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The Judgment of the Man-Mountain

 

The clockwork man moved through the crowd, avoiding
toes and elbows, and arrived in time to see the sheriff locking
wide manacles to the wrists of the unconscious man-mountain. "Y'all
git about your business," said the sheriff, and shouldered his
suspect and trudged heavily toward his wagon, his burden swaying
with each step.

The crowd dispersed with some grumbling and craning
of necks, but the clockwork man stood where he was, watching as the
sheriff dumped the man-mountain into the back of the wagon and
locked the manacle chains to a hasp in the floor.

"Gee-yup," said the sheriff, and his horses, shaggy
mountain-farm beasts donated by the township, started down the
road, furrow-straight but slow. The wagon's path took it close by
the clockwork man, who held out a hand to catch the sheriff's
attention.

"Please, sirrah," said the clockwork man. "A word,
if you've a moment."

The sheriff clucked the horses to a stop. "What is
it, tick-tock?"

"Thank you, sirrah. Begging your pardon, sirrah. The
man-mountain you have chained in your conveyance is my
master."

"Why tell me?" asked the sheriff. "I have to do the
Law, it's what I'm here for."

"I am not well-versed in the Law of this land," said
the clockwork man. "Neither is my master. I wonder if you might
tell me what happens now, and what I might do to relieve you of the
burden of my master's care."

"Climb aboard, tick-tock, and I'll take you to the
jail. When your man awakes, I'll educate you both on the way of
things in the Canton. But I used a good stun, it'll be dark before
he wakes up."

The clockwork man climbed into the wagon and they
sat silently as it creaked and groaned across the rutted dirt road
toward the center of town. When they arrived, the clockwork man
stood aside as the sheriff wrestled the stunned form of his charge
out of the wagon and into the small cell that made up half the
jailhouse, unshackling him and locking the gate.

"Now we wait," said the sheriff. "Keep quiet, now,
I'm going to take a nap." And he tipped back in his chair, pulled
the wide brim of his hat over his eyes, and immediately the
clockwork man could hear the snores of an unworried
man.

For an hour the clockwork man simply stood, watching
the sleeping sheriff and the man-mountain that slumbered in the
cell. A faint hum could just be heard from behind the luminous
disks that seemed to be the clockwork man's eyes; otherwise the
only sounds were the breathing of the sleeping
occupants.

Shortly after the sun began to sink behind the hills
to the west, the clockwork man, whose eyes were unaffected by the
dimness, saw his master stir.

"Sir," he said to the sheriff. "He
wakes."

The sheriff grunted and sat forward in his chair.
"Whups, getting dark." He lit a kerosene lantern that filled the
room with a wavery yellow light and then turned toward his
prisoner.

"You awake in there?"

"Yerse, yerse, where am I?"

"You are in my jail my man."

"Mhmmm … I have a splitting
headache."

"Well," said the sheriff, "that'd be my fault. I
stunned you, and I had to go heavy: you're a big fella. It should
wear off after you get some food in you. My wife's due in with some
grub in a bit, anyway."

"Where's Pitter?"

"Here," said the clockwork man.

"One or two questions," said the man-mountain. "With
what am I charged?"

"Well, I know you're from away, so you're used to a
different way of doing things, but here in the Canton blasphemy is
a major offense."

"I blasphemed?"

"It is a graver charge when you do it in front
kids," said the sheriff.

"If you say I did that," said the man mountain, "I
can only believe you, but it really doesn't sound like something
I'd do. I'm generally very careful about not upsetting churchfolk
or their kids."

"Nonetheless," said the sheriff, "I have three
witnesses, and that's enough to get you a night in
jail."

"And I can leave in the morning?"

"Mayhap. In the morning you get judged. You either
go free, or you swing."

"I may be hanged?"

"Yessir, that's what usually happens on these sorts
of charges. Strangers are more likely to swing, as a matter of
fact."

"Well," said the man-mountain, "I reckon I need to
figure out how to defend myself."

"You may speak on your own behalf, and call forth
any witnesses, and it is a panel of three judges that decides your
fate. Three votes of innocence and you are free to go. Three votes
of guilty and you swing. A split vote and you get something in the
middle ― but our judges tend to run together pretty well every
time, so don't get your hopes up."

