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Gateway to Xanadu by Sharon Green - Chapter 1Chapter 1

By the time the gentle chime sounded that was obvioudy supposed to

wakeme, |

was aready up and dressed. | didn't have much in the room that
needed putting

together, and that was mostly done, too. Which was definitely agood
thing,

gncel didn't know how to turn that gently chiming alarm off. It must
have been

st by Vd before heleft, and waking up to find him aready gone had
surprised

me. Asexcited as| felt about going home, | wouldn't have believed it
possible

for someone to leave that room without waking me. If 1'd dept done
thenight

before, | probably wouldn't even have dept.

| stuffed my spare ship's suit into the small monolon bag, smoothed the
bag

closed, then turned to look over the blue-green, brown and white room
onelast

time. | didn't redlly expect to see anything I'd accidentdly left behind,
and|

didn't; | hadn't shared the room long enough with Va. Thelast look
around was

agood-bye to mogt of the strangeness I'd run into there in the Absari
base

around Tildor, avolume of space no onein my Federation knew
anything about.

I'd bumped into the Absari Watchers of the backward planet Tildor,
hed helped

out with a chore on the planet, and now was heading back to my
Federation with a

"Hi, there, neighbor!” |etter of sdf-introduction from the Absari upper
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echdon. If everyone on the Federation Council didn't faint dead away
a being

contacted by a previoudy unknown, star-faring humanoid race, their
expressions

would be worth seeing. At least two-thirds of the Council considered
the

possihility of meeting equas an amusing fictiona notion, something to
havefun

with whilewatching it on tri-v, but nothing to take serioudy. | couldntt
wait

until they got alook at V.

Sudden ingpiration hit me at thought of Va, so | went back to the low,
wide

couch-bed we'd shared the night before, sat down on it, then stood up
agan. The

chiming cut off immediately, bringing me asatisfied grin. Absari ways
werent

Federation ways no matter how much the Absari looked like us, but a
little

common sense sometimes helped bridge the gap between dien
cultures. That was

something I'd have to remember during the next stlandard year, thetime
period

Va would be partnering with me as an agent for the Federation. A little
common

sense - and alot of ddlicate, judicious handling - and histaent could be
put

to usefor the benefit of the Federation.

Or, at least, one of histalents. | sat back down on the couch-bed and
Stretched

out acrossit, folding my arms above my head and grinning. Va's ability
to

change his features and appearance to match anyone he cared to was a
result of

hisoriginal Absari blood; I'd haveto ask him if his bed talent came
fromthe
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same source. I'd missit when hisyear was up and he went back home,
but I'd be

ableto look around for an adequate replacement once | came back to
the Absari

Confederacy to work my own year for them. If that particular talent
redly was

inthe blood, 1'd have one hdll of awild time during thet -

The chiming started again so abruptly that | jumped, and it wasn't as
sweet and

mellow asit had been thefirgt time. I'd never before heard an annoyed
dam

clock, but I knew damned well | was hearing one then. | muttered a
few words

describing the personal habits of that darm as| rose from the bed, then
included Vd in for setting the damn thing in thefirgt place. My
eagernessto

get going had gotten me up but | could till fedl the drag of minus deep
beneeth that eagerness, gluing shut my eyelids and making me yawn.

| hadn't dept very wdll in the days I'd waited for the Absari rep Phalsyn
to

get there, and during that time I'd kept VVa on the opposite side of the
room

with the well-known cold shoulder - and a sincere promise to break of
ay

extremities of histhat | happened to find in grabbing distance. Hed
grinned a

the promise, and had told me he could wait - which he did until last
night, when

he made up for thewait. | couldn't honestly describe the time as
wasted, but

I'd needed the lost deep more.

| yawned again and shook my head, then grabbed up the monolon bag
and headed for

thedoor. I'd get dl the deep | wanted or needed once we were on our
way, and

what | redlly needed right then was a cup of coffee. The door did open
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infront

of me, giving me accessto the hdl of the resdentia section, which led
tothe

work area, which in turn led to the docking facilities. | didn't know how
redly

early it wasin the base day until 1 walked past the officesin the work
area

and found most of them empty, no more than the usual skeleton crew in
the comm

room.

The small sounds of the base's life-support systems bracketed the
whisper of my

deck shoes aong the corridor carpeting, and the two men in the comm
room didnt

even look up as | passed. | wondered if the early departure time had
been

Phdsyn'sidea, theintent being to get rid of the dlien and the guineapig
with

the fewest number of people watching, keeping the gossipto a
minimum. The base

people would know Va and | were gone but they would not know
where, at least

until theformal talks sarted, and maybe not even then. If you think long
it

takes most people to accept even the new family afew doors down,
theidea of

keeping as much as possible secret for aslong as possible beginsto
look alot

less unreasonable.

The docking area seemed just as empty as the office area had been
until |

gpotted Dameron leaning againgt the hull of my ship, right beside the
access

hatch. The big man had his arms folded across the chest of hisdark
blue base

commander's uniform, studying the floor in front of hisfeet, the same
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preoccupied air holding him that had held him the night before. Not until
I

sopped in front of him did hiseyesriseto my face.

"Y ou're here sooner than VVadon thought you would be" he said, his
broad face

showing ahint of asmile. "Heonly just entered the ship himsdlf."
"Probably to double-check thework hedid onit,” | said, giving morein

theway

of asmilethan | wasgetting. "I don't blame him for not wanting to find
out if

he screwed up the hard way. Why don't you come aboard and get
your find

good-byes said while | start the departure check?'

"They've dready been said," he answered with asigh. "All | have left
are

yours, along with arequest or two. Y ou don't mind arequest or two
froma

friend, do you?'

His dark eyes were studying mein avery sober, worried way.
Consdering the

fact that Dameron knew more about what my line of work entailed than
anyoneese

there, hisworry had to be on behdf of my new partner.

"If you don't mind, I'd like to hear what those requests are before |
agreeto

them,” | said, putting my fist on my hip. "I'm not as slly as some people,
who

commit themsdves before they know what they're committing
themsdlvesto."

"Don't rubitin!" he growled, looking annoyed, but then he grinned and
laughed

softly. Held been so eager to do me afavor that he hadn't first asked
what

favor | had in mind, asilliness held be regretting for some time to come.
When

you a habit of keeping your word, you redly should take alook around
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before

gvingit.

"Okay, okay, s0 | deserveto haveit rubbed in," he said, one broad
hand

ruefully rubbing the back of hisneck. "That doesn't mean | so deserve
to be

haunted by thisthing for the rest of my life. I'd like to know just how

deepa

pit I dug for Vadon - and how good his chances are of climbing out
agandlin

one piece. He's one of the best field agents I've ever had, but | don't
know if

he's good enough to survive at the level you seem to operate on. | ill
don't

understand how you survive."

"That'seasy," | told him with awave of my hand. "I have the worst luck
youve

ever seen, aways picking the wrong side to bet on. Any time I'm about
togeta

redly hairy assgnment | make sureto bet someonethat I'll finaly get it,
0

| don't. Works every time."

| grinned, but the good commander wasn't in the mood for alaugh. The
lookin

his dark eyes hardened as he began straightening himsalf in annoyance,

S ol

waved my hand & him again.

"Come on, Dameron, let's beintelligent about this," | coaxed, letting
some of

thetiredness| felt comeinto my voice. "l worked along timea my job
to get

good enough to qudify for hyper-A assgnments; you cantt redly
believethey!l

let Vd sharethem just because he's giant Sze and has al those pretty
muscles. HEll haveto earn theright to put hisneck on thelinejust like
the
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rest of us, and by then it will probably be timefor him to come home.
Chances

areyou'll have less cause to worry about him than you would if you
senthim

back down to Tildor."

"But - you two are supposed to be partners,” he protested, still seeming
upset.

"If you get one of those assgnmentsthen helll get it, or at least hell

decide

he hasit. He won't St back and let you do it dl yoursdlf, and you're
crazy if

you think hewill."

"Areyou under theimpression that | don't know what he'slike?' |
asked, abit

belligerently. "Have you forgotten al the time we spent together down
on

Tildor? When | want Va out of theway I'll have him out of the way,
whether it

makes him happy or not. On Tildor he had al of the advantages, but in
the

Federation well be on my stamping grounds. I'm even willing to bet on
it"

"| thought you dways backed the losing side," he retorted, but a
shedow of his

old humor was back, dong with afading of some of theworry. "I don't
fed as

much confidence as you seem to, girl, but for somereason | also dontt
fed as

bad as | did. You're sure your people won't let him have any of
these-hyper-A

assignments?'

"Podgitive," | answered, grinning briefly at the way Dameron pronounced
'hyper-A'. We were speaking his base language, and there was no
one-to-one

trandation for the phrase. "Hyper-A is short for 'high percentage risk
agent,’
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anicknamefor Specia Agents. It meansthat if the computersrate the
possihilities of success on an assgnment at 99 percent or more againg,
thet

assgnment isgiven only to ahyper-A. Were the oneswho have
aready proven we

can survive againg odds like that by doing it, and the doing takes some
doing.

Va won't have the necessary time - or the opportunity. For the most
part | plan

to use him asadigtraction while | do the actua work, either with his
tdent

infull play or just asheis. A little less masculinity to hisface, and hed
be downright pretty, and | can think of alot of waysto use something
like

that. | wonder if he could change himsdlf to directions.”

"Youvelost your mind, girl," Dameron interrupted my ranging thoughts,
hauling

me back to where we were standing. He was looking straight at me,
and his

expression couldnt beinterpreted as anything but ridiculing. "I thought
you

said you knew Vadon," he demanded. "If you think helll stand for
being aflower

boy in the background while you run around drawing fire from the
enemy, youre

out of your mind. What do you think heis?'

"| thought he was the one you were so worried about,” | retorted,
daring a the

base commander. "Have you suddenly changed your mind, or am |
going s=nileinmy

old age? | thought you wanted him out of the line of fire - or haven't
you

decided yet what you want?'

"l do know what | want," he muttered. "But what | want isn't
necessarily what

helll want. Or what either of uswould consider acceptable. Maybel
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don't know

what | want after dl." He pulled his hand through hishair with aharried
gesture, then turned to me. "What exactly do you think of Vadon?'
"What'sto think about him?" | asked with ashrug, privately wondering
if

Dameron had started to lose the marble game. "He's big, good-looking,
hasa

talent | intend making use of - Hell, Dameron, | barely know him. The

only

thingswe'veredly done together so far are argue and fight. I'll be able
todo

abetter job of giving an opinion if we ever manage to exchange more
thana

dozen words before the fur gartsflying.”

"But you've till let him bed you," the Commander pointed out, a
flatnessin the

words. "That doesn't jibe with the lack of opinion you claim to have. Or
not

have. Do you make a habit of spending bed time with men you scarcely
know?'

"Usudly," | answered with adow nod, now amost convinced the leash
was

dipping. "How many men do you think | get to know well in my line of
work? And

what difference can alittle sex make? Just because aman's good in bed
doesn't

mean you'd trust your back to him. Sex is nothing more than an
exercisefor two

- or three, or five, or however your tastes run. Haven't you learned that
yer?

"That particular outlook doesn't necessarily come about through mature
experience," he said, a gentleness and something that seemed to be
pain looking

out of hiseyes. "Some people are raised to consder it agood ded
more than

casua exercise, more than something to be indulged in even between
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virtual

srangers. If you ever get to the point of gaining true mature experience,
you

might learn that.”

"Do you mean I'll learn that some men consider aroll inthe hay the
equivaent

of alifecommitment?' | asked, letting most of the friendlinessdrain out
of my

tone. "I've dready learned that, friend, and also learned to stay away
from

that sort. The only thing I'm interested in committing to iswhét I've
dready

committed to, and there's no room in that sort of life for distractions.
The

-leved | operate on' makes other commitments impractical, especidly
long-term

ones. My body has certain needs, and | see to them whenever | like the
looks of

available partners; if you're thinking about telling methat Va has kept
himsdf pure waiting for hisonetrue lady love, you have a shock
coming. Noman

ever got to hisleve of expertise by abstaining, and please note that
we're not

discussing opinion. I've had to acquire acertain level of expertise
mysdf to

satisfy certain of my job requirements, and | can assure you that | know
what

I'm talking about."

"| don't doubt that," he answered, amused now. "And | didn't mean to
imply thet

Vadon was a shdltered innocent. The reactions of thefield team girls
he paired

with made that clear enough.”

"Then what were you implying?' | asked, genuindy curious. If there
was a point

to the conversation I'd been apart of for the last few minutes, it would
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have
been nice knowing what it was.
"What makes you think | wasimplying anything?' he answered, more

amused, camly

folding hisarmsagain. "l just happened to be taking the opportunity to
voicea

couple my own opinions. | didn't say they had anything to do with
Vddon. Youll

seetoit, then, that your people don't let him get in over hishead?"
"Cross my heart and hope to spit wooden nickels" | promised, holding

up my free

hand. "Wasthat dl you werelooking for, apromise to protect your
delicate

little former second, and atrue, unvarnished declaration on my
philosophy of

life? No sworn blood oathsthat | return him as sweet and untarnished
asl'm

gettinghim?"

"Y our penchant for sarcasm mugt find you amost as much trouble as
your line of

work," Dameron remarked, looking down at me with lessthan
friendliness, and

then the twinkle came back. "No, | don't need an oath like that from
you about

Vadon; | dready have one from Vadon about you. Some of us il
beievein

the basi ¢ premise that women are there to be looked after and
protected.”

| sared & him in adisbelieving way for aminute, then burst out
laughing. His

dark brows lowered over hiseyesin afrown that showed lack of
understanding,

causing meto laugh even harder, then shake my head at him.
"That'sahd| of asentiment to be coming from the man who
deliberately set me

up to be attacked by sword-swinging baddies,” | pointed out when |
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could, till

chuckling. "Not to mention the endavement part. Areyou sureyou're
not talking

about Vd thistime?"

"Maybel am," he agreed very quietly with asmadl, sad smile, hisdark
eyes now

unreadable. | cursed myself for anidiot and for having such abig
mouth, but

the damage was dready done. I'd been well-enough aware of the guilt
Dameron had

felt over what had happened to me down on Tildor, but I'd thought
hed managed

to put it behind him. Telling him | didn't blame him would probably only
have

made it worse, but | was about to try exactly that when he threw off the
dark

mood and straightened again.

"At any rate," he said asif there had been no interruption, "Vadon has
those

papers Phalsyn told you about, and the two of you can convert thetime
measurement in them to something your peoplewill understand. Asa
fina request

I'm going to ask you to try to stay out of trouble and to take care of
yoursf,

but | have afeding that's one request you won't grant.”

"I dwaystake care of mysdlf,”" | answered, ill bothered by theway |
hed hurt

him. "Theresrarely anyone e se around to do the job for me. Asfor
daying out

of trouble, most of the people | know consider the accomplishment in
the same

category as avoiding desth and taxes. Dameron..."

"Don't worry, girl, Il get it worked out after | see you safely on your
wey

back home," he assured mewith afaint smile. "I'll just remind myself
thet
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whatever trouble you find with VVadon you asked for, freely and
without any

pressure from me. Y ou'd better get aboard now, so | can start
evacuding thear

from thisdock."

"Wait aminute!" | protested as he took my arm to head me toward the
arlock.

"What are you talking about? What trouble with Va?1 don't plan on
having any

troublewith vVd."

"Then maybe you won't have any," Dameron said with ashrug, his hand
moving me

right in front of the airlock before leaving my arm. "If you're agood girl
and

behave yoursdf with him, Vadon certainly won't sart any trouble.
Have agood

trip home, girl, and be sureto stop by if you're ever inthis
neighborhood

agan."

He patted my shoulder a couple of times before he turned and headed
for the dock

exit, ignoring the "Hey!" | sent after him asthough | hadn't uttered a
sound. |

hefted the monolon bag | till carried, momentarily tempted to drop it
and go

after him, then said to hell with it and turned back to the airlock. | didn't
know what game he was playing, but calling him on it wouldn't have
accomplished

anything. It was a safe bet even he didn't know what he wastalking
about and |

had better thingsto do with my time than wasteit trying to find sense
where

there wasn't any.

Once | had stalked past the double open doors of the lock and hit the
switch

that closed them, | made my way deeper into the smal ship. Thetwo
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cabins,

salon area, shower and exercise areg, and galley were dl ranged
together after

the airlock and before the control room, so | stopped briefly to toss my
monolon

bag into my cabin before continuing on to the pilot's console. | aso
stopped in

the gdley tofill amug with coffee, but obvioudy madetoo little noise
performing those chores. Va was moving around in the second cabin,
probably

sowing whatever held brought with him, and didn't even stick his nose
out to

see who had comein. | shrugged alittle over such blind trugt, ill too
annoyed with Dameron to be interested in making small talk with Vd,
and carried

my coffeeinto the control room.

The departure check | started the computer on was longer and more
detailed than

your average departure check, but | wanted to be sure that everything
redly was

on the green before | kicked off into the deep black. Dameron and Va
seemed to

be talented in the repairs department, but they till had been working on
an

dien ship with no more than dien wiring diagrams and inspired
guesswork to

guide them. An al-systems check is boring only when your life doesn't
hingeon

that check, and even so it doesn't take forever.

| was just finishing up when the wide metal doors of the dock did
invitingly

open, showing that Dameron had evacuated the air from the dock,
giving me access

to the departure tunnels. My course computer clicked contentedly asit
waited

with infinite patience to be meshed into the drive unit; every light on my
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board

blinked green, and sets of pardld bluelineslit up dong the dock wall
and

extended out into the departure tunnels. | raised the ship on secondary
bresking

j€ets, nudged us toward the open door, then followed the pretty blue
linesuntil

it wastime to leave them and the tunnels behind.

