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"The Barbie Murders" was purchased by George Scithers, and appeared in the 
January/February 1978 issue of Asimov's, with a cover by Paul Alexander and an interior 
illustration by Jack Gaughan. Some of Varley's earliest stories appeared in Asimov's, two 
of them in our very first issue (one of them his classic story "Air Raid'), and although the 
magazine has seen less of him in recent years as his career as a novelist predominated, we 
still hope to coax more stories out of him in the future. John Varley appeared on the SF 
scene in 1975, and by the end of 1976-in what was a meteoric rise to prominence even for 
a field known for meteoric rises-he was already being recognized as one of the hottest new 
writers of the seventies. His books include the novels Ophiuchi Hotline, Titan, Wizard, and 
Demon, and the collections The Persistence of Vision, The Barbie Murders, Picnic on 
Nearside, and Blue Champagne. His most recent book was the major novel, Steel Beach. 
He has won two Nebulas and two Hugos for his short fiction.

In the vivid and wildly inventive high-tech thriller that follows, one of SF's best murder 
mysteries, he postulates a case where the detective, before he can determine Who Done It, 
first has to figure which of the suspects is which ...

The body came to the morgue at 2246 hours. No one paid much attention to it. It was a Saturday night, 
and the bodies were piling up like logs in a millpond. A harried attendant working her way down the row 
of stainless steel tables picked up the sheaf of papers that came with the body, peeling back the sheet over 
the face. She took a card from her pocket and scrawled on it, copying from the reports filed by the 
investigating officer and the hospital staff:

Ingraham, Leah Petrie. Female. Age: 35. Length: 2.1 meters. Mass: 59 kilograms. Dead on arrival, 
Crisium Emergency Terminal. Cause of death: homicide. Next of kin: unknown.

She wrapped the wire attached to the card around the left big toe, slid the dead weight from the table and 
onto the wheeled carrier, took it to cubicle 659a, and rolled out the long tray.

The door slammed shut, and the attendant placed the paperwork in the out tray, never noticing that, in his 
report, the investigating officer had not specified the sex of the corpse.

Lieutenant Anna-Louise Bach had moved into her new office three days ago and already the paper on her 
desk was threatening to avalanche onto the floor.
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To call it an office was almost a perversion of the term. It had a file cabinet for pending cases; she could 
open it only at severe risk to life and limb. The drawers had a tendency to spring out at her, pinning her in 
her chair in the corner. To reach "A" she had to stand on her chair; "Z" required her either to sit on her 
desk or to straddle the bottom drawer with one foot in the legwell and the other against the wall.

But the office had a door. True, it could only be opened if no one was occupying the single chair in front 
of the desk.

Bach was in no mood to gripe. She loved the place. It was ten times better than the squadroom, where she 
had spent ten years elbow-to-elbow with the other sergeants and corporals.

Jorge Weil stuck his head in the door.

"Hi. We're taking bids on a new case. What am I offered?"

"Put me down for half a Mark," Bach said, without looking up from the report she was writing. "Can't 
you see I'm busy?"

"Not as busy as you're going to be." Weil came in without an invitation and settled himself in the chair. 
Bach looked up, opened her mouth, then said nothing. She had the authority to order him to get his big 
feet out of her "cases completed" tray, but not the experience in exercising it. And she and Jorge had 
worked together for three years. Why should a stripe of gold paint on her shoulder change their 
relationship? She supposed the informality was Weil's way of saying he wouldn't let her promotion 
bother him as long as she didn't get snotty about it.

Weil deposited a folder on top of the teetering pile marked "For Immediate Action," then leaned back 
again. Bach eyed the stack of paper-and the circular file mounted in the wall not half a meter from it, 
leading to the incinerator-and thought about having an accident. Just a careless nudge with an elbow ...

"Aren't you even going to open it?" Weil asked, sounding disappointed. "It's not every day I'm going to 
hand-deliver a case."

"You tell me about it, since you want to so badly."

"All right. We've got a body, which is cut up pretty bad. We've got the murder weapon, which is a knife. 
We've got thirteen eyewitnesses who can describe the killer, but we don't really need them since the 
murder was committed in front of a television camera. We've got the tape."

"You're talking about a case which has to have been solved ten minutes after the first report, untouched 
by human hands. Give it to the computer, idiot." But she looked up. She didn't like the smell of it. "Why 
give it to me?"
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"Because of the other thing we know. The scene of the crime. The murder was committed at the barbie 
colony."

"Oh, sweet Jesus."

The Temple of the Standardized Church in Luna was in the center of the Standardist Commune, 
Anytown, North Crisium. The best way to reach it, they found, was a local tube line which paralleled the 
Cross-Crisium Express Tube.

She and Weil checked out a blue-and-white police capsule with a priority sorting code and surrendered 
themselves to the New Dresden municipal transport system-the pill sorter, as the New Dresdenites called 
it. They were whisked through the precinct chute to the main nexus, where thousands of capsules were 
stacked awaiting a routing order to clear the computer. On the big conveyer which should have taken 
them to a holding cubby, they were snatched by a grapple-the cops called it the long arm of the law-and 
moved ahead to the multiple maws of the Cross-Crisium while people in other capsules glared at them. 
The capsule was inserted, and Bach and Weil were pressed hard into the backs of their seats.

In seconds they emerged from the tube and out onto the plain of Crisium, speeding along through the 
vacuum, magnetically suspended a few millimeters above the induction rail. Bach glanced up at the 
Earth, then stared out the window at the featureless landscape rushing by. She brooded.

It had taken a look at the map to convince her that the barbie colony was indeed in the New Dresden 
jurisdiction- a case of blatant gerrymandering if ever there was one. Any-town was fifty kilometers from 
what she thought of as the boundaries of New Dresden, but was joined to the city by a dotted line that 
represented a strip of land one meter wide.

A roar built up as they entered a tunnel and air was injected into the tube ahead of them. The car shook 
briefly as the shock wave built up, then they popped through pressure doors into the tube station of 
Anytown. The capsule doors hissed and they climbed out onto the platform.

The tube station at Anytown was primarily a loading dock and warehouse. It was a large space with 
plastic crates stacked against all the walls, and about fifty people working to load them into freight 
capsules.

Bach and Weil stood on the platform for a moment, uncertain where to go. The murder had happened at a 
spot not twenty meters in front of them, right here in the tube station.

"This place gives me the creeps," Weil volunteered.

"Me, too."

Every one of the fifty people Bach could see was identical to every other. All appeared to be female, 
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though only faces, feet, and hands were visible, everything else concealed by loose white pajamas belted 
at the waist. They were all blonde; all had hair cut off at the shoulder and parted in the middle, blue eyes, 
high foreheads, short noses, and small mouths.

