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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


Few writers in the canon of science fiction have left so large a legacy as Cordwainer Smith on the basis of so few actual words. A few dozen short stories, the novellas that make up The Quest of the Three Worlds, and the single novel which you’re now about to read.


But in that small compass, Smith achieved miraculous things. He created an entire future history of humankind, stretching from the present day into an era many millennia from now. He imagined a conquest of space that was arduous, gradual and endlessly re-invented, from exploratory voyages that relied on surgically adapting pilots and crew to great commercial liners whose captains held star-maps in their super-evolved minds. He originated concepts that scores of later writers (me included) would plunder, revisit and re-invent.


All of Smith’s stories illuminate key events and major turning points in this coherent, unfolding history. Collectively, they have come to be known by the name Smith gave to the mostly benign but largely unknowable agency that governs his imagined worlds: the Instrumentality of Mankind.


Shared and unified timelines for sci-fi stories are ten-a-penny these days, and Smith’s arguably wasn’t the first. It’s one of the most elegant, though, and one of the most satisfying. One of the most rigorous, too, in exploring the social and psychological side effects of scientific innovation. His stories are always about individuals seen against the vast backdrop of the societies that shaped them – a backdrop that is constantly changing as all societies do.


Perhaps more importantly, Smith developed a style that was in keeping with this huge subject. It’s a mythopeoic style, a conscious and deliberate appeal to the larger-than-life status of history and legend. At the climax of his stories he often jumps forward in time and tells us not how things actually happened but how they’re recalled and retold by later ages. He gives us the ballads and the epic poems of his future worlds, describes the operas and the paintings and the dramas that will capture the events he describes for generations not yet born. It’s like a trick of perspective, a trompe l’oeil that opens up the gulf of historical time and makes characters loom a hundred times larger in our eyes.


And scale is a central issue here. Normally Smith’s preferred medium is the short story. In a few thousand words he dramatizes a crux in his imagined timeline – a watershed moment when a single heroic action deflects the torrent of history onto another course. It’s only in Norstrilia that he tries his hand at long-form storytelling. There’s no telling, of course, whether he might have written more novels if he hadn’t died so young. But Norstrilia took him six years and many drafts to write, and he seems to have wanted it to hold an extraordinary place in his fiction. Because he makes it a nexus, recalling all the pre-existing stories and holding them in synthesis with each other.


If you’ve read Smith’s other works, you’ll see a lot of familiar faces here. The cat-woman C’Mell and the Lord Jestocost, the E’Telekeli and his children, the dog-girl D’Joan (or at least the legend that has grown around her), the Vomacts, the Lady Goroke and the thieves of Viola Sideria. You’ll hear mention of Mother Hitton’s Littul Kittons, the Golden Ship, the Rediscovery of Man, the abolition of the penal colony on Shayol and the endless struggle to free the Underpeople. It’s as though all the short stories are separate prologues to this one book.


Having said that, none of the big issues are resolved here. This isn’t a time of resolutions, it’s a time of ferment and change into which Smith’s protagonist, Rod McBan, is thrust very much against his will. Born on the reclusive and culturally conservative world of Norstrilia, he has no idea of the changes that are sweeping through the worlds of humanity. He’s a little like Voltaire’s Candide, an innocent who becomes a touchstone for the pretensions, hypocrisies and cruelties of the people he encounters, an observer who in the end doesn’t change the system but comes to a fuller understanding of it and allows us to do so too.


The novel went through a lengthy and problematic process of development and drafting. It was originally published in two parts because even at a modest 80,000 words it was considered to be too long for the genre fiction audiences of its time. Smith himself saw it as a whole but was constantly elaborating and re-working that whole as new ideas occurred to him.


There are logical holes in the story as we have it now. Some characters act without properly defined motives. Some plotlines disappear out from under us, while others emerge out of nowhere. Some of the rules become unruly. But none of these things will spoil your pleasure, unless you obsess on them. This is a huge, ambitious story with a cast of thousands and enough big ideas to fill a dozen novels.


It’s also a fitting memorial to a writer who died way too young but still left us all immeasurably richer.


M R Carey, 2015





THEME AND PROLOGUE



Story, place and time—these are the essentials.


1


The story is simple. There was a boy who bought the planet Earth. We know that, to our cost. It only happened once, and we have taken pains that it will never happen again. He came to Earth, got what he wanted, and got away alive, in a series of very remarkable adventures. That’s the story.