Tildor showed briefly in my screens, barely noticed in the midst of the
departure question-and-answer routine | wasinvolved in with the
computer, and

then it was agood distance behind us, its moons no longer even visible.
I

stayed at the board until the entire solar system was behind us, then got
out of

the pilot's chair to stretch. Everything from then on until destination -
barring emergencies - was automatic, and | was freeto play passenger.
| dropped off my empty mug in the gdley on my way to the sdon,
plopped down on

the nearer of the two couches, put my feet up as| lay back, then closed
my

eyes. Although it hadn't seemed like it while it was happening, the
departure

from Dameron's moon base had taken better than three hours, including
thetime

it took to clear the solar sysiem. Under norma circumstances
everything after

rising from the surface of the moon would have been handled by the
computer,

leaving me free to watch, worry, or even walk away, but I'd had a
private

project that needed programming that had to be done then or not at all.
I'd gone through alot waiting for Dameron to program my course
computer, and

even with Phalsyn's papers handed over for ddivery, | till hadn't been
dlowed
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to watch the course and quadrant databeing fed in. To say 1'd been
annoyed

would beto say the sayer didn't know me; | usually prefer getting even
to

getting mad. I'd asked the main computer to rig up a double-check
taperunon

itslessintelligent cousin the course computer, and had waited and
watched to

seeif therundid what | wanted it to.

Wewerejud a the fringes of Tildor's system when the double-check

clickedin,

running a ninety-second-lag playback of wherewed just been. |
couldn't copy

the set-in course without purging the entire program, but there was
nothing to

from recording where I'd been - up to and including the time of my
ariva a

destination. All I'd have to do at that point would be to reverse the run
tape,

and the breadcrumb trail leading back to Dameron's base would bein
my hot

little hand. 1 might never need it, but it never hurtsto hedge your -

"All finished with starting us on our way?" avoice asked abruptly,
datlingme

half up off the couch before | redized it was Vd, spesking the
Federation

Basic heldd been given, most likely for practice. | wasn't used to having
company

on that ship, and settling back into old habits had nearly given me heart
failure at thefirst of hiswords.

"Don't do that," | grumbled a him where he stood by the second
couch, about

fivefeet away, then sank back down to sitting on my own couch. "Just
until |

get used to having someone else aboard, 1'd appreciateit if you
stomped or sang
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or in some other manner made your presence known before you came
into aroom

where | was. If you don', I'm not going to last very long.”

"From the way you came up off that couch, | don't think you're the one
we have

to worry about,” Va came back, hisvoice dry, hisdeep black eyes
looking down

a mewherel sat. "Y ou would have ended up facing away from meif
you hadn't

stopped yoursdlf, and | have afeding that would have been only part of
the

move. What comes after that?"

"Oh, jugt alittle screaming, alittle jumping, nothing very specid,” |
answered with agesture of dismissd, smiling someto distract him.
Tdlinghim

he'd almost been the proud possessor of areverse crescent kick
followed by a

roundhouse kick, both to the face and head, would have probably
dtarted another

argument; Va had dready run into a couple of my offensve techniques,
and

hedn't liked them much.

"Nothing but acouple of mild surprise reactions, isthat it?' he asked,
ignoring my smile as he settled himself on the neighboring couch,
dretching his

big body out in arelaxed sorawl. "Areyou surethat'sal it was?"
"What else could it have been?' | asked with mildly curious and very
innocent

reason, a the same time wondering if he could have found out about
the

double-check run. "It's embarrassing to admit, but I'm afraid | forgot
you were

here

| showed my embarrassment in my smile, but he still wasn't paying any
atention

toit. Hisdark black eyes continued to stare at me out of an
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expressionless

face under dark black hair, and he didn't seem to be asrelaxed as his
Sprawl

might suggest. He was till wearing his cobat blue base uniform, but
that

wasn't alikely reason for what seemed like discomfort.

"Areyou sureyou forgot | was here?' he asked very quietly, keeping
those eyes

onme. "Areyou sure it wasn't more amatter of remembering al too
well?Didn't

you see that | took the other cabin?'

"l don't understand,” | told him. "Why would | say | forgot when |
remembered?

And what has cabins got to do with anything?'

"I'm trying to tell you that you don't have to worry about my being
here" he

said very gently. "Whatever happened between us at the base doesn't
haveto

happen here, not if you don't want it to. Our being alone together
doesn't mean

you haveto think about defending yoursdlf from me. | won't be doing
anything

that needs to be defended againgt.”

Hewas gtill staring at me, but now there was a very definite expression
onhis

face: agncere entreaty for belief and trust. To say | was stunned would
be

putting it mildly; Vd thought | was afraid to be donewith him!

| leaned back against my own couch still more wide-eyed
open-mouthed than I'd

been in along time, but the reason for what he'd just said wasn't hard
to

figure out. Va was aman in whom the ancient male hunter could be
seen by any

woman he turned those eyes on, the sort of man who traditionaly took
whatever


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

he wanted, most especidly the use of females. Women in ancient times
feared men

likethat, but they were also used to them; whole cities were pillaged,
and rape

wasanatura concomitant.

Modern times brought about the advent of civilization, and women

werent

expected to put up with that sort of nonsense any longer - but every
onceina

while ahunter turned up anyway. Va had been raised to be
consderate of the

fedings of women, to understand how fragile and helplessthey were,
but the

hunter still looked out of his eyes. HEd been taught to fed like hell
every

time awoman cringed back from his appraisal, and he'd learned to
make very sure

of full agreement before letting his basic nature take over. He bent over
backwards to reassure the femaes around him, most especidly at the
firgsgn

of nervousness a his presence.

| didn't know if held been brooding over the point since hefirst came

aboard,

or if my aborted attack in self-defense had triggered the thought, but
most

likely acombination of the two had produced the statement of intended
chadlity.

That he hadn't learned to know me better over the last few dayswas
annoying,

but not nearly as annoying asbeing lumped inthe "fragile, helpless’
category.

I'd thought I'd taught Va the hard way just how well | liked
gentlemanly

condescension, but it was clear the lesson hadn't taken. 1t looked like it
was

timefor another lesson.
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"You redly understand theway agirl fedls, don't you?' | said at last
with

pretend relieved gratitude. "'l can't say how much better | fedl now, to
know

that welll have separate cabins. Y ou're an absolute doll, Val."

| beamed at him as| stood up from the couch, pretending not to see

theway he

flinched at my complete agreement with his offer. We had a decently
long trip

ahead of us, and hunters don't make very successful eagle scouts. Still
beaming,

| kicked off the deck shoes | was wearing, then opened my ship suit
and started

towriggle out of it. Those black eyeswere on meingantly, diding over
every

curve |l had, thelook in them saying they il liked what they saw, and
then

memory returned of what had been committed to. If it hadn't been so
far fromhis

nature, | think Va would have started blubbering then; the muscles
tensed dl

over hisbody, hisface went expressonless, and swalowing turned his
voice

hoarse.

"What are you doing?" he demanded as he looked up ame. "I don't
understand what

you're - Diana, youretaking your clothes off."

"Sure" | agreed with asmilingly innocent nod, tossing the ship'ssuit in
the

generd direction of my cabin. "It's so warm in here you don't redly
need

clothes, but | couldn't take them off until you said what you did. | never
wore

anything on thetrip out.”

Which, athough calculated, was nothing but the complete truth, except
for the
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stated reason. | wore nothing of clothing on the trip out because | was

bornand

raised on one of the only two nudist worlds in the Federation, and |
revert to

going natural every timel can. Va'sface had taken on an gppalled,
desperate

look, asthough he were trying to imagine living with anaked woman
for two

months without touching her, but | made sure not to notice that look
ather. |

turned away from him and headed for the galey, humming happily ina
soft voice.

"It'sgoing to be great having someoneto talk to,” | enthused over my
shoulder

as| sopped in front of the food synthesizer to refill the mug 1'd left
there

earlier with coffee. "'l enjoy my own company well enough, but theré's
sucha

thing as too much of that sort of enjoyment. How about a cup of
coffee?"

Without waiting for an answer | filled asecond mug, then carried them
both back

tothesalon area. Va was till tting on his couch, one big hand
rubbing a

hisface, aharried expression in hiseyes. He waited until I'd put the
mug into

the dot meant for it in the front of the couch'sarmrest, shifted alittle on
the couch, then cleared histhroat.

"Diang, you're not being fair," he said, no more than atrace of the
hoarseness

left in hisvoice. "I'm trying to be congiderate of you, but you're not
doing

the same for me. | promised I'd do nothing to make you fed it
necessary to

defend yoursdlf, but | wasn't picturing you waking around like that.

Y ou have
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to put your clothes back on.”

"Why?" | asked, Spping gingerly a the hot coffee. "It in't asif you've
never

seen me naked before, Val. Y ou've seen me naked lots of times.”

"I know | have," he answered through histeeth. "I know I've seen you
naked lots

of times, but that waswhen | could - Never mind. Just get into your
clothes"

"I've got abetter idea,”" | said with sudden inspiration, laughing in delight
and nearly clapping my hands. "Instead of me getting back into clothes,
why

don't you get out of yours? Then well both be naked, and you won't be
bothered

anymore. Comeon, Vd, doit!"

| was gill enthusiagtic as | went to my couch to put my coffee down,
and by the

time| turned back to him, Va was on hisfeet. Looking a him, it wasn't
hard

guessing why he'd stayed seated so long; | was considered big for a

woman, but

Va wasbig for aman. Y ou couldn't quite make two of me out of him,
but if you

tried you wouldn't be short by al that much. Hed known exactly how
menacing

he'd look to the poor little female if he was upright, but at that point he
was

beyond considerations of that sort. He couldn't possibly accept what
I'd just

suggested, not and keep his sanity dong with hisword; he had to Sart
being

firm, and those black eyes said he was more than ready.

"Stop dancing around like that!" he growled, coming toward me where
| stood

between the two couches. "Y ou're acting asif you want to be attacked,
andI'm

just about ready to oblige you! Get back into those clothes, or I'll-"
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At that point he made the mistake of reaching for my left arm with his

right

hand, just as| knew he would. Hed done the same thing once before,
reeching

out to grab mein anger, but that lesson hadn't stayed with him any
more than

the other one had. As hishand closed around my arm just above the
wrigt |

stepped toward him instead of away, turned my hand aim upward, and
moved even

closer.

| dipped my left hand out of the forced looseness of his grip, continued
to

turn his hand to the left with the added ass stance of the back of my left
hand

fingers pushing againgt the trapped fingers of hisright hand, and
smultaneoudy stepped back and twisted around. With a squawk of
agonishment

and some smdl amount of pain, the great big dangerous hunter went
downflat on

his back, totaly helpless. Before Vd knew what was happening he had
hit the

carpeted deck hard, and lay there with my bare hedl on histhroat.

"Or you'll what?" | asked very mildly, looking down a him where he
twisted a

little in an attempit to ease the pressure on hisarm and shoulder, his
expresson totaly disbdieving. "Thelast timeit was partidly Bellna, but
thistimeit'sal me, which should explain why you're not hurting as
much as

you did then. If | shift my weight onto my hedl you're agoner, friend, or
I

could smply kick you hard enough in the Side of the head to put your
lightsout

for awhile. As| said earlier, | forgot you were here; that doesn't
equate with

deliberately forgetting out of desperate fear of you. If you're smart,
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youll

gart consdering being afraid of me. Despite many opinionsto the
contrary, it

ispossibleto rape aman, and | know how. And | haven't given my
word not to."

| turned him loose then, taking my hedl away from histhroat so thet |
could

step over him on the way to my couch. | sat down and got a cigarette
out of the

couch-arm dispenser and lit up, then picked up my coffee mug to Sip at
it, only

then noticing that Va was gtill on the deck. When he saw my eyeson
him he sat

up dowly, rubbing at hisright arm with hisleft hand, astrange
expressonin

his deep black eyes.

"I don't think I've ever been told awoman wasn't afraid me with quite
that much

conviction before," he muttered, raisng his knees so that he could hang
his

forearmson them. "'l assume I'mto takeit that if | do something you
don't

like, you'll let me know about it. Do you think you can catch mewith
that sort

of thing more than once?"

"There'salot more where that came from," | snorted. He seemed to be
relieved

that | wasn't afraid of him after al, but he hadn't liked being roughed up
in

the proving of it. My previous good intentions were down the drain, but
I'd had

to settle the question of fear the most direct way possible. Some men
turn

protective around women who are afraid of things, and Va and | were
dated to

work together. If he did hisjob dap-dash because he was worrying
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about me, it

could get usboth killed.

"What happensif | do manage to get the upper hand?" he pursued,
perversely

trying to dent the lack of fear he had been so relieved to see. "Oncel
haveyou

in aposition where you can't do me any harm, what'sto stop me from
doing

anything | liketo you?"

"Nothing," | admitted camly, exhding smoke at him. ™Y ou're bigger

than | am,

stronger than | am, and might manage to take me before | could finish
you off.

But if you did, you'd have something of aproblem. Y ou would not be
ableto let

me go afterward, because if | ever got free I'd have your heart - and a
couple

or three other thingsto keep it company. To avoid that you'd haveto
finishme,

and then you'd find yoursdlf al dressed up with no placeto go. At the
other

end of the course tape is my Federation, avolume of space you don't
know your

way around in. Assuming you have the proper coordinates you can
adwaysturn

around and head back to Absari space, but once you got there your
people would

gtart asking about that conference they're expecting to have with my
people. No

matter which way you turned you'd have problems, and al because of
your

resentment againgt my harmlesslittle demongtration. If that'sthe way
you want

it, go ahead and take your best shot.”
"Harmlesslittle demongtration,” he snorted. "I that was aharmlesslittle
demondtration, I'm a- " He broke it off and stared at mefor along


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

minute,

then snorted again with something more like amusement. Y ou think
you haveit

all figured out. What would happen if | did take you - and afterward
you

discovered you liked it? Instead of coming after me, you'd end up
begging not to

be turned loose."

"If you were curious to know how likely that would be, you should
have checked

with the Tildorani daversbeforeweleft,” | sad, giving himagrinwitha
lot

of wolf init. "After | lost my patience with them, they couldn't hand me
over

to Clero fast enough. In case you hadn't noticed, I'm not very good
dave

meterid.”

"That you definitely are not," he agreed with sudden pleasance, picking
himsdf

up off the deck to stretch. "And now that we have that settled, you
havea

choice to make, too." He stepped over my legsto sit down next to me
onthe

couch, then looked down at me. "Y ou can elther get back into clothes,
or start

showing me how much you know about raping aman. | cantdl you
right now that

if you don't do one or the other, | won't be responsible for what
happens. I've

discovered that looking at you does something sirange to my normdal
restraint,

which wasthereason | started thisin thefirst place. In agtuation like
this, with only the two of usand alot of empty time ahead of us, it's
best if

we both where we stand.”

"I don't think | understand you at dl,” | said with agood dedl of
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confusion

and tota honesty. "How could you not know where we stand after al
thetimewe

spent together? We weren't playing cards or swapping jokes during
that time,

Vd. Why would things be any different now?'

"We were in the middle of the base with alot of other people around us
then,"

he answered gently as he smoothed my hair with one big hand. "It so
happens |

wasin this generd Situation once before, sharing abed with awoman
among

other people, then suddenly being donewith her in aplace where no
onecould

interrupt us and neither of us could walk away. Thefirst timel put my
hand on

her shoulder she had hygterics.”

My firg reaction wasto tell him he was making that up, but onelook at
the

flinching vexation in his eyestold me hewasn't. Y ou hear alot about
women's

traumatic experiences, it looked like some men got raked over the
codsjust as

bedly.

"She must have been aneuratic,” | decided aoud, pretending | hadn't
noticed

theway he'd sghed. "I've never heard of anything that mindless.”

"It wasn't mindless, and shewasn't neurotic,” he denied, afaint smile
curving

hislips as he looked down at me. " She was a seasoned fighter from
oneof the

field teams, and hadn't gotten particularly upset even the times sheld
been

wounded. When | findly got her cdmed down, she wasterribly
embarrassed and

inssted on explaining why she'd done as she had. It seemsthat | had
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the same

appedl for her that her job did, lots of excitement, lots of adventure,
lots of

danger. Being in the base had been like being part of her team, the
merefact of

their proximity enough to keep the danger from becoming
overwheming. Oncewe

were done, though - All she could think about was how 'big' and
‘dangerous |

was, how | might do anything | cared to to her, and the redly horrifying
possibility that she might cometo like that anything. Sheld seen fully
trained

femae daveson Tildor, you see, and had been just asfascinated as
sheld been

repelled. Those daves served their men's every want and whim, and
loved doing

it. She was afraid she would love doing it, and that | would make her
loveit.

Shefound it totally impossible to stop trembling.”

"Neurotic," | repeated firmly to those very black eyes watching me. "So
that was

the reason behind al those strange suggestions of yours; you wanted to
get the

possibilities said and considered before | thought of them on my own.
Wel, I'm

sorry to disgppoint you, friend, but it'sjust as| mentioned earlier: asfar
as

davery goes, I'vetried it more than once and till don't likeit. Do you
think

you might stop watching for the screaming and fainting now?"

"| stopped watching for that about ten minutes ago,” he saidd witha
stronger

grin, letting his eyes move briefly over me. ™Y ou may not beterribly
impressed

with my size and abilities, Diana, but you're the only woman | ever met
who
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wasn't. Do you understand now why 1'd like to hear from you about
wherewe

gand?'

"Yes, | can undergtand it now," | agreed judicioudy. "I'll be glad to give
you

agtatement concerning my views." | took afina sip of my coffee before
returning it to its dot, then lifted both legs and swung them acrossVa's
lap.

"Asl seeit,” | told him, "I've been promised that nothing would be
donetome

that would cause me to want to defend mysdlf. | wastold that by
someonewho

tends to keep hisword, you see, which turns out to be avery good
thing. Even

with the master matter converter, digposing of bodiesin aship likethis
to be

hard work, and I'm not in the mood for hard work."

"What are you in the mood for?" he asked, and again | was struck by
the

difference between the softness of hiswords and thelook in hiseyes.
Hishig

hand had raised to my hip, and now stroked dowly down my thigh and
leg.

