station what they’re bringing in. That means there’s always at least a hundred yards of open water between any escapees and the means of escape. And, aside from the guards, the water around Number One’s alive with sharks. You’ll see why, the first time you get your turn up on deck.”


“I see,” said Cully slowly. “It’s a matter of needing a boat, then, to get from the station here to the SA ship?”


“Yes,” said Will. “And there’s no such thing as a boat to be found on Number One. The SA ships bring their own when they come, and take it away when they leave.”


“Then how’s an escape being figured?” Cully asked.


“The Board of Governors started building a boat four months ago,” Will said. “Not many here know that, but I found it out. A small boat, made in fifty or sixty small parts that can be hidden separately, then fitted together when the time comes. It’ll be six months more before it’s done, and even after that, they’ll have to wait for a change to smuggle the pieces up on deck. So that when an SA ship comes, the prisoners can stage a riot long enough for the boat to be put together and gotten into the water. The boat’s to hold five men—it needs to hold at least five to be sure to take over the SA ship from whatever guards are left on her. But five’s the limit. Any boat larger than that would be too hard to build secretly and put together in a hurry on deck when the time comes.”


He stopped. Cully nodded thoughtfully.


“I see,” said Cully.


“Yes,” said Will. “Five men are going to get a chance to escape. Only five-out of nearly three thousand prisoners. You see what chance Doak and I have of being two of them?”


“Now it’s both of you who want to go,” said Cully humorously. “You’ll have that boat filled in a minute. What makes you think I wouldn’t want a place aboard her myself, if it comes to that?”


Will brushed the question aside impatiently.


“Don’t joke with me—you know you’re going!” he said, leaning urgently toward Cully. “Listen, you’ll take Doak because you’ll need me. And I won’t go without him. I told you—I spent forty years, on and off, with the Moldaug. I can speak their language. But, more than that, I understand them. I understand the different way they think. With my help you can make terms with the Moldaug; and once you make terms with them, you can do anything you want to the Old Worlds!”


“Such as?” Cully’s attention suddenly sharpened.


“I don’t know—whatever your objectives are!” said Will. “Taking over their government, or whatever—I don’t care! The point is, I can help you get it without bloodshed. I tell you I know the Moldaug. I came out with the first Casimir III Settlement as a cultural anthropologist, to study the adaptation of the settlers to Frontier conditions. But then I ran into the Moldaug and they fascinated me. I switched to studying them. I got to know them. I learned their tongue. I rode back to their worlds in their scouting ships, and began to study their myths and legends. Don’t you understand? Those myths and legends are just the clues we humans need to understand the whole business of how the Moldaug think and react—”


“Hold on a minute,” Cully interrupted gently. Will stopped. For a moment he sat, still leaning tensely forward. Then his body sagged.


“No,” he said in a dull voice, “you don’t believe me either, do you? You don’t realize what a difference there is between the Moldaug and humans—”


“Easy now,” said Cully,. “I’m not turning a deaf ear to all this you’re saying. It’s just you’re going a little fast for me. Let’s go back a minute. Remember—I asked you why you didn’t think I’d grab a place for myself on that boat if I could get it?”


Will stared at him, at first blankly and then with growing astonishment.


“I don’t understand,” he said at last.


“You’ve got that a bit twisted,” said Cully. “I’m the one who doesn’t understand. What makes you think I’m so sure of a place in that boat that I can fix it for you and Doak to come along with me? I just landed in this place. There’s three thousand men, according to you, that were here before me.”


“But—” Will still stared at him incredulously. “The whole business is for you, isn’t it? I mean, who else but you could’ve figured out a way of taking over the Old Worlds in a coup d’état with the few spaceships and men we’ve got out on the Frontier? If anybody’s going to get a chance to get out of here and back to the Pleiades, it has to be you!”


“I’d be happy to think so,” said Cully. “But there’s one little thing you seem misinformed about. I’ve never made any plans for the Frontier to take over the Old Worlds in a coup d’état. I’d have had to lose what little sense I’ve got to dream a dream like that.”


Will stared, at him for a long second.


“You don’t trust me, that’s it,” said Will at last. “That must be it. Cully, everybody in Number One knows about the plot! We’ve all been questioned about it by the Police before we were brought here.”


“Oh?” said Cully. He nodded then, slowly and thoughtfully. “So that’s it. That’s how the fantasy started. It’s this Old Worlds paranoia.”


“Fantasy?” Will echoed the word in a strangely stifled voice. He sat for a second. “Fantasy?”


“Well, now, you’re from the Frontier yourself,” said Cully. “Tell me-can you see any way such a notion could be anything more than fantasy?”


Will sat looking at him—for what seemed a long time. He did not answer or move. Then a deep breath escaped from him slowly, and he seemed to shrink in size.


“Fantasy…” he said again in the same stifled voice. “I knew it…” His voice thickened a little. “And the Board of Governors and everyone in Number One from the Frontier, all this time, just holding on for the day when it’d come true, and we’d be rescued by the Frontier’s takeover here on Earth. That’s why the Board started to build their boat-to get word back to the Frontier Congress how we were all being held here. Of course, we had to know—all of us-that it’s impossible. But we all tried to believe in it just the same…”


“Well, the World Police believe in it, it seems,” said Cully, “and they’ve got powerful ways of making themselves convincing.” He sat back, looking at the older man slumped opposite him. In spite of the casualness of his voice, a new idea was beginning to build swiftly in the back of Cully’s mind. He chose his next words carefully.


“Cheer up,” he said. “It’s a mad universe, all over the place. Here’s the Old Worlds convinced that the Frontier can take them over, without a shred of reason for believing it. And there’s the Moldaug out on the Frontier, laying claim to our worlds in the Pleiades without a shred of reason either.”