"Is Pitter free to roam while I languish in the
cell?"

"He is."

"Will the judges take the testimony of a
machine?"

"They will, but folks around here won't trust his
word much ― no way to know if this'n lies or
not."

"Pitter does not lie, and neither do I, but I grant
that you've no way of knowing for sure."

"Sir, may I tell what I saw?" asked the clockwork
man.

"If you like," said the sheriff, "but it's the
judges you need to convince, not me. All I'll be able to tell them
is how I got word of a disturbance and found your man here
surrounded by townsfolk shouting him down. Witnesses told me what
was up and I stunned him."

"I guess that's only fair," said the man-mountain.
"May I know what exactly I am accused of saying?"

"You can ask that of your witnesses tomorrow," said
the sheriff. "I didn't make them tell me."

"May I know the witness's names?" asked
Pitter.

"Well, sure, it was Ferguson and his wife, and their
hired hand, Jayth. They live on the farmstead to the south, with
the green doors."

"Pitter, you have to be my eyes and ears, and legs,
too, and see what you can find out. To be honest, with this
headache, it's all a bit hazy, and I have no recollection of the
exact words I might have said and to whom."

"I will, Master."

There come a knock on the jail door, and a woman
entered, surely the sheriff's wife. She stared at Pitter, but
avoided looking at the prisoner, and left a basket with crusty
bread and a crock of soup that was mostly broth and a few brown
potatoes. Without saying a word she left, shutting the door quietly
behind her.

"I shall begin my investigation," said Pitter. "With
your leave."

"Of course, get on with it. Say, sheriff, is it
legal to play cards in this canton?"

As Pitter departed, the man-mountain and the sheriff
were deep in conversation, trying to find a game they knew in
common.

Pitter walked briskly up the road ― not an inhuman
pace, but one that would tire a natural man quickly enough. Town
children lined the road to watch him pass, sometimes mouthing
"tick-tock" under their breath.

Before long Pitter came to the Ferguson's rough
farmstead, green doors and shutters, with firelight gleaming
through cracks, stretching across the roadway. Pitter noted little
evidence of farming about the place, though there was a sleepy,
gruff hound chained by the front door. The dog ignored Pitter's
approach as he knocked briskly on the door.

"Jes' a minute," came a cry from within, and Pitter
waited until a dumpy man in gray trousers and wild hair swung the
door wide. The firelight glinted off the polished fixtures of
Pitter's shell.

"What the hell?" asked the man.

"Good even, Sirrah, I apologize for disrupting your
dinner," said Pitter.

"Who the hell are you?"

"Farmer Ferguson, I presume? I am the manservant of
Prestor James Scald of the Hill Patch, the man-mountain arrested in
the square this afternoon."

"You are, are you?" asked Ferguson. "Come to scare
me off, I expect."

"No, Sirrah, nothing like that. But you see, my
master and I are unable to work a defense unless we know better
what the accusation is ― and the good sheriff didn't know the
details of it."

"You want me to help you, is that it?" Ferguson
stared hard at the round panels that glittered in the middle of
Pitter's face. The effect to Pitter was as if Ferguson were staring
at his forehead.

"That is the grist of my request, Sirrah, yes," said
Pitter, bowing slightly at the waist.

"Well," said Ferguson, "my wife and I, and our
manservant Jayth, we saw that man- mountain come inter town, and we
knew he was going to be trouble, so we watched
him.

"And sure enough, tick-tock, right there in the
middle of the square, we heard him blaspheme, and with children
right there. We knows our duty, man, and that's to protect the
chilluns of the Canton, first and fore!"

"In what way did my master blaspheme, my good farm
sir? Do you recall the exact words?"

"I do, but I shan't say them before you. If it's
wrong for your master to so speak, it's wrong for me as
well."

"Of course, I see." Pitter paused a moment, and
Ferguson moved as if to close the door.

"Good morrow, tick-tock, I have a long day before
me."

"A moment further, Sirrah. Surely you wish justice
to be done, and all according to canton law ― and I must needs be
educated in the matter a might more before I will be able to advise
my master sufficiently."

