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  A QUIET NIGHT OF FEAR


  ONE


  Dusk, and Starburst. When the sun finally wearies and slips behind the mountains, dragging with it the light in streaks of pale gold, in smears of blooded red, until blacks and greys overwhelm and turn the air to shadow. When the sea beyond the landarms that nearly close to shut it out loses the day’s reflection, mutes and turns tide, and the bay called Nova settles to a calm that is too much like dark glass to be even dangerously inviting. When the mist that is perpetual on the crescent cradling mountains shades to the breath of night and resists the evening breeze.


  When the town and its people sigh with slight smiles, move comfortably to their homes, and leave their shops, their boats, their dayselves behind.


  Dusk. To night. And the stars are short-lived, buried beneath the invisible sweep of a late August storm that boils from the sea, the horizon, the black that lies beyond. The air tightens for a moment, quickens, shimmers the valley lights that are less a defiance of the distant crack of lightning than a retreat into caves of dreams turned disturbing. Grey sand shifts into whorls on the narrow beach that lies between the bay and the single row of stores that front the main street. Wavelets lift weakly, whitecaps brief and hissing. Paper scraps and browning leaves scrape along the gutters. And what sounds there are from what sources there are turn brittle and scatter, turn brittle and shatter.


  There is thunder. A warning.


  Opposite the shops and the few professional offices is a six-story hotel and a narrow band of parkland that separates business from hearth, the summer crowds from the homes. Here the roads that sweep from the main street and curve with the rising land are spokes of concentric circles that make up. The Slope—where new homes and old are no two alike in style or in color. Where trees with rich crowns line the walks and fill yards, where cats prowl and dogs follow, and nightbirds’ wings rustle like leaves.


  And at the top of The Slope, behind the last houses that face the last arcing street, is the forest on the mountains … the forest and the mist.


  Lightning, and thunder, only moments apart.


  Revealing and buffeting a white stucco house that sprawled in ungainly luxury beneath slanted red tiles. Flanked by four willows, protected by tall hedging, it pulled shrubbery to its base to hide oval windows. Inside, the reach of the storm made the air more than usually close, made the more than fifty guests apprehensive without knowing why. And as the hour notched past midnight they grew more careless of their elbows, their drinks, their jibes; but they refused to yield to what was whispered to their nerves—it was the end of the summer and they were determined to enjoy.


  In costumes, then. Some rented, some made, from a more flesh than fur pair of proudly tanned cavemen to an orange-skinned alien more cuddling than fearsome. Their laughter vied with blared music from the comunit’s main banks, punctuated games and impromtu dancing with a background of thunder. In a corner by the stairs a lank woman Colonist with a half-closed left eye made inhabiting the Moon sound unendurably boring, while her VietVet husband crouched on a landing to show how it was done. The ovenwall overheated. The bedroom doors were closed.


  In a back room, however, a relative oasis of silence as nearly a dozen men and women sat on the floor, on chairs, on a double-tiered divan. They were watching the comunit, and an attractive, dark-haired woman winding down her broadcast. Her listeners were intent, nodding, applauding once and laughing. A man rose from his chair and hurried to the hall, shouted for quiet and returned with a shrug. He turned up the volume. It made no difference.


  “… as a result of our investigation,” the woman said in a voice just a shade on the far side of husky, “the Federal Grand Jury has handed down fourteen indictments of bribery, embezzlement, and environmental felony. There may be more.” She smiled into the camera, and all the men but one sighed silently. “And in our next column, we’ll be dealing with the economic and social revolutions that have been spawned as a result of the increase in usage of what some have called the cosmetic robots. A marvelous trade euphemism for what we all know as androids. Until then, this is Carole Drake. Good night, and sleep well.”


  The image held, diminished, was erased by a sweep of end credits that rolled without benefit of scoring.


  The faithful stirred slowly, stretching, whispering among themselves as they prepared to do battle with the rest of the party. But the man who had not sighed slumped against the far wall, a glass in one hand, as he glared at the blank grey screen. No one spoke to him, nor commented on the fact that his lab coat could scarcely be considered a costume since he wore it to work every day but Sunday. He didn’t much care. He only shook his head slowly.


  “Sleep well,” he muttered bitterly to no one in particular. “How the hell can I sleep when she’s going to be in my office the day after tomorrow? Goddamn.” He finished his drink, and let his arm drop limply to his side. “Sleep well. Damn, she’ll ruin me.”


  A young woman heard him, but did not comment. Instead, she pushed her way through the others and into the hall.


  “Hey, Linda!”


  She waved, but did not look up.