2


The place? That’s Old North Australia. What other place could it be? Where else do the farmers pay ten million credits for a handkerchief, five for a bottle of beer? Where else do people lead peaceful lives, untouched by militarism, on a world which is booby-trapped with death and things worse than death. Old North Australia has stroon—the santaclara drug—and more than a thousand other planets clamor for it. But you can get stroon only from Norstrilia—that’s what they call it, for short—because it is a virus which grows on enormous, gigantic, misshapen sheep. The sheep were taken from Earth to start a pastoral system; they ended up as the greatest of imaginable treasures. The simple farmers became simple billionaires, but they kept their farming ways. They started tough and they got tougher. People get pretty mean if you rob them and hurt them for almost three thousand years. They get obstinate. They avoid strangers, except for sending out spies and a very occasional tourist. They don’t mess with other people, and they’re death, death inside out and turned over twice, if you mess with them.


Then one of their kids showed up on Earth and bought it. The whole place, lock, stock and underpeople.


That was a real embarrassment for Earth.


And for Norstrilia, too.


If it had been the two governments, Norstrilia would have collected all the eye-teeth on earth and sold them back at compound interest. That’s the way Norstrilians do business. Or they might have said, “Skip it, cobber. You can keep your wet old ball. We’ve got a nice dry world of our own.” That’s the temper they have. Unpredictable.


But a kid had bought Earth, and it was his.


Legally he had the right to pump up the Sunset Ocean, shoot it into space, and sell water all over the inhabited galaxy.


He didn’t.


He wanted something else.


The Earth authorities thought it was girls, so they tried to throw girls at him of all shapes, sizes, smells and ages—all the way from young ladies of good family down to dog-derived undergirls who smelled of romance all the time, except for the first five minutes after they had had hot antiseptic showers. But he didn’t want girls. He wanted postage stamps.


That baffled both Earth and Norstrilia. The Norstrilians are a hard people from a harsh planet, and they think highly of property. (Why shouldn’t they? They have most of it.) A story like this could only have started in Norstrilia.



3


What’s Norstrilia like?


Somebody once singsonged it up, like this:


“Grey lay the land, oh. Grey grass from sky to sky. Not near the weir, dear. Not a mountain, low or high—only hills and grey grey. Watch the dappled dimpled twinkles blooming on the star bar.


“That is Norstrilia.


“All the muddy glubbery is gone—all the poverty, the waiting and the pain. People fought their way away, their way away from monstrous forms. People fought for hands and noses, eyes and feet, man and woman. They got it all back again. Back they came from daylight nightmares, centuries when monstrous men, sucking the water around the pools, dreamed of being men again. They found it. Men they were again, again, far away from a horrid when.


“The sheep, poor beasties, did not make it. Out of their sickness they distilled immortality for man. Who says research could do it? Research, besmirch! It was a pure accident. Smack up an accident, man, and you’ve got it made.


“Beige-brown sheep lie on blue-grey grass while the clouds rush past, low overhead, like iron pipes ceilinging the world.


“Take your pick of sick sheep, man, it’s the sick that pays. Sneeze me a planet, man, or cough me up a spot of life-forever. If it’s barmy there, where the noddies and trolls like you live, it’s too right here.


“That’s the book, boy.


“If you haven’t seen it, you haven’t seen Norstrilia. If you did see it, you wouldn’t believe it. If you got there, you wouldn’t get off alive.


“Mother Hitton’s Littul Kittons wait for you down there. Little pets they are, little little little pets. Cute little things, they say. Don’t you believe it. No man ever saw them and walked away alive. You won’t either. That’s the final dash, flash. That’s the utter clobber, cobber.




“Charts call the place Old North Australia.”
We can suppose that that is what it is like.





4


Time: first century of the Rediscovery of Man.


When C’mell lived.


About the time they polished off Shayol, like wiping an apple on the sleeve.


Long deep into our own time. Fifteen thousand years after the bombs went up and the boom came down on Old Old Earth.


Recent, see?


5


What happens in the story?


Read it.


Who’s there?


It starts with Rod McBan—who had the real name of Roderick Frederick Ronald Arnold William MacArthur McBan. But you can’t tell a story if you call the main person by a name as long as Roderick Frederick Ronald Arnold William MacArthur McBan. You have to do what his neighbors did—call him Rod McBan. The old ladies always said, “Rod McBan the hundred and fifty-first …” and then sighed. Flurp a squirt at them, friends. We don’t need numbers. We know his family was distinguished. We know the poor kid was born to troubles.


Why shouldn’t he have troubles?


He was due to inherit the Station of Doom.


And then he gets around. He crosses all sorts of people. C’mell, the most beautiful of the girlygirls of Earth. Jean-Jacques Vomact, whose family must have preceded the human race. The wild old man at Adaminaby. The trained spiders of Earthport. The subcommissioner Teadrinker. The Lord Jestocost, whose name is a page in history. The friends of the Ee-telly-kelly, and a queer tankful of friends they were. B’dank, of the cattle-police. The Catmaster. Tostig Amaral, about whom the less said the better. Ruth, in pursuit. C’mell, in flight. The Lady Johanna, laughing.


He gets away.