"Hurry it up, then," said Ferguson. "My dinner
awaits."

"Of course," said Pitter, with another bow. "I
wonder ― if you may not speak the words, how are the judges to know
what exactly my master might be guilty of? How will you convey the
nature of the crime without repeating it?"

"Well, I guess I didn't need to be told you were
from away," said Ferguson. "Here's the way of it: I tell the judges
there was blasphemy, and they know I tell the truth. They don't
need to hear it repeated."

"A sensible solution. Not" said Pitter, "that you
need my approval. Far from it."

"ls that it?"

"A further question, sir, if you would, and a
hypothetical one at that― a what if question, d'ye
ken?"

"Out with it, tick-tock."

"If the accusers were to lie, how would the judges
know?"

Ferguson stared, hard, and for a moment the night
fell to silence as the farmer regarded the clockwork man. In the
back of the house something clacked against something else, and
this seemed to startle Ferguson back into speech. "Ye are not of
flesh and blood, and I have heard there has yet to be a machine
with a soul as man has, so I'll not take offense as much as I
ought. But I reckon it's time you return to your master. Any
further questions of form ye can ask the judges
themselves."

And with that Ferguson shut the
door.

Pitter didn't move from the doorstep for a number of
minutes. Within the farmstead, voices muttered, with some emotion.
Something whirred inside Pitter's head, and footprints, a spatter
of microdrops of oil and blood, stray hairs, a scuff on the
doorframe came to focus.

Pitter calculated.

After a while, Pitter left, ignored by the drowsing
dog.

 

Back at jail, Pitter waited outside, for the door
was locked. He could hear his master's snores within, but no sound
of the sheriff. The clockwork man found a spot near the door where
he would be out of the way and unlikely to trip up anyone wandering
in the dark, and dimmed his lights until dawn.

After a time, a figure approached the jailhouse
without torch or lantern, and walked silently 'round the building,
only reacting to Pitter's still form on the second pass. The
clockwork man was silent and unmoving as the visitor ran smooth
fingertips across his surface ― especially around the golden
circles that humans regularly mistook for eyes.

After a few minutes the visitor ceased the close
scrutiny and left.

 

Pitter noted the approach of dawn a handful of
minutes before any soul stirred within the canton, and birds and
cows announced its approach only a short time after. As daylight
seeped across the sky, the residents of the canton started to shift
in their sleep, and finally awakened to begin their day. An hour
later the sheriff arrived at the jailhouse, bleary-eyed and
clutching an earthenware mug of kaffee
brew.

"Ah, yeh await yer master, metal brute," said the
sheriff, and unlocked the jailhouse with a great iron key. "He's
got a few hours before he's judged, tick-tock. I can let ye talk to
him until then, but I'll need him alone right before we go to the
field of judging."

"Thank you," said Pitter.

"What can you tell me?" asked the
man-mountain.

"Not much, my master," said Pitter. "The Ferguson
farmhold is nearby, but I do not know what they can possibly be
farming. The lord of the house seems unfriendly to our cause. I was
unable to discover the exact nature of your alleged crime, but I
have reason to suspect a ruling against you will benefit your
accuser in some way."

"Now that's something," said the
man-mountain.

"And as I waited dawn outside, I was
inspected."

"Do you know by whom?"

"It was farmer Ferguson himself, and by his touch I
know he covets me ― or more likely, my golden
parts."

"He must have other means of supporting his
farmstead," said the man-mountain. "But that does not easily inform
my defense."

"No Master, it does not."

"Whelp," said the man mountain, "nothing to do but
to do it. Sheriff! Does a man get breakfast before being hanged
around here?"

The sheriff, who had lingered at his desk while the
clockwork man and his master talked, tipped back his hat. "You sure
are cheerful for someone going to trial," he
said.

"If my fate is cast," said the man-mountain,
"there's no reason to waste my last minutes in the flesh being
morose. Does the missus have some more of that excellent grub for
me this morning?"

"I'll tell Ida you said so," said the sheriff. "And
yeah, she'll bring sommat by shortly."

"I'd be mighty grateful," said the man-mountain,
smacking his lips.

"What would you have me do in the meantime?" asked
Pitter.