"Truthfully, thething I could use most right now isafew hours of deep,”
I

answered, tucking my hands behind my head. "How's that for an idea?"
"Lousy," hesaid with that faint grin back again, both of his hands going

tomy

waist to pull me more completdy into hislap. "l have amuch better
idea”

His hands moved over me as hislipslowered to mine, and it didn't take
very

long before | had a better ides, too.

Chapter 2Chapter 2
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When Vd and | woke up after indulging in his better idea, he brought
out apair

of tight-fitting but flexible, cobat blue ... exercise shorts| guessyou
could

cdl them, and then joined mein some muscle-loosening exercise of the
non-horizonta variety. After that the shower washed our swest away,

thear

blowers dried the shower water, and then | dided us a couple of
synthsteak

sandwiches and mugs of coffeeto take care of the hollowswithin. My
ship guest

waan't very happy with the food, which naturaly led him into looking
for

something to complain about.

The something turned out to be the way 1'd roughed him up.
Accusations started

flying back and forth; our words went from heated to out-and-out
inflamed, and

before | knew it | was being challenged to see how well | could take
something

of the same sort. Having no idea of what he was talking about |
immediady

accepted the chalenge - and only then found out what aredly stupid
move that

was.

From the very first time Va touched me, back in the base, I'd
discovered that

there didn't seem to be any way of resisting him once his hands were on
me. Now

Va marched meinto the salon, sat down on one of the couches and
pulled meinto

his Iap, went to work on mein hisusual way, and then, when | wasjust
about

out of my mind, moved me out lap to St on the deck carpeting next to
hisleg

with orders not to move.
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It took quite afew suffering, mindless minutes before | could think

cealy

again, and another few minutes after that before | began to understand.
Atfirg

none of it made sense, then it suddenly cameto methat Vd was
specificdly

doing to mewhat | had doneto him. | was as helpless before his
expertiseashe

had been before mine, and rage and suffer though | might, there was
nothing |

could do to even the score. 1'd pledged mysdlf to do nothing in
response to

whatever he did to me, just as he had obvioudy pledged himsdf never
to usehis

full strength againgt awoman. It was aterrible, confining feding, a
screaming

that demanded satisfaction. My hands clutched hisleg and my body
pressed to it

in dry-throated need, but | did understand what was happening.
Or, at least | thought | understood. No more than another few minutes

went by

before the screaming and snarling began growing higher insde me,
dretching out

of al proportion to what had been and was being done to me. | gritted
my teeth,

trying to keep it from rising even more, but it was smply no use. My
usud

iron-bound self-control refused to cope with the problem, and | was
leftwitha

mad that made me more and more willing to strike out at anyone
handy. In

desperation to keep something ugly from happening | jumped to my
feet and raced

into my cabin, but Vd followed mein dmos immediatdy, bringing
adongthe

problem I'd been trying to avoid.


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

"Diana, areyou dl right?" he demanded, his voice sounding upset.
"What

happened? Why did you run like that?"

"Y ou might say it wasacal of nature,” | told him, standing with one
hand

againg thefar wall of the cabin, the other over my eyes. | didn't want to
admit it was my lousy nature that had called, the temper | knew |
couldnt

affordto lose. "If you'll give meaminute, I'll beright with you.”

"Don't beanidiot," he snorted, and then he was standing there next to
me,

pulling meinto hisarms and up againg him. My hand came away from
my eyesas|

diffened involuntarily, but | didn't redizejust how I'd stiffened until |
saw

thelook on hisface.

"Just cdm down, little girl," he said in asoothing way, hisarms around
me

more supportive and comforting than intimate. "Remember me?I'm the
oneyou

don't have to defend yoursdlf againgt, so just let those musclesrelax.
I'm not

going to hurt you, Diana, so just takeit easy.”

| looked down at theway | was standing, at the double knife-hand my
fingershad

dtiffened to, and couldn't believe I'd actually dipped that far from
control.

That waswhen | really understood what Va had been trying to tell me,
the

message that said the sort of anger 1'd bred in him got worse with the
passage

of time, not better. | hadn't been justified in knocking him around, and it
was

timel admitted it.

"I'm not doing very well with that agreement we made,” | got out,
looking up a
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him with self-disgust and annoyance. "In case you were wondering, you
made your

point. I guessI'm just not built to takeit aswell asyou did. | think I'm
going to need more than that minute before we sart again.”

"Y ou don't have to worry, wewon't be starting again,” he said,
suddenly

sounding odd. "Y ou look like you're coming face to face with an
uncomfortable

truth, Diana, but it's nothing you have to be upset about. If you're
having

second thoughts about the wisdom in choosing me as a partner, you
don't haveto

worry about hurting my fedings. It would hardly bethefirst timel was
told

something like that."

His voice had grown very gentle and the look in his eyes was hooded.
Vvd had

totally misinterpreted everything that had happened, and was braced to
takethe

bad news like atrooper, leading me to wonder flegtingly just how many
times

he'd had to take that news. The prejudice of the unwashed herd
obvioudy brought

himalot of hdll, and | felt atwinge ingde me that was stronger than
sympathy. If | tried to tell him that | wasthe problem, not him, hed
never

bdieveme.

Silently | beckoned to him to follow me, then led the way out of my
cabin and

back into the salon. When we reached alow, squarish utility table next
to one

wall, I held up my hand at Vd, then continued on into the galley aone.
It took

no more than aminute to get what | was after, and when | came out
Vd was

frowning in confusion. He watched me step up on the utility table,
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which put my

head an inch or so above his, then stood there in speechless shock as|
emptied

the largo plastic container of water | had gotten, right over his head.
Oncethe

last drop had been emptied | tossed the container away, then put my
figsonmy

hips

"I'm not having second thoughts about anything,” | told him, watching
cadmly as

his big hand wiped the water out of his eyes and pushed his sopping
hair back.

"How about you?'

Helooked at mewith thunder and lightning blazing in those eyesfor
about five

seconds, and then agrin broke through.

"No, no second thoughts," he said, tossing alock of wet hair back out
of his

eyes. "How could | have second thoughts when | haven't even cometo
termswith

my first thoughts yet? | can see I'm never going to know what to expect
from

you, Diana, but maybe we can narrow thefield alittle.”

| didn't know what he was talking about, and | didn't realize | was
about to

find out. One minute that grin wasright in front of me, and the next |
was off

the table, turned around, and held about the waist by one of those
should-be-illegal arms. Five or Six hard, fast smacks were ddlivered to
my bare

bottomn, and then | was set back on my feet on the deck carpeting.
"First you use words alone, and then, if that doesn't work, you try
something

<" helectured with onefinger pointing a& mewhilel stoodin
outraged

gpeechlessness with my hands rubbing behind me. "The next timel
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haveto tell

you that, you'll oend some time standing up.”

| was so mad | couldn't say aword, but having a chat wasn't whet |
wanted to do

with him. | actualy took one step toward him before | had control of
mysdf

again, and then | turned and stalked away to my cabin, damming the
heavy but

well-balanced door behind me. The nerve of that jerk! Go ahead and
try to hep

someone, and see what you get for it! | stalked back and forth across
thetiny

cabin, trying to cam down, but it took quite awhile before | madeit.
No one but a backwoods hick of a second from a backwoods outpost
would be stupid

enough to spank a Specia Agent, but that was the second time that
jerk had

tried it. Thefirst time had cost him alot of blood, but he didn't seem to
learn from anything that happened to him! It wasfairly clear | should
have

taken someone dsein hisplace after dl, but it wastoo late for that
now. I'd

just have to teach some mannersto what | had, over and over again, if
necessary, until the lesson stuck with him. I sat down on my bunk and
drew my

knees up for my chin to rest on, then began making amenta list of
possible

lessons.

| let afew hoursgo by beforel left the cabin again, and when | did |
medeit

very clear that Va had turned invisible. He was sitting on a couch
reading a

dim, leather-bound book when | passed him, and | paid no attention to
theway

he followed mewith hiseyesand agrin. | went into the control room
andrana
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quick systems and course check, made sure my double-check tape run
was

progressing properly, then went to the galley. A synthburger and coffee
were

enough to take care of what little appetite | had, and these | carried
back to

my cabin with me, damming the door again behind me.

When I'd come out of the galley with my food Va had been back on
his couch, but

it was obvious held left it briefly by the presence of the blanket he was
wrapped in. He made sure to begin shivering violently as| passed, but
he hadn't

done anything about that stupid grin. | swallowed my med with my
nose stuffed

into abook of my own, read for a short while that, then declared
officd

ship'snight.

When | woke up | discovered it was past nine hundred hours Arbitrary
Ship Time,

but that didn't mean much. I'd arted the night early when I'd goneto
bed, and

there wasn't anything on the ship that caled for crack-of-dawn rising. |
gretched hard and then lay il for aminute, grinning when |
Dismembered the

very discreet push against my cabin door the night before.

I'd been lying in the dark for awhile, waiting to fal adeep, when I'd
heard

thefaint cresk of the door initsframe. It had been trying to swing
obligingly

inward, but the lock 1'd flipped on had kept it from doing so. I'd been
wondering whether Va would try to catch me adegp and vulnerable,
and now |

knew; gentlemanly conduct goes by the boards when you've been
heated up and not

been given a chance to cool down. I'd had some of the same trouble
mysdf the
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night before, but it wasworth it if Va had suffered more.

| got up and visited the bathroom, got a cup of coffee and ran the
routine

control room checks, then went to start my morning loosening up. That
waswhen

Va showed up, looking well rested and fresh from the shower. His
cobdt blue

exercise shortslooked fresh and clean too, as though he'd been using
the

launderer. | still didn't need the launderer, and Va's eyes showed he
waswell

aware of that as he sat down on acorner stool to watch me.

Asl've mentioned I'm considered big for awoman, but I'm also nicely
well-endowed. The Absari Clinicians didn't have to touch my body
when they

matched meto Bellna, the Tildorian princess I'd decoyed for; that body
went

very well with the outstandingly beautiful face I'd been givento play the
part

of Bdlna, theface that was now mineaswell ashers. | till wasn't used
to

being aredhead, but Va didn't seem to missmy origind brown hair
and eyes. He

watched closely as| twisted, bent, stretched and jumped, saying not a
sngle

word, but as the saying goes, his eyes spoke volumes.

When | finished the exercising, | went for ashower. | hadn't skimped
on

anything | needed to keep up decent muscle tone, but I'd intended
running

through a couple of the stricter forms designed to keep your fighting
muscles

well oiled and then had changed my mind. To deny that Va's stare had
gottento

me would be awaste of time; if he hadn't been there, | would have
donethose
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forms. | dapped the water-flow switch with more strength than was
drictly

necessary, absolutely disgusted with mysdlf. So what if his tarewas
pure

evauation, the owner of abreeding ranch looking over his bloodstock,
ora

hungry carnivore considering the taste of the prey he was about to
pounce on?

Weas| aplacid broodmare or a cute little bunnyrabbit that | couldn't tell
him

to go to hell and then ignore him?

| closed my eyesand let the cool water fall directly over my face and
head,

something that lways made me fed asthough | scood under afdlsona
planet

instead of in asub-coffin-sized shower stdl on aship using recirculated
water. | couldn't help remembering the thoughts I'd had about how my
body looked

and briefly | wished | were built like the well-known board instead. Va
hedn't

said aword and he certainly hadn't tried to touch me, but somehow
that wasn't

the comfort it should have been.

Once, when very young, | had gone with my mother to vist some
friends of hers.

The people had been animal lovers, and they had had dogs and cats
and birdsand

rodents and dl sorts of cute and/or cuddiesome pets scattered about in
amog

every room of the house. When my mother and her friends had begun
taking

business | was given the run of the house, something | wasn't reluctant
accept.

Theideaof dl those animalsliving together had fascinated me, and I'd
wandered from room to room, admiring the comradely peace and cam
- until I came
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to the rules exception. A smal but beautifully colored bird was flapping
around in afrenzy initslarge, ornate cage, beating mindlesdy againgt
the

bars and swings and perches, acting as though it weretrying to get
away from

some horrible menace. I'd looked al around, trying to see what the
menace could

be, hadn't found anything at dl to explain the bird's behavior when a
house

servant entered the room.

The bird'sfrenzied flgpping caught hisimmediate attention, and with a
sound of

annoyance he went straight to an orange and white cat lying quietly near
the

cage, picked up the animal, then left the room with it. The bird's
fluttering

hysterics had started quieting immediately, but | hadn't understood why.
Thecat

hadn't been doing anything but staring at the bird...

| took my face out of the water so that | could sigh deeply, wondering
what the

hell 1 was going to do. The cat in question wasn't a housecat but a
hunting cat,

and the bird wasn't acage bird but amutated hunting hawk. If they
ever got

downto it in aseriousway more than feathers and fur would fly, but
the cat

didn't seem prepared to back off and the bird was beginning to fedl her
taons

flexing in purereflex. If something didn't happen to establish atruce
between

them the upcoming months would not be a al pleasant, but the hawk
didn't want

atruce on the cat's terms. | damned well couldn't accept atruce on
vd's

terms, not and gtill look mysdlf in thefacewhen | brushed my hair. He
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could

gare until he was bluein theface, but I'd be damned if I'd let it
stampede

me

With which strong-minded resolve | finished my shower, let the air
blowersdry

me, then marched out of the shower stall. The small exercise room was
empty, but

when | turned the corner into the salon | ran smack into the cause of
my

frenzied fluttering in the flesh.

"Hey, be careful!" Va said with touching concern, grabbing my armsto
keep me

from going over backward at the collison. Then he grinned faintly and

observed,

"Smdl ship, it it?"

"Not that smdl," | muttered to mysdlf and began to step around him,
but

suddenly hewasin my way again. | looked up a him with what must
have been

autométic taon flexing, and heimmediately held up a conciliatory hand.
"I'm redlly not trying to crowd you," he said. "It'sjust thet | have a
problem,

and | need your help withiit."

| sudied hisvery innocent face for aminute, knowing damned well he
wastrying

to con me, but still said, "What problem?”

"It'sright thisway," he said, stepping aside and gesturing with one hand.
"Comeon and I'll show you."

| half expected him to lead the way to his bunk, but his actua
destination

turned out to be the galley. He led me up to the synthoserver, then
turned and

gestured at it over hisshoulder.

"| can't eat what that thing putsout,” he said, the distastein his
expression
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testifying to the truth of hiswords. "No matter what color or shape or
texture

itcomesoutin, it dl tastesthe sameand | can't egt it. If that'sall this
ship hasin theway of food, I'm not going to makeit to your
Federation.”

He was looking down at mein astrange way, obvioudy not kidding
about the

syntho, but at the same time pleased he had found something | couldn't
ignore

him about. | wasthat closeto telling him held get used to the syntho
aftera

whileand if he didn't he could starve with my blessing, when | suddenly
gota

better idea. The ship was, after al, aluxury yacht, and | could do with
a

little luxury.

"If it'sfresh food you want, the dispenser's over here,” | told him,
pointing

out the recess on the opposite Side of the galley. "The ship needs about
ten

minutes to thaw out whatever you decide on, and operating instructions
for the

broiler-grill-oven arein that cabinet, right next to the seasoning, utendls,
and plates. If you don't like syntho, you have to cook your own. Enjoy
your

For the second timein five minutes | started to walk around him, but
evena

ten-year-old could have blocked the doorway without trying. Va,
about asfar as

you can get from aten year-old, wastrying, and what a surprise that
turned out

to be.

"I'm not very good at following ingtructions like that," the man who had
helped

rebuild my ship said in acoaxing voice, at the same timelooking down


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

ame

with asmilein hisdark black eyes. "Why don't you stay here and help
me, and

then we can both enjoy the medl.”

| let mysdlf stiffen enough for him to notice, then glared up a him.
"You don't havetorubitin!™ I hissed with enough venom to widen his
eyesin

gartlement. "If | knew how to cook, don't you think 1'd be eating food
instead

of syntho? But don't think you can embarrass me about it, because you
cant! I'm

good enough at enough other things that cooking doesn't mean athing!
Not a

thing! Now, get out of my way!"

Heretrested in confusion at my tirade, giving me enough room to stalk
out of

the galley, then let me carry my coffee away to the control room
without saying

aword. | settled myself and the coffee in the pilot's seet, activated the
forward screens, then grinned faintly as | sipped and watched our
not-yet-visible progress through the deep black.

Syntho might not taste very good until you got used to it, but it was
more

nutritionally balanced than natura food, it helped keep you in better
shape

physicaly during adead-timetrip like the one we were currently on -
andit

was incredibly convenient for people like me who didn't careto be
bothered with

cooking.

If Va reacted to my play-acting the way | expected him to I'd have my
choiceof

the syntho or an aready-cooked meal of natural food for the rest of the
trip.

Already-cooked by V. If he ever found out | cooked well enough to
it just
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anybody 1'd probably have to defend mysdlf, but lifewithout risk is
nothing

more than existing. | put my hesls up on the edge of the board, sipped
amy

coffee, and began thinking about how long | ought to resist being
invited 0

dinner.

| stayed in the control room until | finished my coffee, went to my cabin
to

read and nap for awhile, then returned to the exercise areato run
through

thoseforms| hadn't gotten to earlier. | would have thought Va had
disappeared

off the ship if | hadn't heard the muted clatter and movements every
timel

passed the galley; his new preoccupation wastaking al of his attention,
an

absolute blessing asfar as| was concerned. If it hadn't been against my
persond policy to look gift blessngsin the mouth | would have
wondered what

he was doing in there so long, but even if it turned out that free meals
wouldn't be coming my way after al, the change of being out from
under

surveillance for awhile made it more than worth it. When | finished the
formsl

showered again, then sat down to read.