He got away. See, that’s the story. Now you don’t have to read it.


Except for the details.


They follow.


(He also bought one million women, far too many for any one boy to put to practical use, but it is not altogether certain, reader, that you will be told what he did about them.)




AT THE GATE OF THE GARDEN OF DEATH


Rod McBan faced the day of days. He knew what it was all about, but he could not really feel it. He wondered if they had tranquilized him with half-refined stroon, a product so rare and precious that it was never, never sold off-planet.


He knew that by nightfall he would be laughing and giggling and drooling in one of the Dying Rooms, where the unfit were put away to thin out the human breed, or else he would stand forth as the oldest landholder on the planet, Chief Heir to the Station of Doom. The farm had been salvaged by his great32-grandfather who had bought an ice-asteroid, crashed it into the farm over the violent objections of his neighbors, and learned clever tricks with artesian wells which kept his grass growing while the neighbors’ fields turned from grey-green to blowing dust. The McBans had kept the sarcastic old name for their farming station, the Station of Doom.


By night, Rod knew, the Station would be his.


Or he would be dying, giggling his way to death in the killing place where people laughed and grinned and rollicked about while they died.


He found himself humming a bit of a rhyme that had always been a part of the tradition of Old North Australia:




We kill to live, and die to grow—
That’s the way the world must go!





He’d been taught, bone deep, that his own world was a very special world, envied, loved, hated and dreaded across the galaxy. He knew that he was part of a very special people. Other races and kinds of men farmed crops, or raised food, or designed machines, and manufactured weapons. Norstrilians did none of these things. From their dry fields, their sparse wells, their enormous sick sheep, they refined immortality itself.


And sold it for a high, high price.


Rod McBan walked a little way into the yard. His home lay behind him. It was a log cabin built out of Daimoni beams—beams uncuttable, unchangeable, solid beyond all expectations of solidity. They had been purchased as a matched set thirty-odd planet hops away and brought to Old North Australia by photo-sails. The cabin was a fort which could withstand even major weapons, but it was still a cabin, simple inside and with a front yard of scuffed dust.


The last red bit of dawn was whitening into day.


Rod knew that he could not go far.


He could hear the women out behind the house, the kinswomen who had come to barber and groom him for the triumph—or the other.


They never knew how much he knew. Because of his affliction, they had thought around him for years, counting on his telepathic deafness to be constant. Trouble was, it wasn’t; lots of times he heard things which nobody intended him to hear. He even remembered the sad little poem they had about the young people who failed to pass the test for one reason or another and had to go to the Dying House instead of coming forth as Norstrilian citizens and fully recognized subjects of Her-majesty-the-queen. (Norstrilians had not had a real queen for some fifteen thousand years, but they were strong on tradition and did not let mere facts boggle them.) How did the little poem run, “This is the house of the long ago …”? In its own gloomy way it was cheerful.


He erased his own footprint from the dust and suddenly he remembered the whole thing. He chanted it softly to himself.




This is the house of the long ago,
Where the old ones murmur an endless woe,
Where the pain of time is an actual pain,
And things once known always come again.
Out in the Garden of Death, our young
Have tasted the valiant taste of fear.
With muscular arm and reckless tongue,
They have won, and lost, and escaped us here.
This is the house of the long ago.
Those who die young do not enter here.
Those living on know that hell is near.
The old ones who suffer have willed it so.
Out in the Garden of Death, the old
Look with awe on the young and bold.





It was all right to say that they looked with awe at the young and bold, but he hadn’t met a person yet who did not prefer life to death. He’d heard about people who chose death—of course he had; who hadn’t? But the experience was third-hand, fourth-hand, fifth-hand.


He knew that some people had said of him that he would be better off dead, just because he had never learned to communicate telepathically and had to use old spoken words like offworlders or barbarians.


Rod himself certainly didn’t think he would be better dead.


Indeed, he sometimes looked at normal people and wondered how they managed to go through life with the constant silly chatter of other people’s thoughts running through their minds. In the times that his mind lifted, so that he could hier for a while, he knew that hundreds or thousands of minds rattled in on him with unbearable clarity; he could even hier the minds that thought they had their telepathic shields up. Then, in a little while, the merciful cloud of his handicap came down on his mind again and he had a deep unique privacy which everybody on Old North Australia should have envied.


His computer had said to him once, “The words hier and spiek are corruptions of the words hear and speak. They are always pronounced in the second rising tone of voice, as though you were asking a question under the pressure of amusement and alarm, if you say the words with your voice. They refer only to telepathic communication between persons or between persons and underpeople.”


“What are underpeople?” he had asked.


“Animals modified to speak, to understand, and usually to look like men. They differ from cerebro-centered robots in that the robots are built around an actual animal mind, but are mechanical and electronic relays, while underpeople are composed entirely of Earth-derived living tissue.”


