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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.








INTRODUCTION


It was September of 1956, I was twenty-one years old, and all the doors of the world were opening for me at once.


That June I had graduated from college; my new career as a professional science-fiction writer was already well under way, with dozens of stories sold in the first year alone; in late August I married my college girlfriend and a week afterward, at the World Science Fiction Convention in New York, I was given a Hugo as the most promising new author of the year.


Then I went off with my bride to the first Milford Science Fiction Conference, where the writers I had begun to think of as my fellow professionals — Theodore Sturgeon, James Blish, Damon Knight, Fritz Leiber, Cyril Kornbluth, Frederik Pohl, Lester del Rey, Algis Budrys, and many others — treated me, the startlingly prolific newcomer, with respect and affection.


And now, with that dizzying rush of events behind me, I found myself established in a sprawling, handsome apartment on one of Manhattan’s finest residential streets, embarking on real adult life — if you will accept the notion that there is anything real or adult about deciding, straight out of college, to earn one’s livelihood by making up stories about the far reaches of space and time and getting publishers to pay for them.


I thought I could make it work.


I had already demonstrated, to myself and everyone else, that I could produce publishable material on a day-in-day-out basis, a steady stream of stories at a level of prolificity that only a few writers (Frederick Faust, George Simenon, Arthur J. Burks, L. Ron Hubbard, John Creasey) had ever matched. Story ideas were available to me at the snap of a finger and I had the youthful stamina needed to turn out twenty, thirty, even forty pages of fiction a day, five days a week, without faltering.


For the past eighteen months, even while I was finishing my senior year at Columbia, I had worked at that pace in the most matter-of-fact way, and I had sold everything I had written — not necessarily to the first magazine where I submitted it, but, sooner or later, someone had been willing to buy it.


Even in my youthful exuberance, though, I knew that it wouldn’t be possible to sustain a full-time career indefinitely by writing short stories alone.


Allowing two or three days per story, sometimes even doing them at a single sitting, rarely if ever revising my first drafts, I could easily turn out somewhere between 100 and 150 stories a year — but where would I sell them all?


There were about a dozen science fiction magazines then, and I was selling regularly to all of them.




But the three highest paying magazines (Astounding, Galaxy, Fantasy & SF) were extremely demanding markets: I would be doing well to sell each of them as many as three stories a year against the competition of everyone else in the field. The lesser magazines, harder pressed to fill their pages, had shown a willingness to publish a story of mine in virtually every issue, sometimes two or even three.


But how long could I keep that up?


A couple of years, perhaps — but not forever.


The answer lay in writing novels. There were three main publishers of s-f novels in those days — Doubleday, Ballantine, and Ace.


Doubleday, the preserve of such top-level writers as Heinlein, Asimov, and Bradbury, was surely beyond my reach at that time.


Ballantine, the home of Sturgeon, Clarke, Pohl, John Wyndham, and Jack Vance, had no great need of my still immature talents either. But then there was Ace, a publishing house that was producing two double volumes a month, each offering a pair of 50,000-word novels bound back to back. I had heard that Ace was paying $1,000 per novel — substantial pay indeed, in an era when $100 a week was a decent wage and my splendid West End Avenue apartment cost me just $150 a month. And Ace, which put out more books a year than the other two houses combined, was always in need of new writers to meet its voracious publishing schedule.




A single 50,000-word book was the equivalent in length of eight or ten short stories, but how much easier it would be, I reasoned, to develop a single idea to book length than to produce eight or ten separate ideas as short stories and sell them all!


The book would bring in more money, too, since I could hope for no more than $50 or $75 a piece for most of those stories, assuming I sold them all right away.


And there would be the hope of translation income for a novel, besides — additional fees from France, Germany, or Italy, perhaps.


Having made all those calculations, I approached Donald A. Wollheim, the shrewd and experienced editor of Ace Books, right after my Hugo victory at the New York convention, and asked him whether he would be interested in adding me to his list of writers, which already included such established figures as Gordon R. Dickson, Poul Anderson, Philip K. Dick, and Leigh Brackett.


Wollheim sized me up quickly, seeing the mix of developing talent, unparalleled productiveness, and raw ambition that I was, and told me he’d be glad to take me on.