The work slowly stopped as the barbies became aware of them. They eyed Bach and Weil suspiciously. 
Bach picked one at random and approached her.

"Who's in charge here?" she asked.

"We are," the barbie said. Bach took it to mean the woman herself, recalling something about barbies 
never using the singular pronoun.

"We're supposed to meet someone at the temple," she said. "How do we get there?"

"Through that doorway," the woman said. "It leads to

Main Street. Follow the street to the temple. But you really should cover yourselves."

"Huh? What do you mean?" Bach was not aware of anything wrong with the way she and Weil were 
dressed. True, neither of them wore as much as the barbies did. Bach wore her usual blue nylon briefs in 
addition to a regulation uniform cap, arm and thigh bands, and cloth-soled slippers. Her weapon, 
communicator, and handcuffs were fastened to a leather equipment belt.

"Cover yourself," the barbie said, with a pained look. "You're flaunting your differentness. And you, with 
all that hair ..." There were giggles and a few shouts from the other barbies.

"Police business," Weil snapped.

"Uh, yes," Bach said, feeling annoyed that the barbie had put her on the defensive. After all, this was 
New Dresden, it was a public thoroughfare-even though by tradition and usage a Standardist enclave-and 
they were entitled to dress as they wished.

Main Street was a narrow, mean little place. Bach had expected a promenade like those in the shopping 
districts of New Dresden; what she found was indistinguishable from a residential corridor. They drew 
curious stares and quite a few frowns from the identical people they met.

There was a modest plaza at the end of the street. It had a low roof of bare metal, a few trees, and a 
blocky stone building in the center of a radiating network of walks.

A barbie who looked just like all the others met them at the entrance. Bach asked if she was the one Weil 
had spoken to on the phone, and she said she was. Bach wanted to know if they could go inside to talk. 
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The barbie said the temple was off limits to outsiders and suggested they sit on a bench outside the 
building.

When they were settled, Bach started her questioning.

"First, I need to know your name, and your title. I assume that you are ... what was it?" She consulted her 
notes, taken hastily from a display she had called up on the computer terminal in her office. "I don't seem 
to have found a title for you."

"We have none," the barbie said. "If you must think of a title, consider us as the keeper of records."

"All right. And your name?"

"We have no name."

Bach sighed. "Yes, I understand that you forsake names when you come here. But you had one before. 
You were given one at birth. I'm going to have to have it for my investigation."

The woman looked pained. "No, you don't understand. It is true that this body had a name at one time. 
But it has been wiped from this one's mind. It would cause this one a great deal of pain to be reminded of 
it." She stumbled verbally every time she said "this one." Evidently even a polite circumlocution of the 
personal pronoun was distressing.

"I'll try to get it from another angle, then." This was already getting hard to deal with, Bach saw, and 
knew it could only get tougher. "You say you are the keeper of records."

"We are. We keep records because the law says we must. Each citizen must be recorded, or so we have 
been told."

"For a very good reason," Bach said. "We're going to need access to those records. For the investigation. 
You understand? I assume an officer has already been through them, or the deceased couldn't have been 
identified as Leah P. In-graham."

"That's true. But it won't be necessary for you to go through the records again. We are here to confess. 
We murdered L. P. Ingraham, serial number 11005. We are surrendering peacefully. You may take us to 
your prison." She held out her hands, wrists close together, ready to be shackled.

Weil was startled, reached tentatively for his handcuffs, then looked to Bach for guidance.

"Let me get this straight. You're saying you're the one who did it? You, personally."
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"That's correct. We did it. We have never defied temporal authority, and we are willing to pay the 
penalty."

"Once more." Bach reached out and grasped the barbie's wrist, forced the hand open, palm up. "This is 
the person, this is the body that committed the murder? This hand, this one right here, held the knife and 
killed Ingraham? This hand, as opposed to 'your' thousands of other hands?"

The barbie frowned.

"Put that way, no. This hand did not grasp the murder weapon. But our hand did. What's the difference?"

"Quite a bit, in the eyes of the law." Bach sighed, and let go of the woman's hand. Woman? She 
wondered if the term applied. She realized she needed to know more about Stan-dardists. But it was 
convenient to think of them as such, since their faces were feminine.

"Let's try again. I'll need you-and the eyewitnesses to the crime-to study the tape of the murder. I can't 
tell the difference between the murderer, the victim, or any of the bystanders. But surely you must be 
able to. I assume that... well, like the old saying went, 'all chinamen look alike.' That was to Caucasian 
races, of course. Orientals had no trouble telling each other apart. So I thought that you... that you people 
would ..." She trailed off at the look of blank incomprehension on the barbie's face.

"We don't know what you're talking about."

Bach's shoulders slumped.

"You mean you can't... not even if you saw her again..?"

The woman shrugged. "We all look the same to this one."

• • •

Anna-Louise Bach sprawled out on her flotation bed later that night, surrounded by scraps of paper. 
Untidy as it was, her thought processes were helped by actually scribbling facts on paper rather than 
filing them in her datalink. And she did her best work late at night, at home, in bed, after taking a bath or 
making love. Tonight she had done both and found she needed every bit of the invigorating clarity it gave 
her.

Standardists.

They were an off-beat religious sect founded ninety years earlier by someone whose name had not 
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survived. That was not surprising, since Standardists gave up their names when they joined the order, 
made every effort consistent with the laws of the land to obliterate the name and person as if he or she 
had never existed. The epithet "barbie" had quickly been attached to them by the press. The origin of the 
word was a popular children's toy of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, a plastic, sexless, 
mass-produced "girl" doll with an elaborate wardrobe.

The barbies had done surprisingly well for a group which did not reproduce, which relied entirely on new 
members from the outside world to replenish their numbers. They had grown for twenty years, then 
reached a population stability where deaths equalled new members-which they called "components." 
They had suffered moderately from religious intolerance, moving from country to country until the 
majority had come to Luna sixty years ago.

They drew new components from the walking wounded of society, the people who had not done well in a 
world which preached conformity, passivity, and tolerance of your billions of neighbors, yet rewarded 
only those who were individualistic and aggressive enough to stand apart from the herd. The barbies had 
opted out of a system where one had to be at once a face in the crowd and a proud individual with hopes 
and dreams and desires. They were the inheritors of a long tra-dition of ascetic withdrawal, surrendering 
their names, their bodies, and their temporal aspirations to a life that was ordered and easy to understand.

Bach realized she might be doing some of them a disservice-there could be those among them who were 
attracted simply by the religious ideas of the sect, though Bach felt there was little in the teachings that 
made sense.

She skimmed through the dogma, taking notes. The Stan-dardists preached the commonality of humanity, 
denigrated free will, and elevated the group and the consensus to demigod status. Nothing too unusual in 
the theory; it was the practice of it that made people queasy.