“Why haven’t I ever seen one?”


“They are not allowed on Norstrilia at all, unless they are in the service of the defense establishments of the Commonwealth.”


“Why are we called a Commonwealth, when all the other places are called worlds or planets?”


“Because you people are subjects of the Queen of England.”


“Who is the Queen of England?”


“She was an Earth ruler in the Most Ancient Days, more than fifteen thousand years ago.”


“Where is she now?”


“I said,” the computer had said, “that it was fifteen thousand years ago.”


“I know it,” Rod had insisted, “but if there hasn’t been any Queen of England for fifteen thousand years, how can we be her subjects?”


“I know the answer in human words,” the reply had been from the friendly red machine, “but since it makes no sense to me, I shall have to quote it to you as people told it to me. ‘She bloody well might turn up one of these days. Who knows? This is Old North Australia out here among the stars and we can dashed well wait for our own Queen. She might have been off on a trip when Old Earth went sour.’” The computer had clucked a few times in its odd ancient voice and had then said hopefully, in its toneless voice, “Could you restate that so that I could program it as part of my memory assembly?”


“It doesn’t mean much to me. Next time I can hier other minds thinking I’ll try to pick it out of somebody else’s head.”


That had been about a year ago, and Rod had never run across the answer.


Last night he had asked the computer a more urgent question:


“Will I die tomorrow?”


“Question irrelevant. No answer available.”


“Computer!” he had shouted, “you know I love you.”


“You say so.”


“I started your historical assembly up after repairing you, when that part had been thinkless for hundreds of years.”


“Correct.”


“I crawled down into this cave and found the personal controls, where great14-grandfather had left them when they became obsolete.”


“Correct.”


“I’m going to die tomorrow and you won’t even be sorry.”


“I did not say that,” said the computer.


“Don’t you care?”


“I was not programmed for emotion. Since you yourself repaired me, Rod, you ought to know that I am the only all-mechanical computer functioning in this part of the galaxy. I am sure that if I had emotions I would be very sorry indeed. It is an extreme probability, since you are my only companion. But I do not have emotions. I have numbers, facts, language, and memory—that is all.”


“What is the probability, then, that I will die tomorrow in the Giggle Room?”


“That is not the right name. It is the Dying House.”


“All right, then, the Dying House.”


“The judgment on you will be a contemporary human judgment based upon emotions. Since I do not know the individuals concerned, I cannot make a prediction of any value at all.”


“What do you think is going to happen to me, computer?”


“I do not really think, I respond. I have no input on that topic.”


“Do you know anything at all about my life and death tomorrow? I know I can’t spiek with my mind, but I have to make sounds with my mouth instead. Why should they kill me for that?”


“I do not know the people concerned and therefore I do not know the reasons,” the computer had replied, “but I know the history of Old North Australia down to your great14-grandfather’s time.”


“Tell me that, then,” Rod had said. He had squatted in the cave which he had discovered, listening to the forgotten set of computer controls which he had repaired, and had heard again the story of Old North Australia as his great14-grandfather had understood it. Stripped of personal names and actual dates, it was a simple story.


This morning his life hung on it.


Norstrilia had to thin out its people if it were going to keep its Old Old Earth character and be another Australia, out among the stars. Otherwise the fields would fill up, the deserts turn into apartment houses, the sheep die in cellars under endless kennels for crowded and useless people. No Old North Australian wanted that to happen, when he could keep character, immortality, and wealth—in that particular order of importance. It would be contrary to the character of Nostrilia.


The simple character of Norstrilia was immutable—as immutable as anything out among the stars. This ancient Commonwealth was the only human institution older than the Instrumentality.


The story was simple, the way the computer’s clear long-circuited brain had sorted it out.


Take a farmer culture straight off Old Old Earth—Manhome itself.


Put the culture on a remote planet.


Touch it with prosperity and blight it with drought.


Teach it sickness, deformity, hardihood. Make it learn poverty so bad that men sold one child to buy another child the drink of water which would give it an extra day of life while the drills whirred deep into the dry rock, looking for wetness.


Teach that culture thrift, medicine, scholarship, pain, survival.


Give those people the lessons of poverty, war, grief, greed, magnanimity, piety, hope and despair by turn.


Let the culture survive.


Survive disease, deformity, despair, desolation, abandonment.


Then give it the happiest accident in the history of time.


Out of sheep-sickness came infinite riches, the santaclara drug, or stroon, which prolonged human life indefinitely.


Prolonged it—but with queer side effects, so that most Nostrilians preferred to die in a thousand years or so.


Norstrilia was convulsed by the discovery.


So was every other inhabited world.


But the drug could not be synthesized, paralleled, duplicated. It was something which could be obtained only from the sick sheep on the Old North Australian plains.