“Let me see a couple of chapters and an outline and I’ll give you a contract,” he said.


And so, on a warm September day right after my return from the Milford gathering, I got down to work.


My magnificent new apartment had scarcely any furniture in it, then, and I remember typing my opening chapters on a folding card table set up in the middle of an empty room.


My starting point was a mental image of the prototypical Ace novel as I understood it — a short, fast-moving book set a few hundred years in the future and rich in colorful description and melodramatic conflict.


What was required of me, I believed, was nothing at all like the coolly intellectual work of Isaac Asimov or the crisp, knowing manner of Robert A. Heinlein, or the insight into character of Theodore Sturgeon, or the poetic power of Ray Bradbury — just as well, because there was no way that I could begin to match those writers’ skills at that time.


But I could and would do an Ace novel that would hold its own among other novels of its type, and, very quickly, a sketch for a book I called The Years of the Freeze took shape.


Wollheim liked my proposal and issued a contract immediately. It’s dated October 10, 1956 — scarcely a month from the day I began writing the outline.


I wasted no time getting started on the book. I suspect I wrote it at a pace of 20 to 25 pages a day, which means the job would have taken me eight or nine working days, since the manuscript — I still have a carbon copy of it — runs to 206 pages. My journal shows that I finished it at in mid-November, 1956.


(Also that month I wrote the short stories “Quick Freeze,” “Satellite Peril,” “Sunrise on Mercury,” “Spawn of the Void,” “The Alien Menace,” “Devil’s World,” the novella “Sea Lords of Forgotten Terra,” and eight other items of various sorts.


Not just my head but my fingers start to ache at the thought of producing all that — using a manual typewriter, of course, since computers were still science fiction in 1956 and even electric typewriters were uncommon things.)


Wollheim liked the book, I guess — he immediately gave me a contract for a second novel, which would be called Master of Life and Death — and brought it out in the spring of 1957 as part of a double volume that also contained James Gunn’s This Fortress World. Don was an inveterate title-changer — he was the editor who reprinted Stanley G. Weinbaum’s story “Flight on Titan” as “A Man, a Maid, and Saturn’s Temptation” — and my title Years of the Freeze gave way to Wollheim’s The Thirteenth Immortal, which actually struck me as an improvement.


Here it is again, in print for the first time in forty-five years.


Maybe it isn’t quite up there with such later books of mine as Dying Inside or Lord Valentine’s Castle, but I beg you to remember that I was just twenty-one years old when I wrote it, and Shakespeare didn’t turn out material like Othello or King Lear from the outset, either.


Looking through it now, I find it full of little touches of the kind that one day would be called Silverbergian, little bits of insight and color like the mutant colony in chapter nine — and it’s an interesting literary curiosity besides.


Though the book may not exactly be of Hugo Award-winning caliber, I think it does foreshadow the novelist who was to come, and, at the very least, isn’t it interesting to see how far a writer’s career can go from a start like this?


—Robert Silverberg,


October, 2004















PROLOGUE




CENTURIES LATER, men would talk of those years as the Years of the Freeze. They would mean the years between 2062 and 2527, the years when mankind, shattered by its own hand, maintained a rigid cultural stasis while rebuilding.


Those were the years when what was, would be. The years when there would be nothing new under the sun because mankind willed it so. The century of war, culminating in the almost total global destruction of 2062, had taught lessons that were not soon forgotten.


The old ways returned to the world — ways that had held sway for thousands of years, and which had regained ascendancy after the brief, nightmarish reign of the machine. Mankind still had machines, of course; life would have been impossible without them. But the Years of the Freeze were years of primarily hand labor, of travel by foot or by horse, of slow living and fear of complexity. The clock rolled back to an older, simpler kind of world — and froze there.


Like all ages, this one had its symbols and, conveniently, the symbols of the status quo were actual as well as symbolic forces in maintaining the Freeze. There were twelve of them — the Twelve Dukes, they called themselves, and they ruled the world between them. They had no power over the forgotten land of Antarctica, but otherwise they were virtually supreme. North America, South America, East and West Europe, Scandinavia, Australia, North Africa, Equatorial Africa, South Africa, China, India, Oceanica — each boasted its Duke.


