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  Author's Note: Proto Zoa


  


  'Protozoa' is a word from biology via the Greek, where it means 'first animals.' This collection of short stories was indeed among the first life spontaneously generated in my nascent writing career, back in the 1980s.


  The first to be written, way back at the very beginning in November of 1982, was "Dreamweaver's Dilemma", which was also the last to be published. It did not see print until 1995, when it was made part of the NESFA Press Boskone souvenir book also titled Dreamweaver's Dilemma—an assortment of early stories, interviews, and other items put together for my Guest of Honor appearance at that year's Boskone science fiction convention. When I talk, in my discussions of my career as a novelist, about 'a short story I wrote for practice' before embarking on the book that was to eventually become Shards of Honor, this is that tale. It wasn't quite for practice—I was very much in earnest—but, despite several outings, it didn't sell to the SF magazine market at the time.


  The next to be written, in the summer of 1983, was the short story "Garage Sale", the first of the trio I eventually dubbed in my mind 'the Putman Triptych.' I can date it only because I remember scribbling bits of it in pencil during the plane ride down to Texas to visit my friend Lillian Stewart Carl that June, during which she helped give the first draft of Shards a much-needed beta read. I think of this as my 'Garrison Keillor meets the Twilight Zone' period, having just encountered Keillor's works at the time—the original Twilight Zone TV show, of course, was a staple of my 1950s and 1960s childhood.


  I distinctly remember stopping in the course of about Chapter Five of the book that was to become The Warrior's Apprentice, in the fall of 1983, to write "Barter". And I'm glad I did—it became, a few submissions and rejections down the line, my very first professional sale—to Twilight Zone Magazine. (That contract, I see, was dated September, 1984.)


  Like Francis Marion, after whom the county and city of Marion, Ohio, was named, Putnam was the name of an American Revolutionary War general. I lived in Marion from 1980 to 1995. The protagonist of "Barter", Mary Alice, probably ought to have been named Mary Sue, but that literary term had not yet been invented.


  "Aftermaths" was written after Shards of Honor, probably during the summer of 1983, and I shopped it around as a separate short story for some time before, in October of 1985, I made my 'big' sale of my first three completed novels to Baen Books, allowing me to arrive with a bang on the larger publishing scene when all three were released in 1986. I had shown the homeless story to Jim Baen in the wake of that sale, and he first placed it in the Spring 1986 issue of Far Frontiers, his mass-market paperback SF magazine that he was running at the time, as a sort of pre-publicity for the upcoming novel, which was due to come out as an original paperback that June. It was also Jim's idea to append it to the end of Shards of Honor as a sort of epilogue or coda, where it has lived ever since, through many reprints.


  I do not recall exactly when I wrote the third tale of the Putnam trio, "The Hole Truth", but it was in time for it to appear in the December, 1986 issue of Twilight Zone Magazine. (My contract, I see, was dated June 9, 1986.) "Garage Sale" also found a home at about this time, appearing in the even more short-lived magazine American Fantasy in the Spring 1987 issue.


  "Barter" had one more Cinderella moment in the late '80s—TV rights were bought by the production company that was making an (also short-lived) Twilight-Zone-like television anthology series called Tales From the Darkside. It was actually made into an episode, which I have never seen—I didn't have the correct cable access at the time it first came out. I did get to read the script, which had scant relation to the original story, most disappointingly reversing my housewife heroine's little victory.


  "Dreamweaver's Dilemma", at about 16,300 words technically a novelette, also is the foreshadowing or first draft of what has come to be dubbed 'the Vorkosiverse' or 'the Vorkosigan saga', my long-running (and still running) science fiction series. Having invented Beta Colony and the future history of the wormhole nexus as backstory for co-protagonist Chalmys DuBauer, I promptly recycled it as the place Cordelia Naismith was from when I plunged, a few weeks later in December of 1982, into the start of my first novel. Yes, the ill-fated Ensign Dubauer from Shards is a later descendant of Chalmys, both genetically and literarily.


  Doing the copy edit for this e-edition, I find the old stories hold up reasonably well, though the Putnam Triptych has surely aged into a period piece. When judging the future tech of "Dreamweaver's Dilemma" in science-fictional terms, one must remember to calibrate for the date of its original composition, 1982. After my novels started selling, I did very little short work, although I still like the novella length (technically defined as a tale between 17,500 and 40,000 words long) and have revisited it now and then. In any case, I hope that both readers interested in writers' early work and Bujold completists may find enough here to amuse them.


  


  — Lois McMaster Bujold, December 2011


  


  


  Barter


  


  Her pancakes were all running together in the center of the griddle, like conjugating amoebas. Too much milk in the batter, Mary Alice thought. She should have measured it. She poked dubiously at the fault line with a spatula, trying to chivvy the congealing paste back to its original assigned quarters. The spatula, cracked down the middle from metal fatigue, hooked some of the half-cooked goo on its ragged edge and drew it out of the pan as she was setting the tool down. It dripped on the burner, smoking. She batted at it hastily with a kitchen towel, which scorched and sparked.


  The television blared suddenly from the next room at triple volume. "Turn it down!" Mary Alice screamed. The Space Kidettes at any audible level was bad enough, but this . . . She glanced at the digital clock, which read 3:16 AM in glowing red numerals. Since the sun was shining outside, she deduced the kids had been messing with the reset button again. No matter—if it was The Space Kidettes, it had to be nine-thirty AM Saturday. I have measured out my life not in coffee spoons, she thought bitterly, but in TV schedules. She bounded into the living room, hands pressed to her ears.


  "Down!" she screamed again, and blasted the button herself. "You let your baby brother mess with those controls again, and I'm going to turn it off!" The Ultimate Threat . . .


  "Aw, Mom . . ."


  "You're out there, I'm not—you're supposed to be keeping an eye on him."


  "I didn't see him."


  "How could you not see him—he had to be standing in front of you to turn the knob!"


  Baby brother deedled to himself in loud delight, and emerged around a corner dragging a cat by its hind leg. "Let the cat go, Bryan."


  Janie huddled, miffed, closer to her electronic panderer of injection-molded delights, eyes widening lustfully at Malibu Barbie with Swimming Pool, fifteen cents worth of assorted petroplastics bloated to a week's grocery budget. "Mom, I want one of those for Christmas."


  "It's August, for God's sake," snapped Mary Alice, retreating to her kitchen. The pancakes were burning and the other cat was up on the counter top, lapping out of the batter bowl.


  "Aargh!" gritted Mary Alice. She scooped up the cat and flung it back into the living room, hoping the baby would get it, too. Staring into the bowl, she wondered how much the cat had eaten, and where. It wasn't like margarine, where the rough tongue left little telltale swirly grooves that helped you figure out which side to cut off. She carried the bowl to the sink and skimmed off a token ladleful or two, dropping them into the disposal side with a white splat. Well, it was all going to be cooked anyway . . .


  Her eldest son swaggered through. General Teddy Han Solo Moore, Jr., age seven. On his way to battle, evidently; massing his troops.


  "Mom, have you seen Luke Skywalker?"


  "I think your baby brother had him. He's probably bitten his head off by now, the little geek . . ."


  "What kind of pancakes are those?"


  "Banana."


  "I don't like banana."


  "So, pick out the banana pieces—out, out, you little ingrate," she snarled. "I'll call you all when it's ready."


  Her husband slinked past toward the kitchen door.


  "Where are you going? Breakfast is almost ready."


  "Coffee's all I want. I'm going to start my diet again today."


  "I fixed for five."


  "I can't help that."


  "You could've told me."


  "You didn't ask me. Anyway, I'm going down to Lawson's with Harold Krieger to get some out-of-town papers. Gonna help him look through the help wanteds."


  Going to the video arcade, she thought in numb resentment, to blow another five bucks on Pac-Man with ol' buddy Unemployed Harold. And I didn't buy a shower cap last week, for the fourth month in a row, because two dollars and sixty-nine cents was too much to spend and I can tie my hair out of my face with that old scarf, which hasn't quite rotted through . . .


  "All right, kids, come eat."


  "Mom, can I have mine in the living room?"


  "I don't like banana!"


  "Deedle-deedle . . ."


  "Mrwowrrr . . ."


  She hurtled through the living room on a fast roundup, using the flat of her hand like a cowboy's bullwhip. Keep those dawgies movin', Rawhiiide . . . Janie refused the already-poured orange juice and demanded ice water, two cubes. General Solo picked out banana pieces with elaborate scorn. Deedle-deedle, with high shrieks of "Die, die!" threw all his to the cats, who swirled like sharks beneath his high chair. Mary Alice was not sure if the cries were directed to his breakfast, or the bombees.


  Mary Alice, grimly, ate her way through two adult portions, thinking of the starving children in China, and wishing there were some way to teleport them all her leftovers. A silence fell, briefly, and she took her first slurp of coffee of the morning. It had been poured some time back, and was now cold. In the quiet, from the living room, floated a liquid choking sound, rich, rhythmic, and resonant; one of the cats was throwing up. On the carpet, of course. They never did it on the linoleum.


  


  *  *  *


  


  The morning was all downhill from there. Janie walked through the cat barf before Mary Alice could get to it, because she was pulling Bryan off the counter top where he had just field-stripped the Mr. Coffee filter basket into its six constituent components. It was simple enough to snap back together—Mary Alice was becoming quite practiced—but it had been full of wet coffee grounds, which were now poured down the stove burners. Malibu Janie and General Solo had a screaming argument over Which Channel; Mary Alice flatly refused to referee on the grounds that any way you looked at it, she lost, caught between the Scylla and Charybdis of Strawberry Shortcake and Smurfs. The dishes, refusing to do themselves, remained piled on the countertop, an obstacle course for foraging cats. Cats, contrary to rumor, are not graceful beasts at all, but klutzes. They knocked Mary Alice's last remaining large platter onto the floor, where it shattered.


  Mary Alice stood in the kitchen doorway and vibrated miserably, torn between the cat vomit and the sharp slivers of crockery lying ready to slice bare feet. She just could not keep slippers on those kids. She had a vision of a morning spent in the emergency room, waiting for stitches to be taken in wounds festering with Cat Germs.


  It was then that the doorbell buzzed.


  Mary Alice, muttering words that should not be said out loud in front of children, clawed the door open, ripping a fingernail. "Whatever it is, we don't want . . ." she began, and paused.


  What an odd little man. Not an inch over five feet, he had a pale, loose complexion, and breathed asthmatically. He was dressed in a shimmering, silken material that seemed to move through all colors, no colors, unnamable colors, as he moved. A suitcase of a sort, like a salesman's sample case but covered with a similar material, hung by his side—floated, Mary Alice realized; he wasn't holding on to it. Mary Alice, alone with three children and two cats, might have been alarmed, but she made it a rule never to be afraid of men shorter than herself. Besides, he looked ill.


  "Give me," he gasped, in an odd, guttural accent, "all your ammonia."


  "I beg your pardon?" She sucked on her bleeding finger, gone wide-eyed.


  "Ammonia—must have ammonia. Have no money—will trade. What price ammonia?"


  As it happened, Mary Alice was in very good shape with respect to ammonia. There had been a coupon special that week at the supermarket, two for the price of one. Mary Alice loathed coupons. They made her feel like a rat in a paper maze, jerked through a lot of meaningless motions, cut and save, fold and paste, push the lever and ring the bell, for a reward of a few pennies. But they were like money, and you couldn't throw money away.


  She eyed the little man in awed fascination. "Uh . . . what have you got to trade?"


  His answer was drowned in a sudden blare of noise from behind her, its content, if any, obliterated in its volume. She fled out the door and slammed it behind her, like dropping a portcullis against massed shock troops. It helped some. He was opening his—sample case? Candy store? Engineering department? Odd-shaped objects glittered and gleamed in the case, and Mary Alice blinked, dizzied.


  "Look, uh, Klaatu, Beelzebub, whoever you are—you're welcome to my ammonia, if you really need it. The only thing I need is an off-switch for my kids, and I'm sure you don't have that. . ." She smiled, an artificial rictus, at her own old joke.


  The little man brightened. "Ah!" he said. "Biostasis field. Very easy, nice lady. Have lots of spares."


  Mary Alice froze, then thawed, trembling slightly. His words, devoid of clear denotation to her whirling mind but fairly pulsing with implicit promise, conjured ecstatic visions. She almost grasped his sleeve, but drew her hand back, a little afraid he might pop out of existence like the soap bubble he rather resembled, without even a drip to mark his passing.


  "Come in," she breathed, "come in to my kitchen. Watch your step . . ."


  The three kids, glued to the tube—it was a commercial—didn't even look up as they passed. Mary Alice wished she'd bought stock in Kenner in 1976. She tiptoed through the shards on the kitchen floor and dragged back a sticky chair for her visitor. He sat, heavily, with a grateful smile. His wheezing was becoming quite noticeable. "Nice lady," he gasped. "Ammonia—now?"


  "Uh, sure." She bolted down to the basement, where the ammonia and other cleaning compounds were stored on a high shelf, theoretically out of the reach of deedle-deedles. Although since the incident with the bag of powdered sugar and the bottle of Palmolive Green from the top pantry shelf, she had lost faith in height alone as a safety measure. She tramped back up the stairs with a half-gallon plastic jug anchoring each arm. She heaved one into his lap with an anxious smile. "Bo-Peep Cloudy all right with you?"


  He nodded, wheezing, and fumbled the cap off. He blinked and smiled as the fumes rose. "Yes . . ." he aspirated, and attempted to raise the bottle to his mouth with weak and trembling arms. It slipped, sloshing ammonia onto his shimmering clothing. It did not soak in, neither did it bead, but sheeted off into a messy puddle on the floor, leaving not a track behind. "Help . . . me . . ." he whispered.


  Hoping sickly that she wasn't helping him to commit suicide, she popped to the Dixie cup dispenser. Empty. She tried the cupboard—also empty; the glasses were all stacked with the rest of the dishes, encrusted with food, stale milk rings, and greasy fingerprints. Wait, there was one—Janie's McDonald's Going Places cup. Mary Alice glanced nervously over her shoulder—Janie usually had screaming fits when anyone else dared to use her private cup. But her middle child was still ensconced in the living room. Mary Alice grabbed a jug and glugged in ammonia level with the top of Birdie's green airplane, nerved herself, and held it hastily to her guest's lips. He drank greedily, thanking her with grateful golden eyes. The pupils, she noticed, were diamond-shaped, not round.


  He finished the cupful and sat a little straighter, breathing more quietly and steadily. Not speaking, he rested a few minutes in the chair, apparently regaining his strength. He took another glassful of Bo-Peep Cloudy and recapped the jug. Mary Alice had set the second jug on the floor. Now she pushed it shyly toward him with her foot. "You were saying something about a stasis field?" she reminded him hopefully.


  "Biostasis field," he corrected. "Yes. Use all the time for traveling. Very easy. You want remote switch?"


  "Uh . . . I guess."


  "All right. I fix." He knelt, reopened his case, and rummaged within. He paused a moment, picked up the second jug and tightened its cap securely, and set it within the case. The bottle shrank, melting and curling away from Mary Alice — but not toward any other part of the kitchen. It curled away from all sides at once. When it was reduced to the size of a straight pin, her guest placed it carefully in a holder displaying a long row of other tiny, ambiguous shapes, and sighed satisfaction.


  "How many you want?" he inquired. "You call in children, I fix."


  "Well, there's Teddy, and Janie, and Bryan . . ." Her eye fell on one of the cats, sleeping stretched out in the middle of a sunbeam on the kitchen table, its tail resting across a plate pooled with pancake syrup and floating banana bits. Teddy always poured too much syrup. She felt a slight maternal qualm at the thought of subjecting her firstborn to an unknown operation. "Can you do cats, too?" she asked.


  "Can do anything," he stated confidently.


  "All right — let's start with that one." She pointed.


  The cat was placed on her guest's lap, where it settled, pouting at having its nap disturbed. The little man stroked it, then held a curious device the size of a cigarette lighter above the back of the beast's neck. A strange blue light, at once transparent and material, descended into the thick black fur and vanished.


  "Okay, see." He handed her the device. "Press here."


  The cat jumped down, stretching disdainfully. Mary Alice pressed. The cat froze in a blink, as though strobed. Unbalanced, it fell over and lay stiffly.


  "Wow," Mary Alice breathed. "How do you start it up again?"


  "Press there."


  The cat flipped indignantly to its feet and scampered off.


  "I'll call the other one," said Mary Alice happily, pressing the electric can opener. At its quiet whir, both cats appeared as though conjured. The operation was repeated in a moment. Mary Alice experimented for a few minutes, turning the cats on and off.


  "How long does this thing keep working?" she asked. "I mean, do the batteries run down or anything?"


  "Not run forever," the little man said. "Takes big power, you bet. Power cell only good for—your time . . ." He lost himself in a mental calculation, lips moving. "One hundred ten years."


  "That'll be okay," she reassured him. "That'll be just fine." She moved to the doorway of the living room. "Oh, Teddy . . ."


  


  *  *  *


  


  She lined them up on the couch, one, two, three, like the Chinese monkeys, with the cats on either side like bookends. Last of all she turned off the television set. Silence, blessed silence, fell, broken only by the drip, drip of the refrigerator defrosting itself.


  "Must you go so soon?" Mary Alice asked the little man. "You only just got here. Shouldn't you rest?"


  "Must go," he shrugged.


  "But my husband isn't home yet. He could roll in any time now. Just a few more minutes? Please?"


  The little man shook his head apologetically. "Must go."


  "Wait." An idea tugged at Mary Alice's brain. It was worth a try, anyway. "Just one second—" She galloped back down the basement stairs, and returned in a flash with another white plastic jug with a red and blue label. "Can you use any of this?" It was only three-quarters full, but still . . .


  He uncapped it and sniffed. His face lit up. "Ah!" he cried. "Hooch!"


  He tilted the Clorox jug up on his arm, hillbilly style, and took a swallow. "Ahhh!" He smiled, then belched hugely. Mary Alice, remembering what had happened in her toilet the time she had mixed ammonia and chlorine bleach, thinking to clean and disinfect at the same time, was not surprised. "Nice lady. Maybe I got one, two more minutes . . ."


  They waited, Mary Alice popping up every few minutes when a car was heard passing, or a car door slammed in the neighborhood. With a few moments' quiet, she began to think.


  "You know," she said after a while, "my husband doesn't really need an off switch."


  "Oh?" said the little man. "I go, then."


  "No, wait—what I mean is, do you have anything like an, uh—an on switch, in that bag of tricks?"


  The little man rubbed his lips thoughtfully, and took another slug of Clorox. "Sounds like a focal stimulator."


  "What's that?"


  "We use instead of toxic caffeine-laden beverage. To work."


  "Work, eh? That sounds about right," Mary Alice mused. "Can I trade you that gallon of Clorox for one?"


  The little man looked at the jug with respect and grinned. "Nice lady, you got deal."