There was a creation theory and a godhead, who was not worshipped but contemplated. Creation 
happened when the Goddess-a prototypical earth-mother who had no name- gave birth to the universe. 
She put people in it, all alike, stamped from the same universal mold.

Sin entered the picture. One of the people began to wonder. This person had a name, given to him or her 
after the original sin as part of the punishment, but Bach could not find it written down anywhere. She 
decided that it was a dirty word which Standardists never told an outsider.

This person asked Goddess what it was all for. What had been wrong with the void, that Goddess had 
seen fit to fill it with people who didn't seem to have a reason for existing?

That was too much. For reasons unexplained-and impolite to even ask about-Goddess had punished 
humans by introducing differentness into the world. Warts, big noses, kinky hair, white skin, tall people 
and fat people and deformed people, blue eyes, body hair, freckles, testicles, and labia. A billion faces 
and fingerprints, each soul trapped in a body distinct from all others, with the heavy burden of trying to 
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establish an identity in a perpetual shouting match.

But the faith held that peace was achieved in striving to regain that lost Eden. When all humans were 
again the same person, Goddess would welcome them back. Life was a testing, a trial.

Bach certainly agreed with that. She gathered her notes and shuffled them together, then picked up the 
book she had brought back from Anytown. The barbie had given it to her when Bach asked for a picture 
of the murdered woman.

It was a blueprint for a human being.

The title was The Book of Specifications. The Specs, for short. Each barbie carried one, tied to her waist 
with a tape measure. It gave tolerances in engineering terms, defining what a barbie could look like. It 
was profusely illustrated with drawings of parts of the body in minute detail, giving measurements in 
millimeters.

She closed the book and sat up, propping her head on a pillow. She reached for her viewpad and propped 
it on her knees, punched the retrieval code for the murder tape. For the twentieth time that night, she 
watched a figure spring forward from a crowd of identical figures in the tube station, slash at Leah 
Ingraham, and melt back into the crowd as her victim lay bleeding and eviscerated on the floor.

She slowed it down, concentrating on the killer, trying to spot something different about her. Anything at 
all would do. The knife struck. Blood spurted. Barbies milled about in consternation. A few belatedly ran 
after the killer, not reacting fast enough. People seldom reacted quickly enough. But the killer had blood 
on her hand. Make a note to ask about that.

Bach viewed the film once more, saw nothing useful, and decided to call it a night.

The room was long and tall, brightly lit from strips high above. Bach followed the attendant down the 
rows of square locker doors which lined one wall. The air was cool and humid, the floor wet from a 
recent hosing.

The man consulted the card in his hand and pulled the metal handle on locker 659a, making a noise that 
echoed through the bare room. He slid the drawer out and lifted the sheet from the corpse.

It was not the first mutilated corpse Bach had seen, but it was the first nude barbie. She immediately 
noted the lack of nipples on the two hills of flesh that pretended to be breasts, and the smooth, unmarked 
skin in the crotch. The attendant was frowning, consulting the card on the corpse's foot.

"Some mistake here," he muttered. "Geez, the headaches. What do you do with a thing like that?" He 
scratched his head, then scribbled through the large letter "F" on the card, replacing it with a neat "N". He 
looked at Bach and grinned sheepishly. "What do you do?" he repeated.
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Bach didn't much care what he did. She studied L. P. In-graham's remains, hoping that something on the 
body would show her why a barbie had decided she must die.

There was little difficulty seeing how she had died. The knife had entered the abdomen, going deep, and 
the wound extended upward from there in a slash that ended beneath the breastbone. Part of the bone was 
cut through. The knife had been sharp, but it would have taken a powerful arm to slice through that much 
meat.

The attendant watched curiously as Bach pulled the dead woman's legs apart and studied what she saw 
there. She found the tiny slit of the urethra set far back around the curve, just anterior to the anus.

Bach opened her copy of The Specs, took out a tape measure, and started to work.

"Mr. Atlas, I got your name from the Morphology Guild's files as a practitioner who's had a lot of 
dealings with the Standardist Church."

The man frowned, then shrugged. "So? You may not approve of them, but they're legal. And my records 
are in order. I don't do any work on anybody until you people have checked for a criminal record." He sat 
on the edge of the desk in the spacious consulting room, facing Bach. Mr. Rock Atlas-surely a nom de 
metier-had shoulders carved from granite, teeth like flashing pearls, and the face of a young god. He was 
a walking, flexing advertisement for his profession. Bach crossed her legs nervously. She had always had 
a taste for beef.

"I'm not investigating you, Mr. Atlas. This is a murder case, and I'd appreciate your cooperation."

"Call me Rock," he said, with a winning smile.

"Must I? Very well. I came to ask you what you would do, how long the work would take, if I asked to be 
converted to a barbie."

His face fell. "Oh, no, what a tragedy! I can't allow it. My dear, it would be a crime." He reached over to 
her and touched her chin lightly, turning her head. "No, Lieutenant, for you I'd build up the hollows in the 
cheeks just the slightest bit-maybe tighten up the muscles behind them-then drift the orbital bones out a 
little bit farther from the nose to set your eyes wider. More attention-getting, you understand. That touch 
of mystery. Then of course there's your nose."

She pushed his hand away and shook her head. "No, I'm not coming to you for the operation. I just want 
to know. How much work would it entail, and how close can you come to the specs of the church?" Then 
she frowned and looked at him suspiciously. "What's wrong with my nose?"

"Well, my dear, I didn't mean to imply there was anything wrong; in fact, it has a certain overbearing 
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power that must be useful to you once in a while, in the circles you move in. Even the lean to the left 
could be justified, aesthetically-"

"Never mind," she said, angry at herself for having fallen into his sales pitch. "Just answer my question."

He studied her carefully, asked her to stand up and turn around. She was about to object that she had not 
necessarily meant herself personally as the surgical candidate, just a woman in general, when he seemed 
to lose interest in her.

"It wouldn't be much of a job," he said. "Your height is just slightly over the parameters; I could take that 
out of your thighs and lower legs, maybe shave some vertebrae. Take out some fat here and put it back 
there. Take off those nipples and dig out your uterus and ovaries, sew up your crotch. With a man, chop 
off the penis. I'd have to break up your skull a little and shift the bones around, then build up the face 
from there. Say two days work, one overnight and one outpatient."

"And when you were through, what would be left to identify me?"

"Say that again?"

Bach briefly explained her situation, and Atlas pondered it.

"You've got a problem. I take off the fingerprints and footprints. I don't leave any external scars, not even 
microscopic ones. No moles, freckles, warts or birthmarks; they all have to go. A blood test would work, 
and so would a retinal print. An x-ray of the skull. A voiceprint would be questionable. I even that out as 
much as possible. I can't think of anything else."