  She was wearing a regal amber gown that hissed like silk, with a stiff, high-pleated collar that brushed at the back of her curled red hair when she raised her head to look for a clock. The neckline was squared and edged with hard lace, plumping an overly promising view of her white-powdered breasts. The waist was tight, the skirt flaring in generous folds to the tops of her buckled shoes. She stopped once to look at herself in a ceiling-tall mirror, sighed as she touched at the curls round her forehead. Someone pressed a glass into her hand; she drank from it without looking, dropped it to the floor and decided it was time to find her host.


  Twenty minutes later she gave up and fought her way to the front door, slid it to one side and stepped out onto the porch.


  The air was chilled. She gasped and nearly returned inside, remembered the time and allowed herself a scowl. There was no sense in dragging it out, she thought; prolonging the inevitable would only make her miserable in the morning.


  It was bad enough that her vacation was over; she’d been searching for a place like Starburst for what seemed like forever. Where no one hurried and there was no crowding, where life was so simplified that the luncheonette, the hotel, even the gambling hall were called just that. And it was bad enough that she’d have to leave this quiet place just after dawn to drive back to her job and her empty-headed roommate. But she hadn’t even managed to latch onto a decent man. Rich didn’t matter, though they were here too. Reasonably handsome did, and they were not. At least not in the numbers she’d been led to believe. The only one who bothered to show any interest in her at all over the past two weeks was a stuffy, remarkably arrogant man named Jason Bradford.


  Not that he was truly ugly, she thought, as the door slid shut behind her. On the outside, at least. But inside … there was a coldness about him that made her wish for a womb to hide from his dark.


  She shuddered at the image then, and blamed it on the drink. Four steps down to a winding slate path, and she skipped along it giggling until she reached the sidewalk. The wind had increased, sliding through the folds of her dress, grabbing at the high collar and pulling it away. She glanced up at the sky, stuck out her tongue, and yanked off her wig to slap it at her thighs.


  She was blonde, and she shook her head to let her hair drift to her shoulders and tickle her neck, stretch away when the wind found it, caught it, and turned it to cloud. She smiled, stumbled over nothing and wrapped her arms around a thin oak to keep herself from falling.


  “Not drunk,” she said to her shadow on the street.


  The shadow wavered in lamplight, and she had to look away.


  There was no traffic.


  Most of the homes she could see were dark and sleeping, flaring only once when a swift bolt of lightning outlined the clouds.


  “Not drunk,” she said, and held on more tightly.


  A shift in the wind brought her a wash from the party, and she looked back over her shoulder, her face twisting for tears at the fun she was missing. Then she bit at her lower lip to keep from crying, held up the wig and rubbed it softly against her cheek.


  Lightning again, dragging with it the thunder.


  “Oh great,” she said. “A great way to end it.”


  She pushed away from the tree and took a deep breath to steady her legs, let it out slowly in an off-key whistle. And while she waited for equilibrium to return, she thought of that man in the white coat—his name was Vic Burns, or something like that—and wondered why he’d been so angry at Carole Drake and her program. She didn’t understand why he should be afraid of meeting the newshawk; she was famous, a reporter whose investigations were solid, were fruitful, whose enemies more often than not gave in even before they were exposed. Linda didn’t understand it. But since Burns hadn’t made a pass, she decided it didn’t matter. It was his problem, not hers; she had to go home, and that was bad enough.


  She paused at the first corner, momentarily confused, then lurched to her left and made her way up the Slope until she reached a small brown bungalow nearly buried in pine. There was a gate, and she kicked it open. The wig grew unaccountably heavy, and she glared at it and tossed it aside, into the darkness that pooled the front lawn. There was the temptation then to find a large rock and toss it through a window, but the thought of her losing some of the security on the rental stopped her before the temptation became fact. The wind hesitated. She looked up suddenly, as if the silence were a noise, coughed once loudly, and stumbled to the front door. A hand into her bodice—a shiver at the cold touch—and she withdrew a circular key, inserted it, lay her palm on the depression over the lock and waited for the house to let her in.


  And as she crossed the threshold, the storm erupted in a series of sharp explosions, a flurry of ice-drops spattering her back until the door closed behind her.


  I’m not alone, she thought; then shook the thought away.


  Lightning framed the single window on the other side of the room, and she switched on the lights before it could happen again. Waited. Closed her eyes and relaxed. There was little furniture here, and what there was had been done by the owners in muted browns and golds. A not-quite-timeless arrangement made all the more quaint by the blind face of the comunit wall on the left-hand side. As she walked toward it, humming, she reached awkwardly behind her and split open a seam with her thumbnail. The dress hovered before she tugged at her waist and it slipped to the carpet. She kicked at it, bunching it against the baseboard, then kicked off her shoes as she stared dumbly at a slender green card protruding from beneath the screen.


  When it finally occurred to her that she had a vione message, and perhaps more than one, she scowled. Now he calls me, she thought sourly. The last night, and I’m drunk, and now the bastard calls me.