  Mary Alice sat back down and prayed for a power outage at the video arcade. At last came the familiar engine noise in the driveway, the crunch of gears and the squeal of brakes.


  "What's this, company?" asked Teddy, Sr., entering the kitchen.


  "Uh, hello, dear. Mr., uh, Klaatu is a Jehovah's Witness. We've been having the most fascinating conversation . . ."


  "Oh," he said, his eyes glazing over. "Well, I'll leave you to it, then." He turned on the water and rummaged in the cupboard for a suitable vessel. He finally chose a sherbet dish, and drew a drink of water. The little man, from his chair, sighted upon the back of her husband's neck. The glowing red blur sang quietly as a mosquito through the air and vanished into the skin of the nape.


  "Do you want anything to eat, dear, after skipping breakfast?"


  "Oh, no. Harold and I stopped at McDonald's. I had two Big Macs, fries, and a shake, so I guess I don't want anything till lunch . . ." He yawned. "See if you can keep the kids quiet, huh? I'm going to try to get a nap and—"


  Mary Alice pressed her button.


  Her husband blinked. "—clean out those gutters. Should have done them last fall, y'know. There's no time like the present . . ." He bounded energetically back out the kitchen door, heading for the garage and a ladder.


  The little man shouldered his Clorox bottle and bowed his way out.


  "Do stop by again, any time you're in the neighborhood," Mary Alice invited cordially. "Just let me know you're coming, and I'll lay in plenty of ammonia and bleach. Bye!"


  She turned back to her house with a sigh. She had much to do herself, but at least it wouldn't be undone four times faster. One could not keep the kids switched off all the time, of course—thirty years down the line, applying for Social Security, she might still have a preschooler in the house if she were too self-indulgent. But there was no rush. First she would clean the kitchen, then the rest of the downstairs. Then, perhaps, she might sit down with a glass of fresh iced tea, and listen to a record. Not the high, piping voices of Chipmunks or Smurfs, hiccupping over the peanut butter jammed in the grooves, but a record of her own, maybe Parkening Plays Bach. The television would remain off. The silence was not total; scraping noises from the eaves intruded gently through the summer-open windows, but that was all right. She began to sweep the kitchen, planning her day. Her day.


  


  


  Garage Sale


  


  It was the Great Pigeon Uproar that finally did it for Krieger. It was not, in all conscience, the worst of the incidents with his neighbor, Mrs. Arbor—to whom he referred when not being obscene as 'that woman who waxes her driveway'—it was merely the last.


  Harold Krieger had always fancied himself as a mild-mannered man, easy to get along with, undemanding; 'live and let live' was his motto, both stated and implied. He would sooner have had his tongue torn out than tell a neighbor, say, to what height to clip his hedge, what tool to use, how to hold it, and what schedule to maintain for retrims, let alone what posture in which to stand while completing said chore.


  Mrs. Arbor, unfortunately, had no such inhibitions. That had been the beginning of their relationship. He had smiled fiercely through his teeth, and resisted the impulse to finish the job with his hedge shears upon her steel gray hair, crimped in disciplined waves straight back from her frowning forehead.


  It was no skin off his nose if she chose to scrub her aluminum siding twice yearly, until the enamel was beginning to show signs of wearing through. Or chose to have her trim scraped and painted yearly, at the same time her driveway was retopped. She was an empty-nest widow who obviously had too much money and not enough real work to do.


  For Krieger, it had been a toss-up for funds between paint for his peeling (non-aluminum) siding, and a swing set for the kids. The kids now swung happily, not minding in the least the occasional small snow of paint chips when the summer breeze was brisk and in just the right direction.


  Mrs. Arbor minded, though; she had, in fact, demanded outright that he sweep his offending chips from her driveway. The little green dots on the pristine black surface must have deeply offended her sense of esthetics. There could be no other reason for the ruckus, as far as he could see; she owned no car.


  But the Cat Incident had been the worst. She complained frequently, bitterly, and nasally about Muffy.


  "Cat droppings," she sniffed, "carry worms and diseases. If you can't keep that filthy beast out of my yard, or tied up, I shall call the Animal Control Warden!"


  "Oh, come on," Krieger replied. "Nobody ties up cats. People can't catch cat worms, and besides, cat flops are good for your roses."


  But call Animal Control she had. Fortunately, the cat had been upstairs, sleeping and shedding gently on his bed, when the warden came. The officer had listened, with long-suffering politeness, to a harangue from Mrs. Arbor, delivered through her locked screen door. Krieger, like Muffy, lay low, peeking through the curtain, by now always kept closed on the Arbor side of the house. But evidently no one was expected to tie up cats, for the officer went away again without approaching Krieger. Krieger, who had just decided not to answer the door, pretending he wasn't home, was relieved.


  Somehow, changing the litter box had become his chore, although he could almost always outwait his wife on the subject of whose turn it was to wash windows. But he drew the line firmly at Mrs. Arbor's telephoned request—nay, demand—that he report to her garden to police up cat flops.


  "Muffy's not the only damned cat in the damned neighborhood," he pointed out cogently.


  Her reply was freezing; his was obscene. She hung up, and he hoped that was the last of the cat flop flap.


  It was the very next day, as he sat contemplating his front lawn and wondering whether to part with the money to get the mower repaired (said cash to flow directly from that set aside for a small weekend fishing trip) or wait and rent a hay bailer, when Mrs. Arbor came around the side of his house. She was careful not to set actual foot on his tainted property. She had Muffy by the scruff of the neck, held out from her body like a plague victim's garment.


  "It was doing it!" she screamed at him. Her further words were drowned out by a much louder roaring and squealing. The city crew was trimming the trees on their street today, feeding branches through the woodchipper shredder. It made a noise like a hundred banshees with indigestion, which normally set Krieger's teeth on edge. Now he smiled, put his hand to his ear, and shook his head. She continued to mouth her complaints. The shredder stopped.


  "—filthy," she was saying. "You can't deny it this time; I caught it in the very act. Horrible smelly things!"


  "I wouldn't hold that cat if I were you," said Krieger. "It's got fleas, too."


  Her nostrils flared, as she inhaled and swelled with outrage. The shredder started up again with a roar. Her words were swept away in a torrent of sound.


  Suddenly she darted over the curb and flung the struggling beast past the workman into the maw of the woodchipper. If the cat cried out, the sound was drowned in the skreeking of the machine.


  "Oh my God!" cried the workman. "Stop it, Bill!"


  "What?" screamed Bill back.


  Krieger stood with his mouth open, too astonished even to protest. It was much too late, anyway. Mrs. Arbor glared over her shoulder at him in malignant triumph and scurried into her house, slamming the door. In the sudden silence as the shredder stopped he could even hear the clicks as her two deadbolts were jammed into place.


  When the kids came home from school, he only said, "Muffy was killed in the street today."


  He did not personally miss the cat much; it had been afflicted with a chronic rhinitis, and it used to wake him up regularly at four in the morning sneezing gobs of cat mucus into his left ear. So he did not write 'Psycho Bitch' across her front lawn in Clorox; but it was a near thing.


  


  *  *  *


  


  Krieger could, when feeling vaguely Christian, see her point about the cat. It had been his animal; he could, he supposed, be construed as responsible for its end products. But the pigeons—the pigeons belonged to God. Or the city. Or the free air. Certainly not to him, in any case. They wheeled and swooped in the upper air and nested in his eaves. Not in Mrs. Arbor's eaves, of course; she had screens across hers. He didn't even mind their gentle cooing and calling that drifted through the upstairs bedroom window on a warm summer's evening. They carried on their little pigeon lives, and he had no objection to sharing a bit of space with them, particularly as he never sat in the eaves himself. But of course, where there's life, there's shit.


  "Harboring those disease-carrying, filthy things!" was the way Mrs. Arbor put it. "Just look at the mess they're making on my driveway!" And she called the Board of Health.


  This time the officer did come to Krieger's house. They had a long talk. Fortunately, the wife and kids were away, visiting her mother. His wife had a tendency to go paranoid at officialdom, dithering in fear, and he was glad he did not have to explain to her that the Board of Health had no power to send people to concentration camps.


  Krieger kept his temper, barely. Until he had called the extermination company, and discovered the charge for pigeon-proofing his abode to run close on three hundred dollars. At his expense. By the time he hung up, the order from the Board of Health was clutched in a tight and damply wrinkled ball in his fist, and his eyes rolled whitely.


  He called Mrs. Arbor, and explained the difficulty in parliamentary language. She reiterated her position. The tone of the discussion dropped to a new low.


  "Come on, lady!" he cried. "Have a heart. I've been laid off for two months now. You don't live riotously on unemployment, believe me, not with a wife and two kids. I don't have that kind of money to throw away. We're up against the wall as it is!"


  "That's what's wrong with this country," she returned. "Lazy bums who'd rather swill out of the public trough than go out and work an honest job!"


  "Nhg!" he snarled, beginning to hyperventilate. "The only job that's opened up in this town in the past four weeks was for a counter-boy at McDonald's. I was there at eight in the morning. There were nineteen men ahead of me. Half of them were wearing suits and ties, for Chrissakes!"


  "I am going down to the City offices tomorrow and personally—do you hear me?—personally follow through and see that you get what you deserve!" she shrieked back at him. "If it takes all day!"


  This time he hung up trembling, and in grave doubt about his blood pressure.


  


  *  *  *


  


  He saw her scuttle out like a crab to the taxi early next morning, then scuttle back. The old clunker rolled off without her. In about half an hour a newer and cleaner vehicle arrived and bore her away. Krieger wondered if the first had been related to the taxi he'd last ridden in, that had had a sick drunk for the previous passenger. He rather hoped so.


  The enemy dispatched, he wandered around outside his house gazing up at the pigeons, glumly estimating the price of pigeon pie at roughly thirty dollars the pound. He let his eyes roam over his neighbor's property, driveway black as a top hat, neat white garage as trim as though cut from paper.


  It was the garage that started his train of thought. The temptation boiled up out of his subconscious like rising lava. He abjured it; he struggled with it; he was still fighting it even as his feet began to move.


  There was a long board and some blue paint left over in his garage. He had it fairly neatly lettered in minutes, without even having to crowd the letters together at the end. In moments more he stood before her side door, remembering how he had gotten into his own home the last time he'd locked himself out. Still he resisted. Then he thought of Muffy.


  He drew back his leg and kicked the door in.


  


  *  *  *


  


  His first customers arrived almost before he had her kitchen table out on the driveway, hastily piled with the contents of her kitchen drawers. He made his next sign, Everything on this table, five cents. And another, Everything must go; make offer. Mother moving to Florida rest home. He found the key to her garage in the drawer along with her kitchen knives, and threw it open to the public.


  Her closets were next. Their contents might have already been arranged for sale, so neat and orderly and color-coordinated were they. All the shoes were in their original boxes. Every garment was in a plastic cleaner bag. He had but to whisk them out onto the driveway for an instant emporium.


  The wood furniture was highly polished, without a mar or scratch. The lamps still had cellophane covers on their shades. The upholstered furniture was covered in white sheets, like a Ku Klux Klan rally, to protect their fabrics' dyes from a sunlight that was never permitted to enter the draped windows. Like new, was the next sign he lettered. No offer refused.


  By noon he was mobbed, as the early customers returned after passing on the word of the extraordinary bargains to be had to relatives, friends, neighbors. They settled like locusts, and departed like Viking raiders, laden with loot. One came with a pickup truck, the longboat of its day, taking the washer and the dryer and the refrigerator for the amazing cost of twenty dollars. Krieger threw in the food gratis.


  Lunch was drunk in interrupted gulps from a half-empty carton of milk, abstracted just before the 'fridge was carried off, between trips upstairs to gut the bedrooms, the linen closet, the very attic. He collected the small change, not even counting it, and threw it into an old fruitcake tin. He pressed the slow-moving items on his surprised customers as premiums.


  He carted bedsteads and dressers with a berserk strength he had never known he possessed, heaving, hauling, his glasses askew and sliding down his sweating nose. Boxes of groceries. Canned goods from the basement pantry. Unopened soap and plastic-wrapped toilet tissue from the bathroom cupboard. A complete set of National Inquirers dating back to 1962 in cardboard cartons. A dozen volumes of Reader's Digest Condensed Books. A matador, painted on black velvet, and praying hands in painted plaster, plucked from the living room wall. Everything.


  


  *  *  *


  


  At four PM, as the afternoon light was beginning to slant through the maple trees shading the street, glimmering on the little whirling helicopters of their shedding seeds, it was done. He stood, wheezing slightly, on her black driveway, trembling with exhaustion, elation, and terror.


  "Here, let me help you," he said to the last pickup truck owner. A taxi had just turned up the street, and was slowing as it approached. "Take this carton, too. No, really! I can't haul this junk to Florida, it's just not economical. Thanks! Bye!" He waved him off.


  Krieger knelt in the driveway, the fruitcake tin between his knees, counting the day's proceeds for the first time. The taxi halted, its brakes skreeling like muted bagpipes. The door opened. Mrs. Arbor crept out. Her hat was crooked, her eyes wild.


  "I feel so strange!" she moaned. Indeed, she looked strange, almost translucent. Not only her floral print dress, but her very legs seemed backlit right through the heavy mesh of her support stockings.


  Her eye fell on Krieger. "You!" she cried with loathing. "You! What are you doing here? What have you done with my things?"


  She staggered into her house, an image reflected on glass, past the door lock hanging like a loose tooth from Krieger's forcible entry. "My things!" her wail echoed within, from downstairs, from upstairs, from the basement. "My things! My things!"


  She emerged from the side door; Krieger smiled up at her, at her transparency. Her siding made horizontals right through her, like a portrait drawn on lined paper.


  Her last wail faded with her body. "My things."


  And there was only a little greasy blot left on the now-scuffed surface of her driveway.


  Krieger finished counting. "Two-hundred ninety-nine ninety-five, three hundred even, and a nickel left over." He rattled the three hundred dollars of bills and change in the fruitcake tin, removed from it the dirtiest nickel he could find, and placed it in the center of the grease spot. "There's your change, Mrs. Arbor."


  He rose, muscles creaking in protest, to his feet. Before him, on the driveway, a blob of pigeon guano appeared with a sudden splat. It was mulberry season.


  He rattled the can, looking up at the flitting forms above him. "I've got enough to do you now, you hear?" he called to the sky. "Just call the pigeon SS, and it's the ovens for you!"


  He stared up at his crowded eaves. A gentle twittering coo floated down upon him, like a benediction.


  "No, by God!" he shouted up joyously to the pigeons. "You can live, you little shitting bastards! I'm going to buy a case of beer and go fishing!"


  


  


  The Hole Truth


  


  When each winter thawed to spring, the chuckholes that pocked the streets of Putnam, Ohio, crept from beneath the ice. As edges of Antarctic glaciers thunder into the sea, so in miniature did the flexing pavement crumble inward, widening the zone of decay on the perimeter of these craters with each passing thunk-ka-CHONK of a pickup truck's wheels.


  So at first no one noticed the new hole in front of Pointer's house. The first man to do so was Waldo Simpson, wheeling into his own driveway one house down. "That sucker busted both mah front shocks," he complained. "Bent 'em right in half. Cost me a hunnert and twenty-eight bucks."


  But the people of Milton Street, bred in patience, waited mutely for the city crews to get around to laying black asphalt scabs over their winter-scarred street. Sometimes it was as late as July, or August, or even the next spring. Meantime, they drove slowly, weaving and darting in unexpected evasion patterns that were the terror of innocent bicyclists.


  Upon driving his car with its new shocks back from the muffler-and-brake-repair shop up on Center Street (rumor had it that the mayor's brother-in-law was a silent partner in the enterprise, making the entire interlocking system of chuckhole preservation/car repair a sort of home-grown workfare), Simpson went to inspect the offending hole.


  "Damn," he muttered respectfully. "That's a deep one."


  He stared down into palpable blackness. In the camouflage of the spring rains, it was hard to tell the depth of a chuckhole at a glance. The flat sheen of a puddle could conceal either a mere two-inch dip, hardly worth weaving over the center line into the path of an oncoming Peterbilt, or tire-swallowing caverns that squashed springs and snapped dentures loose. But this hole held no water, only a velvety darkness.


  Simpson raised his eyebrows, walked around it, grunted "Huh!" and returned to his garage to continue the tune-up on his lawnmower that had been interrupted twice: once by a trip out to buy a spark plug, and a second time to get the new shocks necessitated by the first errand.


  


  *  *  *


  


  It was not yet warm enough to start the front porch season, when all the neighbors came out of their houses like cicadas emerging from their burrows to blink in the sun and renew old acquaintances suspended since last fall. Therefore it was about a week before anyone else took a close look at the hole.


  A tornado watch the night before had set the more imaginative cowering all evening beside their stereos, tuned to the weather bulletins from Putnam's only radio station, WDIP. To their disappointment, no actual twisters had been sighted in the county. But the high winds had rough-pruned dead branches from the silver maple in front of Pointer's house, and so Bill Pointer pottered about this morning stuffing the debris into a large plastic trash bag. Residents were not permitted to burn trash, and the city garbage crews refused to pick up any refuse not legally bagged.


  A seven-foot branch, its stem marred with black rot and its fan of wilting leaves flickering green-silver-green in the crisp morning breeze, lay half in the gutter. As Pointer bent to pick it up and break it into fragments small enough to fit in his bag (really large limbs defeated this ploy; sometimes he could still fool the garbage men into taking them away by wrapping a bag around the middle of one, in the fashion of a loincloth), his eye was caught by the black blot in the street. Idly, he tested its depth with the end of his branch.


  At first he thought it must be filled with mud, for his branch promptly met a gooey resistance, but one that did not increase with depth. Pointer pushed until he had nothing left to push on but a handful of limp foliage. He pulled back, but the leaves tore in his hand. As he watched, the tips of the branch disappeared into the darkness with a soft sucking sound.


  Startled, he fed the hole another branch, and a third. He stopped just short of reaching his hand into the darkness.


  "Whatcha got there, Bill?" asked his neighbor, Harold Krieger, pausing in the act of dragging his trash bags to the curb for tomorrow's pickup. "That one looks like a champeen axle-breaker."


  "It's the one that got Simpson's front shocks last week. Hey, c'mere and take a look at this. This is sorta screwy."


  Krieger stepped across the street to stare down into the hole. "Wow," he began, but had to jump out of the way as a rusted-out Buick, its original color obscured by variegated splotches of aborted paint primer jobs, nearly clipped him.


  "Wrong way, you turkey!" Pointer and Krieger screamed in practiced unison. The car honked an angry denial. Milton Street had been one way for eleven years, but you could still sit on your porch on a summer afternoon and count about one car an hour bucking the flow.


  Pointer dropped another stick into the hole. You couldn't see into the blackness, but you could see things going down into the dark, growing dimmer and more obscured until they disappeared at a depth of about two feet.