It was just about 1800 hours AST when | put my book aside, too
digtracted to Sit

there any longer. | hadn't been particularly hungry earlier that day so dll
I'd

had was coffee, but just then | was feding the hollowness clear down
tomy

ankles. I'd been expecting Vd to figure out how to use the cooking
unit, but

there was always the possibility he would turn out to be King Thumbs
inanything
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domestic. It would be too bad dl the way around, but | could survive
eadly on

syntho, and Va would just haveto learntolikeit. | left my cabin and
went

draight to the gdlley and the syntho server, ignoring the galley's other
occupant until my wrist was grabbed in abig hand before | could touch
the

Sdector did.

"Y ou don't want any of that," | wastold in very firm tones, the hand
pullingme

gently around and away from the server. "Don't you remember how
harditisto

dispose of bodies on thisship?’

"If | don't get any of that, you'll be faced with the need to make the
effort,”

| pointed out, moving my wrist in hishand. "I happen to be hungry, and
I'dlike

to get something to eat.”

"Then let's get you something to eat," he said with afaint grin, heading
me

toward the other sde of the gdlley before turning my wrist loose. "Is
there

some place with more elbow room where we can st this out?"

"This" turned out to be more courses of fresh-cooked food than | ever
expected

to see before | got back to the Federation, al kept nice and warn
behind the

holder panels surrounding the cooker. | could now understand why |
hadn't

amelled any of hisefforts, but not why he hadn't dlready begun digging
in.

"Theresapull-out tablein the sdlon you can use," | answered. "I'll have
mine

inaminute, and then I'll be out of your way."

| tried to turn away from the open holder panels, but the hand in the
middle of
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my back wasn't dlowing that. My avenue of retreat was well blocked
off.

"Wheat's the matter, are you too good to eat with me?' Va asked softly,
meking

sure hisarm stayed in my way. "Areyou afrad to try it in caseyou like
it? It

takes abig person to accept a shortcoming, Diana, but | thought you
were big

enoughtodoit. Was| wrong?'

| looked up at the sober face looking down a me, silently giving E for
effort

to theline he'd decided on.

"All right, I'll joinyou," | grudged, trying not to lick my lipsin
anticipation of what was making those delicious smells. "But only this
once. It

30 happens| -like syntho."

"Only thisonce," Va agreed without hesitation, his grin nowhere except
his

eyes. "Y ou get the pull-out pulled out, and I'll start bringing the food."
With chore assgnments made | was freeto go where | liked, which
wasinto the

sdonto seeto thetable. A pretty white cloth fluffed out once the table
was

locked into open position, and Va began covering it with disheswhilel
unracked a couple of chairs from the dining set recess, then checked
thewine

list to see what was available. On the trip out I'd used a heavy brandy
to get

stoned on once, not caring to waste anything better on the urges of
deep

depression. A wine drunk ismurder on the congtitution, and the
hangover had

been bad enough to keep me from doing it a second time, which left the
figurative cdllar dmost untouched.

Va had prepared a seafood appetizer, a meat soup, a meat and
vegetablesmain
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dish, something with about ten million caloriesfor dessert, and had
cheeseand

fruit and breads scattered around. | selected one good white wine, an
average

rosé and adarned good red, then decided against the excellent brandy
the

yacht'sorigind owner had undoubtedly laid in for himself. If | felt like
sharing brandy with VVd, | could dwayscall it up later.

Once we were settled at the table there was more plate-passing and
swvdlowing

than gabbing accomplished, the sort of Slence one givesto avery
creditable

effort. Vd's handling of the seasoning was unorthodox but interesting,
andthe

fact that | could have done better didn't keep me from thoroughly
enjoying

myself. Weworked our way through the first two bottles of wine dong
with most

of thefood, then sat back to sample the third.

"Thisisnice" Va observed, raising his glass so thet the light gleamed
red

off its contents, then brought it to hislips again. "Have you made any
plans

for our first stop after we reach your Federation?'

"| certainly have," | answered with agood ded of satisfaction, noticing
how

closeto blood color the winewas. | felt relaxed and good after that
medl, and

didn't mind talking about my plans. "'l have some unfinished business
named

Radman to seeto, and then I'll show you afew of the sights."

"lan't that the name of the daver who first put you on thisship?' Va
asked,

looking a me over therim of hisglass. "When Dameron first
questioned you he

found out you'd been after this Radman, but he never learned exactly
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why. What

law did he break?'

"Asdefrom what hedidtome?' | asked, remembering theway I'd felt
after

waking up aboard that ship, the control room in ruins, unexplored
vastnessdl

around me, my future all behind me. If | hadn't been too stubborn to
givehim

the satisfaction, | would have gone dowly mad, locked up in acrippled
hulk on

my way to thefar Sde of forever. And it was al Radman'sdoing, the
dimewho

found that sort of thing more fun than a clean degath, thefilth who never
thought I'd come back from it, the dead man who didn't yet know we
hed afind

date penciled in on the calendar.

"Radman's aspecial case among davers,” | said after taking a deep,
necessary

swallow of my wine, only vagudy noticing thet Va hadn't filled the gep
between

my question and the beginning of my answer to hisquestion. "Aslong
as he stuck

to ordinary dave-trading he was none of our business; too many
member planets

consider davery of one sort or another lega. Not long ago, though, he
decided

to branch out.

"Two Councilmen were arguing for opposite sides of an important
politica

question, and Radman, in an effort to increase his power, approached
one of them

with an offer. For dl | know, the Councilman may have thought he was
actingin

the best interests of the people; whatever it was, he made aded with
Radman

and two days later the other Councilman's three children disappeared.
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The second

Councilman wastold he would see them again only if he abandoned his
opposition

to thefirst Councilman's sand.”

Vd was dill garing a me slently, hiswine glass held in both hands, his
lack of expresson giving me no clues asto what he wasthinking. | took
my eyes

away from him, and went on with the story.

"Unfortunately for his children, the second Councilman was aman of
honor," |

continued. "He refused to desart his stand, and the kids paid for it.
They were

never seen at home again, but were eventualy traced to the pleasure
planet

Xanadu, purely by accident. Radman had sold them to the Pleasure
Sphere, and it

was much too late to save them. The nine-year-old-girl and
twelve-year-old-boy

had been used to desth by the patrons, and the sixteen-year-old-girl
hed

committed suicide. It didn't take long before the Councilman went the
sameway

his oldest daughter had gone.”

"And al that because of someone's twisted desire for power,” Va said
vey

softly, so softly that | looked back at him in startlement. I'd never heard
such

chill menace from him before. "And you were supposed to arrest him,
but instead

of your getting him, he got you. Why were you sent done? Why didn't
they send a

sguad of peacekeepers?

"A sguad of male peacekeepers, you mean?' | asked with avery faint
amile before

Spping my wine. "We don't cal them that in the Federation, but | catch
your
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meaning. The only problem with that is Federation police can't do what
| do.

"Why not?' he asked, dmaost in annoyance, hiswine forgotten. "What
makesalone

female more qudified to arrest filth like that than a squad of men?!
"Possbly the fact that therés no arrest involved,” | answered, trying not
to

watch him closdly and failing miserably. "The Council issued adesth
warrant on

Radman to show much they appreciated his efforts, and I'm the Specid
Agent they

sent to serveit. If someone hadn't warned him | was coming | would
havekilled

him and Ieft the body for hisfriendsto find, asawarning againg trying
something like ever again. It would hardly have been thefirst death
warrant |

ever srved, Vd, and if I'm very, very lucky, I'll go back to find that no
one

elsewas sent to seeto it in my absence. Not even police special
squads are

authorized to or capable of executing adeath warrant. | am.”

| watched him absorb the news. It hadn't been necessary to tell him that
witha

two-month trip till in front of us, but I couldn't hold back. Va knew

well

enough that I'd killed on Tildor - hdll, I'd dmost doneit to him! - but
there

was abig difference between killing in self-defense and killing in cold
blood.

That the end result was the same made no difference to most people;
deliberate

executions of any sort were horrifying, and the soulless, inhuman
crestures

capable of taking life without the mitigating emotions of rage or
fear-for-sdlf

were more horrifying still. Those black eyeswatched mewhile |
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watched him, the

thoughts behind them totaly unreadable, and abruptly | didn't careto
play the

game any more. | didn't give adamn how shocked hewas; at least it
would keep

him out from under my feet from then on.

"Thanksfor themed," | said, swalowing the last of my wine before
replacing

the glass carefully on the table and then standing. "If you'd ever likeit
meatched in syntho, just let me know."

| started back toward my cabin, looking forward to being aone, but
Va wasout

of hischair so fast he practically materidized in front of me, blocking
the

way.

"Come on, you don't really want to put us back to wherewe were," he
sad,

sounding asif that was dl there was worth discussing between us. "That
wineis

much too good to be left after asingle taste, and | redly hate drinking
aone.

And you haven't finished telling me what well be doinginthe
Federation once

we take care of that Radman garbage. Just alittle while longer, and a
little

more of thewine... What do you say?"'

"After wetake care of Radman?' | echoed, feding asif I'd dready had
more

than enough wine. | couldn't understand how he could dismisswhat I'd
toldhim

so lightly, not with the way people usualy took it. "What about - what |
jugt

sad. Didn't it bother you?"

"Of courseit bothered me," he said, looking faintly startled. " Just
because

you're capable of doing atough job like that doesn't mean they had the
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right to

send you in entirely unprotected, without any back-up. Something can
dipinany

dangerous situation, just theway it did in yours. Next time helll have the
two

of usto contend with, and | don't think helll do aswell - no matter who
warns

him about what."

"Thetwo of us," | echoed again, dmost in awhisper, feding so strange
thet |

couldn't describeit, even to mysdlf. I'd had partners before, usualy
under

protest and usudly forgotten as soon as the assignment was over, but
even when

it had worked out I'd never felt so ... really wanted. It was stupid, and
probably

acombination of imagination and too much wine, but as | looked up
into those

dark black eyes, it dmost felt asthough Va was considering me with
aneyefor

more than what most men usudly wanted.

A big hand came gently to my face, and | looked up in time to see how
closehis

face was. Warm lips touched mine briefly but without any doubt, and
then wewere

heading for one of the couches, to discussthe Federation a bit more
over

another glass of theredly good wine. When it findly cameto me that
what he

probably wanted was nothing more than some human interaction in the
midst of the

ultimate isolation al around us, | was able to relax again and hold up
my end

of the conversation. Therest of it was just wine and imagination after
al, but

that srangefeding till warmed therest of that "night.”
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Chapter 3Chapter 3

Life settled down into routine after that, but there wasn't much of the
boredom

you'd expect. Va took to joining mein morning loosening-up exercises,
but he

didn't know enough to join mein afternoon fighting practiceand |
wasn't about

to teach him. In the afternoons we took turnsin the exercise room, and
he

didn't offer to teach me what he was doing either.

| continued to eat the syntho any time | wanted aquick snack, but Va
cooked

every time he was hungry, which seemed more often than it should be. |
know he

had to keep that big body of hisfueled, but how you can est that much
insuch

confined spacesis acomplete mystery to me. We shared dinner every

ship night,

and | waswell prepared for the time he decided to "teach me how to
cook." My

attitude was "gamely willing" when we started the lesson, but it didn't
take

long before | managed to burn myself on the cooker, in the process
destroying

the smple medl it was cooking. | cursed out the cooker and my own
"dumgness’

without once blaming Vd, and that was the end of the lessons.

There were timeswhen we didn't say aword to each other, but there
weredso

times when we talked about ourselves. Va didn't say much about
himsdlf except

for the fact that he'd been at Dameron's outpost for about three Absari
yedr,

had worked in the field for awhile, moved into heading his own team,
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then

accepted the job as Dameron's second. He was so vague about his
family and life

before that that | decided not to presshim; we al have thingsin our
past wed

rather not discuss. From other things he said | gathered hisfamily was
to some

degree important on their home world, and maybe that was the trouble.
If hed

done something to embarrass them he would have had to leave, and
something that

was none of my business.

The trip out had been endless, but | awoke one day to discover that
ometime

during the ship "night" we had moved into communication range - or, at
least,

into communication range with my department. We had barely entered
thefringes

of Federation space and were still agood hop, skip and ajump away
fromwhat

might be congdered inhabited space, but triangul ation showed that one
of our

souped up, highly classified comm boosters wasn't too far ahead.

| can'timagine what sort of thinking went into anchoring those boosters
a

countless points on the edges of nowhere, but | didn't haveto have
their raison

detrein order to use one. | sent out a pulse on my departmental
frequency,

established it for repeat, then went to get acup of coffee. Therelaying
would

take awhile, but once they locked onto me we'd have atwo-way with
nolag.

About fifteen or twenty minutes passed before | got adouble-pulse
echo, and

then alock-on decreasein datic. | cut my own pulse just asthe double
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cut

out, and then there was nothing but the hum of the open connect. The
Slence

sad they were waiting for meto identify mysdlf, so | recited astring of
code

numbers designed to tell them who | was, then waited for areply. It
wan't long

incoming.

"Please repeat series,” afamiliar voice said. "Reverification necessary.”
| repeated the series and added, "That's the | ast repesat you get, Jerry. |
don't

need practice in pronouncing numbers.”

"Diana" the voice exclamed, "It isyou! Where the hell have you been?
We

wrote, you off two months ago.”

"Thanksfor the vote of confidence," | told him, stretching into long
comfortin

the pilot's sedt. "It's only been about Six months atogether.”

"| should have known better,” Jerry laughed. "1t would take more than
Radman to

put you away permanently.”

"Y eah, well hedmost madeit,” | answered, no longer amused. "Y ou'd
better

record if you're not doing so dready. | have areport that's going to
shake

everyonein sght. And if you're not one, clear everyone eseout. This
report

goes straight to Ringer, and is guaranteed to burn anyone not
authorized to hear

it"

"Recording," he acknowledged, sounding curious. "Should | put my
fingarsinmy

eas?'

"It would not hurt, my boy," | laughed, "it would not hurt. Report
beginning.” |

garted from the time | woke up outward bound, continued through to
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the present,

and finished up with, "Vadon and | have recd culated the date of the
conference, and everything is ready to be turned over to whoever has
to get it.

| refuse to attempt any conclusions asto the Confederacy'saims, but |
must

point out that they would still be unknown to usif I'd had afata
accident

before | could lift off. Asfor Radman, | claim apriority on him. I'd like
to

finish my businesswith him before Vadon and | take on any other
assgnmernt.

End of report.”

There was slence on the other end of the line for aminute, then Jerry's
voice

came through again, sounding shaken.

"I should have taken your advice and put my fingersinmy ears," he
muttered.

"I'll get thisto Ringer, but if he'sanything like me, hewon't believea
word

of it. I'm leaving the frequency open so Ringer can talk to you. Out for
There was nothing el se after that but the hum of the open connect, so |
went to

the gdley, got another cup of coffee, then retraced my stepsto the
control

room. Va had been puttering in the gdley as usud, paying no attention
to what

| did in the control room, but the glance he gave me showed he knew
something

was up. He didn't ask any more questions about what | was up to than
I'd asked

about his past; when it wastimefor him to know, he knew I'd tell him.
Asusud, Ringer didn't waste any time. Five minutes after the minimum
time

needed to listen to my report, hisvoice came through the speaker.
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"Diana, are you there?' he demanded without any preamble, hisvoice
itsusud

growl.

"I'm here, Ringer," | answered with afaint smilel couldn't help. If I'd
never

heard Ringer'svoice again, | would have missed it.

"I'velearned never to expect the norma from you, but thisis more than
evenl

would have expected,” he said with agrin | could hear. "Have you ever
heard the

ancient saying about someone who falsinto an unusudly filled barrd,
and

comes out with an improbable smd|?!

"I've heard it, Ringer, but the smell hasn't been established yet," | said
asl

Spped at my coffee. "What do you think of their proposal ?*

"I'mwith you," he growled. "I'll leave the conclusion-drawing to
Federation

atigstrained for it. Assoon asI'm finished with you, I'll get through to
some people | know and dump it in their laps. By the way, you didn't
gointo any

detail about how Radman grabbed you. Did you fal adeep on thejob?’
"Not bloody likely," | snorted. "How many ears are therein the room
withyou?"'

"Jugt my own," hesaid suspicioudy. "Why?'

"Because Radman was waiting for me with open arms,” | told him.
"What does that

sound liketo you?"

"It soundslikeasdlout,” he said after briefly curang with feding. "Do
you

have any ideawho?'

"Not the dightest,” | assured him. "If | did, they'd be on the top of my
lig

instead of Radman. | hope you haven't sent anyone else after him. I'd
hate to

think | missed out.”


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

"l was going to, but the Council withdrew the warrant until we could
find out

what happened to you," Ringer said, the faintest bit hesitant over the
tonel'd

used. "Y ou know the Council doesn't believe in wasting agents. If
something

stopped you, they wanted to find out what it was before sending
anyonedsein."

"Good for them,” | nodded in satisfaction. "They may be learning to use
their

heads. Where is he now?'

"Don't start resetting your course just yet," he ordered with a hint of
annoyance. "Y ou've got apiece of paper for me, remember?’

"Oh, yes, that." | Sghed and sat back again. "Okay, where do you want
it?"

"Heed for Faraway Station,” he decided after aminute of sllent

congderation.

"You can makeitin afew days, and so can|. Youll give me what
you're

carrying, and I'll give you a couple of sets of identity papers. How do
you

think your new partner will work out?"

"He shouldn't be too bad at al - on the easy stuff,” | answered,
remembering my

promiseto Dameron. "Y oull flip out when you see what he can do, and
wecan

have a contest to see which of us getsto believeit first. When you
leavefor

Faraway, bring dong some essentials for me from my gpartment; you
know what

I'll need. And make sure that warrant is back in effect, | don't want to
run

into any static about operating under a canceled instrument. And when
we get to

Faraway, you can buy Va some clothes. If | gaveyou his
measurements now, you'd
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never bdievethem.”

"If he put up with you for two monthsand is till in one piece, | dready
know

what his measurements haveto be," Ringer came back with adigin his
voicethat

made megrin. "Any other orders, maam, any other littlething | can do
for

you?"