"Well, I think I have the measure of this Ferguson
fellow. It's the rest of the town I'm less sure of. Why don't you
head out to the square and see what you can learn about what people
are saying. I'd sure hate to be hanged for something I didn't know
I did."

"All right. The judging is at noon: shall I return
to you before then or meet you there?"

"Sheriff? You think we can throw a few more hands of
cards this morning?"

"I reckon we can," said the
sheriff.

"Then why don't you wait and return for the judging,
Pitter."

"As you wish."

 

Outside the sun was bright and the day was beginning
to warm, but neither caused Pitter any discomfort. The inhabitants
of the canton were moving about, shopping at stalls along the edge
of the square. Most gave Pitter a wide berth as he roamed the area,
but some, mostly children, stopped and openly
stared.

Conversation stopped cold wherever Pitter walked,
whether it be haggling over a bushel of beets or gossiping over the
peccadilloes of neighbors. The silence kept little from Pitter's
sensitive ears, however, and he registered myriad conversations
from across the marketplace long before they were stifled at his
approach.

Much of the talk was of the impending judging. Some
folks thought the man-mountain innocent of the Fergusons' charges,
but they were all in agreement that there was going to be a
hanging. Some sided with the Fergusons but most seemed to side
against the outsider. There was an undercurrent of resentment
toward farmer Ferguson, though none spoke ill of him
directly.

After a time Pitter heard a gong and followed the
milling crowd to the center of the square, where a boy stood with a
beater as tall as he was next to a tarnished brass cylinder
suspended from a rough frame. To the boy's left were three people
sitting in high-backed chairs in the dust of the square. They wore
robes somewhat less tattered than the general clothing of the
people of the canton, and Pitter deduced these to be the judges.
Before them stood the man-mountain, alone, his ankles and wrists in
chains.

When the crowd had assembled and fallen silent, the
first judge spoke.

"People of the canton, we come to judge a claim
against the stranger who now stands before you."

The second judge spoke: "Who accuses this
man-mountain?"

Farmer Ferguson stepped out of the crowd,
accompanied by a pale woman of delicate build and another man
similar enough to Ferguson to be mistaken for his
brother.

"I do," said Ferguson.

The third judge asked, "and of what crime is he
accused?"

"Public Indecency, your honors," said Ferguson, "and
Blasphemy."

"And what does he say?" asked the first
judge.

"Seeing as how no one's told me what I am supposed
to have done," said the man- mountain, "I can only conclude that I
am innocent of the charge."

A murmur ran through the crowd.

"Farmer Ferguson," said the second judge, "have you
witnesses to this crime?"

"I have," said Ferguson. "My wife, Ginny," and he
patted the woman at his side on the back. "And my manservant,
Jayth."

"And does the accused have no one to stand by his
side?" asked the third judge.

"I stand by his side, Sirrah," said Pitter, and
stepped out from the crowd.

"Then let us commence," said the first judge.
"Farmer Ferguson, tell us what you saw."

"Well, it was like this," said Ferguson, "This
man-mountain come to town yesterday morn for whatever reason
motivates such as him, and me and mine saw him in the market. With
that." He gestured toward Pitter, without looking
at him.

"Go on," said the judge.

"Well, we kept an eye on 'em, as is only natural,
and they was wandering around the market asking questions, not
buying nothing, and Jayth and I thought maybe we should ask them
their business, so we stopped 'em by the stall over there." He
pointed behind the judges toward a produce vendor's
stall.

The second judge leaned forward and addressed the
man-mountain. "Does the story ring true with you so far,
Sirrah?"

"Aye, it's as he said. We weren't buying, and he and
his man stopped us by the fruit seller's."

"Continue," said the first judge.

"Well, like I said, we asked them their business.
They wouldn't give us a good answer so we insisted. They refused
again. I … I got a little pushy about it, your honors, but
that's when he blasphemed, and little Tommi Randall not two paces
away, staring with his mouth hanging open."

Again a murmur crossed the crowd, and was stilled by
the next judge speaking: "Witnesses, do you vouch for
this?"

Jayth and the farmwife nodded eagerly enough, and
the judge nodded in return. "Do you have anything to
add?"

They did not.

The third judge asked, "Does the accused wish to
tell his story?"