  "I've never seen anything like it," said Pointer.


  Krieger frowned at it judiciously. "Me neither. Say . . ." A gloomy satisfaction lit his eye. "I bet I know what it is, at that. It's a sinkhole. I saw one on the news once, someplace down in Florida—opened up in the middle of a street; cracked the sidewalks. Kept on growing—two houses just tipped right into it. Damndest thing you ever saw. Something about the water table dropping."


  "What did they do about it?"


  "I can't remember. I don't think they said."


  Pointer nervously examined the nearby curb and sidewalk for signs of cracking. "It doesn't seem to be growing."


  Krieger snorted. " 'Course it's growing. It wasn't there before, and it is there now. It had to have grown from something."


  Pointer wrinkled his nose, rather dismayed. "It looks dangerous."


  "Yeah," Krieger agreed. "I suppose we ought to mark it with something."


  "Reminds me of when I was a kid," said Pointer. "Over to Indian Lake in the summer. People used to put empty Clorox bottles upside down on sticks above the sunken logs—the big ones that ate shear pins—as a sort of public service. Probably saved a bunch of water skiers from castration. You don't see public spirit like that anymore."


  "Well, let's just . . ." Krieger marched to his side of the street, heaved a loaded trash bag from his stack, and plopped it over the hole. "That'll mark it."


  "I don't think it would show up too good at night," Pointer objected. "Bet some sucker'll just plow into it and scatter garbage to the end of the street."


  Krieger's lips screwed up, faintly offended at this ungrateful reception of his good deed, but then he sighed agreement. "Yeah, you're probably right." He grabbed the bag by its twist-tied neck and yanked. It didn't move. He pulled harder.


  "The bag's breaking," Pointer warned, as the black membrane thinned and stretched across the treacherous corner of a frosted flakes box. Krieger desisted hastily.


  The bag shifted, sank a bit more. Its sides bulged at the edges of the hole like a beer belly settling over its belt; then, with an audible pop, it was sucked down. Pointer could see the white twist-tie glimmer for a moment, then the darkness returned. The hole gurgled. Both men jumped back.


  After a long pause, Pointer announced, "I'm going to call the city."


  


  *  *  *


  


  After a very unsatisfactory phone conversation with the city maintenance department ("Everybody claims their chuckholes go to China, Mr. Pointer. We'll get to your street on schedule, I assure you.") and an equally dissatisfying call to the Putnam Post, the town's only newspaper ("We've done chuckholes," the reporter explained wearily. "A two-page photo spread on them, last month.") Pointer returned to his front yard.


  His neighbor Krieger, just now dodging a car in the street, was dragging an extremely battered Big Wheel toward the hole. The bright decals had weathered away, the adjustable seatback was long gone, and the front wheel was flat on one side, ground off halfway to the hub by countless gravel-spinning quick-stops and attempted wheelies.


  "Been trying to get the trash men to pick this up for three weeks," Krieger panted. "They won't take it. Told me to wait for the spring cleaning truck."


  Once a year, the city sent a truck and crew around that promised to pick up anything. Old mattresses, piles of shattered wallboard from the last remodeling project, old lumber, anything. Its pick-up schedule and route were surely one of the most closely guarded secrets in Putnam. Pointer could not recall a single year in which he had managed to anticipate it. The truck came in stealth and departed in silence, and only a few hardy souls who put their junk out weeks in advance, turning their yards into dumps as rain-sodden corrugated cardboard boxes slowly disintegrated and the fibrous stuffing leaked from broken-down chairs to the delight of nesting birds, had ever managed to catch it. They always mentioned it to Pointer about two weeks after the truck went by.


  In the meantime, the charge for dumping a personal load, no matter how small, at the city landfill was a stiff $12.50. The only other known method for getting rid of bulky trash was to sneak down at night and cram it in the Goodwill box at the supermarket parking lot, a dubious practice that Pointer spurned.


  Pointer watched in fearful fascination as the Big Wheel went down the hole. The back end jammed up, until a chunk of asphalt broke away and both chunk and toy vanished. "Is that, uh, safe?"


  "Dunno," said Krieger cheerfully. "I don't see why not. How else would you fix a sinkhole, but by filling it up till it stops sinking?"


  That seemed logical. Pointer remembered some large carpet scraps molding in the back of his garage. The neighborhood cats made them a napping zone and occasionally, judging from the acrid odor they had acquired, a latrine. Rolled lengthwise, they just might fit . . .


  


  *  *  *


  


  By the next morning the hole had widened to about a yard in diameter. Several neighbors gathered to stare at it uneasily. Instead of filling it, the objects dumped down it seemed to increase its appetite.


  Tom Higgins, who changed his own oil and surreptitiously sprinkled the used gook up and down the alley, now poured in his full drip-pan. It fell slowly, hanging below street level in a peculiar rope for a few moments before dispersing. Herb Smith tossed in three gallon cans of dried-up paint, just for the fascination of it, since he might easily have bagged them with his regular trash. Johnny Oporto shoved in a door panel from a 1974 Ford Maverick that had sat for a decade in his garage waiting to get the dents pounded out and be repainted. The car it had belonged to was itself but a memory.


  When she thought no one was looking, Emily Ludwig, a sociopathic nine-year-old with the personality of a piranha and a nasal whine that could penetrate six-inch concrete, told her younger brother that it was a hole down to the devil, and attempted to force him into it. Five years of Emily had taught him self-defense, however, and he kicked her in the shin and escaped. Listening to her piercing screams, which were clearly audible for at least two city blocks, Pointer had to stifle an overmastering impulse to drop Emily in.


  Some of Milton Street's mothers now began to perceive the hole as a safety hazard. Louise Haines, the most hyper of them, was the first to phone the police. They had dealt with her before, however, and the desk sergeant merely hinted that perhaps her lithium dosage was out of whack again. Offended, she hung up and refused to call back.


  Later, one of the other parents got through, and in the afternoon a squad car stopped by. The fresh-faced patrolman got out and stared at the hole a while. About this time (3:30 PM), Nick Baines appeared with a full-sized mattress, pulped and hollowed out at hip level with spring wires poking out of the covering (the mattress was fifteen years old, and Nick weighed nearly 300 pounds). It took some shoving, but the mattress went down, abrading and widening the edges of the hole in its passage. "It's a sinkhole," Nick explained, perhaps reminded of certain city littering ordinances by the policeman's presence. "We're filling it in."


  The young policeman scratched his head, swallowed, and spat casually to conceal his amazement. He drove away, but came back later with two orange-painted wooden sawhorses and an oil pot, round and black like an anarchist's bomb topped by a little yellow flame that licked and smoked, and set them around the hole. "It's the best I can do for now," he apologized. "The road maintenance crews are only working the west side this week."


  "Yes, I know," said Pointer.


  A geology professor from the State University branch campus was called in by his cousin, one of the Milton Street residents. The professor pontificated knowingly on sinkholes and limestone caverns and underground streams, until he actually saw the hole, then fell strangely silent. A long-time Putnam resident himself, however, the professor was seen late that night by the flickering Halloween light of the oil pot, pulling a cracked and dusty toilet bowl and two frayed snow tires from the back of his station wagon and stuffing them down the hole before speeding off.


  By the next morning the orange sawhorses were teetering on the hole's widening edge, and unauthorized dumpers were trickling in from all over town. It began with Milton Street residents' relatives, but it didn't stop there.


  Pointer saw three total strangers come in a pickup truck. The two men made an entire sofa-bed, its wooden frame cracked and its greasy beige upholstery shredded by a tribe of cats, disappear. The woman accompanying them clapped her hands with joy as it sank out of sight.


  The Milton Street Citizens' Committee sprang up to defend itself from foreign trash, or would have, had it been able to present a united front. It degenerated rapidly into a European-style multi-party system, the neatniks versus the don't-cares versus the isolationists.


  Krieger, the natural leader of the don't-cares, put his party's position succinctly. "It don't smell and it don't show. Why worry?"


  The limited-resource theorists, headed up by Mrs. Frenkel, observed, "We don't know how deep the hole goes. How can we be sure there will be room for our children's trash?"


  The isolationists, led by Lithium Louise, chipped in with an appeal to deep-seated American paranoiac tradition: "You don't know where their trash has been!"


  Bill Pointer thought a more urgent question was, Where is their trash going? but about this time the Committee dissolved in acrimonious debate, and Pointer left to drink a cold Miller alone in his backyard without voicing the question. When he was done he took the can out to the street and dropped it in the hole.


  


  *  *  *


  


  The hole's growth rate slowed, to Pointer's secret relief. Two days later, the City Engineer himself came out.


  "It's about time," said Pointer.


  "You see? Democracy does work on the local level," Smith noted proudly.


  "I heard he gives the street-salting contract to his brother," Ted Frenkel whispered darkly, "and that's why we're shortchanged."


  "I thought no-salt was an economy measure just till they got the bond issue passed, along with turning out every second street light and closing the Oak Street Fire Station."


  "Naw, it was the anti-fluoridation lobby. They blocked salting three years ago."


  "I didn't know there was any fluoride in street salt."


  The city engineer wore a white hard hat and walked around with a clipboard. He measured the circumference with a gleaming metal device that looked like a baby buggy wheel on a stick, and consulted with his assistant in a low tone. When he turned past the group of anxious Milton Street residents hovering on the sidewalk, he was smiling.


  "Is it all right?" Louise Haines called in concern. "Can you plug it up?"


  "Is it going to stop spreading?"


  "Are we going to be assessed for this?" Krieger asked, even more anxiously.


  The engineer waved vaguely, and his pace quickened toward his truck. "It's all being taken care of, folks."


  "Taken care of how?" Nick Baines demanded edgily, blocking his path.


  "Well . . ." the engineer paused. "You know, Putnam has a long-standing solid waste disposal problem."


  Everybody knew; the Post featured weekly articles on it, and the controversy occupied half the letters-to-the-editor column for three days after each article. The proposed incinerator plant required a large bond issue, and the people of Putnam had not passed a bond issue in four years. Then there was the proposed Sully Township landfill site, plagued by lawsuits. Geological reports on potential groundwater contamination varied wildly depending on which side hired the geologists.


  The residents of Putnam agreed that the residents of Sully Township were a selfish bunch, without public spirit. The residents of Sully Township suggested, in inflammatory letters to the Putnam Post, that the residents of Putnam could pile their trash in front of City Hall, or compact it and store it in even more intimate places. Garbled quotes from leaked EPA reports flew back and forth like bullets. The president of the League of Women Voters and the Chairwoman of the Sully Township Concerned Citizens' Committee were rumored to be close to trial by combat in city council meetings.


  Meanwhile, the surface of the present landfill had risen from concave to level to convex, and was beginning to bulge ominously, like the side of Mount St. Helens before the eruption. Stiff notes from the EPA threatening to close down the landfill entirely arrived daily at Putnam City Hall.


  "Well?" demanded Baines of the engineer.


  "Well . . . We may have found the solution."


  The Milton Street Citizens' Committee was instantly united in the face of their common enemy.


  "You can't make Milton Street into a city dump!"


  "All those big trucks turning around—children play here, you know—they might back over one."


  "It's our hole!"


  "Yeah," agreed Waldo Simpson, "I found it. Got the repair bill to prove it, too."


  The engineer sniffed. "Unlike Sully Township," he replied loftily, "this here hole is already city property. The city owns the streets right up to the sidewalks."


  "No way, Jose!" shouted Krieger. "You got to get a EPA environmental impact study first! That's the law!"


  The engineer shot him a look of loathing at the mention of the EPA. "We'll see," he said stiffly. He slammed the door of his truck loudly and drove off, leaving consternation in his wake.


  


  *  *  *


  


  The next morning on the way out to water the newly planted petunias in the white-painted tractor tire that was Pointer's concession to the art of landscape gardening, he wandered over to inspect the hole, and maybe move the sawhorses back a tad if necessary. To Pointer's surprise, it wasn't necessary. Far from enlarging, the hole seemed to have shrunk in the night. Between the crater edge of ragged broken pavement and the sharp circle of unsettling midnight was a ring of fine dry dust an inch wide. When Pointer checked it again that evening, it was two inches wide.


  "It's going away," he theorized hopefully. "Back where it came from."


  The Milton Street Citizens' Committee breathed a collective sigh of relief, then broke up into individual forays into garages and attics for last-chance cleaning out. The hole closed more rapidly than it had grown. By the next morning it had shrunk to a tiny black dot.


  "It's gone!" cried Mrs. Ludwig, Emily's mother, ecstatically. "Now I can let the children out!"


  "Not quite," said Pointer. He fed the hole a couple of grass blades, which disappeared just the way the original tree branches had, only in miniature. "Not quite . . ."


  The city engineer revisited Milton Street, and left ten minutes later, his shoulders slumped in bitter disappointment. Upon shouted inquiries from the residents as to when the road gang was going to get out here and patch the thing, he merely pulled his hard hat down over his eyes and muttered, "You're on the schedule."


  


  *  *  *


  


  Three days later, the paving crew still had not come. Bill Pointer was on his hands and knees rooting out crabgrass clumps in his front lawn. Harold Krieger, whose attitude to the competing plant species in his own lawn was survival of the fittest, stood on the sidewalk kibitzing.


  "Too bad our hole filled up so soon," Krieger mourned. "I never did get around to cleaning out my basement. It was real handy. Still, it wouldn't've been so good if our houses had fallen in. At least it didn't have alligators come to live in it like that one down in Florida."


  "You still think it was a sinkhole?" Pointer paused and straightened up to relieve his back.


  "Sure, what else?"


  "I don't know. I always wondered," Pointer hesitated, "if maybe it might have been . . ."


  A soft popping noise from the street startled both men. Their heads swiveled toward it.


  The hole was back, as abruptly as that, and in its full diameter—maybe a bit more. Pointer could not tell how far under the edge of the street the circle might extend.


  "By God, maybe I can get rid of that old card table," Krieger cried happily, starting to cross the sidewalk with renewed energy.


  Pointer scrambled to his feet and grabbed Krieger's arm. "Wait—"


  "Why wait? It could go away again at any minute . . ."


  "I just wondered—"


  From out of the circle of darkness, movement. A narrow, bronze-gleaming rod was launched like a missile from its silo, to arc through the air and land with a clatter on the street yards away. Both Pointer and Krieger recoiled. Pointer recognized the missile as Nick Baines's old pole lamp, the last piece of trash to be stuffed down the constricting hole last week.


  ". . . if it might have been a doorway," Pointer finished in a whisper.


  Then the volcano erupted. Cars swerved and traffic backed up as the hole belched forth in as many minutes all the trash it had swallowed in days. Baby buggies, broken toys, black plastic trashbags that exploded like fetid shrapnel on impact with street or sidewalk—wherever the stuff had been the past few weeks, it had experienced time at the same rate as Milton Street—and numerous other objects hauntingly recognizable. A stained and greasy sofa-bed unfolded as it soared, as if planning to glide away into the trees like some vast bat, but it landed in the street with a massive boom that shook the ground and cracked the pavement. A porcelain commode, landing, burst into flying white potsherds. Two tires shot skyward, to bounce down the sides of the accumulating pile and chase each other, rolling, all the way to the corner, where they spooked a Subaru into swerving up onto the sidewalk and crashing into an oak tree.


  All the residents of Milton Street rushed onto their front porches, where they prudently remained under cover, to watch aghast as a new mountain formed before their eyes.


  The end came at last. A battered Big Wheel popped from the caldera and clattered end over end down the sides of the pile to fetch up in a mess of scree at the bottom. Then three or four sticks, then a seven-foot branch. Then silence.


  Pointer breathed a shaky sigh, and crept from the shelter of his front porch where he had clung with Krieger.


  Krieger, a sociable man who attended church and Bible study, quavered, "The last shall be first, and the first, last . . . is that all?"


  "I think so," muttered Pointer. They tiptoed to the foot of the fifteen-or-twenty-foot-high mountain, which had overflowed Pointer's sidewalk and buried his petunia tire, and stared in amazement.


  A muffled foomp broke the silence. Pointer and Krieger jumped back six feet as yet another object hiccupped out of the crater and skidded down the sides. Then another. A third rolled to Pointer's feet.


  "Holy shit!" cried Krieger, forgetting his Christianity again. "What the hell's that? It looks like an electric rutabaga."


  Pointer picked it up gingerly. It was an utterly unintelligible artifact. It seemed to have a set of keys on the side, much too narrow for Pointer's fingers, but they did not give when touched. Its irregular surface flickered briefly with a swirling iridescence that hurt Pointer's eyes, then with a sad peep it faded to a dead gray.


  "I think"—he swallowed, as the Milton Street Citizens' Committee huddled fearfully around him, hushing to hear his words—"I think it's somebody else's trash."


  They lifted up their eyes unto the hill, as a fourth glittering object arced out the top and fell like a star onto the corrugated asphalt of Milton Street.


  


  


  Dreamweaver's Dilemma


  


  Anias Ruey, the feelie-dream composer, floundered up out of sleep feeling like a sea creature being hauled out of deep water by a harpoon. She had the blurry thought that if the waking had been a transition in one of her own works, she would edit it out in the very next take. Her consciousness coming into sharper focus, she correctly identified the harpoon sensation as the musical chime of the vone. She rolled over in a tangle of covers and regarded its small blinking light malignantly. She knew only one man with the moral strength to ignore the vone; at the moment it seemed his most admirable trait. As it continued to ding inanely, she regretfully gave up the desire to emulate him and, in spite of the certainty in her heart that curiosity was more likely to be punished than rewarded, croaked "Answer," and pulled the screen to face her. The machine, finicky, refused to obey until she cleared her throat and repeated it in a more normal tone.


  The unwelcome features of Helmut Gonzales, Rio de Janeiro's most successful feelie-dream distributor, snapped into focus on the screen. He was a large, booming man whom Anias generally did not care to face before her first cup of coffee.


  "Yeah, what is it?" Anias said, with all the ungraciousness she could muster.


  "It's the first of the month, Anias," replied Gonzales, frowning right back. "Where is it?"


  "Are you going into one of your impresario phases again?" she inquired, attacking the flank.


  "It's not finished yet, is it?" he asked rhetorically, interpreting her reply with depressing correctness. "Does signing a contract mean anything to you, or is it just a social pastime, like sex?"


  "Ooh, nasty," said Anias appreciatively. She sighed. "How I long for the olden days, when people could say, 'It's in the mail! It's in the mail!' We live in an uncivilized age, Helmut."


  He almost smiled, but remembered his purpose and controlled himself. "Is it even started yet?"


  She shrugged. "Well, yes. But I erased it. It just wasn't working."


  The look on his face suggested a mind at work on baroque ways of squeezing blood from stones. "If I could have it this week, we could still make maximum capital out of the success of Triad. If I'd had it last month like I was supposed to, I could have done even better. This delay is costing you as well as me, you know."