Robbers and governments tried to steal the drug. Now and then they succeeded, long ago, but they hadn’t made it since the time of Rod’s great19-grandfather.


They had tried to steal the sick sheep.


Several had been taken off the planet. (The Fourth Battle of New Alice, in which half the menfolk of Norstrilia had died beating off the Bright Empire, had led to the loss of two of the sick sheep—one female and one male. The Bright Empire thought it had won. It hadn’t. The sheep got well, produced healthy lambs, exuded no more stroon, and died. The Bright Empire had paid four battle fleets for a cold-box full of mutton.) The monopoly remained in Norstrilia.


The Norstrilians exported the santaclara drug, and they put the export on a systematic basis.


They achieved almost infinite riches.


The poorest man on Norstrilia was always richer than the richest man anywhere else, emperors and conquerors included. Every farm hand earned at least a hundred Earth credits a day—measured in real money on Old Earth, not in paper which had to travel a steep arbitrage.


But the Norstrilians made their choice: the choice—


To remain themselves.


They taxed themselves back into simplicity.


Luxury goods got a tax of twenty million percent. For the price of fifty palaces on Olympia, you could import a handkerchief into Norstrilia. A pair of shoes, landed, cost the price of a hundred yachts in orbit. All machines were prohibited, except for defense and the drug-gathering. Underpeople were never made on Norstrilia, and imported only by the defense authority for top secret reasons. Old North Australia remained simple, pioneer, fierce, open.


Many families emigrated to enjoy their wealth; they could not return.


But the population problem remained, even with the taxation and simplicity and hard work.


Cut back, then—cut back people if you must.


But how, whom, where? Birth control—beastly. Sterilization—inhuman, unmanly, un-British. (This last was an ancient word meaning very bad indeed.)


By families, then. Let the families have the children. Let the Commonwealth test them at sixteen. If they ran under the standards, send them to a happy, happy death.


But what about the families? You can’t wipe a family out, not in a conservative farmer society, when the neighbors are folk who have fought and died beside you for a hundred generations. The Rule of Exceptions came. Any family which reached the end of its line could have the last surviving heir reprocessed—up to four times. If he failed, it was the Dying House, and a designated adopted heir from another family took over the name and the estate.


Otherwise their survivors would have gone on, in this century a dozen, in that century twenty. Soon Norstrilia would have been divided into two classes, the sound ones and a privileged class of hereditary freaks. This they could not stand, not while the space around them stank of danger, not when men a hundred worlds away dreamed and died while thinking of how to rob the stroon. They had to be fighters and chose not to be soldiers or emperors. Therefore they had to be fit, alert, healthy, clever, simple and moral. They had to be better than any possible enemy or any possible combination of enemies.


They made it.


Old North Australia became the toughest, brightest, simplest world in the galaxy. One by one, without weapons, Norstralians could tour the other worlds and kill almost anything which attacked them. Governments feared them. Ordinary people hated them or worshipped them. Off-world men eyed their women queerly. The Instrumentality left them alone, or defended them without letting the Norstrilians know they had been defended. (As in the case of Raumsog, who brought his whole world to a death of cancer and volcanoes, because the Golden Ship struck once.)


Norstrilian mothers learned to stand by with dry eyes when their children, unexpectedly drugged if they failed the tests, drooled with pleasure and went giggling away to their deaths.


The space and subspace around Norstrilia became sticky, sparky with the multiplicity of their defenses. Big outdoorsy men sailed tiny fighting craft around the approaches to Old North Australia. When people met them in outports, they always thought that Norstrilians looked simple; the looks were a snare and a delusion. The Norstrilians had been conditioned by thousands of years of unprovoked attack. They looked as simple as sheep but their minds were as subtle as serpents.


And now—Rod McBan.


The last heir, the very last heir, of their proudest old family had been found a half-freak. He was normal enough by Earth standards, but by Norstrilian measure he was inadequate. He was a bad, bad telepath. He could not be counted on to hier. Most of the time other people could not transmit into his mind at all; they could not even read it. All they got was a fiery bubble and a dull fuzz of meaningless sub-sememes, fractions of thought which added up to less than nothing. And on spieking, he was worse. He could not talk with his mind at all. Now and then he transmitted. When he did, the neighbors ran for cover. If it was anger, a bloody screaming roar almost blotted out their consciousnesses with a rage as solid and red as meat hanging in a slaughterhouse. If he was happy, it was worse. His happiness, which he transmitted without knowing it, had the distractiveness of a speed saw cutting into diamond-grained rock. His happiness drilled into people with an initial sense of pleasure, followed rapidly by acute discomfort and the sudden wish that all their own teeth would fall out: the teeth had turned into spinning whirls of raw, unqualified discomfort.