The man-mountain shuffled forward, his chains
clinking and dragging stripes in the dust. "Yes I do, begging your
pardon, sirs."

"Go on, then."

"Well, as you may have guessed, my metal companion
and I come from far to the north of the canton, in a place where
such marvels as clockwork men and members of my own people are
common enough sights. We are on a mission, as agents of our own
government, and sworn to keep as quiet about it as we can.
Unfortunately, two such as we make a bit of an impression in lands
where our kind are creatures of myth told to scare small
children."

Pitter noted that all except the Ferguson party
watched intently as he told his tale.

"Y'see, we're following someone, and have reason to
believe he passed south through the canton. Yesterday morning
Pitter ― this here's Pitter ― Pitter and I were nosing around,
trying to see if anyone'd seen the one we seek. At the time, we
still had hopes of keeping our mission secret, lest the one we're
following catch word of our pursuit. I see now," he swept his
slabby hand to include the entire spectacle of the trial, "secrecy
is one thing we can no longer have."

Farmer Ferguson fidgeted there in the dust of the
square, and continued to watch the judges, studied unconcern on his
face. His wife stared at her feet and Jayth seemed about ready to
fall asleep.

The man-mountain continued: "This gentleman here,
who spoke before, come to us, as he said, and asked us our business
in the canton. Truth be told, I didn't much like his tone, but a
man my size doesn't live peaceably among smaller folk ― begging
your pardon ― without learning to be gentle when others might rage,
and I did my best to turn aside harsh words without revealing our
mission."

He paused and wiped his brow with an aged
handkerchief. "Looking around, I see you're unsurprised so far.
Perhaps I am not the first person Farmer Ferguson has spoken to in
harsh tones. Perhaps I am not the first by a fair
amount."

Now Ferguson turned to face the man-mountain. "How
dare you?"

"Meaning no disrespect, your honors, I'm just
thinking aloud, trying to figure out what happened, because I am
quite sure I never uttered a blasphemous word in front of a child
yesterday morning."

The first judge nodded. "Nevertheless, be careful,
Sirrah, as it is not Farmer Ferguson who is being judged this
afternoon."

"I will have a great care of it, you honor, as my
very life depends on finding the truth while you yet listen to my
words."

Ferguson continued to face the accused, but spoke no
further.

"I tell you, I spoke as gently as ever I could. A
brawl in the market would surely be cause of gossip, and I did not
want to risk word getting to our quarry."

The third judge leaned forward and raised a hand.
"Begging pardon, but would you tell us who your quarry is, and why
you follow him?"

"He is a criminal of Scoud, the city-state we come
from. We are agents of the law there, and seek to return him to
stand trial, much as I am doing before your
honors."

"Go on with your story, then," said the second
judge.

"There is little enough to tell of that morning that
I have not yet relayed," said the man-mountain. "I was talking with
this gentleman, trying my best to avoid conflict, as I said, but
unable to answer his question, when your good sheriff hit me with a
stun, and that's all I recall until I awoke in the cell. Beyond
that all I can say is that I am not a man prone to the crime I am
accused of, and Pitter here can vouch for that. Although I
recognize you may trust him less than you do me, I have never known
him to tell a lie, even when it favored him. It is not how he was
made."

"It comes to my word against his," said Ferguson.
"He has no witness the judges might trust to say
otherwise."

"It is for the judges to decide, old man," come a
shout from the crowd. "Do not decide for them!"

The second judge narrowed his eyes and said, "There
will be none of that or I will have the ones yelling before the
judges when we finish with this one."

"And I think we could find three witnesses of good
word," said the third judge.

"Clockwork man, have you something to add in the
man-mountain's defense?" asked the first judge.

"I do," said Pitter. "More, I wish to ask some
questions of the witnesses if I may ― is that an allowed part of
these proceedings?"

"It is," said the judge, "but do not seek to turn us
against them, or to delay us in our judgement."

"Of course," said Pitter. "I merely seek to get to
the truth of things, as my fate is also in your
hands."

"How do you mean?" asked the third
judge.

"If my master is found guilty, I will be considered
his chattel and delivered to the ones you judge to be the victims
of his crime, is that right?"