They were products of the great blast of 2062, and they had found their way to power tortuously. Most of them had lived ordinary lives, picking their way through the wreckage with the others in the first three confused decades after the great destruction. But the others had died and the Twelve had not.


They had endured through forty, fifty, sixty years, themselves frozen indefinitely in middle life. And as the decades passed, each forced his way to control of a segment of the world. Each carved himself a Dukedom and, in 2162, the centennial of the Old World’s death, they gathered together to divide the world among themselves.


There was a bitter struggle for power, but from it emerged the world of the Twelve Empires, stable, sedate, unchanging, determined never to allow the technology-born nightmare of old to return. The picture was attractive: twelve immortals, guiding the world along an even keel to the end of time.


Rumors filtered through the Twelve Empires occasionally that danger threatened from Antarctica. Man had redeemed Antarctica from the ice before the great cataclysm, and the polar land was known to be inhabited. But Antarctica remained detached from humanity, erecting an impassable barrier that cut itself off from the Twelve Empires as effectively as if it were on another planet. And so, the stasis held. The battered world rebuilt, on a more modest scale than of old, clinging to the simple ways, and froze that way. Here, there, an isolated city refused to participate in the Freeze. They, however, didn’t matter. They intended to stay isolated, as did Antarctica, and the Twelve Dukes did not worry long over them.


In ninety percent of the world, time had stopped.










ONE




HALF AN HOUR before the neat fabric of his life was to be shattered forever, Dale Kesley was thinking desperately, This will be a good day for the planting.


He stood at the end of a freshly-turned furrow, one brown hand gripping the sharebeam, the other patting the scaly gray flank of this mutant plough-horse. The animal neighed, a long croaking wheeze of a sound. Kesley looked down at the fertile soil of the furrow.


He was trying to tell himself that this was good land, that he had found a good place, here in the heart of Duke Winslow’s sprawling farmland. He was compelling himself to believe that this was where he belonged, here where life held none of the uncertainty of the cities of the Twelve Empires. Right here where he had lived and worked for four years, here in Iowa Province.


But it was all wrong. Somewhere deep in the cloaked depths of his mind, he was trying to protest that there had been some mistake.


He wasn’t a farmer.


He didn’t belong in Iowa Province.


Somewhere, out there in the cities of the Twelve Empires, maybe in the radiation-blasted caves of the Old World, perhaps in the remote fastness of the unknown Antarctican empire, life was waiting for him.


Not here. Not in Iowa.


As always, a cold shudder ran through him and he let his head wobble as the sickness swept upward. He swayed, tightened his grip on the plough, and forced himself grimly back into the synthetic mood of security that was his one defense against the baseless terror that tormented him.


The farm is good, he thought.


Everything here is good.


Slowly, the congealed fear melted and drained away, and he felt whole again.


“Up, old hoss.”


He slapped the flank and the horse neighed again and swished its bony tail. It was a good horse too, he thought fiercely. Somehow, everything was good now, even the old horse.


Experienced hands had warned him against buying a mutie, but when he’d bought the half-share of the farm he had had to do it. The Old Kind were few and well spaced in Iowa Province, and all too expensive. They fetched upward of five thousand dollars at the markets; a good solid mutie went for only five hundred.


Besides, Kesley had argued, the Old Kind belonged with the Old World — dead five hundred years, and long covered with dust. Only the distant towers of New York still blazed with radiation; the chain reaction there would continue through all eternity, as a warning and a threat. But Kesley wasn’t concerned with that.


He started down a new furrow, guiding the plough smoothly and well, strong arms gripping the beam while the horse moved steadily onward. In front of him, the broad expanse of Iowa Province stretched out till it looked like it reached to the end of the world. The brown land rolled on endlessly, stopping only where it ran into the hard blueness of the cloudless sky.


Suddenly, the horse whinnied sharply. Kesley stiffened. The old mutie could smell trouble half a mile away. Kesley had learned to value the animal’s warning. He stepped out from behind the plough and looked around. The horse whinnied again and raked the unbroken ground with its forepaws.