"Nothing that could be seen from a purely visual exam?"

"That's the whole point of the operation, isn't it?"

"I know. I was just hoping you might know something even the barbies were not aware of. Thank you, 
anyway."

He got up, took her hand, and kissed it. "No trouble. And if you ever decide to get that nose taken care 
of..."

She met Jorge Weil at the temple gate in the middle of Any-town. He had spent his morning there, going 
through the records, and she could see the work didn't agree with him. He took her back to the small 
office where the records were kept in battered file cabinets. There was a barbie waiting for them there. 
She spoke without preamble.
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"We decided at equalization last night to help you as much as possible."

"Oh, yeah? Thanks. I wondered if you would, considering what happened fifty years ago."

Weil looked puzzled. "What was that?"

Bach waited for the barbie to speak, but she evidently wasn't going to.

"All right. I found it last night. The Standardists were involved in murder once before, not long after they 
came to Luna. You notice you never see one of them in New Dresden?"

Weil shrugged. "So what? They keep to themselves."

"They were ordered to keep to themselves. At first, they could move freely like any other citizens. Then 
one of them killed somebody-not a Standardist this time. It was known the murderer was a barbie; there 
were witnesses. The police started looking for the killer. You guess what happened."

"They ran into the problems we're having." Weil grimaced. "It doesn't look so good, does it?"

"It's hard to be optimistic," Bach conceded. "The killer was never found. The barbies offered to surrender 
one of their number at random, thinking the law would be satisfied with that. But of course it wouldn't 
do. There was a public outcry, and a lot of pressure to force them to adopt some kind of distinguishing 
characteristic, like a number tattooed on their foreheads. I don't think that would have worked, either. It 
could have been covered.

"The fact is that the barbies were seen as a menace to society. They could kill at will and blend back into 
their community like grains of sand on a beach. We would be powerless to punish a guilty party. There 
was no provision in the law for dealing with them."

"So what happened?"

"The case is marked closed, but there's no arrest, no conviction, and no suspect. A deal was made 
whereby the Stan-dardists could practice their religion as long as they never mixed with other citizens. 
They had to stay in Anytown. Am I right?" She looked at the barbie.

"Yes. We've adhered to the agreement."

"I don't doubt it. Most people are barely aware you exist out here. But now we've got this. One barbie 
kills another barbie, and under a television camera ..." Bach stopped, and looked thoughtful. "Say, it 
occurs to me ... wait a minute. Wait a minute." She didn't like the look of it.
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"I wonder. This murder took place in the tube station. It's the only place in Anytown that's scanned by the 
municipal security system. And fifty years is a long time between murders, even in a town as small as ... 
how many people did you say live here, Jorge?"

"About seven thousand. I feel I know them all intimately." Weil had spent the day sorting barbies. 
According to measurements made from the tape, the killer was at the top end of permissible height.

"How about it?" Bach said to the barbie. "Is there anything I ought to know?"

The woman bit her lip, looked uncertain.

"Come on, you said you were going to help me."

"Very well. There have been three other killings in the last month. You would not have heard of this one 
except it took place with outsiders present. Purchasing agents were there on the loading platform. They 
made the initial report. There was nothing we could do to hush it up."

"But why would you want to?"

"Isn't it obvious? We exist with the possibility of perse-cution always with us. We don't wish to appear a 
threat to others. We wish to appear peaceful-which we are-and prefer to handle the problems of the group 
within the group itself. By divine consensus."

Bach knew she would get nowhere pursuing that line of reasoning. She decided to take the conversation 
back to the previous murders.

"Tell me what you know. Who was killed, and do you have any idea why? Or should I be talking to 
someone else?" Something occurred to her then, and she wondered why she hadn't asked it before. "You 
are the person I was speaking to yesterday, aren't you? Let me re-phrase that. You're the body ... that is, 
this body before me ..."

"We know what you're talking about," the barbie said. "Uh, yes, you are correct. We are ... I am the one 
you spoke to." She had to choke the word out, blushing furiously. We have been ... I have been selected 
as the component to deal with you, since it was perceived at equalization that this matter must be dealt 
with. This one was chosen as ... I was chosen as punishment."

"You don't have to say T if you don't want to."

"Oh, thank you."

"Punishment for what?"
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"For... for individualistic tendencies. We spoke up too personally at equalization, in favor of cooperation 
with you. As a political necessity. The conservatives wish to stick to our sacred principles no matter what 
the cost. We are divided; this makes for bad feelings within the organism, for sickness. This one spoke 
out, and was punished by having her own way, by being appointed ... individually... to deal with you." 
The woman could not meet Bach's eyes. Her face burned with shame.

"This one has been instructed to reveal her serial number to you. In the future, when you come here you 
are to ask for 23900."

Bach made a note of it.

"All right. What can you tell me about a possible motive? Do you think all the killings were done by the 
same ... component?"

"We do not know. We are no more equipped to select an ... individual from the group than you are. But 
there is great consternation. We are fearful."

"I would think so. Do you have reason to believe that the victims were ... does this make sense? ... known 
to the killer? Or were they random killings?" Bach hoped not. Random killers were the hardest to catch; 
without motive, it was hard to tie killer to victim, or to sift one person out of thousands with the 
opportunity. With the barbies, the problem would be squared and cubed.

"Again, we don't know."

Bach sighed. "I want to see the witnesses to the crime. I might as well start interviewing them."

In short order, thirteen barbies were brought. Bach intended to question them thoroughly to see if their 
stories were consistent, and if they had changed.

She sat them down and took them one at a time, and almost immediately ran into a stone wall. It took her 
several minutes to see the problem, frustrating minutes spent trying to establish which of the barbies had 
spoken to the officer first, which second, and so forth.

"Hold it. Listen carefully. Was this body physically present at the time of the crime? Did these eyes see it 
happen?"

The barbie's brow furrowed. "Why, no. But does it matter?"

"It does to me, babe. Hey, twenty-three thousand."

The barbie stuck her head in the door. Bach looked pained.
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"I need the actual people who were there. Not thirteen picked at random."

"The story is known to all."

Bach spent five minutes explaining that it made a difference to her, then waited an hour as 23900 located 
the people who were actual witnesses.

And again she hit a stone wall. The stories were absolutely identical, which she knew to be impossible. 
Observers always report events differently. They make themselves the hero, invent things before and 
after they first began observing, rearrange and edit and interpret. But not the barbies. Bach struggled for 
an hour, trying to shake one of them, and got nowhere. She was facing a consensus, something that had 
been discussed among the barbies until an account of the event had emerged and then been accepted as 
truth. It was probably a close approximation, but it did Bach no good. She needed discrepancies to gnaw 
at, and there were none.