"Nothing | can think of right now," | drawled, knowing the drawl would
irritate

him. "Didn't you missme, Ringer?'

"| certainly did," he answered, and | could dmost seethegleamin his
eyes.

"One day soon | hopeto tell you exactly how much.”

"I haven't done adamned thing you can cite mefor and you know it," |
came back

with alaugh, remembering again how much | enjoyed prodding him.
"Even| cant

break any regsfrom way out here."

"If therésaway, youll findit," he returned with the sort of drynessl
Seem

toingpire. "If you think of anything elsel ought to know, saveit until we
both get to Faraway."

"Read you ten and zero, 0 mighty leader,” | acknowledged, but despite
the

irreverence it so happened | agreed with him completely. Not knowing

wherethe

original leak about my assignment had come from meant | couldn't
leave any

meaningful messages to be passed on to Ringer by anyone else. There
were certain

people, like Jerry and his brothers and sisters in communications, who
had been

rendered incapable of betraying anything that passed through their
hands and

minds, but voluntary conditioning of that sort wasn't required of
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everyonewho

worked for the department. Our people would find the lesk eventudly,
but until

they did | would be talking to no one but the man | worked for.

Ringer and | took turns at sign-off, then he broke the connect, which
brought

the static back. | flipped off the communicator and was about to get out
of the

pilot's seat, when a glance over my shoulder showed me an unexpected
sght. vd

stood leaning againgt the bulkhead right next to the entry, hisarms
folded, his

earsal but flapping. It seemed the galley had at last lost its fascination,
and | couldn't help but wonder at the coincidence of the timing.
"Having fun?" | asked, turning the seat around o that | could look
directly at

him. "Hear anything you'd like to write home to mother about?"

" wasn't eavesdropping, if that'swhat you'reimplying,” he answered,
looking

not the least bit ashamed or guilty. "We're supposed to be partners,
and

partners share things, especialy contact with the home base. | assumed
you

amply forgot to invite me, and went ahead and invited mysdf.”

His black eyes showed a good part of the annoyance he seemed to be
feding, an

annoyance which was, by my way of looking at things, wholly
unjudtified.

"It won't be your home base until you get your first assgnment,” |
pointed out,

rasing my mug to my lipsfor asp of wha wasleft. "Until thenit'smy
home

base, and | would have appreciated some privacy.”

"For dl the highly classified things you had to discuss,” hesad witha
nod,

prying himsdf off the bulkhead to walk to the co-pilot's seat and fold
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down

intoit. "Things | know nothing about, like the experience you had on
Tildor,

and the proposed conference between our people, and the trouble you
hed with

Radman - and the sort of assgnments|'m to be given."

So that wasit. Vd didn' like the idea of being given nothing but "easy
ones,"

and that was just too bad.

"What about the assgnments you'll be given?' | asked with full
Openness,

looking at him over my mug rim. "What sort of assgnmentsdid you
expect to

et

"| expected to get what my partner got," he growled, not about to let
himsdf be

soothed. "Isthat what you'll be doing, Diana? The 'easy’ ones?”'

"If they come my way, you won't find me turning my nose up a them.” |

shrugged.

"If you spend too much time with your life congtantly on theline, you
getto

the point where you're too tired or too bored to put out maximum
effort. After

that you find yoursdf intimately involved in find sort of happenings, the
kind

that take you out of the game for kegps. What's your departmental
rating, va?'

"l don't understand,” he said, surprised at the unexpected question.
"How could

| know my rating in adepartment | haven't even officialy joined yet?'
"Well, you seemed to know what sort of assignments you should be
given" |

pointed out. "If you don't know wheat rating you are, how do you know
what an

‘easy’ one congsts of 7'

Hisfacetook on afrustrated look, an awareness of the way he was
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being backed

into acomer without knowing how to get out of it again. He shifted in
annoyance

in the seat, hiseyesnot at al pleased with me, and then he found a
corner to

hang argument on.

"You said you'd take the easy ones'if' they came your way," he
countered, the

ferd look firmly planted in hiseyes. "Y ou obvioudy don't expect them
to come

your way, but you want them to come mine."

"I've spent twelve years proving what | can do,” | pointed out. "

Started

learning what | was up against when | was eighteen standard years old,
andthe

twelve years show how well | learned those lessons. I'm a Specid
Agent, Vd,

and in my frame of reference 'easy’ means anything that isn't
autométicaly

considered certain death. Y ou better believe I'll take an easy oneif it
comes

my way, but there are too many assgnments that aren't easy - and not
enough

Specia Agentsto do them. If you prove to my people you can do what
| do,

they'll be more than happy to change your designation. Why you would
want it

changed | can't imagine, but you have to give them a chanceto evauate
you."

His sharp, annoyed movementsin the seet showed he was il
gruggling againg

the box | had himin, but sweet reason hasit al over driving argument
whenyou

want to naill someone good.

"They can evdluate me dl they like while werre working together,” he
sada
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last, histone announcing that that was the sole concession hewas
willingto

make. "Partners are two people who work together, and that's reason |
came here

with you: to be your partner. What's an orbita station?”'

The abrupt change of subject was alot more of a concession than the
one hed

voiced, and | smiled to mysdlf as| turned back to the controls. When
thetime

came Va would do what hewastold to do, and in the meanwhile |
was no longer

the bad guy.

"An orbita gationispart of the system the Federation set up to make
traveing eeser,” | said, letting the insruments confirm my estimate that
it

was too soon to change my heading for Faraway. "Major spaceports
started out

right on the planet designated as a'change of trains stop, and dl kinds
of

unexpected difficulties developed with them. If people had to wait a
week or

more to make connections with aship going their way, they sarted
wondering

about what was beyond the spaceport fence. If they'd checked out
loca customs

firgt, they might have been there waiting when their ship got in, but most
sghtseersdidn't bother. They just went their merry way and found out
about

grange lawsthe hard way."

| shifted away from the controls and continued. " The Federation wasn't
about to

dart ashooting war with haf its planet even if the problem of shaking
touristsloose from their grip was getting worse by the day, so some
bright boy

came up with the idea of orbiting stations where sightseers could
wander al
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they liked and never get into trouble. If they want to hit dirt they haveto
gt

through alecture on loca behavior and pass atest before they're
alowed down,

S0 most don't bother. Those orbital stations are Federation run and
have

everything you can think of, but Faraway, being so far out, ison the
rough

Sde, just likethe planet it orbits. If they didn't need it for a
change-of-trains stop, the planet Faraway would have to get dong with
shuttles

and freightersthe way other young planets do. A planet doesn't get an
orbital

dation until itsrate of advancement earnsit one.”

The black eyeswatching me grew briefly annoyed at the statement of
fact I'd

made, then became amused.

"I've discovered that anything worthwhile hasto be earned,” he

commented witha

faint grinwhile | took my attention briefly away from him. When |
looked up

again hewas standing right over me, the faint grin widened. "I've never
minded

having to earn things, Diana, and |'ve lways managed to earn whatever
itwasl

redly wanted."

"Andwhat isit you really want thistime, Va?" | asked, for some
reason

feeling uncomfortable as | looked up a him. The control room wastoo
bright for

meto miss seeing any part of hisexpression, and the amusement he
showed in

both face and eyes was completely unexplained.

"Thistime| redly want to be partners with afemale who spent twelve
years

proving what she can do," he said, leaning down suddenly to lift me out
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of the

pilot'sseat. "1 don't think it will take me nearly aslong to prove what |
can

do."

"Not many assgnments are given out on the basis of that sort of
expertise” |

pointed out, as| moved in protest againgt the arms holding me. "If
youre

thinking about trying to match me, Vd, don't waste your time. And put
me down.

| haven't done any loosening up yet thismorning.”

"Don' you think it's about time someone did try to match you?' he
asked,

looking less amused as he held me without the least effort. "Therésa
Sying

among my people that points up thelack of crowding in the highest
postions.”

"lt'slonely at thetop,” | quoted without thinking, than immediately
regretted saying something that mindless. "Londy and rough, or
possbly londy

because not too many people can hack it. If you're tired enough of
living and

want to give it astab, why should | care?!

"That'sright," he agreed very quietly, for some reason watching me as
he

findly put me down. "Why should you care?"

| turned away from him without adding anything to the conversation,
then

remembered the exercising | hadn't done. | wasn't really in the mood
any longer,

but went to take care of it anyway. In the past I'd cared about my
partners, but

only in so far asthejob was concerned; what they did outside that
particular

frame of reference was gtrictly their business, and absolutely none of
mine. If
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Va wanted to get himself killed the way so many others had, why
should | care?

It was hislife, wasn't it? | stood till in the middle of the exercise area
for

aminute, suddenly less than pleased a being so close to home, then
sadto

hell with it and got on with the exercising. Va was nothing but another
partner, so why would | carewhat hedid...?

"How many timesdid you say you've donethis sort of thing?' Vd
asked from the

co-pilot's seet, his eyes glued to the screens. "What happensif you miss
the

opening’?”

"I'vedoneit at least twice, and if | missthe opening the ship will crash
and

explode," | muttered in answer, paying more attention to what | was
doing than

to Vd'shyserics. Commercia liners send shuttlesto dl orbital stations
to

pick up and deliver passengers, but smadl private shipsrarely have
shuttlesto

send. With aship the size of oursit was necessary to dock the ship
itsdf, and

that docking was donetail firgt.

Just then | was edging us closer and closer to the huge globe that was
Faraway

Orbitd Station, aming for the rdatively tiny docking aperture that had
been

assigned to us, easing our approach by means of the ship's gentle
directiond

jets. The screensin front of me made it seem asif we were moving
forward, and

it was necessary to conscioudy remember it was backward movement
we wanted. Too

little thrust and the "wind" created by the massive station would send us
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floating away again, too much thrust and we'd go dewing al over the
place. The

littlest bear's touch was what was needed just then, and | had no
concentration

to spare for aman who didn't trust women drivers.

"That wasn't very funny," Va growled, but softly enough to keep from
digtracting me. "Y ou may have gone through this before, but | havent.
Inthe

Confederacy wed land aship like this directly on the planet, not try
putting

itinto ahdf-inch diameter holein an orbiting space Sation. If you'd
given

me some warning about what had to be done, | could havetried my
hand at it. |

probably have more experience at precision piloting than you do.”

His voice was 0 filled with automatic, unconscious superiority thet |
nearly

was digtracted, with the urge to look around for something to beat him
over the

head with, if nothing ese. Before | could givein to the urge, though, |
fdt

the firg tentative touch of the grabber field, and then it waslocked on
tight,

ready to dide usautomaticaly into the berth.

The controls went dead under my hands as the field took over
completely, the

safety field that made sure no one would end up smashing into the
Stetion. I'd

only had to guide the ship in close enough to where the field could take
over,

but exact positioning isamatter of contest among the people | worked
with, and

I'd known Ringer would be watching. As soon as| saw my jockeying
had put us

dead on | felt the usual satisfaction, but then | thought of away to
increase
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thefeding.

"Wadll, if you're so good, go right ahead and take over," | saidtoVd in
a

huff, pulling my hands completely away from the controlsas| turned to
glarea

him. "Wdll, don't just sit there, go ahead and do it right.”

"Diana, the controld" he shouted, reaching forward to dap franticaly at
the

board. "Do something, or well crash!™

"Y ou should have thought of that before you opened your big mouth,” |
gloated,

watching his eyesjump between the board and the screens. "We il
have about a

hundred and fifty yardsto cover before we hit. Let's see some of that
precison

pilating."”

"How can | pilot when the controls won't respond?" he demanded,
fighting

desperately to get the board to react to his efforts, then doing a
double-take

when his glance showed him the way 1'd stood out of the pilot's seet to
dretch.

He couldn't help but sméll arat then, especialy when | smiled swestly

ahim.

"| think we can trust the grabber field to do the rest of the docking,
don't

you?' | asked as he stared at me darkly. "We should be dl sedledinin
no more

than another couple of minutes, so let's get our stuff and wait at the
lock."

"Grabber fidld," he muttered as he came aong behind me, following as
| led the

way to the salon where we'd | eft the things we were taking with us. |
was

dressed in alight blue ship's suit and canvas deck shoes, and Val was
wearing


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

his cobalt blue uniform, but the uniform looked enough like afancy
ship'ssuit

that it would pass any but the closest ingpection. On another orbital
detion|

might have fretted alittle; on Faraway it was gtrictly no swest.

"Y ou might have told me the Station had automeatic docking,” the
hovering hulk

behind me growled, definitely unhappy with me. "Does seeing people
having heart

fallure before your very eyes make the day for you? Do you remember
what | told

you about using wordsfirst and only then indulging in other tactics?'
"Stop getting so wild." | laughed over my shoulder, at the sametime
picking up

the packet of now-trandated documents Phasyn had given us and
tuckingitinmy

bag on the side opposite my completed double-check tape. "When you
learn about

something in an unusua enough way, thelearning stickswith you
longer. Don't

you want to remember what you learn, partner?'

| picked up my already-packed monolon bag and turned to look at
him, givinghim

agrin. Vd didn't seem to gppreciate my sense of humor and looked
about ready

to make mention of the fact, but he wasinterrupted by the soft bump
and scrape

of the ship sediing in. A find clank announced it wastimeto leave the
ship,

s0 | turned and headed for the airlock before VVa could go back to
cadting that

ferd stare; 1'd dready had more of it than | wasinterested in, and as|
strode away | could hear my partner grabbing up his own bag and
hurriedly

following.

I'd been idly wondering just where on the Station Ringer would be
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waiting, but |

should have known better than to waste the effort. WWhen the double
doors of the

airlock dipped back to let me out of the ship, he was standing not five
avay

and staring directly at me, his expresson moreintent than I'd ever seen
it.

Ringer, Chief of Agentswho reported directly to the Federation
Council, a

Specid Agent who had lived long enough to be given aposition like
that, wasn't

terribly imposing to look at. With the enormous and nearly empty
docking area

behind him helooked smaller than he redlly was, round and harmless
and nestly

dressed in agreen four-piece businessman's suit that suggested to the
universe

around him that here was a man who probably sold ladies underwear.
If hisbrown hair was atrifle too long for your average businessman,
and his

black eyesatrifle too sharp, those things were usualy overlooked in
favor of

his pudginess - which was amost al camouflage for the muscle
undernegth.

Ringer wasn't aman who put other men on guard - which was
probably one of the

reasons he had managed to survive.

Right at that moment, however, Ringer's eyes were examining me so
closdly that

anyonetrying to sneak up on him would probably have been ableto get
withinten

feet of him before he noticed. His sharp black eyes moved from my
long red hair

and blue eyesto my face, traveled quickly up and down my body, then
went back

to my face and Sarted thetrip al over again. | smiled faintly at the way
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he

was trying to swalow down his disbelieving shock and strolled over to
him.

"Hi, cutey, wantahave someillega fun?' | asked in alow, throaty
voice,

giving him asmileto maich. The expressionin hiseyesflickered ashe
remembered the recognition signal wed used the onetimewed
worked together on

an assgnment, about ten or eleven years earlier, and then he grinned.

"I recognized your hand at the controls during docking, but | didn't
expect that

to betheonly thing I'd recognize," he said in alow growl, looking me
over for

the fifteenth time. "Being warned doesn't do adamned thing to prepare
you."

"You ought to try it fromtheingde" | suggested, grinning. "Looking in
a

mirror has become atraumatic experience - but only from the neck up.
Fromthe

neck down, everything's the way it used to be, I'm happy to say.”

"So | noticed,” he murmured, then moved hiseyesto apoint just
behind my left

shoulder. "And that can't be anyone but Vadon," hewent onina
normal-toned

Voice, coming up with an unphonied smile of greeting as he put his hand
out. "l

can seewhy he's il in one piece after spending two months done with
you."

"She came close to changing that,” Va said dryly as he stepped
forward to take

the hand offered him, shaking it as though hed indulged in the gesture
dl his

lifeinstead of just having learned it from me. " She forgot to mention that
Stations have grabber fields to do the docking, and leaned back from
the

controlswhen it looked like we were about to crash. She thought it
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was
amusng.”

"Y our people would have been smarter changing her sense of humor
rather than her

face," Ringer observed, flexing hishand surreptitioudy as hetook it
back.

Va's grip tended to be somewhat on the firm side, and | was sure hed
toned it

down more in practice with me than he had amoment earlier with

Ringer. They

were examining each other in asizing-up sort of way that seemed to
satisfy both

of them; there was an easy, tension-free air between them that grew to
the point

of friendlinessdmog ingantaneoudy, the way it sometimes does
between two

strong men who recognize each other for what they are. Being femael
found the

process fascinating, but | wasn't given the opportunity of studying it for
very

long.

"That so-caled sense of humor of hers has gotten her into more hot
water than

you could possibly believe" Ringer went onto Vd inachummier tone
than|

cared for. "Someday it'll get her in so deep shelll end up boiled for
Supper.”

"I'm surprised it hasn't dready," Va answered, dso chummy, while
Ringer sent

me adisapproving stare. Y ou should have seen the things she did to
meon

Tildor, not to mention the trip here. | think something ought to be done
about

it"

"If you can think of something and makeit stick, you have my blessng,”
Ringer
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told him with awolfish grin for me. "And | can probably aso guarantee
the

Council's blessing, providing you don't leave too many visble marks on
her.

Some of them are squeamish.”

"] think you just blew it, Ringer,” | ssid with agrin | couldn't hold back
on,

seeing the sudden surprise that Va wasregistering. The surprise had a
lot of

indignation in it, and the reaction had to have been caused by what
Ringer had

just said.

"Blew what?' Ringer asked, and then he turned hishead to seeVVad's
expresson.

"|s something bothering you, Vadon?'

"Youmight say s0," Va answered with asow nod, turning those eyes
on Ringer

instead of mefor achange. "Just what exactly did you mean about not
leaving

too many marks on her? What do you think | am, that | would do
something like

that to awoman?’