Kesley shaded his eyes and squinted. Far down at the other end of the field, near the rock fence that separated his land from Loren’s, a dark-blue animal was slinking unobtrusively over the ground.


Blue wolf.


And today I’ll have your hide, old henstealer, Kesley thought jubilantly.


He patted the horse’s flank once again and started to run, crouching low, moving silently across the bare field. The wolf hadn’t seen him yet. The blue-furred creature was edging across the field down below, probably heading past the farmhouse to rob the poultry yard.


A daylight raid? Times must be bad, Kesley thought. The blue wolf normally struck only at night. Well, some thing had brought the old wolf out in broad daylight, and this time Kesley would nail him.


He circled sharply, staying downwind of the animal and stepped up his pace. Without breaking stride, he unsheathed his knife and gripped it tightly. The wolf was nearly the size of a man; if Kesley caught up with him, it would be a bloody fight for both of them. But a wolf’s hide was a treasure well worth a few scratches.


The wolf caught the scent, now, and began to run up the path toward the farmhouse. Kesley realized the animal was confused, was running into a dead end.


So much the better. He’d kill the beast in the sight of Loren and the farm wenches and old Lester.


He clenched his teeth and kept running. The wolf looked back at him, bared its mouthful of yellow daggers, snarled. Its blue fur seemed to glitter in the bright morning sunlight.


Kesley’s breath was starting to come hard as he ascended the steep hill that led to the farmhouse. He slackened just a bit; he’d need to conserve his strength for the battle to come.


As he reached the crest of the hill, he saw Loren stick his head out of the second floor of the farmhouse.


“Hey, Dale!”


Kesley pointed up ahead. “Wolf!” he grunted.


The animal was drawing close to the poultry yard now. Kesley stepped up his clip again. He wanted to catch it just as it passed the door of the farmhouse. He wanted to nail it there, to plunge the knife into its heart and —




Abruptly, a strange figure stepped out of the farmhouse door. In one smooth motion, the figure put hand to hip, drew forth a blaster, fired. The wolf paused in midstride as if frozen, shuddered once, and dropped. There was the sickening smell of burning fur in the air.


Kesley felt a quick burst of hot anger. He looked down at the smoldering ruin of the wolf huddled darkly against the ground, then to the stranger, who was smiling as he reholstered the blaster.


“What the hell did you do that for?” Kesley demanded hotly. “Who asked you to shoot? What are you doing here, anyway?”


He raised his knife in a wild threatening gesture. The stranger moved tentatively toward his hip again, and Kesley quickly relaxed. He lowered his knife, but continued to glare bitterly at the stranger.


“A thousand pardons, young friend.” The newcomer’s voice was deep and resonant, and somehow oily-sounding. “I had no idea the wolf was yours. I merely acted out of reflex. I understand it’s customary for farmers to kill wolves on sight. Believe me, I thought I was helping you.”


The stranger was dressed in courtly robes that contrasted sharply with Kesley’s simple farmer’s muslin. He wore a flowing cape of red trimmed with yellow gilt, a short stiff beard stained red to match, and a royal blue tunic. He was tall and powerful looking, with wide-set black eyes and heavy, brooding eyebrows that ran in a solid bar across his forehead.




“I don’t care if you are from the court,” Kesley snapped. “That wolf was mine. I chased it up from the fields — and to have some city bastard step out of nowhere and ruin my kill for me just as I’m —”


Dale!“


The sharp voice belonged to Loren Harker, Kesley’s farming partner, a veteran fieldsman, tall and angular, face dried by the sun and skin brown and tough. He appeared from the farmhouse door and stood next to the stranger.


Kesley realized he had spoken foolishly. “I’m — sorry,” he said, his voice unrepentant. “It’s just that it boiled me to see — dammit, you had no business doing that!”


“I understand,” the stranger said calmly. “It was a mistake on my part. Please accept my apologies.”


“Accepted,” Kesley muttered. Then his eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Say, what kind of tax-collector are you, anyway? You’re the first man out of Duke Winslow’s court who ever said anything but ‘Give me’.”


“Tax-collector? Why call me that?”