"It is true that the canton does not recognize your
kind as anything but property, and the authorities will dole out
the wrongdoer's property to the victims, if any."

"And even if I were let go, I would have no hope of
finishing my quest without him, and would therefore be unable to
return to my home, according to my programming. However, I believe
that a few moments of questioning will not only set my master free,
but solve our quest as well."

As before, the crowd murmured.

"I would first like to ask questions of Farmer
Ferguson."

"Go ahead," said the second judge. "He is required
to tell you the truth or he will be judged next"

"Thank you," said Pitter.

He turned to Ferguson. "What happens," he asked, "if
my master is judged guilty?"

"I think that's one for the judge to answer, don't
you?" The crowd laughed.

"I am interested in your
answer."

"All right, tick-tock. If he's judged guilty, he
will be hanged in the square."

"And then?"

Ferguson looked confused. "And then? What do you
mean? And then he's dead."

"What happens to his body? What happens to his
possessions?"

"Ah, I follow ye. He gets buried in the Potter
Field, and his things ― well they go to the
accusers."

"They go to you."

"Aye, that's what I said."

The man-mountain shifted uneasily. "What are you
doing, Pitter?"

"Have faith Sirrah" said the clockwork man, bowing
toward his master.

"Are we here to have a lesson on the politics of the
Canton, Mr. Tick-tock?" asked the second judge.

"No, Sir Judge. I have more questions, if I
may."

"Proceed," said the judge. "But I hope you are not
wasting our time."

"Agreed." He turned toward Ferguson and his family.
"Farmer Ferguson, do you know what I am worth?"

Ferguson blinked. "Uh … well, 1 don't rightly
know. I'd expect quite a lot, some of your parts seem to be gold: I
think if you were melted down I could fetch a good price for
you."

"Enough to live on for how long?"

"Oh, at least a year, I should
think."

Pitter turned quickly to the farmer's wife. "What
day last week did the stranger come through
town?"

"I ― ah." Eyes wide, she stood, staring, but her jaw
snapped shut.

"See here," said Ferguson, "you ask me
questions, leave her out of it."

"But she is one of the witnesses that is convicting
my master of a crime against faith and decency. Her story is as
important as yours."

"But why…  ?"

"Can she answer the question?" asked
Pitter.

"She should try," said the third
judge.

She stood unmoving, the cords of her neck taut as
her jaw remained firmly closed.

"Is there something wrong with her, Ferguson?" asked
the judge.

"Answer the machine," said Ferguson, roughly pushing
her shoulder, so that she took a half-step toward Pitter before she
could stop herself.

"There was no stranger," she said.

In the pause before Pitter responded, a voice was
raised from the crowd: "But Maura, you―"

"Quiet," said Ferguson. "You got no need to speak,
this here's not your judging."

"It is my judging," said the man-mountain.
"What is it the woman would say?"

Ferguson's wife hiccuped and spoke quickly. "I
misspoke. There was a stranger, I only forgot. He passed through
town not two days ago. He never stopped, and we have no further
knowledge of him."

There was a commotion in the crowd near where the
interrupting voice had originated, but no further outcry was
heard.

"And can you describe the stranger?" asked
Pitter.

"It ― it was a man like yourself," she
said.

"A clockwork man?"

"Yes."

"Well I'll be … That's our man," said the
man-mountain. "I should never have doubted you Pitter, he did
indeed come this way."

Pitter did not pause. "And how much was he worth,
Mr. Ferguson?"

"What?"

"How much was this other clockwork man
worth?"

"How in blazes should I know?" asked
Ferguson.

Pitter did not allow his speech to increase speed.
"Where is he now?"

"She … she said he left town, how should I
know?"

"What was he like? Did he speak as I
do?"

"Why are you asking me this? What has this to do
with the guilt of this man?" he asked, pointing at the
man-mountain, who rattled his chains and glared
back.

"A fair question," said the first
judge.

"If your patience will but endure a few minutes
more," said Pitter, "all will be made clear. Surely this is not too
much to ask when a man's life is at stake."

"Continue," said the judge.

"Tell me about the clockwork man," said
Pitter.