They did not know his biggest personal secret. They suspected that he could hier now and then without being able to control it. They did not know that when he did hier, he could hier everything for miles around with microscopic detail and telescopic range. His telepathic intake, when it did work, went right through other people’s mind-shields as though they did not exist. (If some of the women in the farms around the Station of Doom knew what he had accidentally peeped out of their minds, they would have blushed the rest of their lives.) As a result, Rod McBan had a frightful amount of unsorted knowledge which did not quite fit together.


Previous committees had neither awarded him the Station of Doom nor sent him off to the giggle death. They had appreciated his intelligence, his quick wit, his enormous physical strength. But they remained worried about his telepathic handicap. Three times before he had been judged. Three times.


And three times judgment had been suspended.


They had chosen the lesser cruelty and had sent him not to death, but to a new babyhood and a fresh upbringing, hoping that the telepathic capacity of his mind would naturally soar up to the Norstrilian normal.


They had underestimated him.


He knew it.


Thanks to the eavesdropping which he could not control, he understood bits and pieces of what was happening, even though nobody had ever told him the rational whys and hows of the process.


It was a gloomy but composed big boy who gave the dust of his own front yard one last useless kick, who turned back into the cabin, walking right through to the main room to the rear door and the back yard, and who greeted his kinswomen politely enough as they, hiding their aching hearts, prepared to dress him up for his trial. They did not want the child to be upset, even though he was as big as a man and showed more composure than did most adult men. They wanted to hide the fearful truth from him. How could they help it?


He already knew.


But he pretended he didn’t.


Cordially enough, just scared enough but not too much, he said,


“What ho, auntie! Hellow, cousin. Morning Maribel. Here’s your sheep. Curry him up and trim him for the livestock competition. Do I get a ring in my nose or a bow ribbon around my neck?”


One or two of the young ones laughed, but his oldest “aunt”—actually a fourth cousin, married into another family—pointed seriously and calmly at a chair in the yard and said:


“Do sit down, Roderick. This is a serious occasion and we usually do not talk while preparations are going on.”


She bit her lower lip and then she added, not as though she wanted to frighten him but because she wanted to impress him:


“The Vice-Chairman will be here today.”


(“The Vice-Chairman” was the head of the government; there had been no Chairman of the Temporary Commonwealth Government for some thousands of years. Norstrilians did not like posh and they thought that Vice-Chairman was high enough for any one man to go. Besides, it kept the offworlders guessing.)


Rod was not impressed. He had seen the man. It was in one of his rare moments of broad hiering, and he found that the mind of the Vice-Chairman was full of numbers and horses, the results of every horse race for three hundred and twenty years, and the projection forward of six probable horse races in the next two years.)


“Yes, auntie,” he said.


“Don’t bray all the time today. You don’t have to use your voice for little things like saying yes. Just nod your head. It will make a much better impression.”


He started to answer, but gulped and nodded instead.


She sank the comb into his thick yellow hair.


Another one of the women, almost a girl, brought up a small table and a basin. He could tell from her expression that she was spieking to him, but this was one of the times in which he could not hier at all.


The aunt gave his hair a particularly fierce tug just as the girl took his hand. He did not know what she meant to do. He yanked his hand back.


The basin fell off the small table. Only then did he realize that it was merely soapy water for a manicure.


“I am sorry,” he said; even to him, his voice sounded like a bray. For a moment he felt the fierce rush of humiliation and self-hate.


They should kill me, he thought … By the time the sun goes down I’ll be in the Giggle Room, laughing and laughing before the medicine makes my brains boil away.


He had reproached himself.


The two women had said nothing. The aunt had walked away to get some shampoo, and the girl was returning with a pitcher, to refill the basin.


He looked directly into her eyes, and she into his.


“I want you,” she said, very clearly, very quietly, and with a smile which seemed inexplicable to him.


“What for?” said he, equally quietly.


“Just you,” she said. “I want you for myself. You’re going to live.”


“You’re Lavinia, my cousin,” said he, as though discovering it for the first time.


“Sh-h-h,” said the girl. “She’s coming back.”


When the girl had settled down to getting his fingernails really clean, and the aunt had rubbed something like sheep-dip into his hair, Rod began to feel happy. His mood changed from the indifference which he had been pretending to himself. It became a real indifference to his fate, an easy acceptance of the grey sky above him, the dull rolling earth below. He had a fear—a little tiny fear, so small that it might have seemed to be a midget pet in a miniature cage—running around the inside of his thinking. It was not the fear that he would die: somehow he suddenly accepted his chances and remembered how many other people had had to take the same play with fortune. This little fear was something else, the dread that he might not behave himself properly if they did tell him to die.


But then, he thought, I don’t have to worry. Negative is never a word—just a hypodermic, so that the first bad news the victim has is his own excited, happy laugh.


With this funny peace of mind, his hiering suddenly lifted.