“Why else would you come to the farmlands, if not for the tithe? Don’t play games,” Kesley said impatiently. He kicked the worthless wolf-carcass to one side and stepped between Loren and the stranger. “Come on inside, and tell me how much I owe my liege lord this time.”


“You don’t understand —” Loren started to say, but the stranger put one hand on his shoulder and halted him.




“Let me,” he said.


He turned to Kesley. “I’m not a tax-collector. I’m not from the court of Duke Winslow at all.”


“What are you doing in farm country, then?”


The stranger smiled evenly. “I came here because I’m looking for someone. But what areyou doing here, Dale Kesley?”


The question was like a stinging slap in the face. For a moment, Kesley remained frozen, unreacting. Then, as the words penetrated below the surface, a shadow of pain crossed his face. His mouth sagged open.


What are you doing here, Dale Kesley?


The words blurred and re-echoed like a shout in a cavern. Kesley felt suddenly naked, as the mask of self-deception and hypocrisy that had erected itself during his four years in Iowa Province crumbled inward and fell away. It was the one question he had dreaded to face.


“You look sick,” Loren said. “What’s wrong, Dale?” The older man’s voice was hushed, bewildered.


“Nothing,” Kesley said hesitantly. “Nothing at all.” But he was unable to meet the stranger’s calm smile and, worse, he had no idea why.


His thoughts flashed back to that moment at the plough earlier that morning, when Iowa had seemed like the universe and he had made life appear infinitely good.


Lies.


Farm life was his natural state, he had pretended. He belonged behind the plough, here in Iowa.




Lies.


But — where did he belong?


He realized that he was acting irrationally. Loren’s face hung before him, uncomprehending, frightened. The stranger seemed almost gloatingly self-confident.


“What did you mean by that?” Kesley asked, slowly. His voice sounded harsh and unfamiliar in his own ears.


“Have you ever been in the cities?” the stranger asked, ignoring Kesley’s question.


“Once, maybe twice. I don’t like it there. I’m a farmer; always have been. I came down from Kansas Province. But what the hell —?”


The stranger raised one hand to silence him. An amused twinkle crossed the cold black eyes, and the thin lips curved upward. “They did a good job,” the stranger said, half to himself. “You really believe you’re a farmer, don’t you, Dale? Have been, all your life?”


Again the words stung; they bit deep into a hidden reservoir of fear, and rose to the surface again, leaving Kesley strangely disturbed. “Yes,” he said stubbornly. “What are you trying to do?” Anger came over him again, and he snapped, “Suppose I order you off my farm?”


The stranger laughed. “Your farm?” His eyes probed searchingly. “How can you call this your farm?”


Kesley quailed at the incomprehensible pain this third attack brought. What is he after? Why can’t he leave me alone?


This is my farm.




I belong here.


He stood poised, swaying on the balls of his feet, staring mystifiedly at his tormentor. I belong here, he thought fiercely — but without any conviction, this time. Something within his mind kept insisting that it was a lie, that he belonged elsewhere.


The glitter of the cities suddenly rose as an image in his mind.


Rage boiled over. “Let me alone!” he shouted, and jumped forward, raising the knife high.


“No!”


The stranger’s voice was almost a shriek of fear, but he was cool enough to draw and fire. A bright spurt of flame nudged from the muzzles of the blaster, and Kesley felt a sudden intolerable warmth in his hand. He dropped the hot knife and stepped back, panting like a trapped tiger.


“I wish you hadn’t done that,” the stranger said.


“I wish you had never come here,” Kesley retorted. It was like a nightmare. He felt blind, unable to defend himself, unable even to understand the source of the attack.


Loren was watching the scene in utter horror, and Kesley noticed a couple of the farm girls standing a short distance away, watching, too. The stranger stood with arms folded.


“Let’s go inside,” he suggested. “We can talk better in there.”


Kesley remained rooted, unable to think, unable to move. “This is my farm,” he said out loud, after a moment. “Isn’t it?” It was nearly a whimper.


The harshness vanished abruptly from the stranger’s face. Kesley watched uncomprehendingly as hard lines, melted, sharp cheekbones no longer seemed so austere. It was the eyes, he thought curiously. They controlled the expression of the face. And now the cold eyes seemed to radiate warmth.