Worst of all, she was convinced no one was lying to her. Had she questioned the thirteen random choices 
she would have gotten the same answers. They would have thought of themselves as having been there, 
since some of them had been and they had been told about it. What happened to one, happened to all.

Her options were evaporating fast. She dismissed the witnesses, called 23900 back in, and sat her down. 
Bach ticked off points on her fingers.

"One. Do you have the personal effects of the deceased?"

"We have no private property."

Bach nodded. "Two. Can you take me to her room?"

"We each sleep in any room we find available at night. There is no-"

"Right. Three. Any friends or co-workers I might..." Bach rubbed her forehead with one hand. "Right. 
Skip it. Four. What was her job? Where did she work?"

"All jobs are interchangeable here. We work at what needs-"

"Right!" Bach exploded. She got up and paced the floor. "What the hell do you expect me to do with a 
situation like this? I don't have anything to work with, not one snuffin' thing. No way of telling why she 
was killed, no way to pick out the killer, no way ... ah, shit. What do you expect me to do?"

"We don't expect you to do anything," the barbie said, quietly. "We didn't ask you to come here. We'd 
like it very much if you just went away."

file:///G|/rah/John%20Varley%20-%20The%20Barbie%20Murders.html (14 of 27) [2/17/2004 10:57:06 AM]



The Barbie Murders

In her anger Bach had forgotten that. She was stopped, unable to move in any direction. Finally, she 
caught Weil's eye and jerked her head toward the door.

"Let's get out of here." Weil said nothing. He followed Bach out the door and hurried to catch up.

They reached the tube station, and Bach stopped outside their waiting capsule. She sat down heavily on a 
bench, put her chin on her palm, and watched the ant-like mass of barbies working at the loading dock.

"Any ideas?"

Weil shook his head, sitting beside her and removing his cap to wipe sweat from his forehead.

"They keep it too hot in here," he said. Bach nodded, not really hearing him. She watched the group of 
barbies as two separated themselves from the crowd and came a few steps in her direction. Both were 
laughing, as if at some private joke, looking right at Bach. One of them reached under her blouse and 
withdrew a long, gleaming steel knife. In one smooth motion she plunged it into the other barbie's 
stomach and lifted, bringing her up on the balls of her feet. The one who had been stabbed looked 
surprised for a moment, staring down at herself, her mouth open as the knife gutted her like a fish. Then 
her eyes widened and she stared horror-stricken at her companion, and slowly went to her knees, holding 
the knife to her as blood gushed out and soaked her white uniform.

"Stop her!" Bach shouted. She was on her feet and running, after a moment of horrified paralysis. It had 
looked so much like the tape.

She was about forty meters from the killer, who moved with deliberate speed, jogging rather than 
running. She passed the barbie who had been attacked-and who was now on her side, still holding the 
knife hilt almost tenderly to herself, wrapping her body around the pain. Bach thumbed the panic button 
on her communicator, glanced over her shoulder to see Weil kneeling beside the stricken barbie, then 
looked back-

-to a confusion of running figures. Which one was it? Which one?

She grabbed the one that seemed to be in the same place and moving in the same direction as the killer 
had been before she looked away. She swung the barbie around and hit her hard on the side of the neck 
with the edge of her palm, watched her fall while trying to look at all the other barbies at the same time. 
They were running in both directions, some trying to get away, others entering the loading dock to see 
what was going on. It was a madhouse scene with shrieks and shouts and baffling movement.

Bach spotted something bloody lying on the floor, then knelt by the inert figure and clapped the 
handcuffs on her.
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She looked up into a sea of faces, all alike.

The commissioner dimmed the lights, and he, Bach, and Weil faced the big screen at the end of the room. 
Beside the screen was a department photoanalyst with a pointer in her hand. The tape began to run.

"Here they are," the woman said, indicating two barbies with the tip of the long stick. They were just 
faces on the edge of the crowd, beginning to move. "Victim right here, the suspect to her right." 
Everyone watched as the stabbing was re-created. Bach winced when she saw how long she had taken to 
react. In her favor, it had taken Weil a fraction of a second longer.

"Lieutenant Bach begins to move here. The suspect moves back toward the crowd. If you'll notice, she is 
watching Bach over her shoulder. Now. Here." She froze a frame. "Bach loses eye contact. The suspect 
peels off the plastic glove which prevented blood from staining her hand. She drops it, moves laterally. 
By the time Bach looks back, we can see she is after the wrong suspect."

Bach watched in sick fascination as her image assaulted the wrong barbie, the actual killer only a meter 
to her left. The tape resumed normal speed, and Bach watched the killer until her eyes began to hurt from 
not blinking. She would not lose her this time.

"She's incredibly brazen. She does not leave the room for another twenty minutes." Bach saw herself 
kneel and help the medical team load the wounded barbie into the capsule. The killer had been at her 
elbow, almost touching her. She felt her arm break out in goose pimples.

She remembered the sick fear that had come over her as she knelt by the injured woman. It could be any 
of them. The one behind me, for instance...

She had drawn her weapon then, backed against the wall, and not moved until the reinforcements arrived 
a few minutes later.

At a motion from the commissioner, the lights came back on.

"Let's hear what you have," he said.

Bach glanced at Weil, then read from her notebook.

" 'Sergeant Weil was able to communicate with the victim shortly before medical help arrived. He asked 
her if she knew anything pertinent as to the identity of her assailant. She answered no, saying only that it 
was "the wrath." She could not elaborate.' I quote now from the account Sergeant Weil wrote down 
immediately after the interview. ' "It hurts, it hurts."

"I'm dying, I'm dying." I told her help was on the way. She responded: "I'm dying." Victim became 
incoherent, and I attempted to get a shirt from the onlookers to stop the flow of blood. No cooperation 
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was forthcoming.' "

"It was the word 'I'," Weil supplied. "When she said that, they all started to drift away."

" 'She became rational once more,' " Bach resumed, " 'long enough to whisper a number to me. The 
number was twelve-fifteen, which I wrote down as one-two-one-five. She roused herself once more, said 
"I'm dying." ' " Bach closed the notebook and looked up. "Of course, she was right." She coughed 
nervously.

"We invoked section 35b of the New Dresden Unified Code, 'Hot Pursuit,' suspending civil liberties 
locally for the duration of the search. We located component 1215 by the simple expedient of lining up 
all the barbies and having them pull their pants down. Each has a serial number in the small of her back. 
Component 1215, one Sylvester J. Cronhausen, is in custody at this moment.

"While the search was going on, we went to sleeping cubicle number 1215 with a team of criminologists. 
In a concealed compartment beneath the bunk we found these items." Bach got up, opened the evidence 
bag, and spread the items on the table.