"Well, he was more rugged than you, he clanked and
he seemed to be made of pig iron, at least in part. And he spoke
rough, too."

"How do you mean?"

"Go on, Ferguson ― or would your manservant or wife
like to carry on with the tale of our meeting?"

"Confound ye, tick-tock, I think you know my answers
before I speak them, I should rest and let ye do all the
work."

"It was this other clockwork man that spoke
blasphemy in the market, wasn't it? And just you three were there,
and you were so offended, you … what?"

"We had him over for tea"

"How come he did not stand before these judges on
your accusation?"

"It were a machine, weren't it?" said the farmer.
"Maura was afraid of him when Jayth and I brought him home, but I
think he thought we might hide him. But such a one deserves no
sanctuary under my roof."

"But you pretended to be
friendly?"

"Friendly enough, I guess, but he got more abusive,
until the three of us feared for our lives and those of our
children."

"How did you kill him?" asked
Pitter.

"Ye cannot kill what were never alive, begging your
pardon," said Ferguson. "But l take yer meaning. We knew he was on
the lam, and we told him he could hold up in our barn a while.
After we'd gone to bed he stood out there, not moving, dark, and
Jayth and I crept out and drove a maul through his
neck."

"Not knowing whether the machine was another's
property?"

"Well," said Ferguson, "it had committed a
death-crime in my hearing and that of my man-servant. And it was
clearly dangerous. If there was an owner, he would have been judged
the same."

"And," said Pitter, "you would have been awarded the
machine anyway, right?"

"Aye, as you say."

"And those lovely earrings your wife is wearing?"
Pitter pointed to the golden disks penduluming from the wife's
ears.

"The monster's very eyes."

The first judge stood. "Mr. Ferguson, I am not
entirely sure you have acted in good faith in this
matter."

"But that is for another judgment," said the second
judge. "None of this affects the man-mountain."

"Don't you see?" said Pitter. "My master is
innocent. Mr. Ferguson wished to accuse him of the crime of the
machine, that he might win me and so make enough to support his
family. It is a sure thing that his farm does
not."

The third judge turned to Ferguson. "Is this
true?"

"No! I swear! It is as I said, this vile monstrosity
is deceiving you!"

A voice from the crowd cried out, "I know the
Ferguson Farm has fallen on hard times."

Another answered, "Aye, we all know it is
so."

"But that doesn't mean … I mean … "
Ferguson stamped his foot. "Nothing has been proved," he said. "Ye
can all call us names if you like, but this stranger stands accused
and I do not. I demand the judges do their job."

Ferguson's wife took a half step away from
him.

At this, the first judge stood and faced the farmer.
"I do not take kindly to being told my job," he said. "You would do
well to shut your mouth, for when we finish with the stranger, we
will be judging yourself."

He turned to the man mountain: "Is it as your
machine tells it?"

"It is as he has told it," said the
man-mountain.

"We can only judge you innocent of the crime," said
the judge, "and offer our apologies."

The second judge stood. "Would ye stay and accuse
this man?"

"If we can but find the wreck of this other
clockwork man, I would be obliged to let him be. It seems he has
done our job for us."

"Our job was to bring the miscreant to justice,"
said Pitter. "Alive."

"Ay," said the man-mountain, "but he would have been
disassembled by the court, sure enough. And if the brain-box is
intact, we may yet have our evidence."

The Sheriff approached Ferguson. "Begging your
pardon, your honors, but shall I hold just the man or his entire
clan?"

The judge said, "Hold Ferguson and Jayth, let the
wife go." The Sheriff nodded.

The third judge stood. "As we three are the
accusers, we will need to have judges from elsewhere do this thing,
so it may take some days in the jail before we are ready to
reconvene.

"And as for you, my good man," he said, approaching
the still-chained man-mountain, "we shall help you find your
quarry. I believe the Ferguson wife will know the whereabouts of
the remnants of the criminal clockwork man."

"I sure thank you, sir," said the man-mountain. "I
would be much obliged if when the sheriff returns if he would
unchain me."

"Ah, sorry," said the judge. "If you have time, I
would like to have you and your friend over for dinner tonight. I
would know more of the way of things where you are
from."

"I would be most happy to accept," said the
man-mountain.
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