“Of course this is your farm,” the stranger said. He gripped Kesley’s arm. “They really did a job on you, didn’t they?”


“They?”


“Never mind. I don’t want to hurt you any more than I have already. Let’s go inside, and we can talk about it there.”


Word had somehow travelled rapidly around the farm, and within minutes the farmhouse living room was crowded with curious people. Kesley looked around. He saw Loren, and toothless old Lester, who had owned the farm once and sold it to Loren and Kesley. There were Lester’s three daughters, brawny, tanned girls who did the women’s work on the farm. There was Tim, the slow-witted hired hand.


And there was the stranger in the gilt-bordered red cloak. The stranger glanced from one face to another, then at Kesley. “Can we talk in privacy?”


“You heard what he said,” Kesley snapped to the others. “Get about your jobs.”




“You sure you want us to leave you alone?” Loren asked. “You looked pretty wobbly a minute ago out there, and —”


“Don’t cross me, Loren!”


The older man shrugged. “You’re the boss, Dale. Come on, Tim, let’s leave them alone.”


“Pretty nice city clothes he’s got,” old Lester cackled.


Tina, Lester’s oldest daughter, nudged him scornfully. “Let’s get moving, Lester. The men want to talk.” She indicated with a smirk her disapproval of the exclusion order.


When the others were gone, Kesley turned to the stranger.


“We’re alone. Now tell me who you are and what you want with me.”


The stranger tugged at his stiff red beard for a moment.


“I’m Dryle van Alen. Does that enlighten you?”


“Not at all. Where are you from?”


“The Dukedom of Antarctica,” van Alen said.


For the second time in half an hour, Kesley did a double take. The words sank in slowly, burrowed into his mind — and then exploded into pinwheeling brilliance.


“Antarctica!”


“Why the surprise?” van Alen asked mildly. “There are people in Antarctica too, you know. You’d think I had said Mars, or some other impossible place.”


“If this is a joke, van Alen, I’m going to feed you to the hogs with tomorrow’s swill.”




“It’s no joke. I’m attached to the court of the Duke of Antarctica.”


“So they’ve got a Duke, too,” Kesley said. He smiled. “I never thought that they’d have one just like us. And I suspect the Twelve Dukes don’t even know that. But this is crazy! If you’re from Antarctica, what do you want with me?”


“All in good time,” van Alen said calmly. “First: the Twelve Dukes are very much aware of the existence of their Antarctic confrere. He is, like them, an immortal. Unlike them, he is not interested in striving for power.”


“Why does Antarctica cut itself off from the rest of the world?”


“A matter of choice,” van Alen said. “Our Duke doesn’t care for the company of his twelve colleagues, nor for that of their subjects. But you’re leading me astray with your questions. You’re not letting me explain why I came here to you.”


“Go ahead, then.” Kesley sat back, trying to conceal his tenseness.


It made no sense at all. The Twelve Dukes had ruled the world four hundred years, and in that time no contact between men of the Twelve Empires and the people of the continent of Antarctica had ever taken place. A barrier had always surrounded that continent. Antarctica was as unapproachable as frozen Pluto, or one of the stars.


And now the barrier had lowered long enough to let this Dryle van Alen out into the world of the Twelve Dukes. Van Alen had made his way to America, to Duke Winslow’s land — merely to see Dale Kesley? It was impossible.


Van Alen peered at Kesley. “You have lived in Iowa Province for four years — is that right?”


Kesley nodded.


“And before that, where?”


“Kansas Province. I was a farmer there, too.”


One of van Alen’s heavy eyebrows twitched skeptically.


“Oh? How long did you live in Kansas Province, then?”


“All my life. I was born there. I lived there twenty-one years. I came here four years ago. “


Van Alen chuckled. “You cling to that story the way you would a straw in a maelstrom.” He leaned forward; his voice deepened. “Suppose you try to tell me why you left Kansas Province to come here.”


“Why, I —”


Kesley paused. A muscle began to throb painfully in one cheek, and he looked down at his heavy work-boots in confusion. He had no answer. He did not know.


Once again, the same malaise that had spread over him outside hit him. He sucked in a deep breath, but said nothing.
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