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You may have heard about that PO Box in Sandusky, Ohio. Or maybe the one in Poughkeepsie, NY, both claimed as a prime source by professional writers in answer to the perennial question, "Where do you get your story ideas?" 

In fact, story ideas are just that hard, or that easy, to get, and they come from lots of sources, not all involving a secretive special address rousted from the back-ads of Writer’s Digest or The New Yorker. In fact today there’s an easier way: just watch for what anthology editors want and then listen to your brain to see if you can hear an echo that might just be what the editor needs.

The two stories in this chapbook were both born of that last approach.  In the case of "Command Decision," an anthology editor familiar with our work came to us (that would be to Steve Miller and Sharon Lee together) and said approximately, "I like what you do—can you do your take on a story that uses the phrase release the virgins as a turning point or fulcrum in the story?"

Wow, could we! Sharon and I both had ideas—and after a short confusion, we both wrote separate stories for that anthology under our own names. 

There were, you understand, seventeen stories written for that anthology and each of them very different from the others.  Sharon’s story, "The Vestals of Midnight," is set in her Archers Beach universe and is NOT included in this chapbook.  My story, "Command Decision," is set in the Liaden Universe®, and is offered here as a reprint. 

The second story, "Dead Men Dream," was destined at first for an anthology about derelicts, an anthology that will soon be published without "Dead Men Dream." That editor was looking for stories of under six thousand words, adhering tightly to theme. Sharon and I started out thinking we might be able to fit a derelict-coming-to-life story into the basic theme and length. 

We discovered as we worked that our characters in "Dead Men Dream," who’d been briefly introduced in Trade Secret, our 2013 Liaden Universe® novel, had more to learn, more to say, and more to dream, than we expected. While effectively inspired by the anthology theme, the ideas for this  were larger than we’d known and rather than remove three words out of four we elected to keep what we had.  We wrote another story for the anthology, Derelict: "Standing Orders." 

In the meantime, "Dead Men Dream" comes to you as an original story, published in for the first time in this chapbook.

Enjoy! 

Steve Miller

Waterville Maine

February 2021
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Sharon Lee and Steve Miller 

ONE

Even dead men have to eat.

It fell to Khana to forage for two such, and he was pleased to do so, for the necessity put him out among people, allowed him opportunity for exercise, and to improve his language.  

This morning's foraging was nearly done.  He had eaten his breakfast, and had the second in-hand, needing only to show the ID to the lad behind the counter and be on his way.  However, he had another mission, aside food, and he asked about Malvern's continued absence.

A smile was his first answer, and Khana was once more surprised to find that this open betrayal of emotion was a. . .comfort.  

"Don’t you worry," the boy—Miki, according to the badge on his shirt—said cheerfully,  "she’ll be back after she finishes her  tour. She’s a Reservist, and they call her up now and then."

Khana moved his head slowly side to side—this was a new gesture for him, and he feared that this was one of the times when he had failed of accurately displaying nuance, for the boy reached out and patted his arm, as one offering comfort. 

"Oh no, it's not a sad thing! She did the work for twenty years and plus, but even once you’re done, you’re not really done, if you know what I mean?"

The boy was—yes, a boy; surely younger than Bar Jan, though much larger.  He was Terran of the type the InfoBooklet claimed as "Port Chavvy Born, " his hair dark and long, and dark hair also on the lower part of his pale face.

"I mean," Khana said slowly in his careful new-learned Terran, "that I do not know what you mean. As you know—" here he waved his ticket that was at once ID, room key,  permission to eat on Chavvy's cred, and entree to those places he was permitted to go on station, including this kitchen, "I am not from around here, myself."

"Oh, oh, right, I forgot! Sorry!  You're a reg'lar and always glad to see you, and I just—well. Been here my whole life, is what. I forget things is different elseplace. Some day, maybe, I’ll land on a planet!"

There came a chime from a piece of equipment behind him.

"Be a sec," he said, turning to open a small baking unit, and using the paddle to slide out a pan of cheese muffins.