  "I hate sequels. I'm tired of the subject," Anias evaded.


  "Garbage. How can you get tired of romance?" he objected forthrightly. "Besides, you're the one who makes so much noise about being a professional. So go to work like one. You don't find me in the sack at ten in the morning when there's work to be done. My creditors don't put up with excuses instead of payments."


  "Well, you have got Triad," she pointed out.


  "And you have the advance on its sequel," he said, with a firm grasp on the main point. "The work is now two months overdue, and you are in violation of contract. Starting today, I am diverting all royalties from Triad to the repayment of that advance, and unless and until you come through, that's the way it's going to stay."


  "Capitalist swine."


  "You'll thank me for it someday, when you're rich. Some people," he sniffed, "simply need more discipline than others." Sensing himself to be at least temporarily in possession of the last word, he prudently rang off.


  Anias twitched the covers back up to her chin with a glum frown. In her heart she felt Gonzales to be justified, especially in light of the promises she had made about the new dream. His business was marketing, and she herself profited from the fact that he did his job well. Soulless, inartistic Philistines could be very useful people to have around. Also, the reproduction his company did was unquestionably of outstanding quality. Nevertheless, she indulged herself for a few minutes in a slanderous reverie upon his manners, morals, and genes.


  Giving up on sleep, she swung out of bed and padded off to wash. Her bathroom mirror, which she ignored as usual, revealed her as a young woman of slight build, with a strong-boned facial structure of the sort called 'interesting' by the kindly. Her complexion was as soft and pale and innocent of the touch of sunlight as a new mushroom. Lank black hair made an unflattering frame for it, but intensely alive dark eyes did much to cancel the unfortunate effect.


  She dressed carelessly, dialed herself a large mug of coffee, and seated herself at her worktable. Beyond, through the window, she could rest her eyes in distance among the jumbled geometries of the cityscape, backed by a glittering glimpse of the sea. The view reminded her that the position of her apartment was something for which she paid a premium, so she took a moment to call up a statement of her current financial status on the vone screen. She moved some of the figures around a bit, but it didn't help the depressing summations. Solvency was definitely dead and gone.


  "Bah," she murmured, by way of incantation, and exorcised the ghost with a wave of her hand. "Time to go to work."


  She settled more comfortably in her chair, and unwound the pair of leads to her very expensive dream synthesizer, a neat black box about the size of an antique paperback book. After five years of slowly growing success in the creation of feelie-dreams, she had just finished paying for it, entirely with the proceeds from her works. This was a point of pride bordering on passion for her, which she looked forward to bringing up in her next one-upsmanship contest with her ex-fiancé, her ex-guardian aunt, or any other unbeliever from her past. She put a fresh master cartridge in it, and attached the leads to the small silvery metal circles set flush with her skin on each temple. Closing her eyes, she prepared to concentrate.


  Her breathing gradually slowed and became very even. She might have appeared to be asleep in her chair but for the very intensity of her stillness, which breathed an air of trances, spells, or ecstatic visions.


  Interiorly, she began to construct a scene, viewed from within the body of her female protagonist. She carefully marshaled her emotions; devotion, delight, and fear at the sight of her hero. Her male protagonist entered the room of the dream. In riding dress, he was tall and bronzed, muscular and handsome, with even white teeth and an irresistible masculine aroma of sweat, scented soap, leather, and horses. His presence held an overpowering sexual aura, like an electric charge, boosted by the fact that he was obviously in a towering rage.


  "So," he ground out, in a vibrant, penetrating bass voice. "This is how you repay my trust!"


  "I . . . I don't know what you mean," she faltered, her heart clamoring with guilt and confusion. She could hear the blood beating in her ears, and was intensely aware of waves, as of heat, radiating outward from the center of her body. The stays of her heavy brocade dress constricted her breathing.


  "You're a half-ass and he's a half-ass," the voice of Anias's mind broke the scene to fragments, like the last judgment come upon mankind. "Give up. You were obviously made for each other." The hero, startled, was swept away in a flood of smelly ordure.


  Anias sighed, sat up, and rubbed her eyes. "Tiresome prig," she murmured. "I don't know why I ever invented you." She erased the master cartridge and reset it to the beginning. "Take two. Let's try a different dialogue." She settled herself again with a firmer determination.


  The vone chimed. Reprieved, she answered it. A man she did not know, with oily black hair and an inadequate chin, appeared on the screen.


  "Miss Ruey?" he began politely. "My name is Rudolph Kinsey. I wonder if I may make an appointment to speak with you, on a matter of business."


  "You're speaking now," Anias pointed out. She added suspiciously, "You're not selling insurance, are you?"


  "Oh, no, no." He waved the suggestion away with a smile that reminded her of a shark. Perhaps it was because it did not reach his eyes. Perhaps it was merely the effect of the chin. "I mean, an appointment to speak with you in person. Um . . . it's a delicate matter."


  Anias meditated upon him for a moment. He did not have the look of a fan or journalist. There was something sly about him, as though he ought to be a professional blackmailer, or an upper-class pimp. A quick review of her conscience turned up no unpublishable sins; the most lurid thing in her life was her imagination, something she not only did not hide, but actually displayed for sale in the dilute and disciplined forms of her creations. She put down this rather romantic turn of speculation with a pang (she would have liked to meet a real blackmailer, by way of research) and decided, reasonably, that he probably wished to commission a private feelie-dream, most likely of the rank variety.


  "Well, all right," she allowed. "Do you know where I live?"


  He nodded.


  "Come up, oh. . ." conscience calculated a time for her neglected work, "four this afternoon?"


  "Very good." He faded, as a spirit in a magic mirror.


  Work did not go well that afternoon. Her characters, each commissioned to carry its own little burden of ego and feeling, persisted in sliding off into inappropriate speech and behavior. Her own irritation and boredom with her assignment kept erupting into puckish outbreaks of character torture, necessitating several erasures. And whenever action did begin to flow, the vone was sure to chime.


  Thus by four she had forgotten her appointment, and the buzz from the door came as yet another interruption. She was yanked from the dream to a disorientated awareness of her true surroundings, thoroughly scrambling an intricately choreographed sequence of action that she had been weaving for the last several minutes. She shut down her machine with a snarl.


  Recalling that her visitor might be bringing offers of money, and some work other than her current nemesis, she took off her leads and composed herself. "Enter," she called.


  Rudolph Kinsey was even less attractive in person than on the vone. He shook hands with a clammy softness, like a slug with bones. In her current mood, however, she took him as a preferable alternative to her intractable dream hero.


  After being seated he came directly to the point. She mentally blessed him for it. Embarrassed clients with bizarre requests could be tediously roundabout, and worse, vague.


  "I am given to understand that you occasionally do custom free-lance dreams, for a fee, in addition to the work you do under contract to the Sweet Dreams Distributing Company," he began precisely. Anias nodded. "I am also given to understand that you maintain a degree of, as it were, professional discretion with respect to private commissions?"


  Anias cleared her throat. "Well, naturally, when one is asked to handle someone's inmost, um, thoughts, to make them come alive, as it were, any public broadcast of the private feelings confided in one would be the greatest discourtesy," she said encouragingly, echoing his style. She wondered if Mr. Kinsey's requests would be of the sort too obscene to be admitted to, or too silly to be admitted to. She rather enjoyed doing the second sort, entering into the spirit of the thing, but by the look of him she bet it would be the first. Oh, well, it was bound to be educational.


  "I have here," he said, surprising her by taking a sheaf of papers from a carrying case, "a precise scenario for the dream I wish to commission. I would wish it to be followed exactly. Please look it over. If you feel you would be able to do it, I have two requirements. First, that this commission not be discussed with anyone under any circumstances whatsoever. Second, that the sole copy and all rights to its use be delivered over to me absolutely. For a first-class interpretation, with those criteria met, I am prepared to pay twenty thousand S.A.H. pesodoros."


  Anias's eyes widened, but she carefully repressed other reactions, such as jumping up and down and shrieking with joyous greed. "A handsome sum," she managed in a neutral tone. This guy must be a real sewer, she thought; a moment's internal editing, and she spoke it as, "Is the subject quite difficult?"


  "As you see," he said, handing her the sheaf of paper.


  "Why on paper?" she asked, taking it curiously.


  "No questions asked, please." He tapped his lips playfully, and smiled. Anias wished he wouldn't.


  She began to read, turning the pages carefully. "It's certainly quite explicit. That's a help." A moment's silence. "It's structured very oddly. More like a night dream than a day dream." Another page. "More like a nightmare." She read on. "You really want to experience this?" She remembered the fee mentioned, and added prudently, "Well, there's no accounting for taste." Upon reflection, that didn't seem quite tactful either, but Kinsey seemed to let it pass. "There are some technical problems. This scene where the children playing turn into a school of sharks and the dreamer slides down one's throat, that twists into the fellatio scene, that dissolves into a gun going off and blowing out the back of her head . . . Do you want zoom transitions or melts? How much pain? What odors?" She fell silent, already revolving possible solutions in her mind.


  "That would be up to your, er, artistic discretion."


  She finished the last page. "It doesn't exactly resolve too well, does it? Very . . . existential."


  "If it is too difficult for you I can of course find another—" began Kinsey.


  "No, no," Anias temporized. "It's quite a challenge, I admit. I've never done much horror before."


  The strange unpleasant dream sequence was beginning to stir her artist's imagination. Whatever else it was, it wasn't trivial. The muse might smell of brimstone, but in the end it was the muse and not the money that tripped her decision.


  "All right," she said. "I'll give it a try. Do I keep these to work from?" She rattled the papers.


  "Ah, very good," said Kinsey, smiling again. "Yes. I hardly need mention, I hope, that they are not to be copied or, er, lost? When do you think you might have it ready?"


  "Well"—she rubbed her nose—"it's complex, but not really very long. Two weeks, maybe, if I drop everything else to work on it. Maybe a bit more," she added, to be safe. "Should I call you?"


  "Oh, no. Perhaps I can drop by, say, this time two weeks from today?" He rose.


  "Sure."


  He shook her hand formally and departed. She saw him out the door, and rubbed her hand absently on her pants leg, frowning at the peculiar scenario.


  The vone chimed. Anias sighed. "If I'm going to do the job on you," she said to the papers, "I'm going to have to tear that damned thing out of the wall." She started toward it, thinking of her friend and sometimes lover who almost never answered his. "Now there's a thought," she murmured, stopping abruptly. "I'll go plant myself on Chalmys for a couple of weeks. Practically nobody will guess I'm up there, and if anyone does, they'll get his blasted answering program. Great food, no harassment—perfect!" Immensely cheered by her brilliant plan, she stepped smartly to the vone and said, "Answer!"


  Helmut Gonzales appeared. Before he could open his mouth, Anias spoke. "This is a recording. I've gone out. If you wish to leave a message, I have set the vone to record for fifteen seconds."


  Anias remained smiling and blinking vaguely into the screen for a deliberate count of five seconds as Helmut obediently began to fumble some words together, and then shut him off in midsentence.


  


  *  *  *


  


  Chalmys DuBauer had once called himself an exile in time. Being by early training and temperament more an engineer than a poet, he spoke precisely and not metaphorically. He'd spent some twenty-five subjective years serving aboard the early atomic ram ships traveling near the speed of light to and from Earth's only successful pre-wormhole colony. This had translated into almost one-hundred-sixty objective years on Earth and Beta Colony, and left him permanently out of synchronization with the history of either planet. The most intense technical training was thrice made wholly obsolete by the slip and flow of time between his destinations. He had left wife and children behind on Beta Colony when he was drafted to help officer the hurried, fearful return expedition to America upon the news, twenty-four light years old, of the great war. His family was swallowed up by time before his much-delayed return, captaining a ship of a government that had not even existed when he had first left Earth. The Beta Colony to which he returned was as successful as his early dreams had pictured, but not in ways that he had ever imagined. It was not a success that he had helped to build. He had had a pleasant enough stay with his sole surviving child, a girl not yet conceived when he had left; she was an ancient, frail, content great-grandmother who seemed to find him as inexplicable as a leprechaun. She made him dizzy with dislocation. And in the time it took for his last return to Earth, the discovery and rapid development of the new wormhole technology, with its instantaneous jumps through the gulfs of space, drained his sacrifices of the last of their meaning.


  So he retired. He built an old-fashioned house, like the best from the days of his childhood, set in enormous grounds in the geographical location of his birth, and retreated into it like a hermit crab into its shell. Journalists and historians made him an object of persecution for a while, but he defended his privacy with caustic efficiency and continued the existence of an inverted Robinson Crusoe.


  To this refuge Anias journeyed on the day following her peculiar commission. She found no one about at the gate in the force screen, not an unusual state, so she blandly let herself in and went hunting for her unapprised host. It was a fine, hot day, so she concentrated her search on the grounds. Chalmys always claimed that his years spent shut up in metal boxes hurtling through space had given him claustrophobia. Anias noticed that this condition came and went with good weather; his mild passion for the outdoors never extended to enduring discomfort. After about fifteen minutes of systematic strolling, Anias ran him down in a section given over to growing elegant antique flowers.


  Chalmys's garden drowned in the light of the summer afternoon like a coral reef, exotic with form and color. Insect songs, permeating an atmosphere soft and warm as the breath of some overheated animal, made a quiet more palpable than silence, like the soundless roar in the ears of a diver who pushes through the pressure of depth. A walk of marble chips, painfully white, wound through billows of tall midsummer flowers toward a group of old oak trees which towered at the far end and made an island of cool darkness. Chalmys rested on a bench in their shade, as indolent as a manatee, and watched his visitor scuff amiably through the chips toward him. He was a heavy man of middle height and middle age. Sandy hair, graying at the temples, was brushed straight back from a broad forehead. The rather round contours of his face were saved from softness by a pair of uncomfortably penetrating gray eyes, now half closed.


  Anias looked out of place in the brilliant garden, like a creature of subterranean night thrust abruptly into noon. The effect was heightened by the affectation of unrelieved black in her clothing, for she wore a tight-fitting jumpsuit with long sleeves and a silky shimmer, and soft black ankle-high boots. They had been appropriate for the air-conditioned interiors she had come from that morning.


  "Well," said Chalmys, not bothering to rise as she approached, "where did you come from and how did you get in?"


  "Rio, this morning," she replied, unrepressed by this quelling opening. "I gather you haven't erased my voiceprint from your front gate since I was here last. Good thing, or I'd probably still be sitting out there ringing the bell and swearing, waiting for that cook of yours to answer—if he noticed." She seated herself beside him, and he belied the tone of his greeting with a kiss. "I left a message on your vone recorder that I was coming. Might as well have saved my breath. Anyway, I took the shuttle into Toronto this morning, and rented a lightflyer to come down here."


  "You had good weather for it," he observed, rousing himself just enough to encourage her to go on.


  "It was a pretty trip. Say, I noticed a lot of new farming in that radioactive strip by the big lake north of you—"


  "Cleveland," he interposed with private dryness. "They're doing a lot of oilseed production up there with the new radiation-resistant hybrids. Sunflowers that really shine." He blinked as blandly as a crocodile, and waited for his visitor to justify her existence.


  Anias let her gaze travel over the opulent garden. "Your flowers look all right," she said enviously. With a blurred whirr, and a grasshopper alighted on her leg. "Awk!" She recoiled and shook it off.


  Chalmys smiled. "They don't bite."


  "They look like they should. Why do you let so many bugs into your garden? You have to keep the force field up for the killer mosquitoes anyway."


  "You sound like my gardener." He paused thoughtfully. "Nostalgia, I suppose. When I grew up in this area, bugs were an integral part of summer. Postwar bugs are a different proposition, I admit."


  Silence lay undisturbed between them for a few minutes. Chalmys relented first, and gave her an opening.


  "How's the feelie-dream business? Are you fleeing your creditors?"


  She grinned. "Yes and no. Actually, business is not bad. Triad is selling well. The Peruvian Moral League condemned it, which gave a big boost to sales. My Rio distributor was pretty smug about it—I wouldn't be surprised to find he'd bribed someone to put it on their list. He wants me to do a sequel to it. In fact, he has a contract for one."


  "I thought all feelie-dreams were pornographic," Chalmys observed, amused.


  "No, there are some composers who do juveniles," she replied seriously, readily diverted to her favorite hobbyhorse. "But so few children have sets, it's a limited market. I've been thinking about doing one myself, about Beta Colony, if I can pump you for background."


  "A curious idea. Can you make accurately detailed dreams about a place you've never been, nor are ever likely to go?"


  She shrugged. "My dreamers haven't been there either, so who's going to quibble over details? You're the only one who could criticize it, and you don't do dreams. How can I lose? Anyway, it actually takes more control to keep the body out of the dream. And it works both ways. That's why those cheap porno feelies are so awful. No craft, no control. You're in the middle of some torrid sex fantasy, supposedly, and find yourself thinking about the composer's bank account, or the state of his bowels, or his upcoming tax audit—whatever's really on what passes for his mind. It's indescribable. You'd have to try it to believe it."


  "No, thanks," he said placidly. "I have an unconquerable aversion to having my brains hot-wired." He waved a heavy hand at the two silver circles on Anias's temples. "My ancient American upbringing, no doubt."


  "I suppose you can't help being an antique," she returned, unoffended. "Still, it takes a lot less surgery for a dreamer implant than a composer implant. Quite painless. And then you could buy my work."


  "I beg to remain untempted. It's not the pain I object to, it's the principle."


  "Suit yourself. Anyway, I didn't fly all the way up here to sell feelie-dream sets. I was thinking of some research—"


  "For a pornographic feelie-dream? But my dear, how delightful! I should be happy to assist you." He took her hand and kissed it ostentatiously.


  She grinned and repossessed it. "Lunatic. Though we may do that, too. But I was really wondering if I could hide out here for a week or two to get some work done. I'm getting pestered to distraction at home."


  "Aha. I thought it was creditors. Are you very late in filling your contract?"


  "Some. A bit. Well, several months, really. In fact, my distributor's threatening to serve process." She attempted a look of maligned innocence.


  "And you have, of course, spent the advance—"


  "In advance. Of course." She studied the toes of her boots. "But that's not the point. I just don't want to do the same dream now, or anything like it. It was pretty light stuff. I want a whole new departure. I have some new ideas I want to work out." She decided the terms of her peculiar contract probably forbade being more explicit. A shame; there was no one she would rather have discussed it with than Chalmys. Of all her acquaintances she valued his opinions as being the most unaffected by special interest, fashion, or bias. It was the positive side of the coin to his sometimes maddening indifference to current culture.


  "Of course, my dear. Play hooky as long as you like," Chalmys obligingly endorsed her self-invitation. "You can have the same room you used on your last visit, if it pleases you; it hasn't been used since. See Charles about sheets, and meals, and all those domestic arrangements. And sometime when it's mutually convenient, I'll show you my latest museum pieces."