"| thought you were somebody who had gotten to know her," Ringer
came back with

acdculating look in hiseyes. "Ashig asyou are you might have an
even chance

againg her, but not unless youre willing to use everything you've got.
You

don't seem to understand that it's a Specid Agent we're discussing, not
a

woman; getting her to change her wayswill take more than waving a
finger inher

face and lecturing her. Believe, me, it's been tried before, and by
experts.”

"And what sort of marksdid they leave on her?’ Va askedina
t0o-s0ft voice,
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gill looking a Ringer. "Onesthey were careful not to let show?”

"They didn't get achanceto leave any markson her," Ringer answered
with the

same unconcern held been showing al aong, somehow missing the way
Vd was

looking at him. " She was the one who left the marks on them, visible or
otherwise. And | think | understand now: you thought | was throwing
her tothe

wolves"

"Weren't you?' Vd said without hesitation, unimpressed by Ringer's
cam.

"Y ou've never seen me before, know nothing about what I'm like, and
yet the

first thing you do is give me afree hand with her on the provision | don't
leave any marksthat can be seen. What would you cdll it?!

"l expected to call it sharing aninsdejoke," Ringer said with asigh, on
the

verge of shaking his head. "Right now I think the jok€'son me.
Apparently you

don't understand how much | do know about you.”

Va opened his mouth to demand an explanation of that statement, but
that wasn't

the place to have a private conversation. There were no more than
about a

hundred people trying unsuccessfully to fill theimmense docking ares,
but some

of them had started to drift closer, attracted by the apparent argument
between

the two men. Waiting for aliner shuttleisboring business; agood fight
livens

it up any day. Inview of this, | interrupted before Vd could get the first
word out.

"How about we find ourselves aquiet corner somewhere?’ | suggested,
looking

first at Ringer and then at Va. "Y ou two are starting to draw a crowd
of
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admirers”

"She'sright," Ringer agreed without looking around, smiling faintly at
the

sudden avarenessin Vd's eyesthat nevertheless wasn't enough to
causehimto

glance around in the guilt reflex. Ringer turned to our right and began to
leed

the way out of the docking area, and Va and | ambled aong behind
him.

Faraway Orbita Station had been in service for dmost ten years, but it
gill

looked asthough it had only just been unwrapped and put into service.
We passed

beyond the docking areainto the main body of the Station, ignoring the
room

reservations acoves, enjoying the appearance of new-seeming
carpeting under our

feet, bright drapes covering the metd of the wals, soft music playing.

The

saying goes, "If you've seen one Station you've seenthem dl,” is
perfectly

true, except that on Faraway you sometimes get to see an almost
empty Station.

Right then the volume of traffic going through was minimdl.

"Another couple of weeks and you would have gotten here right in the
middle of

the next pilgrimage,” Ringer said over his shoulder, agrimace briefly
twiding

hisface. "If this Station didn't handle so many pilgrims during the rush
times

they would have moved it e sawhere along time ago.”

"Rilgrims?' Vd asked, only partidly distracted from looking around.
"Where do

they pilgrimageto?’

"There's aplanet farther out in this sector now called Heaven," Ringer
growled,
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dropping back so that he could talk to Va without looking over his
shoulder.

"It was opened for colonization about twenty-five years ago, but it
wan't very

gopeding. Itswinterswere deadly harsh, its summerswere blisteringly
hot, and

that wasin itstemperate zone. Itsfloraand faunawere only dightly
toxicto

humans, but dso to the livestock they brought with them. Y ou either
hadto live

in the cleared settlement or clear a settlement of your own. If you tried
to

liveinthe wildsyou found out how bad even dightly toxic could get."
"And then they made an interesting discovery,” | took up the story,
looking at

Va across Ringer. "A trapper who had gone out into the wilds and was
presumed

lost suddenly showed up again at the main settlement. The temperature
was

sub-zero and the snow was knee deep, but the trapper turned up stark
naked

carrying abranch from one of theloca evergreens. They took himin
and

examined him, but except for hismind he wasin excellent condition.”
"What was wrong with hismind?' Va asked, no longer paying attention
tothe

brightly lit but amost deserted shops and amusement areas we were
passing.

"Hismindwas... distracted, | guessyou could cdl it," | said. "He
seemed to be

concerned with things other than those around him, things that
congtantly

delighted and pleased him. They tried to bring him down from whatever
highhe

was on, but couldn't do it. Normal food made him violently ill when
they fed it
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to him, but he didn't try to refuseit. When they left him to hisown
devices,

he ate the needles off the evergreen branch he'd been carrying, chewing
the

needles with agood ded of relish and noilinesswhatsoever. The
exireme

difference between the bitter cold of outdoors and the heavy warmth of
shdlter

didn't bother him ether. He was perfectly comfortable in both.”

"It took them about a year before they had most of the answers, but
they findly

got them,” Ringer took over. "It also took a Federation research team
andalab

ship, working both in orbit and down on the planet. Those needlesthe
trapper

was chewing were enough to make almost any human sick, but the key
word turned

out to be 'amost.' For some undiscoverable reason the needles had
meshed with

the trapper's system and taken him over completely, keeping him
hedthy and

comfortable under the most extreme conditions, becoming the sole
source of

nourishment he needed. He continued to thrive no matter what they did
tohim,

unlessthey took the needles away."

"And then hejust fdll into a pleasant-looking deep,” | jumpedin. "By
thetime

the research team got there haf the settlement had tried the needles,
and half

the settlement had gotten sick from them - except for one older farmer.
The

farmer had reacted the way the trapper had, and the two of them
floated dongin

delight and pleasure wherever they went, the years and worriesfaling
away from
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the farmer right along with his need for clothing. Nothing bothered

them,

nothing disturbed them - and most of the settlers decided the two had
found

heaven without giving up life. Many of them would have joined the first
two, but

their bodies weren't capable of making the changeover. Just what
dlowed the

changeover the researchers never did find out and that's why so many
pilgrimsgo

there four times every year, to giveit atry themsalves. They never
know which

of them will bethe lucky ones, not until it happens.”

"Lucky," Va echoed with something like a shudder, thelook in hiseyes
disturbed. "To give up awareness of sdlf in exchange for nothing but
physca

independence... How can your people alow it to go on?"

"How could we stop it?" Ringer asked, studying Vd'sreactions. "If we
closed

the planet those pilgrims would find away to sneak in, and most of
them would

end up sick and stranded. And the oneswho couldn't find away to
snesk inwould

riot. Weld be trying to keep them out of heaven.”

"No more than onein fifty thousand is capable of adjusting,” | added.
"That's

oneout of every fifty thousand dive, not out of every fifty thousand
who try.

The adjusted population runsto less than a thousand, and they're
happier the

way they are. Who are weto tell them to forget it and go back to
druggling

with so-called red life?!

"Would youtry it?' Va demanded, sopping in the middle of the
corridor to

gtare down a me. "Would you trade what you are for thelife of a
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carefree

zombie?'

"No, but I'm happy with what | am,” | answered, giving him an amused
amile

"That's not to say that there aren't enough people around who wish |
would

changemy mind."

By that time we'd reached out destination. We'd ignored the dmost
empty dining

roomsfor the even emptier bar, found our own fairly well-lit corner,
and

clamed atable. Just aswe were settling oursdves atdl, thin,
long-faced

specimen materiaized out of nowhere,

"Therobot's out for servicin'," he announced in adow drawl, hislong
face

making the smple statement of fact atragedy of the ages. "Ahll haveto
fetch

whatever itisyoredrinkin'."

"| think we can survivethat," Ringer answered with aglance for me,
undoubtedly

asamused as| was. "Makeit Sdlesian brandy al around.”

"Why, shore," the man agreed with an amiable nod, then sort of floated
onhis

way again. It looked like it would be awhile before our drinks came,
but vVa

didn't seem overly concerned.

"All right," he said in asoft voice to keep from carrying, hiseyeson
Ringer

again. "Y ou clam you know more about methan | redlize. What do
you think you

know, and how did you gather dl of thisintricate knowledge?'

"Y ou'd better watch yoursdlf, Vadon," Ringer growled with faint but
very red

amusement. "Diands sarcasm is beginning to rub off on you. What |
think | know
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about you is pure deduction, but that deduction is based on what |
know for

certain about Diana. Do you believe | know Diana?’

"Condgdering theway she gregted you, | think that's a safe assumption,”
vd

answered dryly with an odd glance for me. "Does she make that offer
todl her

old friends?'

"Only to acertain sdlect few," Ringer said with even more amusement,
glandng

at me. "It brought back alot of old memories, and let me be assure as
possible

that thislittle girl I'm looking at isthe woman I'm used to working with.
Until then, | wasnt sureat dl.”

"That's 'young woman,' not 'little girl," | corrected Ringer, bringing his
eyes

to me. ™Y oung woman' | can live with without any hasde; littlegirl*is
positively out."

"Littlegirl," Ringer repeated very firmly, grinning widdy, then turned his
attention back to VVa. "Y ou just finished atwo-month trip with this
harmless-looking little girl, and the first thing you did after leaving the
ship

was complain about how she treated you. Look at her and tell me what
you see.”

Va blinked and looked at me, but not understanding what Ringer was
taking

about made it awaste of time.

"l don't seeanything,” Va said after that very brief hesitation, his black
eyespuzzled. "What isit I'm supposed to see?’

"Just what you did see" Ringer answered, settling back comfortably in
his

armchair. "Nothing. Whichisjust what | saw, and on both of you. If
Dianaever

makes amigtiake in character judgment and ends up done on along trip
with

someone who turns out to be the sort no gal would bring home to meet
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her mother,

you can be damned well sure she'd do more than let herself be
stretched out to

dry. | remember one crumb who tried to use her to prove what abig
man he wes,

she put him facefirgt into abrick wall. But there was aso one who got
the

drop on her, and | remember what she looked like afterward. Sheisn't
bright

when it comes to cooperating with something like that when sheisn't on
assgnment.”

"And since there wasn't amark on either one of us, she had no trouble
withme

onthetrip,” Va summed up, understanding finaly breaking through the
confusion. "But what if | had - gotten the drop on her, and smply
hadn't beaten

up on her? How would you have been ableto tell ?*

"Congdering your Sze, that was aposshility,” Ringer admitted, but not
with

any noticeable discomfort. Y ou might have complained about her
knowing | would

expect it, trying to confuse theissue, but the answer to your question
can be

gotten most easly with the answer to another question. Diana: what
havel got

here under my coat?'

| watched him tap theright Side of hischest, just over where his
pectora

would be undernesth his clothes, and smiled but didn't answer
immediately. The

tall, thin waiter had actualy made it back with our drinks, so | took
mineand

Spped at the brandy until the man had finished serving and had floated
away

agan.

"Ringer carriesaspecidly made dug gun,” | explained to Vad then, dso
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keeping my words soft. "The gun isaways fully loaded and doesn't
havea

safety, and athough I'm nowhere near as good with the wespon as
Ringerisl

could gtill cut you in haf with less than three-quarters of the clip. And
he

carriesthe gun on the left side, not the right, nestled into hisarmpit, not
the middle of hischest. Do | pass, Ringer?"

"Just checking," Ringer came back with complete unconcern closely
accompanied by

amusement. "But the point stays the same, Vadon. If you'd jumped her
and spent

two months putting her through the ringer, she wouldn't even have
takentimeto

ask to borrow the weapon. Five seconds after she walked up to me the
gunwould

have been in her hand, and two seconds after that she would have been
emptying

the clip into you. And the only reason I'm better with the gun than sheis
is

becausethegunismineand | practice with it more."

"But what if I'd managed to terrorize her?' Va asked, not ingsting on
the

point but mentioning it out of curiogity. "Two monthsisalong time, and
no

matter how good you think sheis she's fill awoman. Even the
strongest of

women have been known to lose their courage in the face of what men
candoto

them, and the possibility remains even with someone like her. What
about that?"

"That's another valid point,” Ringer agreed with anod, but even ashis
hand

swirled the brandy in hisglass his eyes sought Vd's and held them.
"The piece

of information you're missing thistime is the relaionship between Diana
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and

me. She'sworked for me for nine years, and we've known each other
even longer

than that. If | found her incapable of evening her own scoresi'd do it
for her,

and she knows | would. Do you think | wouldn't be ableto tell if
someone had

gotten to her?"

"With her persondlity?’ Vd looked briefly very amused, then shook his
head.

"Thinking about it, | can see | wasfoolish even to bring the point up.
But none

of thisexplanswhy you said what you did, about giving me your
blessngif |

don't leave any marks. What were you trying to tell me?"

"l wastrying to explain how well | understood the trouble you had with
her "

Ringer answered with asigh of patience after pausngtosp a his
brandy.

Brandy sits best on top of an exquisitely cooked, many-coursed medl,
but Ringer

had ordered the drink as a specid welcome-home for me. Selesian
brandy isvery

expensve, well worth every credit, and my persona favorite among
potables. The

only other time held ever bought the drink for mewastheday | findly
medeit

out of Blue Skies, a Federation hospitd, after a particularly un"easy”
assgnment. When I'd first been brought in there, they hadn't thought |
would

live

"...areany number of peoplein this Federation who have had persona
experience

with Diands sense of humor, and would loveto explain their view of
the

experienceto her detail,” Ringer was continuing to Vd. "Unfortunatdy
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for

them, none of them can fight aswell as she can, or if they can, they
can't

afford to have her on the sick list when there's urgent work to be done.
The

common daydream isto someday get even with her, eveniif it means
leaving amark

or two. It won't ever happen, of course, but there's ill the dream; |
wasjust

offering you a chanceto shareit.”

"Why won' it ever happen?' Va asked, and | could fed hiseyeson
me even

though most of my thoughts and attention had drifted esewhere.
"Because most of those people believe they owe her even more than
she owes

them,” Ringer answered lightly. "She hasahabit of exercisng her sense
of

humor any time thereé's adanger of the gratitude or sentimentality risng
too

high, and it does make adamned good distraction. She's never learned
how to

take athank-you gracefully.”

| madearude noise. "At the salary | get, thank-you's become
superfluous”™ |

told them both, not liking the bright interest | saw in Va'seyes. "And
my bank

isfresh out of deposit formsfor maudlin sentimentality. How about
changing the

subject to something more interesting, like where Radman might be
right now?'

| took acigarette out of the deeve of my ship'ssuit and lit it, hoping I'd
diverted them from silliness to business, but no such luck. Instead of
taking

the hint, they just laughed.

"You'reright, of course," Va sad to Ringer, and the closenesswas
there
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again. "Mogt of the things she does have reasons behind them, but even
if the

reasons are good ones, her efforts tend to be on the excessve side.
Therehas

to be away of breaking her of the habit."

"l told you," Ringer growled, making aface. "It's been tried more than
once,

and by people who were downright eager to get somewhere. Even |
gaveit ashot

once, for dl thegood it did. The only thing it taught her wasto keep her
distance when she played games, and to stay out of my reach whilel
dill hed

the urgeto strangle. A few members of the Council would givemea
medd if |

killed her, but most of them would be annoyed. They don't like seeing
agents of

her caliber wasted.”

"And speaking of agents of aparticular cdiber,” Ringer went onto Vd,
"I
understand you have a certain taent of own. If I'm not misinterpreting
what

Dianatold me, you ought to find it ahandy thing to have during the next
year.”

"It wasn't exactly awaste during the past three years either,” Va
answered

with asmdl laugh of amusement, probably because of Ringer's
expresson. The

man | worked for was trying very hard not to look like ahick from the
gickson

hisfirgt vigt to the big town, awed by al those gosh-darn tall buildings.
Ringer wanted to know more about VVa's changing talent, but obvioudy
fet that

asking straight out for a demonstration would be boorish. | could have
lethim

continue stumbling along on his own, but softheartednessisamajor
faling of
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"I think held get akick out of seeing that drink server again,” | told vd
in

the trade language used at Dameron's base, then made an annoyed
sound for

Ringer's benefit. "Damniit, if | don't pay attention to what I'm saying, |
dide

right out of Federation Basic," | said to Ringer'sfrown in what | knew
hed

take as an explanation. "What | wastrying to say was, can you reach
my bag?|

have something | want to show you, but somehow it ended up closer to
you than to

rre.II

Ringer grunted in what he thought was understanding and leaned over
to look

under the table, missng Va's grin and theway my new partner did out
of his

chair. I'd pushed my monolon bag asfar away as| could with my foot,
mogtly to

give Vd thetime he needed, but Va didn't need much in theway of
time. Even

as he stood, his features were blurring and his body was dimming;
when Ringer

straightened up no more than amoment later, Va even had the proper
douch.

"How 'bout anuther round?' the waiter's voice asked a Ringer who
was paying

amost no attention to him after noticing that my new partner seemed to
have

disappeared. "Ah don’ mind fetchin' it.

"Not right now, thanks" Ringer answered absently while looking
around at as

much of the bar as he could see. "Diana, where did VVadon go? And
why didn't you

go with him? He hasn't been here long enough to wander around on his
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owvn."

"For some reason, people get huffy when | tag dong with those using
men's

rooms," | told Ringer with afaint grin, but | wasn't grinning at what he
thought | was. "If you think helll need the help I'll ignore the huffiness,
but

| think he can handleit on hisown."

Ringer opened his mouth to growl an answer to my wisecracking, but
the"drink

sarver” held dready dismissed in hismind beet himto it.

"Say now, looky here," Vd drawled, Stting down in his chair again and
picking

up hisonly partly tasted brandy. "Thisherefdler din't finish hisfirg.
GuessAhoughtadoit fer 'im."

"What the hell do you think you're doing?' Ringer demanded, finaly
turning to

watch asVa-cum-the long and lanky waiter reached the glassto his
lipsand

took an gppreciative swalow. "Get your butt out of that chair and back
to where

it belongs, and whileyou're a it you can replace that drink you just
tasted -

on the house. My friend isn't into sharing.”