“What—” Will’s voice was dull. He roused himself slightly. “Oh, the Moldaug reason for claiming the Pleiades will be real enough.”


“Real enough?” Cully watched him closely. “The Moldaug sit for fifty years and watch us settle down on those planets, and then suddenly claim that we had no right landing on them in the first place? Why, it’s the very fact there’s no reason and sense behind that action of theirs that started this whole chain of events, with the old Worlds dreaming the nightmare of a coup d’état that got us all arrested and sent here in the first place.”


“I know—I know—” said Will straightening up. “But the very fact we don’t see any reason for the Moldaug to do this is an example of why the Tri-Worlds Council is making such a mess of dealing with their Ambassador Ruhn and his Brother Ambassadors. That’s why I came to Earth, to explain that to the Council; but when I tried to tell Braight, he turned me over to the World Police—”


“Braight?” Amos Braight?” demanded Cully.


“Yes, that’s the man,” said Will. “I knew him slightly back when he was Kalestin’s Governor. So I managed to get an appointment to see him; but when I told him, he didn’t believe me. You see, our human culture operates on a polarity between the concepts of ‘right* and ‘wrong.’ But ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are unimportant, flexible, only relative terms to the Moldaug. They operate instead on a polarity between the concepts of Respectability and not-Respectability. I know it’s not an easy idea to grasp, but Braight wouldn’t even try to listen. He accused me of being part of the plot—the ‘fantasy’ you called it—and you’re right, of course…”


He trailed off.


“Then, just what is the Moldaug reason for claiming the Pleiades?” Cully asked quietly.


“The specific reason? That I don’t know,” said Will. “My field’s anthropology, not politics. But I know the reason’s got to be there in Moldaug terms—a perfectly sensible reason, if you think like they do. It only needs someone who thinks in the proper terms and knows the Moldaug, to dig it out.”


“Is that so?” said Cully thoughtfully. He changed the subject abruptly. “What about Doak? How does Doak come into all this?”


“Doak?” Will hesitated. For the first time his eyes shifted a little away from Cully’s. “Oh, Doak was brought to Number One a little after I got here. He’d come to Earth about a year before, to… look for someone. Finally he was picked up by the World Police. He’d given them a harder time than I had—or anyone else they’d sent here. He can’t bend at all, you see. Once he’d told them the truth and they wouldn’t listen, he just stopped talking altogether. When he came here he was in bad shape—worse than you were, much worse. Well, I know a little about medicine. I helped him get well… and we’ve been partners since.”


“Yes,” said Cully. His mind was in high gear now, fitting fact to fact and supposition to supposition with lightlike speed. He had almost forgotten Will’s presence, when the older man spoke to him.


“What?” asked Cully, looking back across the mattresses.


“I said”—Will’s eyes were penetratingly upon him—“I wouldn’t have thought there was anything in what I’ve told you to make a man smile.”


“Smile?” Cully became suddenly conscious of his own facial expression.


“If you can call it that,” said Will. “That’s a pretty wolfish expression, whether it’s a smile or not. Braight was a friend of yours when you were a boy on Kalestin, wasn’t he?”


“He took me in,” said Cully, feeling the smile vanish. “He took me into his home, into the Governor’s mansion on Kalestin, after my parents were killed by brush outlaws. He’d known my father back on Earth. I lived with him and his daughter for six years before I struck out back into the brush to go trapping on my own. That was two years before he gave up the Governorship, when his party called him back to run for office here on Earth.”


For a moment, the memory of Amos and Alia as he had known them on Kalestin threatened to draw Cully’s thoughts from the situation at hand. Harshly, he shoved memory aside and came back to the present.


“You say the prisoner Board of Governors all believe in this scheme, the Frontier making an attempt to take over the Old Worlds?” he asked Will.


“Yes,” answered Will, looking at him in some wonder. “I told you—we’ve all believed it here.”


Cully got to his feet, stepping out from under the staircase. Will rose and followed.


“Then we’d better get busy about seeing them,” said Cully-he smiled again at the older man—“if you and Doak want your places in that boat, after all.”


“If Doak and I—” A startled look showed in Will’s eyes. “But how can we get into it now—?” He broke off suddenly. “I thought you told me just a minute ago that the plot was a fantasy—a fantasy dreamed up by the paranoiacs here on the Old Worlds”


“It was,” answered Cully lightly, “until just about thirty seconds ago. Are you going to show me where I can find these Governors you talked about—or not?”


“If you want.” Still gazing at Cully wonderingly, Will walked around him and began to mount the stairs above their cubbyhole. “I’ll take you to them. But you said ‘was??”


“Was, as I say,” agreed Cully, stepping up level with the older man. “But as of the last thirty seconds it strikes me there just might be a very good chance of making it become real.”


Will stared at him.


“I don’t understand?” the older man said.


“Why, it seems that uncovering the reason behind that Moldaug claim to the Pleiades may be the key to everything,” said Cully cheerfully. “And with your help, once we get out of here, we just might be able to pull off that coup d’état after all—with benefits to all concerned.”
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On the open-air deck of the platform at Number One, four months and some days later, a cruising sea bird might have seen a number of men, clothed for the most part only in ragged pants, working upon a chest-high metal fence. This fence surrounded the platform at its edge, except for the open garbage area screened off at one corner, where the station’s food scraps and other trash were dumped into the ocean-thereby ensuring the plentiful supply of sharks which patrolled the Dentention Station—as Will had earlier remarked to Cully. One of the men bent over at work on the fence near the garbage area this day was Cully himself. He was chipping paint on one of the thick, steel fenceposts.
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