  Chalmys's hobby, aside from gardens and epicurean living, was reconditioning old technical equipment for museums. He possessed an elaborate workshop in which he would tinker away happily for hours on the microscopic filigree of their circuits. Some of his projects dated back beyond his own youth and early training; in effect his expertise took in anything manufactured in the old gross way from inorganic materials. He was totally lost with modern bacterial electronics, where computers were grown, not made. His work was greatly valued by a few historians of science, and virtually unknown to everyone else.


  Anias understood his work, if anything, even less than he understood hers, but they shared an equally passionate hatred of interruption. Each gave the other the same respect for working time that they wished to receive. Mutual non-botheration was a great bond between them. In the days that followed, Anias could skip meals, in the heat of composition, with the perfectly tranquil assurance that no one would come looking for her. Chalmys in turn was unaffected by any obligation to play host, provide entertainment, or disturb his own routine. When occasionally their orbits did cross, it was in a relaxed glow of mutual gratitude for the other's previous absence.


  It was such a time, after dinner about a week after Anias's arrival, that found them stretched out on lawn chairs, soft as sofas, near the house. They lay side by side, stargazing. In the west the sky glowed magenta and lemon, clear green shading into ultramarine. Venus sparked above the sunset, and a few of the brightest stars were beginning to shine. The trees and grass about them breathed the warm immemorial hay-scent of the Midwest summer. Anias lay idly counting the sputter and glow, like shooting stars, of the mosquitoes flying into the automatic force screen some hundred feet above them.


  ". . . seven, eight . . . Hey, Chalmys, is it true those things can drain the blood from a man in fifteen minutes?"


  "Doubt it," he responded lazily. "I suppose if you were attacked by a swarm, you could get significant blood loss. But for all that they're five inches long, they're mostly legs and wings. I don't suppose they can load on more than ten cc's a bite. The real problem is the venom." He took a swallow of his tall iced lemonade. "Even then, two or three bites wouldn't kill you, unless you were one of those people who are violently allergic. It might make you pretty sick, though, especially if they'd been breeding in the high radiation areas—they can give a nasty burn."


  "Beware of the ones that glow blue in the dark, eh? Twelve, thirteen—ooh, there went a pretty one."


  They maintained a companionable silence for a time, sipping their lemonade. "How's the new dream coming?" Chalmys finally asked. "Are you getting as much done as you'd hoped?"


  She hesitated. "Yeah, the actualization part is going really smoothly."


  "And yet you damn with faint praise. What's disturbing you? If I'm not out of line," he added, by way of offering to shut up.


  "No, no . . . Do I seem disturbed?" she asked anxiously.


  "You're not completely transparent," Chalmys reassured her mendaciously. "But to someone who observes you fairly closely . . . um . . . what you're working on does seem to affect your behavior. Libido, for instance."


  Anias grimaced wryly. "Yeah, well . . . You're right, of course." She reached out and touched him briefly, for reassurance, whether for herself or him she was not sure. "This thing has been rather . . . anti-aphrodisiac."


  "That's a departure. What's the theme?"


  Anias teetered on the edge of temptation, then, rather deliberately, gave in. "Death, mostly. It's a commission. A pretty weird one, too. Look, I'm really not supposed to talk about it, but . . ."


  "But?" Chalmys repeated ironically, drawling the word out. "I think I know that 'but.' You mean to extract a promise of confidentiality, and then tell all."


  "If you say, 'That's just like a woman,' I shall hit you," Anias promised. "But . . . Chalmys, this thing is really weird, and in more ways than just its imagery. And the more I work on it, the weirder it gets. That's partly an effect of getting it into dream form. Things do tend to take on a life of their own, just normally. It's an extraordinary commission. I suppose that's why I took it." She described the visit of Rudolph Kinsey, and ended by bringing Chalmys the complete scenario and a globe light.


  She watched him anxiously as he read through its pages. He finished it, turned it over, and read it through again. She braced herself inwardly for criticism of her acceptance of it, but Chalmys's first comment, as he turned the pages over a third time, took her entirely by surprise.


  "Did you notice," he said, "that this thing is designed to be played as an endless loop?"


  "What? I can't imagine wanting to," she replied. "Of course, it does go in kind of a circle, now that you mention it. I figured it's a sort of artistic affectation. Maybe the guy's been reading too many Twentieth-century novels."


  "It's just an impression," Chalmys conceded. "Still . . . what do you know about your patron?"


  "Just what I've told you. He comes on like a crooked lawyer. Who am I to make judgments, though?"


  "Oh, you can be very perceptive, when you get your head out of the clouds long enough. It doesn't seem to be altogether a conscious process, though."


  Anias wondered if that was a compliment.


  "So you couldn't contact him if you wanted to," Chalmys went on thoughtfully. "No address, no vone number, contract not recorded—how do you know he can pay you, by the way?"


  That hideous thought had not previously occurred to Anias.


  "In short, you don't even know if that's his real name. The trouble with you, my dear, is that you have too honest a mind. I've no idea how you came by it. It can't have been your upbringing."


  Anias sat up. "What an insult! And what are you, the criminal mastermind, sitting at the center of his web of intrigue?"


  Chalmys grinned. "Would you prefer me to say, too distracted a mind? But to return to the point. Yes, I agree, it's a most disturbing commission, but the things that bother me most about it don't even seem to have occurred to you. Yet you were there; I wasn't. One mustn't get carried away by speculation."


  "Chalmys," said Anias seriously, "do you think I should be doing this?"


  "Heavens, what a question to ask me! This is your business. I don't have to work for a living, how should I tell someone who does how to go on? But . . ."


  "But?" Anias drawled wickedly.


  "Is it possible to harm someone with a feelie-dream? I am rather at a disadvantage, never having experienced one."


  "Well, there are addicts," Anias allowed. "People who spend way too much time on them, and get carried away by their favorites. But I don't see that feelie-dreams are different from any other pleasure in that respect, in spite of what the Church says. Other than that, I think even the nasty ones do more good than harm. You can be as unpleasant as you like in a feelie, and no one is hurt."


  "Except for whatever soul-curdling effects habits of thought may have."


  "How would you measure that? No, I think feelies are just a new way for people to go on doing the same old things."


  "You answer your own question, then."


  "I might have known you wouldn't."


  He handed her back the papers, then asked curiously, "Does your Mr. Kinsey strike you as someone for whom that"—he pointed at the papers—"would be his fondest fancy?"


  "No," answered Anias slowly. "Not but what I think his'd be pretty rank. If anything, I got the impression he might be an agent for someone."


  "I think so too. It's a curious puzzle. I shall be interested to hear how it ends. Do keep me posted, when you get back to Rio."


  "What, will you answer the vone?" laughed Anias.


  "Only for you, my dear, only for you."


  


  *  *  *


  


  Anias finally succeeded in talking herself out of her doubts, and finished the dream within the next week. It was a relief to be done with it. Usually there was great satisfaction in completing a work. This time she felt more drained than content, like someone coming up for air after too long under water. The cessation of pain was not the same thing as pleasure. Yet she was proud of the mastery of her craft the dream displayed. Anias's imagination was vivid, visceral, full of poetic power, and she had poured that power into the dream. And then there was the money. Perhaps caveat emptor was the best approach after all.


  With the master cartridge in her breast pocket, she said good-bye to Chalmys, shamelessly borrowed money to pay for her flyer rental, and began the trip back to civilization. The journey was marred by petty annoyances: bad weather in Toronto, and lost luggage when the shuttle arrived in Rio. It was only after an hour of persistent badgering that a search turned it up in an out-of-the-way corner of the loading area. Anias arrived back at her apartment late and hungry, and feeling that the life of a recluse had more and more appeal.


  After a hasty unpacking and a robot-prepared meal that tasted unusually insipid after two weeks at Chalmys's table, she discovered the greatest annoyance of all. Her dream synthesizer, or rather the half of it she carried outside her head, was missing. She went through her things three times, then grouchily decided she must have left it at Chalmys's. Her vone call going, what else, unanswered, she left a message asking him to search for it. After a while she gave up dwelling on her discomforts as nonproductive, and distracted herself with video until time for bed.


  The next day was that of Kinsey's appointment. It passed slowly, except that Helmut Gonzales discovered she was back in town, and attempted to pester her once more into finishing his work. Her absence had raised false hopes as to its progress. But she was feeling a bit mellower toward the costume romance, so she did not disillusion him.


  With Gonzales fobbed off again, she batted aimlessly around her tiny apartment poking at half-forgotten craft projects and abortive hobbies until, promptly at four, the door buzzed.


  It was Kinsey, oily as ever, but with a suppressed excitement about him that led Anias to think the dream might be for his own consumption after all. He sat on her couch with much juggling of his big carrying case.


  "I brought my own dream player," he remarked unnecessarily, hauling it out of his bag. "You understand, of course, I naturally wish to, um, examine the product before payment."


  "Naturally." Anias produced the master cartridge, and watched critically as he slipped it into his player and attached the single reader lead to the small metal disc behind his left ear. He switched on the player and closed his eyes.


  After a few minutes he switched it off again, rather hastily it seemed to her. He sat up and regarded her with something like a reptilian version of respect.


  "That is certainly quite . . . remarkable," he said at last. Anias preened mentally, but kept her face straight.


  "Go ahead and do the whole thing," she invited generously.


  "Oh, no, that's quite satisfactory," Kinsey assured her. "I really must be leaving. My time is limited. I need only collect the scenario and arrange for your payment."


  Anias became alert. "You can use my vone to transfer funds," she offered.


  "Oh. I brought a bonded check. Is that all right?" he asked anxiously. "A bit old-fashioned, but perfectly sound, I assure you. You have only to present it in person at the bank, and endorse it with your voiceprint. There's been such a rash of fraud lately with electronic transfers, I thought it would be safer." He produced the rectangle of paper and magnetic tape.


  "You're really big on paper, aren't you," Anias remarked, taking the check and examining it more closely than she usually did such things. It seemed perfectly all right to her. It was drawn on the State bank, prepaid and presumably unstoppable. That consideration had crossed her mind, as tomorrow was a bank holiday and she would be unable to present it until the day after. She returned Kinsey his sheaf of papers, somewhat crumpled. He examined them with all the attention she had given his check.


  "Oh, yes, very satisfactory." He rose to go, but stopped at the door, looking at her almost slyly. "I say—could I ask a small favor of you?—for a fee, of course."


  Anias shrugged. "You can always ask. Shoot."


  "Tomorrow is my aunt's birthday. She is rather a fan of yours. I wonder if it would be possible to compose a very short piece for her—a sort of dream birthday card, as it were. She is very fond of the poem, 'Doreen's Gift.' If you could put it in a setting, or something, I'm sure she would be thrilled."


  Anias's mind boggled at the thought of Kinsey with an aunt. He seemed more like something hatched out of an egg, and a leathery egg at that. 'Doreen's Gift' was a saccharine poem of great current popularity. Translated into versions for all the media, it had been saturating the commercial culture since well before Christmas. Anias regarded it as a cultural pimple, brought on by too much sugar and grease in the mental diet.


  Kinsey evidently read the dubious look on her face, for he urged more strongly, "I will make it worth your time, really."


  "Well," said Anias, not wishing to appear churlish with the check that would free her for a year still in her hand, "it wouldn't be that hard. But I think I left my synthesizer at a friend's home. I don't think I can get it back by tomorrow."


  "Oh. Well, perhaps it will turn up. If it does—suppose I stop by tomorrow afternoon. I shall be seeing her in the evening. If you can do it, fine—if not, perhaps I can find something else."


  Once again he shook her hand formally. He smiled, "Good-bye, Miss Ruey," and glided away.


  Anias pulled the door shut and returned to the room she usually regarded as her nest, but which today seemed more like a cage. She considered a walk to the beach by way of entertainment—she couldn't go out and spend money wildly until day after tomorrow anyway—but compromised by directing her excess energy to some long-overdue picking up. In the process she came upon her lost synthesizer, kicked under the couch.


  "Yea, hooray, hallelujah!" she chirped in joy, clutching it to her breast. "I thought I'd left you in the howling wilderness. Good, good, good." She happily set it back in its accustomed spot on her worktable.


  "Now I can do something really fun." She wondered which to tackle first, Gonzales's romance, Kinsey's 'birthday card', or some new ideas for a juvenile adventure that had been wandering homelessly in the back of her mind for the last few weeks. As she hesitated over this banquet of choices, a little uneasiness crept over her.


  "Now how the devil did you get under the couch?" she soliloquized. "If I'd lost you unpacking, it'd have to have been in the bedroom." Anias did not trust her own memory for small details. She had occasionally been known to forget whether she'd taken her morning vitamin before she even had the cap back on the bottle, or have to check her toothbrush for wetness to know if she'd brushed her teeth. At the same time, she could carry reams of complex dialogue between her dream characters in her head for days when she was doing her prerecording organization, so she did not think it was a case of incipient mental retardation, but merely the effect of concentrating on essentials. Her synthesizer was not normally in the toothbrush-and-vitamin category of her consciousness.


  For a time yesterday she had been having paranoid fancies that it was stolen, before reason insisted it must have been left behind. But synthesizers were not interchangeable without custom adjustments, and she could not imagine what anyone else would take it for, except ransom, a rather exotic notion. She reached again for the leads, then was stopped again by a new thought.


  "What a stupid idea. You're letting Chalmys's attitude get to you, my dear," she murmured. He had always been bothered by the wires in her head, having archaic visions of short circuits, though his unease usually took the form of jokes about walking around in thunderstorms. In fact, the viral connections of the synthesizer were incapable of building up enough charge to hurt her; they would cook themselves first. Just the same, she did own a diagnostic test kit, put away somewhere. She'd never had trouble with her set, and had never had occasion to use it. Really it was a redundant item, for the machine would have to go back to the manufacturer for any repairs anyway. Mostly it represented an object lesson in sales resistance. But for the sake of peace among her argumentative selves, she got up and went to look for it.


  Her test kit proved almost as hard to find as her synthesizer had been, but after some search she finally unearthed it at the back of a drawer beneath a collection of stray oddments and half pairs of this and that. She was ruffled by her quest, which she had almost given up, but now that she had found the kit she dutifully set it beside her dream machine and prepared to plug it in. She pulled out the leads, placed them in their assigned slots, and switched it on.


  Instantly there was a loud crack, a brilliant flash of bluish light, and a horrible smell as little orange flames danced over the slagged plastic for a moment. Anias was knocked over backward, her hand tingling from the nimbus of the shock, She scrambled shaking to her feet, gulping for breath, heart pounding.


  "My God," she breathed, as astonished as if she had been shot by a lover. She had been telling herself for ten minutes that her fears were silly, and this was not the confirmation she had been expecting. She stared at the little heap of smoking ruins on the table. "My synthesizer," she wailed aloud. She sat down abruptly and stretched her hand toward the mess, then drew it back, adrenaline-induced tears starting to her eyes.


  Presently she gained better control over herself. Whistling tunelessly, she first got up and locked her door, then made a vone call to the police. That completed, she made another. To her surprise it was answered after only a few moments.


  "This must be my day," she greeted Chalmys's image in the screen.


  "I happened to be passing by the study," he excused his aberration. "Are you all right?" he added, as he took in the expression on her face.


  "My synthesizer just blew up. It scared the pee out of me," she said. "Chalmys, it can't have done that!"


  "You weren't wearing it?" he asked anxiously.


  "No, I was testing it. Take a look." She swiveled the vone screen for a view of the chaos. "If I had been, my head would look like that." Anias's imagination, true to form, was distracting her. In it she seemed to feel now every spider-web connection of her dreamer implant, minute root hairs running through her brain tissue, all afire. Like slow-motion film she saw how she might have died as cells boiled, scorched, and burst as electric shock seared along the threads.


  "Anias, why?" asked Chalmys. He was shaken, his face, like Anias's, showing those peculiar lines of tension usually described as 'looking rather pale.'


  "The first thought that comes to my mind," she said grimly, "is that dead people can't voiceprint check endorsements." She held up the check for him to see. "My greasy patron just dropped this by. I have to wait till day after tomorrow to cash it." A dozen discarded disquietudes about the odd little man boiled up inside her. "My synthesizer turned up just after he left."


  She detailed the fiasco with her luggage yesterday, topped by the disappearance of her beloved dream machine.


  "Do you think he stole your synthesizer and wired it to kill you just to get his money back?" asked Chalmys.


  "I don't know. It doesn't make sense. I'd have done his dream for ever so much less. He didn't even try to bargain. It seems so unnecessary." Her mind leapfrogged among the events of the afternoon, and she suppressed a last frightened sniffle. "Then there was that story about his aunt."


  "His aunt?" asked Chalmys, a bit confused.


  "I bet he doesn't have an aunt. I bet he doesn't even have a mother," Anias added savagely.


  Chalmys abstractedly rubbed a thick finger across his lower lip. "Have you called the police?"


  "First thing, after I locked the door."


  "Do you think he'll try again?"


  "Maybe." Actually, her imagination had been generating novel murder methods at an appalling rate for the last several minutes. She tore herself away from mentally dying a thousand deaths. "I'm a bit nervous about staying here by myself."


  "I can understand that. But surely you don't need to go all twitchy yet. For all he knows he's succeeded, or is about to. No reason for him to do anything else till he finds out he's been discovered, hopefully when the police arrest him. But look, after you're done with the police, why don't you pack your things and come up here on the next shuttle? This place is half-fortress anyway. I could even have Charles meet you at the shuttleport."


  "I thought you'd never ask," she joked. "Yes. I would like that very much. Uh . . ."


  "Uh. Do you have enough money?"


  "How do you read my mind like that? No."


  "Give me your code and I'll transfer some into your account."


  Anias smiled gratefully.


  "In the meantime I will do what I can through my contacts to encourage the police to exert themselves in your cause. Give me another call when you're ready to leave. I'll wait for it."


  "Right."


  


  *  *  *


  


  The police arrived promptly after Anias's call, although the wait seemed long to her. There was a detective officer and an explosives technician, and they seemed to fill her little apartment with that extra measure of reality, like a blast of outdoor air come through the window of a stuffy room, that their authority lends policemen, doctors, and the famous. They attended to her complaint with serious and professional courtesy. Lt. Mendez, the detective officer, a middle-aged man with the competence of practiced routine, asked her a series of questions that reminded her very much of the ones Chalmys had asked a week ago. They opened up uncomfortable vistas of her own carelessness.


  The technician encoffined the corpse of her dream synthesizer in a plastic case and carried it off for autopsy. Her check, alas, was also carried off as evidence, since it was the one material lead in the affair. Anias now realized fully how very careful her patron had been to leave no recoverable physical or electronic traces of himself. But the detective seemed fairly optimistic.