He could not see the Garden of Death, but he could look into the minds tending it; it was a huge van hidden just beyond the next roll of hills, where they used to keep Old Billy, the eighteen hundred-ton sheep. He could hear the clatter of voices in the little town eighteen kilometers away. And he could look right into Lavinia’s mind.


It was a picture of himself. But what a picture! So grown, so handsome, so brave looking. He had schooled himself not to move when he could hier, so that other people would not realize that his rare telepathic gift had come back to him.


Auntie was spieking to Lavinia without noisy words. “We’ll see this pretty boy in his coffin tonight.”


Lavinia thought right back, without apology. “No, we won’t.”


Rod sat impassive in his chair. The two women, their faces grave and silent, went on spieking the argument at each other with their minds.


“How would you know—you’re not very old?” spieked auntie.


“He has the oldest station in all of Old North Australia. He was one of the very oldest names. He is—” and even in spieking her thoughts cluttered up, like a stammer—”he is a very nice boy and he’s is going to be a wonderful man.”


“Mark my thought,” spieked the auntie again, “I’m telling you that we’ll see him in his coffin tonight and that by midnight he’ll be on his coffin-ride to the Long Way Out.”


Lavinia jumped to her feet. She almost knocked over the basin of water a second time. She moved her throat and mouth to speak words but she just croaked,


“Sorry, Rod. Sorry.”


Rod McBan, his face guarded, gave a pleasant, stupid little nod, as though he had no idea of what they had been spieking to each other.


She turn and ran, shout-spieking the loud thought at auntie, “Get somebody else to do his hands. You’re heartless, hopeless. Get somebody else to do your corpse washing for you. Not me. Not me.”


“What’s the matter with her?” said Rod to the auntie, just as though he did not know.


“She’s just difficult, that’s all. Just difficult. Nerves, I suppose,” she added in her croaking spoken words. She could not talk very well, since all her family and friends could spiek and hier with privacy and grace. “We were spieking with each other about what you would be doing tomorrow.”


“Where’s a priest, auntie?” said Rod.


“A what?”


“A priest, like the old poem has, in the rough rough days before our people found this planet and got our sheep settled down. Everybody knows it.




Here is the place where the priest went mad.


Over there my mother burned.


I cannot show you the house we had.


We lost that slope where the mountain turned.





There’s more to it, but that’s the part I remember. Isn’t a priest a specialist in how to die? Do we have any around here?”


He watched her mind as she lied to him. As he had spoken, he had a perfectly clear picture of one of their more distant neighbors, a man named Tolliver, who had a very gentle manner; but her words were not about Tolliver at all.


“Some things are men’s business,” she said, cawing her words. “Anyhow, that song isn’t about Norstrilia at all. It’s about Paradise VII and why we left it. I didn’t know you knew it.”


In her mind he read, “That boy knows too much.”


“Thanks, auntie,” said he meekly.


“Come along for the rinse,” said she. “We’re using an awful lot of real water on you today.”


He followed her and he felt more kindly toward her when he saw her think, Lavinia had the right feelings but she drew the wrong conclusion. He’s going to be dead tonight.


That was too much.


Rod hesitated for a moment, tempering the chords of his oddly attuned mind. Then he let out a tremendous howl of telepathic joy, just—to bother the lot of them. It did. They all stopped still. Then they stared at him.


In words the auntie said, “What was that?”


“What?” said he, innocently.


“That noise you spieked. It wasn’t meaning.”


“Just sort of a sneeze, I suppose. I didn’t know I did it.” Deep down inside himself he chuckled. He might be on his way to the Hoohoo House, but he would fritter their friskies for them while he went.


It was a dashed silly way to die, he thought all to himself.


And then a strange, crazy, happy idea came to him:


Perhaps they can’t kill me. Perhaps I have powers. Powers of my own. Well, we’ll soon enough find out.




THE TRIAL


Rod walked across the dusty lot, took three steps up the folding staircase which had been let down from the side of the big trailer van, knocked on the door once as he had been instructed to do, had a green light flash in his face, opened the door, and entered.


It was a garden.


The moist, sweet, scent-laden air was like a narcotic. There were bright green plants in profusion. The lights were clear but not bright; their ceiling gave the effect of a penetrating blue, blue sky. He looked around. It was a copy of Old Old Earth. The growths on the green plants were roses; he remembered pictures which his computer had showed him. The pictures had not gotten across the idea that they smelled nice at the same time that they looked nice. He wondered if they did that all the time, and then remembered the wet air: wet air always holds smells better than dry air does. At last, almost shyly, he looked up at the three judges.


With real startlement, he saw that one of them was not a Norstrilian at all, but the local Commissioner of the Instrumentality, the Lord Redlady—a thin man with a sharp, inquiring face. The other two were Old Taggart and John Beasley. He knew them, but not well.