"There, let those cool a bit," he said, coming back to the counter, and bestowing another smile on Khana.

"See, when you’re born here, or if you take the course and go for Port Resident—gotta swear to do that—but it’s the same thing, really, 'cause that means you’re took care of if you die here, and Port Chavvy admits you live here if you go offstation and get in trouble Out There."  He snapped his fingers, a gesture to which Khana could attach no ready meaning.  

"I remember!  It's called citizen, Out There.  So being a citizen of the Port means you got responsibilities, and you gotta do service for three years wherever the Port needs you.  After you're done your three years, though, you're on Reserve—a Reservist.  That means you get called up in every little while, so somebody else can have a break, or to keep what you know fresh.  So here's Chief Malvern, she served for seven turns—she wears those little pins, you might've seen ’em.  Officially, she can’t be made to serve again full-time, so now they just call her up whenever they need her.  An' that's where she is now—called up to fix something.  I mean, Malvern knows it all—done all the spots, is what we say—and knows Port Chavvy inside out."

"I see," Khana said, bowing slightly in thanks.  It was not done on Port Chavvy, the nuanced bow, there was none to read them, after all.  However, it was allowed, the small inclination, as a thanks.  

"Is it permitted to ask the nature of your own service?"

Miki's pale face reddened, but there, he was a comely lad for all his size and it went well on him. 

"Oh, well—I mean—me, I’m training on the fuel supply systems and such, but part-time dock help for the A deck, that’s my official service spot. We don’t have all that many big ones come in, I mean the last was that Liaden. . .oh."

Miki stopped, took a breath, glanced over his shoulder at the pan of cooling muffins, and looked back to Khana, cheeks still becomingly pink.

"So eny-how, yeah, we’re trying to work out a service option that’ll let me combine the fuel system stuff with the A Deck stuff. But, see, Chief Malvern, she has so much time in grade. . .you know what that means?"

Khana thought of Malvern, her modest uniform impeccably presented, always alert. She had the bearing of a commander, even if it was only a commander of pastry and hot food.  That she had been a leader, he did not doubt.

"I think," Khana said, careful of his pronunciation, "that this is related to the concept I was taught as melant’i."  

"Might be, might be," Miki allowed, "but yeah, so she gets the call ‘cause even though she’s not in the chain of command these days, she’s the one who knows it all—all the systems, I mean, and how they work together, and—"

"Hey, Miki!" came a voice from behind.  Startled, Khana turned to see a woman  in a Port Chavvy volunteer duty vest waving an ID card.  She gave him a nod, which was mannerly, here. Khana returned it.

"Them cheese muffins ready to be 'preciated?"

"Sure are!" the boy snatched a carry box, and turned to the tray he had put to cool.  "How many?"

"Just the one today, they got me workin' solo, inventoryin' the aid closets.  I'll be grabbing a cup of caf on the way out, too."

"You got it."  Miki handed the box over, the worker slid the card through the reader, and that quick was gone, stopping briefly at the entrance to draw a cup of the hot, bitter drink that on Port Chavvy served as "work tea."

Khana turned back to the counter, thinking that he had taken up enough of the lad's time, but Miki wasn't done yet.

"So yeah, Malvern, she knows Port Chavvy inside out, like they say.  An' she was right here behind this counter, doin' the dinner prep, setting the breads up to rise and all, when her comm buzzes.  She listens for maybe two minutes, puts it away in her pocket and says to Baydee, 'I been attached for a few days, Hon. Keep the griddles in tune for me, right?  And call upstairs to ask himself to tend to my breads.'"

"So yeah, it was sudden."  Miki frowned, and leaned forward a little.  "If this is rude, you just tell me so, all right, and no offense to me, nor meant to you, but I wonder—your friend.  Ain't seen him for a while again.  He doin' right fine?  No troubles?  Malvern worried, him bein' so broke up like he was."

This, Khana reminded himself, was not the seeking of advantage that it most certainly would have been in the society he had moved in before his summary
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