
Albert watched as the dog-shaped machine shambled 

through the parlor's shabby and dark furniture.  It 

limped past on a bent and ticking foreleg.  

Firelight reflected from its metal sides.  Mrs. 

Preed, the device's aged owner, had been speaking at 

some length about her beloved "Horace" from her 

perch on the divan, but she had since stopped.  She 

regarded Albert with a glare further chilled by her 

light green eyes and lined face.

Albert pulled down the lapels of his suit coat 

with a sigh as he recalled his manners.  "I beg your 

pardon, Mrs. Preed.  I didn't catch your last 

statement."

Her thin lips twisted.  "Very well.  I will repeat 

myself.  I requested that, in order that my dog may 

defend himself from the abuse of the lout next door, 

you might install greater teeth in him."

Albert started.  "What?"

"Do you speak English or not?  Larger teeth."  She 

reached down with unexpected grace to cup the 

automaton's chin on her palm.  "He has only this 

single strip of metal, folded down and running the 

circumference of his mouth.  While it is very 

handsome, it is utterly useless for his defense."



"W-why would it need to defend itself?"  

"I explained this before.  Please do pay attention 

this time.  It is Svensson," she hissed.  "From next 

door.  He takes great pleasure in abusing poor 

Horace."  

Albert considered this for a moment.  Any such 

request to the home office would be rejected, he 

assumed.  A few months before, a Journeyman 

construct, also a product of Berlengame's 

Constructed Servants Company, had committed mass 

murder in the southern Illinois town of Turning 

Springs.  The company, fearful of future legal 

action, banned all alterations capable of harming 

human beings.  

Albert still felt a need to ask.  She cherished 

the little thing and looked on it as her only 

companion.  He imagined the grandmother who raised 

him deprived of even the comfort of a machine, and 

the notion resolved him further.  Asking would hurt 

nothing, so long as she understood the likelihood of 

failure.  

As Albert gathered his thoughts to lower her 

expectations, she continued, "Horace only does what 

dogs do, really, digging and chewing some moth-eaten 

bush at the side of his property.  And that creature 

sees fit to abuse the poor thing, who is only acting 

according to his nature."

Albert's wits had by then returned.  "I'm sorry 

for that, but I can't make changes like that without 

consulting both my supervisor and the home office in 



St. Louis."

The icy glare returned.  "Any delay is 

unacceptable."

"I'm sorry, madam, but that's how it has to be.  

As it happens, my supervisor, Mr. Braker, is here in 

town, at the hotel."  Her stare continued.  "After I 

leave here tonight, I'll speak to him about it and 

telegraph the home office.  It's the best I can do, 

besides fixing the damage."

"I had hoped for a solution tonight."

Outwardly, Albert gave no answer.  He sought a 

different subject.  He stared at the contraption 

until it looked up at him.  It wagged its serpentine 

tail with a metallic rustle.  "Have you talked to 

the authorities?"

Her lips fractured again.  Albert knew before she 

spoke that he had found his subject.  "Inasmuch as 

there is any authority here, Mr. Tinker.  What 

passes for law and order here is less about law than 

order.  If one cannot vote, one can have no 

complaint.  Or any recourse for a wrong committed."

"You can't vote?  Are you foreign?" asked Albert 

absently.  With any luck, he and Braker could be on 

their way to the next assignment within a few days.  

Small towns discomfited him, made him feel exposed 

and examined.

Her lengthy silence drew his attention.  Mrs. 

Preed’s face had turned rage white above her dark 

brown dress.  If her gaze had been flame, he would 

have burned with the rest of the house and perhaps 



all the town.  "No," she snarled, "I am not foreign.  

I am a woman in the United States and thus have no 

say in how I am governed."  She did not wait for an 

apology.  "If their law provides no consequence for 

their boorishness, then their victims shall be 

required to defend themselves."  She smiled thinly 

at Horace.  It wagged its tail.  "It is, after all, 

only fitting."

Albert could hardly believe what he was hearing.  

"You wouldn't hurt your neighbor over this, would 

you?"

"What harm he takes from this is of his own 

purchase.  And being my neighbor grants him no 

decrease; I consider him no more than any other man 

and less than most."

"But what would your husband say?"

She rose quickly and roared, "I have no husband, 

nor do I need one.  I am perfectly capable of making 

myself and my actions understood without the help of 

a man."

Albert gaped as the fire popped.  The machine 

tipped its head.  A gust of dark Illinois January 

rattled a window frame.  He had never seen a woman 

behave that way.  

It took long moments for Mrs. Preed to notice his 

stare.  She squared her thin shoulders with a 

twitch.  "I beg your pardon, Mis-ter Tink-er," she 

ground.  She sat slowly.  "You see, the little 

creature is all I have.  Some in town choose not to 

acknowledge my feelings in that regard.  In 



addition, as my political concerns are also 

misunderstood, the whole situation here nettles me 

so.”  She looked Albert in the eyes.  "But, for all 

my frustration, I would not have anyone believe that 

I would harm another human being, directly or 

indirectly."

Her words increased his misgivings, but he judged 

forbearance necessary.  "Okay, ma'am."  He called 

Horace to him and examined the creature's leg.  "I 

should be on my way.  I have a lot to do before 

bed."  He hoisted the boxy machine into his lap as 

if he carried a flesh-and-blood animal and stood.  

"I won't guarantee your request, but I'll fix your 

machine for you."

She stood also and moved to the fire, a peculiar, 

driven expression on her lined face.  "I understand, 

Mr. Tinker.  It is enough that you would ask."

After he climbed into his coat and hat and 

observed the usual pleasantries, he let himself out.  

In the cold night, he wondered at the flatness of 

her comment by the fire and wondered too whether 

asking would be enough at all.