  No.


  Steve Harrington hadn’t even asked her for her name when she’d met him two days before. She’d been on the beach, sunning, when a shadow crossed her blanket. Opening her eyes, she saw a young man in a tan suit and tie watching her, amused. She’d grinned, sat up, and when he’d knelt in front of her to ask if she was having a good time, she’d babbled. She knew she’d babbled, and she couldn’t help it. Then he shook her hand politely, told her to call on him if she ever needed help … and was gone. Steve Harrington, Chief of Police. And he hadn’t even asked her if she had a name.


  No, it wasn’t him.


  She rubbed her arms vigorously, still staring at the card before she finally shrugged and slipped it into its slot. An overly careful search, then, of the vione buttons … and she stopped. Froze. Turned slowly and scanned the room. Despite the lamps, the air flared blue-white and grumbled tightly around her.


  “Good God. One more drink and you’d be crawling, lady.” She spoke aloud, not telling herself what she already knew, only to fill the room with something more than thunder. Something familiar.


  A shuddering deep breath, another, slapped at a button and heard the engagement. She was already walking across the carpet toward the bathroom when the screen staticked in rainbow stars, cleared to the face of a clean-shaven young man without a single line to mark his features, a single character clue to give him life. A simulation. Linda had chosen it because disembodied voices from the vione grille, no matter how familiar, were still disembodied.


  “Twenty-two thirty-four hours,” the face said, its lips almost but not quite moving in precision with the words. “Linda, don’t worry about me not being here when you get home tomorrow. I’ve taken another week at the spur of the moment. I’ve already paid the rent, so don’t worry about it. You can give me your half when I get back. There’s plenty of junk in the wall, too. You won’t starve. Hope you had a good time. I’ll see you next week.”


  Linda smiled, reached around the jamb for the bathroom light, and stopped when she heard the next message.


  “Twenty-two fifty-six hours. Miss Corales, this is Hal Davis. You may recall meeting me at The Hotel night before last. I am—”


  “Son-of-a-bitch,” she said.


  “—Jason Bradford’s associate.”


  “Pimp, you mean,” she muttered, recrossing the room angrily.


  “Mr. Bradford is very disappointed that you did not meet him for dinner this evening, as he requested. He waited quite a long time for you, you know. He is not used to that, Miss Corales, not at all. I think it would be better for all concerned if you were to contact him immediately. The time does not matter to Mr. Bradford. I repeat, Miss Corales: call him immediately.”


  Linda reached out to snap the vione off, jumped and whirled when lightning struck ground nearby.


  “God,” she said, with a hand to her throat.


  “Twenty-three fifty-six hours. Miss Corales, I am very disappointed with the way—”


  She slapped the unit silent, shivering uncontrollably as the storm shattered overhead and rain cracked over the house like pellets of glass. A draught snaked about her ankles, lifted the hem of the ivory slip she’d worn beneath the gown. She stepped back quickly, her buttocks pressed to the wall. I absolutely will not put up with this, she thought, swaying. Bracing herself against the screen with one hand, she considered the comunit’s entape sequences. The colors blurred. She shook her head. Sniffed once and jabbed at what she hoped was the proper combination.


  Another crackling of static.


  She grinned and moved away as the screen filled with an orchestra already in full concert.


  Wagner, she knew, though she could not place the theme.


  A sigh, a relief, and she headed back toward the bathroom, dropping the straps of the slip over her shoulders as she walked, shrugging the material down over her hips and kicking it to one side. The lights flickered once, the orchestra wavered.


  “Good God,” she said loudly, and stepped into the other room. “God Almighty, what a hell of a way—”


  She screamed as the lights died. Screamed again.


  Over the storm. Over the Valkyrie.


  Until, a moment later, there was only the rain, and only the orchestra, and a shadow that moved swiftly across the wall in time to the lightning.


  TWO


  Carole disliked being given the so-called inside tour. She knew it was merely a more elaborate masquerade than that which was presented to the public; and worse, the supposed insiders understood almost immediately that she was aware of the cosmetic deception, which in turn made them far less agreeable, far more apprehensive than they might have been otherwise. Many of her guides were thus herded into errors both factual and moral, some of which provided her with magnificent copy, others simply an embarrassment that no amount of apology was able to cleanse successfully.


  It was, by turns, amusing and uncomfortable.


  It was, almost inevitably, prompted by her reputation.


  Less than a decade ago she had been ready to leave a small publishing firm that concentrated primarily on short books that endeavored, and generally succeeded, to achieve some manner of sensation, however brief. They were purported to be nonfiction, which Carole had doubted from the day she had been granted her position as an associate editor. Nevertheless, she had found the work interesting enough to keep her from moving on when a second contract had been offered. It was, she had told herself, far better than the dole, and she could think of worse ways to pay the rent while she searched for something that would, with luck, make her vocation synonymous with her avocation.