There was a carved wooden mask. It had a huge nose with a hooked end, a mustache, and a fringe of 
black hair around it. Beside the mask were several jars of powders and creams, grease paint and cologne. 
One black nylon sweater, one pair black trousers, one pair black sneakers. A stack of pictures clipped 
from magazines, showing ordinary people, many of them wearing more clothes than was normal in Luna. 
There was a black wig and a merkin of the same color.

"What was that last?" the commissioner asked.

"A merkin, sir," Bach supplied. "A pubic wig."

"Ah." He contemplated the assortment, leaned back in his chair. "Somebody liked to dress up."

"Evidently, sir." Bach stood at ease with her hands clasped behind her back, her face passive. She felt an 
acute sense of failure, and a cold determination to get the woman with the gall to stand at her elbow after 
committing murder before her eyes. She was sure the time and place had been chosen deliberately, that 
the barbie had been executed for Bach's benefit.

"Do you think these items belonged to the deceased?"

"We have no reason to state that, sir," Bach said. "However, the circumstances are suggestive."

"Of what?"
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"I can't be sure. These things might have belonged to the victim. A random search of other cubicles 
turned up nothing like this. We showed the items to component 23900, our liaison. She professed not to 
know their purpose." She stopped, then added, "I believe she was lying. She looked quite disgusted."

"Did you arrest her?"

"No, sir. I didn't think it wise. She's the only connection we have, such as she is."

The commissioner frowned, and laced his fingers together. "I'll leave it up to you, Lieutenant Bach. 
Frankly, we'd like to be shut of this mess as soon as possible."

"I couldn't agree with you more, sir."

"Perhaps you don't understand me. We have to have a warm body to indict. We have to have one soon."

"Sir, I'm doing the best I can. Candidly, I'm beginning to wonder if there's anything I can do."

"You still don't understand me." He looked around the office. The stenographer and photoanalyst had 
left. He was alone with Bach and Weil. He flipped a switch on his desk, turning a recorder off, Bach 
realized.

"The news is picking up on this story. We're beginning to get some heat. On the one hand, people are 
afraid of these barbies. They're hearing about the murder fifty years ago, and the informal agreement. 
They don't like it much. On the other hand, there's the civil libertarians. They'll fight hard to prevent 
anything happening to the barbies, on principle. The government doesn't want to get into a mess like that. 
I can hardly blame them."

Bach said nothing, and the commissioner looked pained.

"I see I have to spell it out. We have a suspect in custody," he said.

"Are you referring to component 1215, Sylvester Cronhau-sen?"

"No. I'm speaking of the one you captured."

"Sir, the tape clearly shows she is not the guilty party. She was an innocent bystander." She felt her face 
heat up as she said it. Damn it, she had tried her best.

"Take a look at this." He pressed a button and the tape began to play again. But the quality was much 
impaired. There were bursts of snow, moments when the picture faded out entirely. It was a very good 
imitation of a camera failing. Bach watched herself running through the crowd-there was a flash of white-
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and she had hit the woman. The lights came back on in the room.

"I've checked with the analyst. She'll go along. There's a bonus in this, for both of you." He looked from 
Weil to Bach.

"I don't think I can go through with that, sir.

He looked like he'd tasted a lemon. "I didn't say we were doing this today. It's an option. But I ask you to 
look at it this way, just look at it, and I'll say no more. This is the way they themselves want it. They 
offered you the same deal the first time you were there. Close the case with a confession, no mess. We've 
already got this prisoner. She just says she killed her, she killed all of them. I want you to ask yourself, is 
she wrong? By her own rights and moral values? She believes she shares responsibility for the murders, 
and society demands a culprit. What's wrong with accepting their compromise and letting this all blow 
over?"

"Sir, it doesn't feel right to me. This is not in the oath I took. I'm supposed to protect the innocent, and 
she's innocent. She's the only barbie I know to be innocent."

The commissioner sighed. "Bach, you've got four days. You give me an alternative by then."

"Yes, sir. If I can't, I'll tell you now that I won't interfere with what you plan. But you'll have to accept 
my resignation."

Anna-Louise Bach reclined in the bathtub with her head pillowed on a folded towel. Only her neck, 
nipples, and knees stuck out above the placid surface of the water, tinted purple with a generous helping 
of bath salts. She clenched a thin cheroot in her teeth. A ribbon of lavender smoke curled from the end of 
it, rising to join the cloud near the ceiling.

She reached up with one foot and turned on the taps, letting out cooled water and re-filling with hot until 
the sweat broke out on her brow. She had been in the tub for several hours. The tips of her fingers were 
like washboards.

There seemed to be few alternatives. The barbies were foreign to her, and to anyone she could assign to 
interview them. They didn't want her help in solving the crimes. All the old rules and procedures were 
useless. Witnesses meant nothing; one could not tell one from the next, nor separate their stories. 
Opportunity? Several thousand individuals had it. Motive was a blank. She had a physical description in 
minute detail, even tapes of the actual murders. Both were useless.

There was one course of action that might show results. She had been soaking for hours in the hope of 
determining just how important her job was to her.

Hell, what else did she want to do?
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She got out of the tub quickly, bringing a lot of water with her to drip onto the floor. She hurried into her 
bedroom, pulled the sheets off the bed and slapped the nude male figure on the buttocks.

"Come on, Svengali," she said. "Here's your chance to do something about my nose."

She used every minute while her eyes were functioning to read all she could find about Standardists. 
When Atlas worked on her eyes, the computer droned into an earphone. She memorized most of the Book 
of Standards.

Ten hours of surgery, followed by eight hours flat on her back, paralysed, her body undergoing forced 
regeneration, her eyes scanning the words that flew by on an overhead screen.

Three hours of practice, getting used to shorter legs and arms. Another hour to assemble her equipment.

When she left the Atlas clinic, she felt she would pass for a barbie as long as she kept her clothes on. She 
hadn't gone that far.

People tended to forget about access locks that led to the surface. Bach had used the fact more than once 
to show up in places where no one expected her.

She parked her rented crawler by the lock and left it there. Moving awkwardly in her pressure suit, she 
entered and started it cycling, then stepped through the inner door into an equipment room in Anytown. 
She stowed the suit, checked herself quickly in a washroom mirror, straightened the tape measure that 
belted her loose white jumpsuit, and entered the darkened corridors.

What she was doing was not illegal in any sense, but she was on edge. She didn't expect the barbies to 
take kindly to her masquerade if they discovered it, and she knew how easy it was for a barbie to vanish 
forever. Three had done so before Bach ever got the case.

The place seemed deserted. It was late evening by the arbitrary day cycle of New Dresden. Time for the 
nightly equalization. Bach hurried down the silent hallways to the main meeting room in the temple.