“Welcome,” said the Lord Redlady, speaking in the funning singsong of a man from Manhome.


“Thank you,” said Rod.


“You are Roderick Frederick Ronald Arnold William MacArthur McBan the one hundred and fifty-first?” said Taggart, knowing perfectly well that Rod was that person.


Lord love a duck and lucky me! thought Rod, I’ve got my hiering, even in this place!


“Yes,” said the Lord Redlady.


There was silence.


The other two judges looked at the Manhome man; the stranger looked at Rod; Rod stared, and then began to feel sick at the bottom of his stomach.


For the first time in his life, he had met somebody who could penetrate his peculiar perceptual abilities.


At last he thought, “I understand.”


The Lord Redlady looked sharply and impatiently at him, as though waiting for a response to that single word “yes.”


Rod had already answered—telepathically.


At last Old Taggart broke the silence.


“Aren’t you going to talk? I asked you your name.”


The Lord Redlady held up his hand in a gesture for patience; it was not a gesture which Rod had ever seen before, but he understood it immediately.


He thought telepathically at Rod, “You are watching my thoughts.”


“Indeed I am,” thought Rod, back at him.


The Lord Redlady clapped a hand to his forehead. “You are hurting me. Did you think: you said something?”


With his voice Rod said, “I told you that I was reading your mind.”


The Lord Redlady turned to the other two men and spieked to them: “Did either of you hier what he tried to spiek?”


“No.” “No.” They both thought back at him. “Just noise, loud noise.”


“He is a broadbander like myself. And I have been disgraced for it. You know that I am the only Lord of the Instrumentality who has been degraded from the status of Lord to that of Commissioner—”


“Yes,” they spieked.


“You know that they could not cure me of shouting and suggested I die?”


“No,” they answered.


“You know that the Instrumentality thought I could not bother you here and sent me to your planet on this miserable job, just to get me out of the way?”


“Yes,” they answered.


“Then, what do you want to do about him? Don’t try to fool him. He knows all about this place already.” The Lord Redlady glanced quickly, sympathetically up at Rod, giving him a little phantom smile of encouragement. “Do you want to kill him? To exile him? To turn him loose?”


The other two men fussed around in their minds. Rod could see that they were troubled at the idea he could watch them thinking, when they had thought him a telepathic deaf-mute; they also resisted the Lord Redlady’s unmannerly precipitation of the decision. Rod almost felt that he was swimming in the thick wet air, with the smell of roses cloying his nostrils so much that he would never smell anything but roses again, when he became aware of a massive consciousness very near him—a fifth person in the room, whom he had not noticed at all before.


It was an Earth soldier, complete with uniform. The soldier was handsome, erect, tall, formal with a rigid military decorum. He was, furthermore, not human and he had a strange weapon in his left hand.


“What is that?” spieked Rod to the Earthman. The man saw his face, not the thought.


“An underman. A snake-man. The only one on this planet He will carry you out of here if the decision goes against you.”


Beasley cut in, almost angrily. “Here, cut it out. This is a hearing, not a blossoming tea party. Don’t clutter all that futt into the air. Keep it formal.”


“You want a formal hearing?” said the Lord Redlady. “A formal hearing for a man who knows everything that all of us are thinking? It’s foolish.”


“In Old North Australia, we always have formal hearing,” said old Taggart. With an acuteness of insight born of his own personal danger, Rod saw Taggart all over again for the first time—a careworn poor old man, who had worked a poor farm hard for a thousand years; a farmer, like his ancestors before him; a man rich only in the millions of megacredits which he would never take time to spend; a man of the soil, honorable, careful, formal, righteous, and very just. Such men did not yield to innovation ever. They fought change.


“Have the hearing then,” said the Lord Redlady, “have the hearing if it is your custom, my Mister and Owner Taggart, my Mister and Owner Beasley.”


The Norstrilians, appeased, bowed their heads briefly.


Almost shyly, Beasley looked over at the Lord Redlady. “Sir and Commissioner, will you say the words. The good old words. The ones that will help us to find our duty and to do it.”


(Rod saw a quick flare of red anger go through the Lord Redlady’s mind as the Earth commissioner thought fiercely to himself, “Why all this fuss about killing one poor boy? Let him go, you dull clutts, or kill him.” But the Earthman had not directed the thoughts outward and the two Norstrilians were unaware of his private view of them.)


On the outside, the Lord Redlady remained calm. He used his voice, as Norstrilians did on occasion of great ceremony,


“We are here to hear a man.”


“We are here to hear him,” they responded.


“We are not to judge or to kill, though this may follow,” said he.


“Though this may follow,” they responded.


“And where, on Old Old Earth, does man come from?”


They knew the answer by rote and said it heavily together: “This is the way it was on Old Old Earth, and this is the way it shall be among the stars, no matter how far we men may wander:
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