  By the end of her second year, however, the firm was not so much struggling as it was weakly treading water. At the same time, she’d been given the task of reworking a minor piece of political sensationalism by an equally minor comunit newshawk. When she’d explained to him that she would not be around long enough to complete the project, his resignation intrigued her.


  “Why did you bother with this in the first place,” she demanded, “if you don’t care whether or not it sees print?”


  He’d shrugged. “I don’t know. We all do it, it’s almost like part of the job. You get a piece of dirt, you play it on the air, then write a book about it. Some guys get lucky and they get asked to write because of the story they have. Guys like me, we hunt around.” He shrugged again. “There’ll be something else. There always is. But what are you going to do?”


  “Haven’t made up my mind. I just know I’m not going to stick around pretending nothing’s wrong here. That’s not loyalty, that’s dumb.”


  “You ever think of trying to work for the comunits?”


  Carole, especially after her connections in the publishing industry had solidified, had never believed that pure skill and talent were sufficient to propel one to the top of the mark. There were shortcuts to be taken, relationships cultivated not only for direct influence if possible but also for the sources of rumors concerning this market and that editor. There was a great deal of studying to be done about a chosen industry. To know one’s way around the labyrinth of any bureaucracy made it far easier for the neophyte to survive longer than the people who came in at the same time.


  There was also, Carole conceded, luck.


  A washed-out, too-weary-to-be-cynical newshawk was luck.


  She allowed him to be her tutor, her patron, her escort. She permitted herself to be infected less by the artificial glamour of the newsworks’ studios than by the idea that, with a single word, she could be in instant communication with millions of people. Much of it, she recognized, was trivial, was banal, was of the mediocre sort that tested without relief the strength of the hawk’s tolerance. Most of them managed to last a decade before giving up their dreams of achieving a continental prominence; many of them were wise enough to understand the rules of the game early. These either dropped out within a twelfth-month, or put a lock on their sanity and received their own air times.


  Intelligence was vital; appearance the same.


  For more mornings and evenings than she cared to remember, Carole spent hours in front of her vanity mirror, studying what had been given her in order to enhance, and to masque.


  She was a darkly attractive woman, her hair, eyes, and brows so much a sable brown that they seemed nearly black. Her cheeks were high and full, her chin not quite clefted, and all of it framed by shoulder-length hair that curled when it had a mind to and took to the wind as though it were born there. She was not so short that others treated her as a child, neither so tall that she intimidated rather than charmed.


  It took her less than a month to find herself a job, less than two years more before her exposure of the dolphin slaughter. And her persistent, almost pugnacious follow-ups of the accused in four countries made her employers understand (some sheepishly, some not) that what they had, they had better treasure or lose.


  And there was Philip. Loved, and lost, in less than six months. Loved; and lost in a conflagration that did not even have the dubious distinction of being labeled arson.


  She adjusted the small tricorder she’d slung from her neck and sighed. She was tired. Too many hours for too many days had dulled her, weakened her, sapped her tolerance and grated her temper. And the promise of her impending vacation—so long delayed that she had nearly forgotten it—was persistent in scattering her thoughts from the tour she was suffering to the allure of pure peace she would receive in Starburst. No calls. No deadlines. No throwing herself astride her comunit charger to do fierce and righteous battle with the ills of the world. Peace; nothing more. And she grinned as she shook her head slowly, blinking rapidly and hard to snap back her attention to the man she was with.


  She was walking through the assembly and experimentation labs of United Replication Industries, one of the smallest but most prestigious companies engaged in the creation of android units. The idea had not been hers; it had come the week before from some vague source near the top of the network. The memo had suggested that she might find it fascinating, perhaps even enlightening, and if androids had skeletons, she might be fortunate enough to expose them. She’d argued, but not adamantly, finally agreeing to make an appearance for background’s sake before she left on her trip. Later, when she returned, she could use her revitalized instincts to ferret out the story.


  If there was a story.


  And this she doubted as much as the emotion behind the smile pasted on the cadaverous face of URI’s Vice-President, Victor Burns. He was lank, balding, apprehensively darting from one room to another, one topic to another, as if he sensed he was competing for her complete attention … and losing.


  “And of course there’s the public angle,” he said as he led her down a narrow, softly-lighted corridor. His hands were clasped in front of him, his head down, much, Carole thought, like a monk on his way to chastisement. “Ever since we started manufacturing we’ve found ourselves hip deep in horror stories.”


  “Things going wrong?” she asked quickly, interested in spite of herself.


  “No, thank God, nothing like that. I mean, real horror stories. On the comunit, faxzines—a lot of old and new stuff about
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