  She arranged for the police to reach her at Chalmys's if necessary, and made her shuttle connection without event. The flight to Toronto gave her time to meditate upon her narrow escape. The more she thought about it, the more her conviction grew that money alone was not sufficient motivation for her murder. She had the unhappy suspicion that she had been used, willingly if unconsciously, as a tool in a very much nastier scheme. By the time she reached Chalmys's, her own most intimate knowledge of her recent work, reviewed with sickening clarity, had suggested to her another possible reason for the crime.


  "I'm sure it was for the dream," she said to Chalmys. "I believe it is to be used as a weapon."


  They were seated, in the small hours of the morning, in Chalmys's well-appointed library. Anias was dead tired, but far too nerved up to sleep, or even sit still. Chalmys was thoughtfully plying her with soothing words and a tray of elegant snacks in an effort to calm her enough for bed.


  "I sensed it, you even sensed it. But I was so wound up in admiring my own abilities—I wanted to do that dream. I've got to get that cartridge back, the sooner the better."


  "Slow down, slow down. Now begin at the beginning. Just how do you think it can be used as a weapon? I can imagine, I suppose, it being played over and over to someone by force, but I don't quite see what effect it would be expected to have."


  "Not by force. In their sleep. In their sleep. Like hypnotic suggestion, only much stronger. The thing was tailor-made, designed, to fit the cracks of a particular personality. I think—I think—that if it were played even a few nights, say four or five, to that person, they could really be induced to commit suicide. Only it would really be the perfect murder, because the suicide would be genuine. The murderer would never have to go near the victim. Destroy the cartridge, and it could never, ever, be proved."


  "That is a very interesting idea. What did the police think of it?"


  Anias frowned. "They didn't seem as interested as I thought they should be. The detective kept emphasizing the physical facts."


  "Well, they have to present their case in court, you know. The idea is a bit ethereal. I've always thought feelie-dreams were a sort of super video. A better illusion, but still, just pretend."


  "They can be. Most of the story sorts are. But then there are the reveries, and the pure abstractions. They convey their power in a more direct way. You don't have to bury the psychic symbolism in the characters or the plot, it's all right out front." Anias paced in front of him, troubled. "But you see, as a composer, if I have a fear, or some other terrible thing in my mind, I can in a sense bundle it into the dream and export it. It's very therapeutic—for me. I get power over the problem in the process of handling it. But it doesn't always work that way for the fellow on the import end, the dreamer. It arrives, bang, in his mind, and he has to find his own way to handle it—or not, as the case may be."


  "All right, let's grant your theory as a working hypothesis. By the way, I notice you refer to 'the murderer' in the abstract, not 'Kinsey.' Why?"


  Anias shook her head. "I'm not sure. Kinsey was as slimy a worm as I've ever met, and I didn't really see that much of him, but he just didn't strike me as a man with the depth of insight to come up with that scenario. Call him Mr. Big."


  "Mr. Big?" Chalmys repeated wryly. He gave her a look of amused reproach.


  "I can't help it, it's the way I think. But Chalmys, that thing was good. I mean, powerful. It had a power of its own. It got some of the best work out of me I've ever done. Kinsey might have thought up the attack on me, but not that dreamscape. I still see him as a go-between."


  "All right. We'll put that down in the 'facts' column."


  "Do we have any facts? It all feels like shooting in the dark to me."


  "Oh, you know quite a bit more than you realize. If your theory is right, you know so much that someone has gone to a great deal of trouble and risk to try to kill you for it. If, ah, Mr. Big thinks so highly of you, who are we to contradict him? Let's begin with the dream itself. What does it tell you about the intended victim? Man or woman?"


  "Woman," replied Anias positively. "You don't know about body images in feelie-dreams, but if they'd wanted a really good one for a man, they'd have to get a man to make it."


  "Old or young?"


  "Not very old, certainly not a child—middle-aged."


  "Married?"


  "I'm not sure about that. Not a virgin, anyway."


  "Children?"


  "Almost certainly. It would give some of the most horrible images in the dream loads more power."


  "Strong or weak personality?"


  "Weak, brittle—but stubborn." Anias began to get into the spirit. "That's a deduction. If she were weak and pliable, the murderer could get what he wants without killing her."


  "Mm. Maybe. So the victim is a middle-aged woman, married, with one or more children, and a history of mental illness. We also know she has a dreamer implant, therefore she is well-to-do. I have a gut feeling money plays a part in this. The murderer at least assumes money is a powerful motivation, hence the price he offered you for the dream, also the trouble he's gone to not to pay it. We also know the murderer's on intimate enough terms with the victim to have access to her in her sleep—though there is a possibility he may merely have suborned such a person. Also, by your hypothesis, we know his fatal flaw." Chalmys was getting carried away with the role of amateur detective and forgetting his original purpose of soothing Anias to sleep.


  "What flaw? The damned thing looks perfect to me."


  "He can't leave well enough alone. He can't leave an end loose. If he hadn't tried to kill you, you would probably have gone on, forgetting your suspicions, never making any connections. Admittedly, if his attempt on you had succeeded, that would not be the case. Except for me."


  "Yes, I don't think he anticipated you."


  "I'm fairly certain of that. Aside from your undoubted talents, you are an unmarried woman known to be living alone. No one to confide in. No one to pursue your mysterious death with the passion of a close relative."


  "Yeah." She chewed nervously on a little green plastic spear that had held a bite-sized salmon puff in the shape of a rose. "I don't want to wait for the police. If I'm right—God, I hope I'm not right—my dream may be poisoning that woman's subconscious right now. There's no time. I want to go trolling for that little bastard Kinsey, draw him out of his lair, wherever it is, and make him cough up its destination. But I don't know how to go about it, or what to use for bait."


  "Well, you yourself are bait," Chalmys pointed out.


  "How so?"


  "If the police don't catch up with him soon through the physical evidence, the absence of your death in the news has got to start preying on his mind. He'll wonder if his trap malfunctioned, or failed to go off. It's my belief that sooner or later he will be unable to resist coming back to check"—Chalmys thoughtfully did not add 'and finish the job'— "and then he can be trapped."


  "How can I make it sooner?"


  "About the only tangible thread you have to him is the check, and the police are working the official channels on that. You want a separate line. You can't reach him privately. How about publicly?"


  "That's an idea. Maybe I could put an ad on all the Rio news service personals channels, like, 'Mr. Rudolph Kinsey, the bank refuses payment on your check. Please contact me to straighten this out,' and give him your number. If I can just get him on the vone, chances are I can lure him up here. But it seems so thin, I'm not sure it'll fetch him. What if he doesn't view the personals?"


  "I was thinking about that ex-boyfriend of yours, the one who came to interview me when I first met you who answered all his own questions. Anything you can do with him?"


  Anias made a face. "I suppose I could get him to give me a blurb on his video magazine. 'Vone interview with composer of Triad, now vacationing in Ohio.' It ought to be good for a five-minute spot. I can appear all cheerful and healthy, and talk about how I'm taking a long break from composing. I can drop some line about how the machine is on the shelf, or back to the factory or something, with maybe a disturbingly vague reference to resting from private commissions just completed. I only hope Helmut doesn't see it—he'd pop an artery. But will Kinsey?" The end of the little green stick was being mashed into a flattened blob.


  "He'll be watching for news of you, I should think. I'd say the chances were very good."


  "Let's try both, then. Ah . . . what if it works? What if he comes armed? Do you have any guns?"


  "No, no, no guns. I suppose I can't blame you for not having the engineering point of view. There are weapons all around us, much better than guns. If you can get him up here, I think you'd better leave that part of it to me."


  "Gladly."


  


  *  *  *


  


  The days that followed were dreadful for Anias. Having no other work to do, her hyperthyroid imagination occupied itself building towering cities and intricate labyrinths of further speculation on the narrow foundation of their facts, which she could not help inflicting on Chalmys. It was a strain on their relationship, fortunately balanced by his sense of proportion and dry humor. In self-defense he ordered and paid for a new synthesizer for her, but as it could not be delivered for at least a week, he had to endure. He finally accused her of being as bad as a kid waiting for Christmas, which restrained her somewhat.


  They kept in touch with the police in Rio. The leads from the physical evidence proved disappointing. The dream set had been wired with a common commercial capacitor simply set to discharge when contact was made. Anyone with the most primitive grasp of electronics could have done it. There were no fingerprints, hairs, or fibers. The check had been prepaid a week before at a busy branch of the State bank by a man answering Kinsey's description, but giving a different name. The cash with which he had paid was long since scattered through the system, although attempts were being made to trace it. The name and address proved fictitious, and the voiceprint by which positive identification could be made, in case the check was not cashed within ninety days and its writer turned up to demand a refund, did not check against any known felons. Searches of other files of voiceprints were tediously in progress. A Rudolph Kinsey was discovered in La Plata, and another in Manaos, one a retired bakery technician and the other a young student. Neither appeared to be any relation to their man.


  Chalmys also made some private arrangements with a near neighbor, who happened to be the local sheriff. The situation was complicated by the probability that their anticipated visitor had committed no crimes in Greater North America. Arresting him on sight might protect Anias, but could not result in any sort of charge or conviction likely to stick. Even if arrested in Rio, if he kept his head and denied all steadfastly, his chances of brazening it out against the scanty evidence were excellent. Chalmys devoted much thought to this practical point.


  Thursday evening Anias was passing the study when she heard the bell from the front gate. Her heart jumping, she went to the screen and keyed it in. Rudolph Kinsey appeared, smiling toothily.


  "Oh," Anias managed. "Fancy seeing you here." She mentally kicked at her paralyzed reason, hoping it would produce something less fatuous.


  "Good evening, Miss Ruey, I'm so glad to find you here," said Kinsey, with perfect composure. "I wonder if I might have a few moments of your time."


  "I'll . . . I'll have to ask Captain DuBauer. He's very peculiar about visitors."


  "So I've heard," smiled Kinsey.


  "If it's about the birthday card," Anias put in evilly, "I'm very sorry. I had a little trouble with my synthesizer. I've sent it away for repairs. Perhaps I can make it up to you somehow."


  That unsettled him slightly. "Ah, no problem, I certainly hope you may. You need not bother your host, if you prefer. I don't wish to inconvenience so famous a man. If you will come down to the gate, I can finish my business in a moment."


  I'll bet you can, thought Anias. She smiled brightly, "Just a moment, please," and put him on hold.


  "Chalmys!" she wailed, on a dead run. A fifty-yard dash brought her to the kitchen, where Chalmys was annoying his cook by his nightly habit of kibitzing.


  "He's here! At the front gate. Kinsey himself. Wants to see me."


  "Yes, I know," said Chalmys, dipping his finger into a sauce. "He's been skulking around the perimeter of the force screen for about an hour now. Guess he's given up on sneaking in and has decided to risk a frontal assault."


  Anias glared at him. "You knew! And didn't tell me!"


  "It wasn't the right time of day yet," he said mildly.


  "What'll we do?"


  "Well, you may go to the vone and call Sheriff Yoder. Ask him to stop by in about an hour. Then wait in the study. Charles, hold dinner for one hour. That should be sufficient."


  "Ooh!" Anias danced around him like a small impatient moon about a Jovian planet. "What are you going to do?"


  "I'm going to take our visitor for a walk."


  "All right, be like that," complained Anias bitterly. "But . . . be careful."


  "I'm always careful. You agreed to leave this part to me, remember?" He walked out of the house toward the main gate in the failing light.


  The 'main gate' was a spidery structure, screened from the house by distance and landscaping. It was one of the few spots where the force screen generating equipment appeared above ground. The intercom was recessed in a panel on the outer face of one upright. Kinsey was waiting by it, leaning against the pylon, scuffing a little pile of dirt about with the toe of one pointed shoe. He came to attention when he saw Chalmys, then relaxed slightly when his searching eyes discovered him to be alone.


  "Mr. Kinsey?" inquired Chalmys politely.


  "Uh, Captain DuBauer?" returned Kinsey. "So sorry to trouble you, sir. I had an urgent piece of business with your, er, guest, Miss Ruey."


  "Yes, so I heard." Chalmys keyed the gate open. "Just bring your flyer through the gate and park it over there on that grassy knoll, and I'll take you to her." Kinsey, nervous but hopeful, did as instructed. Chalmys keyed the gate shut, and wandered toward a wooded area of his property. Kinsey caught up with him shortly.


  "It's rather a personal matter," Kinsey hinted. "She may prefer to speak to me alone." His tone imputed secret, swampy motivations to Anias. Chalmys appreciated the artistry of the phrasing. It inspired him.


  "Quite so," he said heartily. "She's in the summer house, just on the other side of these woods. You can be quite private there. Just the two of you, for as long as you like."


  "The business may take some time," Kinsey grabbed the lead with alacrity, obviously planning ahead.


  They entered the woods. It was darker there, full of cool, moist hollows, and springy underfoot with years of fallen leaves. They crackled on top but softened to a slippery blackness beneath that deadened the sound of their steps. Undergrowth stretched tendrils, twiggy switches, and hidden hooks across the path.


  "Go on ahead of me; the path gets a bit narrow," said Chalmys. He paused and bent to brush some detritus from his shoe, then removed a control device and a recorder from his pocket. He advanced a few more steps, then seated himself comfortably on a fallen tree and made a few adjustments.


  "That's probably far enough, Mr. Kinsey. I wouldn't want you to get lost." Chalmys arranged his equipment neatly to hand beside him on the log.


  Kinsey whirled, suspicion flaring in his face. "What is this?" His eyes flicked over Chalmys and, discovering nothing that looked like a weapon, started back toward him. He ran abruptly into the tingling, invisible wall of the force screen, and fell back, but kept his head. He cleared his throat. "What's the trouble, Captain?"


  "No trouble," said Chalmys genially. "I just thought you might like to talk to me." He tapped the recorder suggestively.


  "What about?" asked Kinsey, feeling uncertainly for some solid orientation.


  "I thought I'd leave that up to you," said Chalmys. "I'm sure you'll think of something to interest me, after a time."


  A long silence fell between them.


  "Just to jog your invention, I might point out a few salient features of your situation," Chalmys said helpfully. "I should think you were quite careful to let no one know where you were going. You are now alone, without transportation, afoot in a strange country with night falling. It is at least eight kilometers to the nearest neighbor—forgive me if I neglect to mention in which direction—through some rather uneven terrain, underbrush, swampy areas, and so on; very confusing in the dark. You strike me as a city man—I wonder how long it's been since you've hiked eight kilometers?"


  Kinsey glared malignantly, but said nothing. Down the line, the first mosquito of the evening sparked to its death in the screen.


  "Ah, and then there are the mosquitoes," Chalmys went on smoothly. "You who live in the civilized south have no conception of the voracity of the insect life here in the wild, irradiated north. Although it isn't true that they can drain a man of blood in fifteen minutes. It would take quite a lot longer. Not as long as it takes a man to walk eight kilometers, though."


  "You're insane!" cried Kinsey, and drew an ugly little needler pistol from his jacket. "Let me in," he demanded.


  "Oh, dear, I hope you know your physics," said Chalmys, unmoved.


  The expression on Kinsey's face indicated he did. Lips compressed, he returned the needler to his pocket.


  "Thank you," said Chalmys. "Magnetic resonance is a powerful force. It would make an impressive crater about where you're standing. I suppose I could turn it into a goldfish pond. Still, you do well not to throw it away. You might need it later if you decide to take that hike. Woodchucks, you know."


  "What are woodchucks?" asked Kinsey, drawn in spite of himself.


  "Well, they used to be rather clumsy little furry animals, when I was a boy, before the war. The war changed so many things. Mosquitoes, woodchucks . . ." Chalmys paused, watching a few more sparkles through the leaves along the border of the force screen through the woods. Kinsey began to swear at him, viciously. He moved away into the woods, but then moved back.


  "The mosquitoes," Chalmys went on didactically, "locate their prey by detecting the CO2 in mammalian exhalations. I suppose you could try holding your breath."


  There was a nasty buzzing noise by Kinsey's head. With a cry, he whirled and batted the great insect into the screen, where the detector program identified and annihilated it. He leaned against the force screen, which generated a golden aura around him like the vision of a saint.


  "What do you want?" he snarled. "A confession? No confession under threats is accepted as evidence in court."


  "Not if extracted by the police," Chalmys allowed. "Between two private citizens, it's more of a gray area. Now, I'm glad you perceive that I'm interested in justice. I merely point out that one need not go through the tedious machinery of the courts to obtain it."


  "You're talking about murder!" shrieked Kinsey.


  A curious angry light appeared in Chalmys's gray eyes for just a moment, so that in spite of the mosquitoes Kinsey fell back from the force screen, as if aware for the first time of just what a large man his host seemed. Then Chalmys drooped his lids, and the mask of ironical good humor returned. "I was hoping we'd come to that subject. I feel I've been monopolizing the conversation."


  "You couldn't carry it off," cried Kinsey.


  "What, an ignorant city man gets lost in the woods in the dark, and meets a predictable fate? Not only predictable; it happens, regularly. They've had two deaths in the Toledo marshes this year alone—it's been a wet summer."


  At an ugly deep whining, Kinsey turned to defend himself again. While he batted two into the screen, a third mosquito attached itself to the back of his leg. He screamed as its venom penetrated, danced around, and tore it off.


  Chalmys waited patiently.


  Kinsey, shocked into action, began to babble a story about Anias, full of sexual innuendo and plausible lies about their imaginary relationship.


  "Fiction bores me," Chalmys interrupted him, "and I am late for dinner. Perhaps I shall go in."


  "You're bluffing."


  "Mr. Kinsey, I realize that to you the universe seems to turn on your continued existence. Solipsism seems to be a common feature of the criminal mind. But believe me, it is nothing to me."


  Chalmys rose. The mosquitoes sang in the undergrowth. Kinsey broke.


  "My name is Carlos Diaz," he cried, leaning against the screen. "I was a private inquiry agent in Rio. Lost my license last year. It was a damn frame. Then this big executive in the Portobello Pharmaceutical Company, Dr. Bianca's his name, runs their development section. He offered me a thousand pesodoros to go to Miss Ruey and get that dream made. Not to be traced to him. He gave me this laundered cash for her. Ow! Ow! Get it off me!" He whirled around, hands clutching frantically at the little nightmare embedded in his back.


  "Back against the screen," Chalmys advised. Kinsey/Diaz did so, and continued talking even faster.


  "I saw a way to make a bundle," he panted. "Put it into a bonded check—wire up her synthesizer—make sure she used it before she could cash it. No reason to connect the check with her accident. Wait three months, go in and pick it up. I had a friend at the shuttleport, from the old days—he thought I was on a case. Got her luggage, took the machine. I wired it up that night and planted it back in her apartment. It was easy."


  "So you weren't commissioned to kill her," remarked Chalmys, intensely interested. "It was just a case of great minds thinking alike."


  Diaz paused, confused, apparently realizing that he had just lost an opportunity to cover himself, but not quite seeing what it was.


  "And did you deliver the dream?" prodded Chalmys. "What did he want it for? What else do you know about him?"