"Oh, come on, Ringer, don't be so stuffy,” | put in as he continued to
glaea

aninnocently spping Val. "L et the guy stay and have adrink with us.
Vd wont

mind."

"He surely looked like aright decent feller t me," Vd agreedinthe
same

drawl, leaning back in hisarmchair. "Ah don' think hed mind neither.”
Ringer opened his mouth a second time to put his annoyance into
words, but this

time he stopped himsdlf. His eyes had gone from the waiter'sface to
the

familiar blue base uniform that didn't quite go with the face, auniform
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he

hadn't taken the time to notice earlier, and suddenly everything clicked
into

place. He stared at the waiter's face again with disbelief, then shook his
head.

"I'll bedamned,” he said very softly, taking it alot better than | had, his
gare dill unmoving from Vd'sface. "If you'd had thetime to change
clothes,

there's no way | would have known. | don't think I've ever seen
anything like

it"

"I would have had him do you, but people tend to have trouble
recognizing

themsalves™” | told Ringer. | was till being ignored because Vd was
blurring

back to himsdlf and filling out again, and nothing short of armed attack
would

have been able to draw Ringer's attention away. "If he ever managesto
do

reversas, well never need amirror again.”

"I'm sorry to spoil your good time, but I'm not atoy,” Va saidtome. "l
cane

here to work, not to take the place of your vanity table.”

"Wdll, we al have to do what we do best," | retorted. "Persondly, |
think

you'd look cute asavanity table.”

"Persondly, | havethefeding | shouldn't have had this brandy without
eding

firg," Ringer cut in after lowering the glass held aoruptly emptied. "I've
never worried about that before, but this seemsto be aday for firgts.
Anybody

elseinterested in asobering influence?’

"Not me," | said with a shake of my head, leaning back in my chair,
swirling the

brandy in my glass. "'l grabbed a snack just before approach, and it'll
hold me
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forawhile™

"Syntho," Vd said with agrimace, obvioudy deciding to drop the
discusson

we'd been having out of deference to Ringer's near-upset.

"Syntho hasitsplace, but | prefer thered thing,” Ringer agreed with
vd's

prejudice, looking around to see if he could spot the real drink-server.
"Diana

doestoo, when sheisn't fedling restless - or too lazy to do her own
cooking."

"What own cooking?' Va asked with asoft sound of ridicule, and
suddenly the

conversation took on anew interest for me. "Diana can't cook.”
"Dont tell meyou did al the cooking during those two months," Ringer
growled

disbelievingly at aVVa who had begun to color somewhat. "Come on,
Vadon, you

didn't redly believe her? Haven't you learned you can't believe aword
shesays

if it doesn't involve an assgnment?'

Without asound Val started to get out of his chair, thefury in hiseyes
0

strong that | got ready to drop my glassfast and kick the table into him
asa

delaying tactic until | could get clear of my own chair. One moreinch
upward

and | would have doneit, catching him whereit hurts the most, but
Ringer had

moved too fast, clamping ahand around hisarm and forcing him back
down.

"Thisisn't the place to settle private disagreements,” Ringer growled
low to

Vd, tightening hisgrip, until Va looked away from me and focused on
him.

"Starting abrawl in abar does nothing more than attract unwanted
attention.
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And | thought you weren't the kind to beat up on women?"

"Sodidl," Vd said, taking a deep breath. "Or, | never used to be. You
canlet

go of my arm now. The urgetokill ispassng.”

"It only passes on atemporary bass" Ringer told him with avery faint

amile,

taking his hand back while Vd ran acadming hand through his black
hair. "For

someone who claimsto know her, you got hotter than | thought you
would."

"The effect seemsto be cumulative,” Va answered, leaning back in his
chairto

glance a mewith an unreadable expression. "l seemto be ableto take
only so

much from her before the explosion comes, and finding out about the
cooking

thing after her vanity table comments and what she did during docking
put it

together too fast. | don't like being madeto fed likeafool."

"Not many of usdo,” | put in before Ringer could comment. "That
outrage of

yours was spectacular, but | don't think you can judtify it. Whose idea
wasit

to start cooking in the first place? Mine? Who was the one who
decided he

couldn't eat syntho? Me? Who was the one who taked the other into
shaingthe

first med? Into continuing to sharethe meadls? So | led you to believel
couldn't cook. At what point did | twist your arm hard enough to force
youinto

cooking for both of us?'

"Lookslike she hasyou there, Vadon," Ringer observed. My
supposed partner was

looking vexed, asthough he didn't quite agree with me. "Is shetdling
the

truth thistime?"
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"Asfar asshegoes,” Vd grudged, shifting in annoyancein hischair.
"She knew

damned well I'd never st down to amedal alonewhen | believed she
couldnt make

the same medl for hersdf if shewanted it. How could any man est
food, when the

woman with himisforced to eat syntho?"

" 1aly when he was planning on making a suggestion during that
med," |

said. "Syntho doesn't set the mood very well, and it's hard to decide
what wine

to servewithit.”

Ringer chuckled at the way Vd flushed, which made Vd even more
uncomfortable,

though why he should be uncomfortable was beyond me. Did he think
Ringer

believed we did nothing more than play twenty questionsto while avay
thetime

of atwo-month trip? If he did, I'd have to decide which bridge on
Hidemite, the

Federation's capital world, to sdl him.

"That was alow blow, but women are famousfor it," Ringer consoled
vd,

swalowing down the chuckling. "If Y ou touch them even once, they
candam

everything you did for them before that was with that one end in mind.
She

probably knows better than that, VValdon, but you'll never get her to
admit it,

so arguing would be awaste of breath. Finish up your brandy instead,
itll meke

you fed better."

"There's only one thing that would make mefed better right now, but
youre

right about this not being the place,” Va came back with one of those
glances
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for mebeforelifting hisglassto swirl theliquid init. "l think youand |
aregoing to haveto havealittletak later, Diana."

"Sounds like he has something in mind, Diana," Ringer was quick to
notice. "What

with the way you look now, he just might Sit you on hiskneeto lecture
you for

awhile, then send you to bed early without supper.”

"And then jump right in after me." | laughed, finishing the lagt of my
brandy,

then | looked at Va. "Y oulll haveto give me araincheck on that tak,
partner.

I'll reschedule with you as soon as| get back from Faraway, and while
I'm gone

Ringer can show you the Station. | won't be more than a couple of
days."

"Y ou thinking about dropping in on Sdllers?’ Ringer asked as | pushed
my char

back and stood, his eyeslooking up a me. "I don't think that'savery
good

idea”

"If this Sdlersis down on that world we're orbiting, | have to agree,”
Vd put

inwith afrown, hiseyesjoining Ringer's. "'Y ou have no business
running around

on afrontier world al done.”

"You think Sdllerswon't know me?' | asked Ringer, ignoring Va's
absurdity

entirely. "After the firgt five minutes he won't have any doubts, and |
redly

need that spirit hunting to clear away the cobwebs of two months
lockedina

closet. The papers you want arein that bag sitting near your |eft foot,
and|

think that takes care of everything.”

"Not quite," Ringer denied, with only aglance for the peculiar
expressonVd
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had developed. "If you take two days to hunt spirits on Faraway you'll
missyour

liner shuttle, which should be docking about three and a hdf hoursfrom
"What liner?" | asked, only then noticing the hidden amusement in his
eyes.

"Wait aminute - Y ou've located Radman. Y ou know where heis"
"Weve known dl dong where hewas" Ringer said, watching me
camly. "Weve

been keeping an eye on him ever since you disappeared, and two days
ago he

boarded aliner for Xanadu. We don't know whether thetripis
businessor

pleasure, but that'swhere helll befor awnhile, Still thinking about going
spirit hunting?'

"No," | answered, gtting down in my chair again. "'l've found something
better

to hunt than afew harmless spirits. Isthat warrant back in effect? Did

you

bring my knives? What about areplacement for my 1.D.? Wasthere
enoughtime?'

"Yes, yes, and no," Ringer answered, making another stab at spotting
the drink

server. "l have the warrant and your knives, but there wasn't enough
timeto

culture another 1.D. for you. What | do have isidentity papersfor you
and

Vadon, absolutely authentic and properly documented and sedled, but
youll have

to be careful with them. Theink's il wet.”

| snorted softly in amusement as | leaned back in my chair, knowing
those

identity papers would be a better job than what Ringer wastrying to
make me

believe. They would not be perfect or in any way legitimate, but they'd
be more
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than good enough to get usto Xanadu, right on Radman'stall.

"I know I'm just atourist around here," Va broke into my thoughts and
Ringer's

searching, "'but would one of you mind telling me what spiritsare? And
why the

name Xanadu soundsfamiliar?If it isn't too much trouble.

Ringer let the heavy sarcasm roll by without comment. Va wasfeding
left out,

and he wanted usto know it.

"Spirits are the most aggressive carnivores Faraway has," Ringer told
himinthe

most off-hand tone he was capable of. "They're big, catlike creatures
that seem

to materidize out of thin air in attack then disappear the same way,
whichis

why they're called spirits. Anyone who has ever hunted them will swear
they

enjoy the hunt and there's no reason why they shouldn't. The minute
youwak

into their territory your chances are no more than fifty-fifty of ever
waking

out again, which meansthey take as many trophiesaswe do.”

"And that's what you were going to do to clear away cobwebs?' Va
saidtome,

outraged. "I think you'd better take another |ook; that's not cobwebs
bothering

you, it'sinsanity.”

"Someday I'll explain an old saying about meet and poison,” | told him

witha

laugh. "Right now I'll remind you where you heard about Xanadu. It
was when you

asked about what Radman had done to make the Council send me
after him. Xanadu

isthe pleasure world Radman deals with on aregular basis, and - "
"And isthe place those children were sold into davery," hefinished for
me,
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his face suddenly going entirely expressionless, hiseyesturning colder
then

LOX. "And that'swhere were going.”

"That'swherel'm going,” | corrected gently. "I started this assgnment

aone,

and | don't mind finishing it the same way. Ringer can show you the
sghtswhile

I'mtied up, and I'll take over later. Don't think you have to come with
rre.II

"Try and stop me," he said with asnort of scorn, aoruptly going back to
the

brandy he'd just been holding. " Seeing that you don't get tied up isone
of the

reasons I'll be there, remember? It'stime you learned how much better
teamwork

isthan goingit done.”

Ringer glanced & me as| sat back in my chair, but he didn't say
anythingand

neither did I. | was going to have company on my hunt, and the benefits
or

drawbacks of the arrangement remained to be seen.

| had Ringer order coffee for me to give me something to do while he
andVvd

ordered and ate everything in Sght, unsoothable impatience killing any
appetite

| might have developed mysdf from the sight and smdll of the food.
Therewere

hours yet before the liner shuttle would get in, and those hours were
going to

be harder on me than the previous months had been. Once we were on
our way the

impatience would disappear, but until we boarded theliner | would
uffer.

Once dl the food had been swallowed Va and Ringer got coffee of
their own, and

Ringer had a chuckle over how much sugar and cream Va used. My
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new partner

il didn't care much for coffee, but held learned to drink it aslong asit
was doctored up to histaste. When dl of these important preliminaries
had been

taken care of, Ringer leaned back in hischair and thrust his hand into
the

right side of his coat as be looked at me.

"Here are your papers, liner reservations, and credit proofs,” he said,

pulling

out adouble stack of the sort of official nonsense no oneinthe
Federation

could get dong without. "Vadon isVadon Carter and you're Jennifer
Kent, a

precaution in case Radman was a'so given the name of the Specia
Agent sent

after him. The renewed warrant isin the sealed compartment of your
credit

proof, handy in case you have to produceit, out of theway if you
don't. Just

watch what you do with those credit proofs; they're hooked into our
discretionary fund by way of the usua blinds, and I'll expect an
acocounting for

every credit spent.”

"And youll get that accounting,” | agreed solemnly, quickly activating
the

credit proof handed to me with my thumb print in the activating square
before

Ringer could change hismind. "Y ou know how cregtive | am. Just don't
expect any

miracles. We're going to Xanadu, not Faraway.”

"I know, | know," Ringer grumbled, showing Va how to activate his
proof. "All

I'm asking isthat you don't get carried away and take an extended tour
of the

planet. | know you, Diana, and giving you adirect tie into departmental
funds
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makes me nervous."

"How many times have | offered to pay you back?' | demanded, trying
not to laugh

doud. "If you wereslly enough to let them set up an accounting
program

without provisonfor illega proceduresit's not my fault, it'syours. If |
have to grease afew pams, or buy certain information, or happen to
come across

aspecia weapon that appealsto me, what am | supposed to do?
Forget it?"

"Y ou know the Council won't acknowledgeillega procedures,” he
growled, the

sharp look back in hisdark eyes. "The more| have to camouflage them
as

something else, the more atic | get. And sincethat fund is gtrictly for
departmenta expenditures, you can't pay anything back without
admitting you

used it contraregs. | go through thiswith you every time | haveto give
you

accessto the fund, and I'm tired of wasting my breath. It'snot asif you
don't

understand it aswdl as| do; you just enjoy giving me ahard time.”
"Me?' | protested in shocked disbelief. "I enjoy giving you ahard time?
Ringer,

how can you say that?"

"With no effort whatsoever," hereplied in his continuing rumble, then
looked at

Va. "Do meafavor, Vadon: seeif you can keep her away from her
usud

nonsensethistime. If it isn't absolutely necessary, don't let her do
anything

that costs credit.”

"And I'll be sureto let him know what's absolutely necessary and what
isnt," |

put in, glancing a my papers and reservation dip before diding them
andthe
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proof into apocket of my ship'ssuit. If it hadn't been unwise, | would
have

laughed aoud.

"That'sagood point,” Ringer said immediately, seeing through my
comment to the

heart of the problem. "Vadon doesn't know enough about the
Federation to get

aong on hisown if you two get separated. | think you'd better let him
learn as

much as he can on the liner to Xanadu O.S,, doing the ordering and
paying and

such. You can tdl him what to expect, and by the time you get to
Xanadu helll

have had enough experienceto get by on.”

"The ordering and paying and such,” | repeated with agrin. "Anything

you say, O

chief, O Fearless Leader, 0 Master of my Destiny. What about our
clothes?'

"Yoursarein your luggage waiting to be sent to the liner,” he answered,
gving

me one of those lowered-eyebrows looks for my wise-guying. "Asfar
asVddonis

concerned, well buy him what he needs here on the Station. Ther€'s
just enough

time to have it made up before the shuttle docks. And before you
bother me about

itagan, here”

He reached into hisjacket again, but what he came up with thistime
wasmy idea

of ared welcome-home gift. It was one of the two matched, speciaty
mede

throwing knives| usudly carried, complete with shesth, and | took it
even

faster than | had activated the credit proof.
"Blessyou, Ringer, you aways know how to treat agirl right,” | told
himwith
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aglance and agrin, easing the blade out of its sheath to check it. Six
inches

of razor-sharp mirroring plus hilt gleamed back at mein theglow of a
nearby

chanddlier, asight I'd had occasion to missonce or twicein the last few
months. "The other oneésin my luggege?’

"Other one?' Va asked, an interested appreciation in hiseyesfor the
wespon |

held. ™Y ou mean you have more than one like that?'

"Thisisone of amatched pair, and | don't lend them out,” | said with
findity

in my voice, setting the blade back initssheath as | looked at my
partner. "If

you want aset of your own, have them madetheway | did.”

"It doesn't much matter how many of them there are,”" Ringer put in
whileVa

grinned at my possessiveness. "Those cover |.D.'s| gave you won't let
you carry

wespons on you down to Xanadu, Vadon, so Dianawill put that one
away withits

matein aplacein her luggage where it won't be found. If you've got
anything

that will raise eyebrowsin acustoms check, you'd better let her put itin
with

theres."

"I didn't bring any weaponswith me," Va said. It wasn't hard to seehe
was

telling the truth - not to mention the fact that 1'd checked his belongings
during thetrip. Va hadn't come to the Federation as a peace emissary,
he'd

cometo work with a Specia Agent; making the trip unarmed just about
shouted

how good he thought he was.

"I don't know about you, but | feel agood dedl safer over that," | said
to

Ringer, only glancing a Vd. "If you'd seen him using asword on Tildor,


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

you

would not be very anxiousto have him handling any other wegpons.”
"She means| didn't go around trying to skewer everyonein reach,
unlike some

people | could mention,” Va came back, dryly. "If we can't carry
weapons openly

down to Xanadu, why wasn't that one left with itstwin? Why did you
haveto

bring it dong and giveit to her now?"

"They're not fussy enough on this Station to give her ahard time over
it,"

Ringer answered with ashrug, clearly unwilling to go into details about

the

various usages a Specid Agent put aknifeto. "1 knew she wouldn't
careto wait

until she could get to her luggage, so | brought one aong for her. She
adways

clams shefeds naked without aknife.

"Y ou spail her like that and then complain when she givesyou ahard
time?' vVd

asked, il enough amused to cause Ringer to stiffen very dightly. "If
there's

something she really wants, make her behave herself before she getsit,
otherwise don't let her haveit. She might not likeit, but she's bright
enough

to learnto go dong with it if she hasto. It should save you some
headaches."

"That doesn't apply to the knife, but you may beright,” Ringer said with
something of anod, |etting the stiffness disgppear as he turned his head
to

look at me. "Why don't you try making her behave hersdlf during this
assgnment,

and then we can talk about it. Also let me know if you figure out away
of

keeping her from something she redlly wants; | haven't been ableto
come up with
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an answer to that onein nine years of trying.”

Thelook in his eyes was no more than one percent wistful ashe
watched me stand

up to fit my knife sheath into the dot in the right Sde of my ship'ssuit, a
place that put the hilt handily closeto my pam. The dot was meant for
atool

alot more innocuous than a knife and was amost too narrow to take
the sheath,

but a moderate amount of forcing did the job and let the knife dide
clear of

its covering without the sheath coming with it.