It was full of barbies and a vast roar of conversation. Bach had no trouble slipping in, and in a few 
minutes she knew her facial work was as good as Atlas had promised.

Equalization was the barbie's way of standardizing experience. They had been unable to simplify their 
lives to the point where each member of the community experienced the same things every day; the Book 
of Standards said it was a goal to be aimed for, but probably unattainable this side of Holy 
Reassimilation with Goddess. They tried to keep the available jobs easy enough that each member could 
do them all. The commune did not seek to make a profit; but air, water, and food had to be purchased, 
along with replacement parts and services to keep things running. The community had to produce things 
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to trade with the outside.

They sold luxury items: hand-carved religious statues, illuminated holy books, painted crockery, and 
embroidered tapestries. None of the items were Standardist. The barbies had no religious symbols except 
their uniformity and the tape measure, but nothing in their dogma prevented them from selling objects of 
reverence to people of other faiths.

Bach had seen the products for sale in the better shops. They were meticulously produced, but suffered 
from the fact that each item looked too much like every other. People buying hand-produced luxuries in a 
technological age tend to want the differences that non-machine production entails, whereas the barbies 
wanted everything to look exactly alike. It was an ironic situation, but the barbies willingly sacrificed 
value by adhering to their standards.

Each barbie did things during the day that were as close as possible to what everyone else had done. But 
someone had to cook meals, tend the air machines, load the freight. Each component had a different job 
each day. At equalization, they got together and tried to even that out.

It was boring. Everyone talked at once, to anyone that happened to be around. Each woman told what she 
had done that day. Bach heard the same group of stories a hundred times before the night was over, and 
repeated them to anyone who would listen.

Anything unusual was related over a loudspeaker so everyone could be aware of it and thus spread out 
the intolerable burden of anomaly. No barbie wanted to keep a unique experience to herself; it made her 
soiled, unclean, until it was shared by all.

Bach was getting very tired of it-she was short on sleep- when the lights went out. The buzz of 
conversation shut off as if a tape had broken.

"All cats are alike in the dark," someone muttered, quite near Bach. Then a single voice was raised. It 
was solemn; almost a chant.

"We are the wrath. There is blood on our hands, but it is the holy blood of cleansing. We have told you of 
the cancer eating at the heart of the body, and yet still you cower away from what must be done. The filth 
must be removed from us't"

Bach was trying to tell which direction the words were coming from in the total darkness. Then she 
became aware of movement, people brushing against her, all going in the same direction. She began to 
buck the tide when she realized everyone was moving away from the voice.

"You think you can use our holy uniformity to hide among us, but the vengeful hand of Goddess will not 
be stayed. The mark is upon you, our one-time sisters. Your sins have set you apart, and retribution will 
strike swiftly.
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"There are five of you left. Goddess knows who you are, and will not tolerate your perversion of her holy 
truth. Death will strike you when you least expect it. Goddess sees the differentness within you, the 
differentness you seek but hope to hide from your upright sisters."

People were moving more swiftly now, and a scuffle had developed ahead of her. She struggled free of 
people who were breathing panic from every pore, until she stood in a clear space. The speaker was 
shouting to be heard over the sound of whimpering and the shuffling of bare feet. Bach moved forward, 
swinging her outstretched hands. But another hand brushed her first.

The punch was not centered on her stomach, but it drove the air from her lungs and sent her sprawling. 
Someone tripped over her, and she realized things would get pretty bad if she didn't get to her feet. She 
was struggling up when the lights came back on.

There was a mass sigh of relief as each barbie examined her neighbor. Bach half expected another body 
to be found, but that didn't seem to be the case. The killer had vanished again.

She slipped away from the equalization before it began to break up, and hurried down the deserted 
corridors to room 1215.

She sat in the room-little more than a cell, with a bunk, a chair, and a light on a table-for more than two 
hours before the door opened, as she had hoped it would. A barbie stepped inside, breathing hard, closed 
the door, and leaned against it. "We wondered if you would come," Bach said, tentatively.

The woman ran to Bach and collapsed at her knees, sobbing.

"Forgive us, please forgive us, our darling. We didn't dare come last night. We were afraid that... that if... 
that it might have been you who was murdered, and that the wrath would be waiting for us here. Forgive 
us, forgive us."

"It's all right," Bach said, for lack of anything better. Suddenly, the barbie was on top of her, kissing her 
with a desperate passion. Bach was startled, though she had expected something of the sort. She 
responded as best she could. The barbie finally began to talk again.

"We must stop this, we just have to stop. We're so frightened of the wrath, but... but the longing! We 
can't stop ourselves. We need to see you so badly that we can hardly get through the day, not knowing if 
you are across town or working at our elbow. It builds all day, and at night, we cannot stop ourselves 
from sinning yet again." She was crying, more softly this time, not from happiness at seeing the woman 
she took Bach to be, but from a depth of desperation. "What's going to become of us?" she asked, 
helplessly.

"Shhh," Bach soothed. "It's going to be all right."
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She comforted the barbie for a while, then saw her lift her head. Her eyes seemed to glow with a strange 
light.

"I can't wait any longer," she said. She stood up, and began taking off her clothes. Bach could see her 
hands shaking.

Beneath her clothing the barbie had concealed a few things that looked familiar. Bach could see that the 
merkin was already in place between her legs. There was a wooden mask much like the one that had been 
found in the secret panel, and a jar. The barbie unscrewed the top of it and used her middle finger to 
smear dabs of brown onto her breasts, making stylized nipples.

"Look what I got," she said, coming down hard on the pronoun, her voice trembling. She pulled a flimsy 
yellow blouse from the pile of clothing on the floor, and slipped it over her shoulders. She struck a pose, 
then strutted up and down the tiny room.

"Come on, darling," she said. "Tell me how beautiful I am. Tell me I'm lovely. Tell me I'm the only one 
for you. The only one. What's the matte ft Are you still frightened? I'm not. I'll dare anything for you, my 
one and only love." But now she stopped walking and looked suspiciously at Bach. "Why aren't you 
getting dressed?"

"We ... uh, I can't," Bach said, extemporizing. "They, uh, someone found the things. They're all gone." 
She didn't dare remove her clothes because her nipples and pubic hair would look too real, even in the 
dim light.

The barbie was backing away. She picked up her mask and held it protectively to her. "What do you 
mean? Was she here? The wrath? Are they after us? It's true, isn't it? They can see us." She was on the 
edge of crying again, near panic.

"No, no, I think it was the police-" But it was doing no good. The barbie was at the door now, and had it 
half open.

"You're her! What have you done to ... no, no, you stay away." She reached into the clothing that she now 
held in her hands, and Bach hesitated for a moment, expecting a knife. It was enough time for the barbie 
to dart quickly through the door, slamming it behind her.