  "He didn't tell me. He's got it now. I gave it to him Monday." Diaz ransacked his mind for more facts with which to appease his tormentor as more mosquitoes buzzed around him.


  "I never heard of him before this. He's a rich man, lives in one of those old coffee-fortune mansions overlooking the sea. It was nothing to me that he wanted a pervert dreamie. I supposed he wanted to protect his social reputation. I didn't think his secret vices were my business. He shouldn't have offered her so much money," he justified himself. "For God's sake let me in!"


  Chalmys, his face shadowed by the darkness, studied Diaz in the faint glow of the screen and decided he was finally speaking the truth. For one thing, this story was not sufficiently self-serving to be made up. For another, the mosquito venom was starting to make his victim dizzy and ill, surely a bar to any very intricate fictionalizing. Diaz had given him the lead that Anias, at least, most desired. Chalmys, relieved, put from himself the whispering lascivious temptation to revenge that had so mixed itself with the urgent need for information from the little creep before him. Self-righteous violence, however satisfying, was a luxury too rich for a servant of reality.


  "Put your needler down by the screen," ordered Chalmys, "and stand over by that tree."


  He made some adjustments to his control box and reached through a small glowing window in the screen to scoop up the needier. He then enlarged the circle and motioned Diaz through. He limped and stumbled ahead of Chalmys through the woods to the house.


  They found Anias waiting anxiously with Sheriff Yoder and Deputy Schriml in the study. "Good Lord," said Anias, when she saw the strained and already puffing face of her late stalker, then clamped her lips on further comment. Chalmys was as bland and genial as ever. Diaz maintained a hunched and recalcitrant silence.


  "Good evening, Bill," Chalmys greeted his neighbor. "Here's that little problem I was telling you about. I think, for the moment, I shall leave the complications of international law out of this"—he gave Anias a nod—"and request you arrest this man for trespassing. That should be well within the scope of county jurisdiction. Oh, and you might check and see about this gun." He handed the needler to the Sheriff. "I rather think it was illegal for him to have it."


  Sheriff Yoder began to run through the formalities of arrest. Diaz, stung, stirred himself to the defense of attack.


  "This man invited me in," he began. "He threatened me—tried to kill me—it's all on that disc."


  "Now, now, Mr. Diaz," interposed Chalmys. "Don't start anything you can't finish. Remember what else is on that disc. I never put so much as a finger on you. You were armed with a deadly weapon, and I had no weapon at all. Besides, you spent over an hour on my property before you announced yourself. I own several hundred acres around the screened core, you know."


  "Captain DuBauer is very highly respected in the county," put in the sheriff with the innocent air of a tour guide pointing out the sights. "In case you were thinking about the problem of one man's word against another's."


  "There are advantages to being tried for a minor misdemeanor, considering the alternatives," added Chalmys.


  Diaz abruptly awoke to the fact that he wasn't being charged with attempted murder, at least not yet. He shut his mouth with a snap.


  "They have a good supply of mosquito antivenin at the county jail, too," Chalmys added thoughtfully as Diaz was led out. "I don't think you'll have any trouble with him, Bill."


  


  *  *  *


  


  "Chalmys!" Anias fairly crooned with admiration as they were left alone. "You genius! What did you do? Did you find out about my dream?"


  Chalmys blew out his breath and sat down. "What an ugly business. I think I'll have a shower before supper." He turned to his vone screen and began to tap in instructions. "As to what happened in the woods, I'd rather not discuss it. As to your dream, yes, I think I know where you can get it. It turns out that Mr. Big didn't try to engineer your assassination after all. No fatal flaw. It was all Kinsey's—Diaz's—idea. As a go-between, he was a washout. He managed to betray both ends of his commission at once, by trying to steal the money his employer meant for you."


  Access to the public records in the Rio de Janeiro library system appeared on Chalmys's vone screen. "Let's see what we can find out for ourselves, before we involve the police."


  "Who's Dr. Bianca?" Anias asked, watching the screen over his shoulder.


  "I'm casting him for the role of Mr. Big. Depending on what else about him fits. Hm. Degrees in chemistry and psychology. An interesting combination."


  "He's married," noted Anias.


  "Yes, let's find out about her. Social register, I should think."


  "Look." Anias pointed. "She was married before. One child. Nothing about mental problems."


  "That would be in medical records, which we can't tap. Not legally, anyway. Now, what about money?" He keyed rapidly. "Aha! Jackpot!"


  The records revealed that Dr. Bianca's wife owned some sixty percent of the famous company that employed him. A little further searching showed why; she was the granddaughter of the deceased founder.


  "Married the boss's daughter, did he? Now there's a motivation for murder," Anias commented. "That fortune is a proper monster."


  "And a motivation for taking the greatest care that there should be no questions aroused about her death, its greatest benefactor being the first suspect. But why murder? It seems to me he's got it all already." Chalmys stared into the screen as though it were a crystal ball, but it revealed no more.


  "You realize," he said after a moment, "that pegging him for a killer depended on thinking he ordered the attack on you. We now know he did not. We may be way off base."


  Anias considered the problem from this new angle. "My reason agrees," she admitted, "but . . ."


  "The famous 'but,' " murmured Chalmys.


  "But I'd be a lot happier if I had my dream back," she finished. "And I don't want to hear any cracks about woman's intuition, either."


  "My dear, I regard your intuition as a force of nature, like the tides. King Canute I'm not. Whatever your other failings—"


  "Thanks loads."


  "—you know your own business, at least as far as I can judge."


  "Do you suppose we can burgle it back?" Anias asked.


  Chalmys looked offended at this suggestion. "Control yourself, Sherlock. It's not necessary. Whether we are right or wrong in our speculations, I see no harm in your demanding the return of your own work. However, we have no basis for any accusation against Dr. Bianca. Even if the worst you think is true, he's actually done nothing illegal."


  "Even if he's used it on his wife?"


  "It would be damnably hard to prove in court. Now, if I know you, you are more interested in preventing the crime than punishing it."


  "Certainly."


  "Good. I believe it will be quite possible for you to, um, vaccinate the good doctor against his temptations without ever bringing up the delicate problem of proof. You are, in your way, extraordinarily acute about people when you can be induced to pay attention to them at all. You'll have to do the dialogue by ear, when you get there—"


  "When I get where? You think I should just walk up to this guy and say, 'Hi, I don't want you to murder your wife. Give me my feelie-dream back.' Chalmys, he's probably got tanks of sharks and alligators in the cellar just for people like me."


  Chalmys grinned. "You'd give them indigestion. But I offer this guess. Looking at his education and position, I suspect this may be his first foray into violent crime. It's so personal. If you can give him to understand he's been discovered, without actually stampeding him into panic, I'll bet you can scare him worse than he can scare you. But, allowing that frightened men often do stupid things, we'll arrange some pretext for you to have a police escort when you see him. It will improve the effect anyway. Just don't get sued for slander."


  Anias looked less than thrilled at the project before her, but she thought about her evil dream, and said, "All right. I hope you're right. Let's get going. The sooner this is over, the better."


  


  *  *  *


  


  Anias caught the first shuttle bound for Rio the following morning. She was beginning to feel the shuttle was her second home. Chalmys excused himself from accompanying her, and she restrained herself from urging him out of his habitat, knowing something of the twists of his experience that made him such a recluse. Besides, she felt he had done enough. It was time she took a hand in cleaning up her own mess.


  By prearrangement, Lt. Mendez met her and provided her with transportation to her destination. He had been quite pleased to hear of Diaz under lock and key in Ohio, though perhaps disappointed that his own week of painstaking scut work had contributed so little to the result. Now that the principal suspect had been captured, it was his task to assemble the evidence against Diaz, by independent and more clearly legal means, into a form that could be taken to court, presuming that Anias still wanted to press charges when he was released for return to Rio. On the whole she thought she would, as the thought of him running around loose made her nervous.


  That left them facing the problem of Dr. Bianca. Anias had the idea that perhaps he could be arrested immediately and the dream impounded as evidence. Lt. Mendez was personally intrigued by her theory of the use intended for her feelie-dream, although he did not have a dreamer implant himself, so his feel for its probability had to be imaginative rather than intuitive. Officially he was more cautious.


  "Intent," he said, "is a slippery thing to prove when the crime has not yet been committed. Now, a rich murderer is no better than a poor one in my book, but a rich one can afford better lawyers. Unless he chooses to oblige you by a spontaneous confession, a good lawyer would make mincemeat of your charge, and probably slap you with a countersuit for defamation of character as well. It's the old problem of new technologies creating new crimes. It's clearly against the law to try to kill someone by sticking a knife into them, but to my knowledge there's no law against trying to kill them by sticking a dream into them. Yet. Nasty idea—believe me, I'm going to take it up in the department. What one person has thought of, another can, too."


  "So how can I make him give the dream back, if he doesn't want to?" asked Anias. "It's his property now, I guess, since I accepted payment."


  "Yes, it is." Mendez thought it over. "I have to question him about Diaz anyway, and although Diaz himself clears him of complicity, there is that interesting angle of the laundered cash. So all in all I would have no objection to helping you make the doctor . . . let us say, uncomfortable? But I can't go beyond that, yet."


  "Hope it'll be enough. I guess the rest is up to my powers of persuasion."


  


  *  *  *


  


  Dr. Bianca had not been easy to reach to make an appointment. Anias had had to penetrate several layers of secretaries and assistants. But when he'd heard her name, he became most pliable to her suggestion that she call on him at his office at home. She gave him no hint of her intentions; let him stew a bit.


  The doctor's home was in the most beautiful, and wealthiest, residential section of the city. The old homes with their lovely gardens that lined its streets had gone through a period of decline, but in the last generation had undergone restoration in one of the periodic swings of fashion for the past. Anias thought Chalmys might feel at home there.


  The door was opened by a real human servant. He led them up a wide staircase; on the landing they met a woman passing down.


  She was in her late thirties, thin and tense. Anias considered herself to be a sophisticated dresser, but this woman's clothes were of an elegance, fit, and style that made Anias suddenly feel that her own wardrobe had been chosen in a basement in the dark. Her arrogant, scornful dark eyes raked over Anias and her plainclothes companion, not quite able to place them in her world. As she turned her head, piled high with shining dark hair, Anias's eye caught the silver flash of a dreamer connection behind her jeweled left ear. Anias deliberately caught the flashing glance as it passed over her, returning a courteous nod and a smile. She paused, hoping to manufacture a moment of further observation.


  "What's this, Juan?" The woman addressed the servant as though Anias and the officer were not there.


  "An appointment to see the doctor, ma'am," the servant replied apologetically.


  "Is this another part of his development scheme?" She faced Anias, nostrils flaring with ill-concealed anger. "You may tell my so-called husband from me that I shall not support him in the boardroom. That Daccuto scam was the limit. We didn't handle products like that in my father's day; we shall not handle them in mine."


  "I think we are at cross-purposes—Mrs. Bianca? My business has nothing to do with your company," replied Anias, prolonging the moment,


  "Oh," she said tonelessly, losing interest. "How unusual. Juan, do remind the doctor that we must leave for the Hendersons' dinner in an hour." She passed on, leaving a wake of delicate perfume. Anias pursed her lips thoughtfully, watching her straight retreating back, then turned to follow the servant to the executive's office.


  Dr. Bianca rose when she entered, and shook her hand with archaic courtesy. He was a man of about forty, hair only slightly graying, tanned and fit. He betrayed no special sign of nervousness, but his eyes flicked to her companion, whom she had not mentioned when making the appointment.


  "How do you do, Miss Ruey." It seemed to Anias that he studied her face with as much interest as she studied his. "To what do I owe the privilege of your call?"


  He was going to be cool and give nothing away. "I met your wife in the hall," Anias began the attack obliquely. "She's a very elegant woman. Quite a businesswoman, too, I hear."


  Dr. Bianca smiled tightly. "So she fancies. Actually, her talents are more on the social side. The competitiveness of today's market is rather a strain for her understanding. A company is hundreds of people, not just one. But you are an artist, don't let me bore you with shop talk. Ah—" He nodded to the lieutenant, by way of asking for an introduction.


  "Allow me to introduce Lt. Mendez, of the city homicide bureau. He's with me." She paused for the shaft to sink. "I've had a little problem with an employee of yours," she went on. "Carlos Diaz."


  "Ah. Not exactly an employee," Dr. Bianca distanced himself rapidly. "He's a bit of a down-and-outer. I wanted to help him get back on his feet a bit. I don't believe in direct charity, but a little commission in the right place can often do a world of good."


  "Yes, well, Mr. Diaz evidently believes that charity is for those who help themselves," Anias said dryly. "He tried to help himself to my little commission by murdering me."


  "Good God!" His shock, as nearly as Anias could tell, was quite genuine. "I had no idea!" He righted himself abruptly, like a weighted punching doll. "Ah . . . what commission was that?"


  Anias met his eyes and held them steadily, smiling falsely. "The feelie-dream for your wife. Her birthday, was it?"


  Dr. Bianca glanced uneasily at the lieutenant, who waited phlegmatically, face as bland and devoid of cues as a pudding. Anias saw his denial coming, and moved to head it off at the pass. She took Diaz's check from her bag and laid it on the polished surface of the real wood desk with a suppressed twinge of regret.


  "I'm returning the money you paid me. It's been endorsed, and you can redeem it at any branch of the State bank. I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask for the dream back. There was an error in its execution."


  She waited breathlessly as he hung on the edge. If he denied all knowledge of the dream in front of the lieutenant, it might kill all chances of making him fork it over. Off balance, not knowing what Diaz might have said, he made the wrong move.


  "I checked the dream myself," he said. "You are perhaps being oversensitive to some little artistic problem. I assure you, I found it flawless." He pushed the check back toward her. Gotcha, she thought. She did not move.


  "On the contrary, the flaw was quite fundamental." Anias glanced deliberately at Mendez, who, well coached, seemed to be finding something of great interest through the window onto the back garden.


  Dr. Bianca was becoming as bothered as a toymaker whose tools had come suddenly alive by a witch's spell. Thus it was that his first tacit acknowledgment of the real issue slipped out. "Why should it matter to you, if your customer is satisfied? I was quite pleased with your work, so much so that I would be willing to double your fee."


  Anias smiled and shook her head at this subtly worded bribe, quite certain now of her command of the offensive. "If I were a machine, and produced things like a machine, I might not care. But my livelihood is images, words, ideas; things that have no existence except in a mind. They are taken internally, so to speak, like a drug. That's why I must take such care that my stock not be poisonously contaminated, like a spoiled medicine—an analogy I'm sure you can appreciate." Anias drove that barb in with great satisfaction. She wondered how a man could seem to squirm while sitting so very still.


  "That's not what I've heard about feelie-dreams," Dr. Bianca struck back acidly.


  Anias thought guiltily about some of her own past work but decided, in view of the stakes, that a little hypocrisy might be excusable. "Different composers may have different standards," she murmured to the ceiling, "according to their stature."


  "You know, artists who acquire a reputation for not completing their commissions can lose their livelihoods, when word gets around." He glowered, feeling desperately for a threat he might safely make in front of a homicide detective. "I could scarcely recommend you to my friends, or their friends. One might even sue for breach of contract."


  Lt. Mendez sat up in his chair and regarded the doctor alertly, smiling slightly. Bianca cast him an unloving look from the corner of his eye.


  "That could get quite interesting," allowed Anias. "The dream, of course, would have to be presented in court as evidence. The judge would have to view it, maybe some expert witnesses, too. It would be examined quite closely. And then the publicity—I rather like publicity, myself. It gets your name before the public, and people remember it, should they see it again, in another context, say. They make connections."


  He regarded her dourly, as a man might a blot that had spoiled an almost finished illuminated manuscript. Anias was in that moment reminded of the sharks and alligators, sure that he was wishing he had some ready to hand. She was doubly glad for the presence of Lt. Mendez, waiting patiently to conduct his official business.


  Slowly, reluctantly, the perfect murderer released his hold on the hopes for his carefully contrived shortcut to peace, freedom, and power. "As you wish," he surrendered. "I'll get it for you." He busied himself with the palm-lock of a safe concealed behind a genuine oil painting on the wall of his office. Anias shot a quick look of triumph to Mendez, who acknowledged it with a smile and the tiniest of nods, then went bland again as Bianca produced the master cartridge and laid it on the desk beside the check.


  Anias dug her old dream player from her bag. "Naturally, I would wish to examine the product," she quoted reminiscently. She spot-checked it rapidly. It was indeed the original, complete. She put it in her bag and rose.


  "Dr. Bianca, I thank you for your time and cooperation." She searched her mind for a way of putting a last nail in the coffin of his plans. "Do give my regards to your wife. An impressive lady. Now that I've met her, both inside and out, so to speak, I shall follow the society news more closely for word of her. It will give it a lot more personal interest."


  Anias decided that if she stayed longer she might overdo it. She felt she was definitely pushing the limit now. "Allow me to leave you gentlemen to the real business. I'm rather behind on my, um, unworldly fantasies."


  Dr. Bianca did not offer to shake her hand on the way out.


  


  *  *  *


  


  Anias breathed a sigh of relief as she emerged into the soft winter sunlight of the afternoon. She felt as though she was coming up out of a cave where time had stood still, unmarked by change, for centuries, or escaping the hall of the evil elven king. She placed a firm hand on the bag containing the cartridge and marched off in search of the nearest public transportation back to her own less rarefied section of town.


  Her apartment, abandoned for a week, seemed chill and stale when she entered. It was cluttered and messy from her hasty departure. She found a coffee cup with mold growing over a layer of black slime in the bottom, and a pile of dirty clothes with a most peculiar odor. Not normally housewifely, Anias drew the line at smells, so turned her body and mind over to an hour of vigorous cleaning. Even the most advanced robotic household aids do not work if they are not turned on, programmed, and serviced. As a final act of restitution, she placed Dr. Bianca's dream cartridge ceremoniously in the disposer and electronically cremated it. She could not quite decide if she was sending it to dream heaven or dream hell, but she knew its ghost would be with her for a long time.


  Her virtue was rewarded. After her meager supper, the parcel service delivered her new dream synthesizer, which Chalmys had thoughtfully rerouted to her. She pounced on it in unabashed greed.


  She set it reverently on her worktable, and looked out for a moment at the city's lights arranged like a jeweler's window before her. She then sat down and considered what work to eat first. She felt just a twinge of residual unease as she placed the leads in their familiar position, but it was forgotten as the inner world formed, living, before her mind's eye.


  The girl watched through the bubble of glass as the sands of Beta Colony sang endlessly by outside, now ochre, now rust, never still, never silent. She watched them longingly, fingers pressed to the cool smoothness of her protection and her prison, subliminally aware of the hum of technology all around her like a blanket, permitting her to wear simple clothes and breathe without a mask. The air in her nostrils was dry and cool, the exhalation of a machine rather than something living and green. She turned to her brother beside her . . .


  Anias was home.


  


  


  Aftermaths


  


  The shattered ship hung in space, a black bulk in the darkness. It still turned, imperceptibly slowly; one edge eclipsed and swallowed the bright point of a star. The lights of the salvage crew arced over the skeleton. Ants, ripping up a dead moth, Ferrell thought. Scavengers . . .


  He sighed dismay into his forward observation screen, and pictured the ship as it had been, scant weeks before. The wreckage untwisted in his mind—a cruiser, alive with patterns of gaudy lights that always made him think of a party seen across night waters. Responsive as a mirror to the mind under its pilot's headset, where man and machine penetrated the interface and became one. Swift, gleaming, functional . . . no more. He glanced to his right, clearing his throat self-consciously.


  "Well, Medtech," he spoke to the woman who stood beside his station, staring into the screen as silently and long as he had. "There's our starting point. Might as well go ahead and begin the pattern sweep now, I suppose."


  "Yes, please do, Pilot Officer." She had a gravelly alto voice, suitable for her age, which Ferrell judged to be about forty-five. The collection of thin silver five-year service chevrons on her left sleeve made an impressive glitter against the dark red uniform of the Escobaran military medical service. Dark hair shot with gray, cut short for ease of maintenance, not style; a matronly heaviness to her hips. A veteran, it appeared. Ferrell's sleeve had yet to sprout even his first-year stripe, and his hips, and the rest of his body, still maintained an unfilled adolescent stringiness.


  But she was only a tech, he reminded himself, not even a physician. He was a full-fledged Pilot Officer. His neurological implants and biofeedback training were all complete. He was certified, licensed, and graduated—just three frustrating days too late to participate in what was now being dubbed the Hundred-and-Twenty-Day War. Although in fact it had only been 118 days and part of an hour between the time the spearhead of the Barrayaran invasion fleet penetrated Escobaran local space, and the time the last survivors fled the counterattack, piling through the wormhole exit for home as though scuttling for a burrow.


  "Do you wish to stand by?" he asked her.


  She shook her head. "Not yet. This inner area has been pretty well worked over in the last three weeks. I wouldn't expect to find anything on the first four turns, although it's good to be thorough. I've a few things to arrange yet in my work area, and then I think I'll get a catnap. My department has been awfully busy the last few months," she added apologetically. "Understaffed, you know. Please call me if you do spot anything, though—I prefer to handle the tractor myself, whenever possible."


  "Fine by me." He swung about in his chair to his comconsole. "What minimum mass do you want a bleep for? About forty kilos, say?"


  "One kilo is the standard I prefer."


  "One kilo!" He stared. "Are you joking?"


  "Joking?" She stared back, then seemed to arrive at enlightenment. "Oh, I see. You were thinking in terms of whole—I can make positive identification with quite small pieces, you see. I wouldn't even mind picking up smaller bits than that, but if you go much under a kilo you spend too much time on false alarms from micrometeors and other rubbish. One kilo seems to be the best practical compromise."


  "Bleh." But he obediently set his probes for a mass of one kilo, minimum, and finished programming the search sweep.


  She gave him a brief nod and withdrew from the closet-sized Navigation and Control Room. The obsolete courier ship had been pulled from junkyard orbit and hastily overhauled with some notion first of converting it into a personnel carrier for middle brass—top brass in a hurry having a monopoly on the new ships—but like Ferrell himself, it had graduated too late to participate. So they both had been rerouted together, he and his first command, to the dull duties he privately thought on a par with sanitation engineering, or worse.


  He gazed one last moment at the relic of battle in the forward screen, its structural girdering poking up like bones through sloughing skin, and shook his head at the waste of it all. Then, with a little sigh of pleasure, he pulled his headset down into contact with the silvery circles on his temples and midforehead, closed his eyes, and slid into control of his own ship.


  Space seemed to spread itself all around him, buoyant as a sea. He was the ship, he was a fish, he was a merman; unbreathing, limitless, and without pain. He fired his engines as though flame leapt from his fingertips, and began the slow rolling spiral of the search pattern.


  


  *  *  *


  


  "Medtech Boni?" he said, keying the intercom to her cabin. "I believe I have something for you here."


  She rubbed sleep from her face, framed in the intercom screen. "Already? What time—oh. I must have been tireder than I realized. I'll be right up, Pilot Officer."


  Ferrell stretched, and began an automatic series of isometrics in his chair. It had been a long and uneventful watch. He would have been hungry, but what he contemplated now through the viewscreens subdued his appetite.


  Boni appeared promptly, sliding into the seat beside him. "Oh, quite right, Pilot Officer." She unshipped the controls to the exterior tractor beam, and flexed her fingers before taking a delicate hold.


  "Yeah, there wasn't much doubt about that one," he agreed, leaning back and watching her work. "Why so tender with the tractors?" he asked curiously, noting the low power level she was using.


  "Well, they're frozen right through, you know," she replied, not taking her eyes from her readouts. "Brittle. If you play hot-shot and bang them around, they can shatter. Let's stop that nasty spin, first," she added, half to herself. "A slow spin is all right. Seemly. But that fast spinning you get sometimes—it must be very unrestful for them, don't you think?"


  His attention was pulled from the thing in the screen, and he stared at her. "They're dead, lady!"


  She smiled slowly as the corpse, bloated from decompression, limbs twisted as though frozen in a strobe-flash of convulsion, was drawn gently toward the cargo bay. "Well, that's not their fault, is it?—one of our fellows, I see by the uniform."


  "Bleh!" he repeated himself, then gave vent to an embarrassed laugh. "You act like you enjoy it."


  "Enjoy? No . . . but I've been in Personnel Retrieval and Identification for nine years, now. I don't mind. And of course, vacuum work is always a little nicer than planetary work."


  "Nicer? With that godawful decompression?"


  "Yes, but there are the temperature effects to consider. No decomposition."


  He took a breath, and let it out carefully. "I see. I guess you would get—pretty hardened, after a while. Is it true you guys call them corpse-sicles?"


  "Some do," she admitted. "I don't."


  She maneuvered the twisted thing carefully through the cargo bay doors and keyed them shut. "Temperature set for a slow thaw and he'll be ready to handle in a few hours," she murmured.


  "What do you call them?" he asked as she rose.


  "People."


  She awarded his bewilderment a small smile, like a salute, and withdrew to the temporary mortuary set up next to the cargo bay.


  


  *  *  *


  


  On his next scheduled break he went down himself, drawn by morbid curiosity. He poked his nose around the doorframe. She was seated at her desk. The table in the center of the room was as yet unoccupied.


  "Uh—hello."


  She looked up with her quick smile. "Hello, Pilot Officer. Come on in."


  "Uh, thank you. You know, you don't really have to be so formal. Call me Falco, if you want," he said, entering.


  "Certainly, if you wish. My first name is Tersa."


  "Oh, yeah? I have a cousin named Tersa."


  "It's a popular name. There were always at least three in my classes at school." She rose, and checked a gauge by the door to the cargo bay. "He should be just about ready to take care of, now. Pulled to shore, so to speak."


  Ferrell sniffed, and cleared his throat, wondering whether to stay or excuse himself. "Grotesque sort of fishing." Excuse myself, I think.


  She picked up the control lead to the float pallet and trailed it after her into the cargo bay. There were some thumping noises, and she returned, the pallet drifting behind her. The corpse was in the dark blue of a deck officer, and covered thickly with frost, which flaked and dripped upon the floor as the medtech slid it onto the examining table. Ferrell shivered with disgust.


  Definitely excuse myself. But he lingered, leaning against the doorframe at a safe distance.


  She pulled an instrument, trailing its lead to the computers, from the crowded rack above the table. It was the size of a pencil, and emitted a thin blue beam of light when aligned with the corpse's eyes.


  "Retinal identification," Tersa explained. She pulled down a pad-like object, similarly connected, and pressed it to each of the monstrosity's hands. "And fingerprints," she went on. "I always do both, and cross-match. The eyes can get awfully distorted. Errors in identification can be brutal for the families. Hm. Hm." She checked her readout screen. "Lieutenant Marco Deleo. Age twenty-nine. Well, Lieutenant," she went on chattily, "let's see what I can do for you."


  She applied an instrument to its joints, which loosened them, and began removing its clothes.


  "Do you often talk to—them?" inquired Ferrell, unnerved.


  "Always. It's a courtesy, you see. Some of the things I have to do for them are rather undignified, but they can still be done with courtesy."


  Ferrell shook his head. "I think it's obscene, myself."


  "Obscene?"


  "All this horsing around with dead bodies. All the trouble and expense we go to, collecting them. I mean, what do they care? Fifty or a hundred kilos of rotting meat. It'd be cleaner to leave them in space."


  She shrugged, unoffended, undiverted from her task. She folded the clothes and inventoried the pockets, laying out their contents in a row.


  "I rather like going through the pockets," she remarked. "It reminds me of when I was a little girl, visiting in someone else's home. When I went upstairs by myself, to go to the bathroom or whatever, it was always a kind of pleasure to peek into the other rooms, and see what kind of things they had, and how they kept them. If they were very neat, I was always very impressed—I've never been able to keep my own things neat. If it was a mess, I felt I'd found a secret kindred spirit. A person's things can be a kind of exterior morphology of their mind—like a snail's shell, or something. I like to imagine what kind of person they were, from what's in the pockets. Neat, or messy. Very regulation, or full of personal things . . . Take Lieutenant Deleo, here. He must have been very conscientious. Everything regulation, except this little vid disc from home. From his wife, I'd imagine. I think he must have been a very nice person to know."


  She placed the collection of objects carefully into its labeled bag.


  "Aren't you going to listen to it?" asked Ferrell.


  "Oh, no. That would be prying."


  He barked a laugh. "I fail to see the distinction."


  "Ah." She completed the medical examination, readied the plastic body bag, and began to wash the corpse. When she worked her way down to the careful cleaning around the genital area, necessary because of sphincter relaxation, Ferrell fled at last.


  That woman is nuts. I wonder if it's the cause of her choice of work, or the effect?


  


  *  *  *


  


  It was another full day before they hooked their next fish. Ferrell had a dream during his sleep cycle about being on a deep-sea boat, and hauling up nets full of corpses to be dumped, wet and shining as though with iridescent scales, in a huge pile in the hold. He awoke from it sweating, but with very cold feet. It was with profound relief that he returned to the pilot's station, and slid into the skin of his ship. The ship was clean, mechanical and pure, immortal as a god; one could forget one had ever owned a sphincter muscle.


  "Odd trajectory," he remarked, as the medtech again took her place at the tractor controls.


  "Yes . . . Oh, I see. He's a Barrayaran. He's a long way from home."


  "Oh, bleh. Throw him back."


  "Oh, no. We have identification files for all their missing. Part of the peace settlement, you know, along with prisoner exchange."


  "Considering what they did to our people as prisoners, I don't think we owe them a thing."


  She shrugged.


  The Barrayaran officer had been a tall, broad-shouldered man, a commander by the rank on his collar tabs. The medtech treated him with the same care she had expended on Lieutenant Deleo, and more. She went to considerable trouble to smooth and straighten him, and massage the mottled face back into some semblance of manhood with her fingertips, a process Ferrell watched with a rising gorge.


  "I wish his lips wouldn't curl back quite so much," she remarked, while at this task. "Gives him what I imagine to be an uncharacteristically snarly look. I think he must have been rather handsome."


  One of the objects in his pockets was a little locket. It held a tiny glass bubble filled with a clear liquid. The inside of its gold cover was densely engraved with the elaborate curlicues of the Barrayaran alphabet.


  "What is it?" asked Ferrell curiously.


  She held it pensively to the light. "It's a sort of charm, or memento. I've learned a lot about the Barrayarans in the last three months. Turn ten of them upside down and you'll find some kind of good luck charm or amulet or medallion or something in the pockets of nine of them. The high-ranking officers are just as bad as the enlisted people."


  "Silly superstition."


  "I'm not sure if it's superstition or just custom. We treated an injured prisoner once—he claimed it was just custom. That people give them to the soldiers as presents, and nobody really believes in them. But when we took his away from him, when we were undressing him for surgery, he tried to fight us for it. It took three of us to hold him down for the anesthetic. I thought it a rather remarkable performance for a man whose legs had been blown away. He wept . . . . Of course, he was in shock."


  Ferrell dangled the locket on the end of its short chain, intrigued in spite of himself. It hung with a companion piece, a curl of hair embedded in a plastic pendant.


  "Some sort of holy water, is it?" he inquired.


  "Almost. It's a very common design. It's called a mother's tears charm. Let me see if I can make out—he's had it a while, it seems. From the inscription—I think that says 'ensign,' and the date—it must have been given him on the occasion of his commission."


  "It's not really his mother's tears, is it?"


  "Oh, yes. That's what's supposed to make it work, as a protection."


  "Doesn't seem to be very effective."


  "No, well . . . no."


  Ferrell snorted ironically. "I hate those guys—but I do guess I feel sort of sorry for his mother."


  Boni retrieved the chain and its pendants, holding the curl in plastic to the light and reading its inscription. "No, not at all. She's a fortunate woman."


  "How so?"


  "This is her death lock. She died three years ago, by this."


  "Is that supposed to be lucky, too?"


  "No, not necessarily. Just a remembrance, as far as I know. Kind of a nice one, really. The nastiest charm I ever ran across, and the most unique, was this little leather bag hung around a fellow's neck. It was filled with dirt and leaves, and what I took at first to be some sort of little frog-like animal skeleton, about ten centimeters long. But when I looked at it more closely, it turned out to be the skeleton of a human fetus. Very strange. I suppose it was some sort of black magic. Seemed an odd thing to find on an engineering officer."


  "Doesn't seem to work for any of them, does it?"


  She smiled wryly. "Well, if there are any that work, I wouldn't see them, would I?"


  She took the processing one step further, by cleaning the Barrayaran's clothes and carefully re-dressing him, before bagging him and returning him to the freeze.


  "The Barrayarans are all so army-mad," she explained. "I always like to put them back in their uniforms. They mean so much to them, I'm sure they're more comfortable with them on."


  Ferrell frowned uneasily. "I still think he ought to be dumped with the rest of the garbage."


  "Not at all," said the medtech. "Think of all the work he represents on somebody's part. Nine months of pregnancy, childbirth, two years of diapering, and that's just the beginning. Tens of thousands of meals, thousands of bedtime stories, years of school. Dozens of teachers. And all that military training, too. A lot of people went into making him."


  She smoothed a strand of the corpse's hair into place. "That head held the universe, once. He had a good rank for his age," she added, rechecking her monitor. "Thirty-two. Commander Aristede Vorkalloner. It has a kind of nice ethnic ring. Very Barrayaranish, that name. Vor, too, one of those warrior-class fellows."


  "Homicidal-class loonies. Or worse," Ferrell said automatically. But his vehemence had lost momentum, somehow.


  Boni shrugged. "Well, he's joined the great democracy now. And he had nice pockets."


  


  *  *  *


  


  Three full days went by with no further alarms but a rare scattering of mechanical debris. Ferrell began to hope the Barrayaran was the last pickup they would have to make. They were nearing the end of their search pattern. Besides, he thought resentfully, this duty was sabotaging the efficiency of his sleep cycle. But the medtech made a request.


  "If you don't mind, Falco," she said, "I'd greatly appreciate it if we could run the pattern out just a few extra turns. The original orders are based on this average estimated trajectory speed, you see, and if someone just happened to get a bit of extra kick when the ship split, they could well be beyond it by now."


  Ferrell was less than thrilled, but the prospect of an extra day of piloting had its attractions, and he gave a grudging consent. Her reasoning proved itself; before the day was half done, they turned up another gruesome relic.


  "Oh," muttered Ferrell, when they got a close look. It had been a female officer. Boni reeled her in with enormous tenderness. He didn't really want to go watch, this time, but the medtech seemed to have come to expect him.


  "I—don't really want to look at a woman blown up," he tried to excuse himself.


  "Mm," said Tersa. "Is it fair, though, to reject a person just because they're dead? You wouldn't have minded her body a bit when she was alive."


  He laughed a little, macabrely. "Equal rights for the dead?"


  Her smile twisted. "Why not? Some of my best friends are corpses."


  He snorted.


  She grew more serious. "I'd—sort of like the company, on this one." So he took up his usual station by the door.


  The medtech laid out the thing that had been a woman upon her table, undressed, inventoried, washed, and straightened it. When she finished, she kissed the dead lips.


  "Oh, God," cried Ferrell, shocked and nauseated. "You are crazy! You're a damn, damn necrophiliac! A lesbian necrophiliac, at that!" He turned to go.


  "Is that what it looks like, to you?" Her voice was soft, and still unoffended. It stopped him, and he looked over his shoulder. She was looking at him as gently as if he had been one of her precious corpses. "What a strange world you must live in, inside your head."


  She opened a suitcase and shook out a dress, fine underwear, and a pair of white embroidered slippers. A wedding dress, Ferrell realized. This woman was a bona fide psychopath . . .


  She dressed the corpse and arranged its soft dark hair with great delicacy, before bagging it.


  "I believe I shall place her next to that nice tall Barrayaran," she said. "I think they would have liked each other very well, if they could have met in another place and time. And Lieutenant Deleo was married, after all."


  She completed the label. Ferrell's battered mind was sending him little subliminal messages; he struggled to overcome his shock and bemusement, and pay attention. It tumbled into the open day of his consciousness with a start.


  She had not run an identification check on this one.


  Out the door, he told himself, is the way you want to walk. I guarantee it. Instead, timorously, he went over to the corpse and checked its label. Ensign Sylva Boni, it said. Age twenty. His own age . . .


  He was trembling, as if with cold. It was cold, in that room. Tersa Boni finished packing up the suitcase, and turned back with the float pallet.


  "Daughter?" he asked. It was all he could ask.


  She pursed her lips, and nodded.


  "It's—a helluva coincidence."


  "No coincidence at all. I asked for this sector."


  "Oh." He swallowed, turned away, turned back, face flaming. "I'm sorry I said—"


  She smiled her slow sad smile. "Never mind."


  


  *  *  *


  


  They found yet one more bit of mechanical debris, so agreed to run another cycle of the search spiral, to be sure that all possible trajectories had been outdistanced. And yes, they found another; a nasty one, spinning fiercely, guts split open from some great blow and hanging out in a frozen cascade.


  The acolyte of death did her dirty work without once so much as wrinkling her nose. When it came to the washing, the least technical of the tasks, Ferrell said suddenly, "May I help?"


  "Certainly," said the medtech, moving aside. "An honor is not diminished for being shared."


  And so he did, as shy as an apprentice saint washing his first leper.


  "Don't be afraid," she said. "The dead cannot hurt you. They give you no pain, except that of seeing your own death in their faces. And one can face that, I find."


  Yes, he thought, the good face pain. But the great—they embrace it.


  


  ~ FIN ~
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