When Bach reached the door, the woman was gone.

Bach kept reminding herself that she was not here to find the other potential victims-of whom her visitor 
was certainly one-but to catch the killer. The fact remained that she wished she could have detained her, 
to question her further. The woman was a pervert, by the only definition that made any sense among the 
Standardists. She, and presumably the other dead barbies, had an individuality fetish. When Bach had 
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realized that, her first thought had been to wonder why they didn't simply leave the colony and become 
whatever they wished. But then why did a Christian seek out prostitutes? For the taste of sin. In the larger 
world, what these barbies did would have had little meaning. Here, it was sin of the worst and tastiest 
kind.

And somebody didn't like it at all.

The door opened again, and the woman stood there facing Bach, her hair disheveled, breathing hard.

"We had to come back," she said. "We're so sorry that we panicked like that. Can you forgive us?" She 
was coming toward Bach now, her arms out. She looked so vulnerable and contrite that Bach was 
astonished when the fist connected with her cheek.

Bach thudded against the wall, then found herself pinned under the woman's knees, with something sharp 
and cool against her throat. She swallowed very carefully, and said nothing. Her throat itched unbearably.

"She's dead," the barbie said. "And you're next." But there was something in her face that Bach didn't 
understand. The barbie brushed at her eyes a few times, and squinted down at her.

"Listen, I'm not who you think I am. If you kill me, you'll be bringing more trouble on your sisters than 
you can imagine."

The barbie hesitated, then roughly thrust her hand down into Bach's pants. Her eyes widened when she 
felt the genitals, but the knife didn't move. Bach knew she had to talk fast, and say all the right things.

"You understand what I'm talking about, don't you?" She looked for a response, but saw none. "You're 
aware of the political pressures that are coming down. You know this whole colony could be wiped out if 
you look like a threat to the outside. You don't want that."

"If it must be, it will be," the barbie said. "The purity is the important thing. If we die, we shall die pure. 
The blasphemers must be killed."

"I don't care about that anymore," Bach said, and finally got a ripple of interest from the barbie. "I have 
my principles, too. Maybe I'm not as fanatical about them as you are about yours. But they're important 
to me. One is that the guilty be brought to justice."

"You have the guilty party. Try her. Execute her. She will not protest."

"You are the guilty party."

The woman smiled. "So arrest us."
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"All right, all right. I can't, obviously. Even if you don't kill me, you'll walk out that door and I'll never be 
able to find you. I've given up on that. I just don't have the time. This was my last chance, and it looks 
like it didn't work."

"We don't think you could do it, even with more time. But why should we let you live?"

"Because we can help each other." She felt the pressure ease up a little, and managed to swallow again. 
"You don't want to kill me, because it could destroy your community. Myself... I need to be able to 
salvage some self-respect out of this mess. I'm willing to accept your definition of morality and let you be 
the law in your own community. Maybe you're even right. Maybe you are one being. But I can't let that 
woman be convicted, when I know she didn't kill anyone."

The knife was not touching her neck now, but it was still being held so that the barbie could plunge it into 
her throat at the slightest movement.

"And if we let you live? What do you get out of it? How do you free your 'innocent' prisoner?"

"Tell me where to find the body of the woman you just killed. I'll take care of the rest."

• • •

The pathology team had gone and Anytown was settling down once again. Bach sat on the edge of the 
bed with Jorge Weil. She was as tired as she ever remembered being. How long had it been since she 
slept?

"I'll tell you," Weil said, "I honestly didn't think this thing would work. I guess I was wrong."

Bach sighed. "I wanted to take her alive, Jorge. I thought I could. But when she came at me with the 
knife..." She let him finish the thought, not caring to lie to him. She'd already done that to the interviewer. 
In her story, she had taken the knife from her assailant and tried to disable her, but was forced in the end 
to kill her. Luckily, she had the bump on the back of her head from being thrown against the wall. It 
made a black-out period plausible. Otherwise, someone would have wondered why she waited so long to 
call for police and an ambulance. The barbie had been dead for an hour when they arrived.

"Well, I'll hand it to you. You sure pulled this out. I'll admit it, I was having a hard time deciding if I'd do 
as you were going to do and resign, or if I could have stayed on. Now I'll never know."

"Maybe it's best that way. I don't really know, either."

Jorge grinned at her. "I can't get used to thinking of you being behind that godawful face."
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"Neither can I, and I don't want to see any mirrors. I'm going straight to Atlas and get it changed back." 
She got wearily to her feet and walked toward the tube station with Weil.

She had not quite told him the truth. She did intend to get her own face back as soon as possible-nose and 
all-but there was one thing left to do.

From the first, a problem that had bothered her had been the question of how the killer identified her 
victims.

Presumably the perverts had arranged times and places to meet for their strange rites. That would have 
been easy enough. Any one barbie could easily shirk her duties. She could say she was sick, and no one 
would know it was the same barbie who had been sick yesterday, and for a week or month before. She 
need not work; she could wander the halls acting as if she was on her way from one job to another. No 
one could challenge her. Likewise, while 23900 had said no barbie spent consecutive nights in the same 
room, there was no way for her to know that. Evidently room 1215 had been taken over permanently by 
the perverts.

And the perverts would have no scruples about identifying each other by serial number at their 
clandestine meetings, though they could not do it in the streets. The killer didn't even have that.

But someone had known how to identify them, to pick them out of a crowd. Bach thought she must have 
infiltrated meetings, marked the participants in some way. One could lead her to another, until she knew 
them all and was ready to strike.

She kept recalling the strange way the killer had looked at her, the way she had squinted. The mere fact 
that she had not killed Bach instantly in a case of mistaken identity meant she had been expecting to see 
something that had not been there.

And she had an idea about that.

She meant to go to the morgue first, and to examine the corpses under different wavelengths of lights, 
with various filters. She was betting some kind of mark would become visible on the faces, a mark the 
killer had been looking for with her contact lenses.

It had to be something that was visible only with the right kind of equipment, or under the right 
circumstances. If she kept at it long enough, she would find it.

If it was an invisible ink, it brought up another interesting question. How had it been applied? With a 
brush or spray gun? Unlikely. But such an ink on the killer's hands might look and feel like water.

Once she had marked her victims, the killer would have to be confident the mark would stay in place for 
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a reasonable time. The murders had stretched over a month. So she was looking for an indelible, invisible 
ink, one that soaked into pores.

And if it was indelible ...

There was no use thinking further about it. She was right, or she was wrong. When she struck the bargain 
with the killer she had faced up to the possibility that she might have to live with it. Certainly she could 
not now bring a killer into court, not after what she had just said.

No, if she came back to Anytown and found a barbie whose hands were stained with guilt, she would 
have to do the job herself.
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