No one would bother me about carrying aknife on a Station that
orbited araw,

young world like Faraway, and that was probably avery good thing.
Vad'scomment

had annoyed me, and the only thing that had kept me from telling him
what to do

with himsdf had been thefact that | usually made it apoint not to sart
fightswhen | felt annoyed and had awespon in handy reach. That
Ringer had

acknowledged hisidiocy even so far asto give him asardonic gpprova
of

whatever he came up with added to my annoyance, something Ringer
could seeashe

followed my example and stood.

"I think we'd better get those clothes bought for you, Vadon," he said,
sharp-eyed gaze warning me to keep on being smart and letting it lie.
"You

reedy, Diana?'

"Not for the heart-stopping excitement of clothes shopping, I'm not,” |
sad,

ignoring Vd'sfrown as| reached down to my monolon bag. "Now that
you have

room in your pocket, you can take these papers off my hands. You
two havefun

getting Vd al decked out, and I'll meet you in the docking area about
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fifteen

minutes before the shuttleisduein.”

| handed over the stack of Absari greetingsinto Ringer'swilling hands
and

began to turn away from the table while trying to close the bag again,
and

suddenly found myself on the verge of running into Va. Hed gotten out
of his

chair at dmost the same time Ringer had, and only needed astep or
two to put

himsdif directly in my path.

"Y ou can't realy have anything so urgent to do that it can't wait afew
more

minutes,” he said, looking down at me with those eyes. "It won't take
melongto

decide on what | want and then welll al go where you want to go."
"Without making me earn the privilegefirs?' | asked with what was
supposed to

look like monumenta surprise. " Shame on you. Areyou trying to spoil
me?'

"If I was, I'd betoo late," he came back camly. "If you're going to get
mad at

me again go right ahead, but at least try not to misquote me. | said you
ought

to be made to behave yoursdf before getting what you want, nothing
about

earning privileges. Therewas very little wrong with the way you
behaved while

we were stting here, so there€'s no reason not to let you go wherever
you like

once those clothes are taken care of. Which, as| said, will only bea
few

minutes, especidly if you come aong and give me some advice on
color and

dyle"

"Ringer can give you whatever advice you need,” | told him, having no
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trouble

ressting what he seemed to congder irresstible bait. "Since you
goparently

think | ought to be denied things, you should be pleased that the first
thing

I'm going to deny mysdlf isthe inexpressible pleasure of your company
fora

while. Besides, if | came along I'd be far too tempted to make sure you
looked

even dowdier than Ringer will make you look. Try not to missthe
dhuittle, or

I'll be brokenhearted.”

| gave him acheerful little wave to go aong with the reassurance I'd
dready

given him, then turned and wa ked away from the frustrated annoyance
hewas

making no effort to hide. Ringer had excellent taste when it cameto his
private, non-business wardrobe, but after what | said Va would never
be ableto

make himsdlf believeit. HEd try to judge styles and materid al by
himsdf,

unconscioudy discounting whatever advice Ringer gave, and would end
up looking

like someone who was dl opinion and no taste. Va understood the
spot I'd put

him on, and aso understood that knowing about it would not get him
off it

again. Hed end up unhappy with whatever he got and it couldn't
happento a

Swester individud.

When | walked out of the bar, | turned right and paced along the
corridor until

| found acluster of shopsto do some browsing of my own in, but the
near-emptiness of the Station was too much of adistraction to make
anything

appedling enough to buy. Despite Ringer'sworries| wasn't inamood
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to throw

away departmenta funds, and | didn't care for the dismissive looks |
was

getting from the shops saespeople. For some reason they were writing
me off as

ano-sdeafter asingle glance, al but the boy who was behind the
counter of

the sporting goods shop. That sweetheart, who couldn't have been past
twenty

evenif you counted in hisfirst nine months of prenatal development,
triedto

sl me something that wasn't usualy kept in an inventory evenif alot of
people did consder it asport. | did nothing more than shake my head
and walk

away, but only because | prefer making asfew passng enemies aslife
dlows If

I'd told him | wasn't into robbing cradles, he would have gotten huffy
for sure.

The cluster of shopsincluded asmal shop catering to junk food, and |
suddenly

discovered that that'swhat 1'd missed most dl those months I'd been
away. My

gppetite did flip-flops at the first sight and smell of the mouth-watering
garbage, and | spent afew minutes stuffing my face with more pleasure
thanI'd

fdtinalongwhile

The stop turned out to be more than gastronomically satisfying, though;
two

girlscamein who worked in the Station's Exotic Rooms, and we got
intoa

standing-at-the-counter-eating kind of conversation. It turned out that
they

were bored to the limit with the dead times of the Station, and had
dready

arranged to transfer to another Station.

| wasjust starting to say something about things being redlly bad if even
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the

Exotic Rooms were going unpatronized, when the ideacameto me. |
explained to

thegirlswhat | had in mind, at the same time describing Va, and when
they

stopped chuckling they refused the money 1'd offered to sweeten the
ded. The

"joke" was just what they needed to counteract their boredom, they
assured me,

and since they were leaving the Station soon anyway they weren't even
worried

that Va would complain to the powers-that-were. They let me pay for
the couple

of pieces of fried sweet-sde and glasses of fizz they'd had, and then
ingsed

we were square.

| arranged amesting time in the docking areawith the girls, then | eft
them and

the junk food for anearby book shop. Books stores have always been
abletofill

alot of empty timefor me, and that expedition was no different from
any of the

ones |'d undertaken in the past. When | came out of the warm,
rambling dream of

near-infinite choice | found it was nearly timeto be movingon, o
pad for

the selections I'd made and then | eft the shop.

Ringer and Va weren't dueto bein the docking areayet, but | strolled
thet

way anyway to soothe the itchy-footed restlessness that had taken me
over again.

I'd gotten a compl etely unexpected second chance at the assgnment I'd
muffed

thefirg time; thistime I'd make sure there was no muffing up...
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Chapter 4Chapter 4

Theimmense docking areawasn't much changed from the way it had
looked afew

hours earlier. Theright Sde of the Station was reserved for incoming
liner

shuttles, the colored lights around the bays coming on and blinking at
thefirg

gpproach of the shuttle and continuing on that way until it left the bay
for the

liner again. Theleft Sde of the Station was for private shipswhich, of
course, included navy shuttles, which were usudly aslarge as private
ships.

The lights overhead and al around were bright without glare, clearly
illuminating the two blinking shuttle bays and the one new private ship
that had

comein. Two blinking bays out of eighteen, four private ship dipsfilled
out

of fourteen, and less than two hundred peoplein an areadesigned to
hold the

traffic from maximum filled shuttle and dip space. It looked like
Faraway was

destined to continue as aghost station until that sector of spacefilled up
a

good deal more and the frontier moved out past it.

| continued my amble into the docking area and down the center, idly
glancing a

the rows of empty waiting-seats, uninterested in them despite the added
weight

of booksin my monolon bag. | fished acigarette out of my left deeve
pocket

and stopped for aminuteto light it, then continued on in the direction of
the

bay which would hold our shuttle when it docked.

| had amost reached the spot when footsteps sounded behind me, and
| turned to
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see Va and Ringer coming up. Ringer looked just ashe had alittle
while

earlier, but Va was no longer wearing his cobalt-blue base uniform.
He'd traded

it for apair of dark dacks, ablue-green wide-deeved shirt, dark
loafer-like

shoes, and an expensive-looking woven-meta neck chain of gleaming,
slvery

sellenium. He looked a hdl of alot better than an absolute stranger had
ay

fight to look, but I made sure not to let the opinion show on my face.
"L ookslike we both decided to get here alittie early,” | said to Ringer.
"Too

bad the shuttle won't do the same.”

"Just be glad you timed it so well," Ringer answered, glancing around at
the

twenty-five or thirty people Stting in waiting-seats not too far away
fromus.

"If you'd comeintoo late for thisliner you would have had to wait
morethan a

month for the next, or you would have had to take that ship in closer to
Xanadu

than was smart. It wasn't hard getting the Station officias hereto
neglect

checking the registry on your transportation, but amost anywhere else
the

request would have had to be through channels more public than we
would have

liked. We need as much quiet on this as we can manage, for aslong as
posshle”

"Until we spot the busy little eyesand ears at work," | nodded, glancing
around

the way Ringer was doing, automatically checking that no one had too
much

interest in our conversation. "But if wewereredly up againgt it, we
could
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awaystake your ship. A month off wouldn't disagree with you, would
it,

Ringer?'

"On Faraway Station?" he asked with agrowl of ridicule dismissing the
ideawith

asmall gesture. "If | haveto be stranded somewhere, it isn't going to be
a

placelike Faraway O.S. | left that behind me along time ago. Let's Sit
down

for awhile, or it will fed likethat shuttleis never coming.”

Ringer started for an empty section of seatsin his usua way, without
checking

to seeif anyone wasfollowing, but time | didn't get theimmediate
choiceof

joining him. A big hand took my arm before | could turn, nearly
crushing the

cigarettesin my deeve despite the lack of ddiberate musclein the grip,
and |

looked up to see Val'scam appraisal.

"Y ou haven't said anything about how dowdy | look," he observed with
ahint of

amusement. "I'm sureit's as bad as you expected it to be, if not agood
ded

worse."

It was clear he knew he didn't look dowdy at al, and it was also clear
he

expected meto do anything but admit it.

"Why, notat al, Vd," | protested in very sinceretones, afriendly little
smile backing the words. "Y ou look just fine, you redly do, and Ringer
must

have been very pleased with the amount of money you saved the
department. Keep

it up, and you and hewill get dong just fine."

The distant amusement moved so far away from him that it disappeared
entirdly,

and initsplace avery faint doubt appeared. If I'd told Va he looked
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terrible

he would have been reassured that he didn't, but my telling him he
looked fine

could have meant that | saw something he hadn't and was snickering
behind his

back. My reference to cost could have meant he'd been suckered into
taking

bargain basement specials, and there was no way for him to redlly
know thetruth

until held been in the Federation agood ded longer. Brief annoyance
flashedin

the black of hiseyes, and hishand let go of my arm.

"So you've decided to keep on being mad & me," hesaid, a
compromise between

doubt and annoyance. "How long do you intend keeping it up?"

"Oh, | never get mad at the men | partner with," | assured him. "Well
dojust

fine working together - but | hope some of those clothes you got are
wamly

lined. If you don't manage to score e sewhere during your off-hours,
you'll need

| turned away from the flash of frustration in his eyes, not much caring
how

uncomfortable he got, and went to take the seat next to Ringer. Va
would have

done better following immediately instead of standing there glaring at
mefor a

minute; his annoyed hesitation left him center stage for the scene I'd
amog

forgotten I'd orchestrated.

"Darling, please don't leave me again!" awoman's voice cried, and we
three- as

wdl| asthe other twenty-five or thirty travelersin theimmediate area -
turned

our heads to see her hurrying up to stand beseechingly closeto Vdl, a
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devadtated look on her beautiful face. She was dight and dender
without being

petite, dark-haired and light-eyed, amply endowed and sufficiently
gopeding to

interest almost any man dive. In other words she was as éttractive as
al

Exotic Rooms personnd haveto be, and the hint of tearsin her eyes
only added

to her lovdiness.

"Please, darling, thistime I'll do anything you ask!" she begged, putting
one

frightened hand out to reach shyly toward Va's brand-new shirt, her
face turned

up toward his. "I never thought | could et any man do that to me, but
rather

than lose you again I'll do anything, no matter how painful and
humiligting it

is. Please say you'll come back with me!”

"Woman, | have no ideawhat you're talking about,” Va protested,
looking

absolutely bewildered as he backed a step from the crying girl. Y ou
haveto

have me confused with someonedse.”

"Oh, sure she does," came another female voice, and the second Exotic
Roomsgirl

strode up to them. Thisone had very light brown hair and violet eyes,
and was

just as pretty and shapely asthefird. "Every second man on this
Station looks

likeyou, so the confusion is easy to understand,” the second added
angrily,

asolooking up a Va. "Youwalk in and do whatever you like to her,
and when

boredom setsin you smply wak away again. Well, you were the one
who kept her

from protecting hersdlf again, so what are you going to do about the


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

baby?’

"Oh, Cyn, | didn't want him to know about that!" the first girl wailed,
now

looking dtricken. "I don't want him to stay with mejust because I'm
pregnant! |

want him to stay because he lovesme!”

"Come on, Geri, wake up!" the second girl snapped, out of patience
with the

firs. "Heloves you so much that he's already walked out on you once
before,

and even while he's here he takes whatever he can get when he can get
it. The

last time you were crying too hard to do what he wanted, he cameto
me”

"Oh, Cyn, no," thefirst girl whispered, then turned her head dowly to
look up

a Vvd inhorror. "'l gave you everything | could because | loved you,
but dl

the time you werejust usng me. Y ou swore you weren't like that but
you are,

and | don't think | want to live anymore.”

With alast, shuddering sob the girl turned and ran off, the second girl

looking

after her in upst.

"I hope you're proud of yourself,” she said bitterly to aVa who was
totaly

confused, looking him up and down in contempt. "I won't et her do
anything

stupid, but don't you ever try coming near her again.”

The second girl turned then and strode away, intent on nothing more
then

following thefirst. Ten seconds of silence reigned before abuzzing
mutter

arose from the smdl crowd of those waiting for the shuttle, and if Vd
had been

of average size and build he might have had alynch mob forming in
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front of him.

| hadn't known what the two girls were actudly going to do, but I'd told
them

his arrogance might be taken down alittle by embarrassment, and
they'd

certainly managed to embarrass him. As soon asthetwo girlswere
gone, | turned

my head to Ringer.

"Y ou two certainly filled your time wel while we were gpart,” |
commented into

hisfrown. "Why weren't you included in on that? Taken to being
nothing but a

spectator in your old age, have you?"'

"Don't be asdumb asthose two,” Ringer muttered, glancing at the girls
who were

heading out of the docking area. "1 waswith Vadon every minute, and
the only

one we came in contact with wasthetailor in the clothing store - who
didn't

look anything like either one of those girls. Was he out of your sight at
ay

time?'

"Only when hewaswith you," | answered, making sure | sounded as
perplexed as

Ringer. "Wel€ft the ship together, remember, and you were waiting
right a the

dipfor us"

"What in the name of the Mother of All Lifewasthat about?' Vd
demanded ashe

stopped in front of us, still looking confused - not to mention
embarrassed. "If

this sort of thing happens on aregular basis, don't plan on too many
vigtors

from where | come from."

"Wewerejud trying to figure out what it was all about,” Ringer
growled, for
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some reason looking dightly embarrassed himsdlf. " People are Strange
inthese

parts, but not usudly that strange. Y ou couldn't possibly have made any
enemies

here, could you?"

"Infour hours time?' Va asked as he took the seat to my Ieft, histone
ridiculing the suggestion. "I might have managed it if | wastrying, but |
wasn't trying - unless you count someone I've been in contact with for a
lot

longer than four hours."

His attention had suddenly come to me, and the dawning suspicion he
showed drew

adarefrom Ringer | could just about fed. Waiting-seats aren't made to
be

overly comfortable, aploy designed to send travelersinto the Station
proper

wherethey'll spend credit, but | fill stretched my legs out in front of me
and

folded my armsto increase whatever comfort there was.

"If you're in the mood to accuse someone, go right ahead and take me,"
I

offered, giving Vd the sort of smilel'd been giving him alot lately. "You
can't make things much worse than they dready are, so why not take
advantage of

it?"

"If it wasn't you, then who could it have been?' Vd demanded, his
voice

reasonably low despite the confusion that was beginning to make him
angry. "Who

else could have arranged to make me look like an absolute fool ?*
"Who said anyone had to have arranged it?" | countered, knowing |
was supposed

to flinch back in guilt from those smoldering black eyes. "Maybe those
grls

were bored and decided to have alittle fun with you. Maybe they were
hoping
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you'd follow them to find out what was going on and have a deeper con
waitingto

snag you into. Maybe you have a double walking around this Station,
and they

redly did get you confused with someone e se. Thelist of maybe's
couldgoon

for an hour.”

"Or more," Ringer said from my right, hisgrowl now thoughtful, the
way the

words were spoken drawing Va out of the doubt he had begun sinking
into. "If |

had to put money onit, I'd be willing to bet any list of maybe'syou
worked on

would run for more than an hour, Diana. Y ou've never had trouble
coming up with

thingslikethat."

"A combination of practiceand talent,” | told Ringer comfortably, giving
him

something of agrin. ™Y ou know how necessary that isto the job,
Ringer.”

"Thejob, yes" Ringer agreed, his eyes hardening as the thoughtfulness
disappeared. "Off the job, though, ought to be something else again.
Couldn't

you wait long enough for him to know what was happening before you
sand-bagged

him? Doesnt it fed alittle like shooting fish in abarre? Have you
started

to enjoy taking advantage of the helpless?"

"But heingstsheisn't helpless” | pointed out, mainly to show Ringer
how

unreasonable he was being. "He says he can take care of himself no
meatter what

happens, and even thinks he can take care of me at the sametime. He
wasthe one

who wanted me to behave mysdlf, so it was only fair to show him just
what that
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behavior entailed. Did you want meto leave him in the dark?"
"What are you two talking about?' Va asked Ringer, hisconfuson
tumning

narrow-eyed as he leaned forward to see Ringer more easily. "l just
asked her if

shewasresponsble for that insanity and shedenied it.”

"Shedidn't deny it, Vadon," Ringer told him weerily, getting a better

Ir:jo?sgfascd ly innocent Vd was. "Thefirg thing she said was that you

gllge her, not that you would be accusing her unjustly. After that you
iéeuiI the probable cause of the incident if she wasn't the one who had
j;t,lénd sheobligingly listed possibilitiesfor you. Not once did she say
ﬁ:caln't doneit. Sometimes shelies outright, but she usudly consdersit
more

funto lieby avoiding the truth.”

"Fun,” Va echoed, turning those eyes on me. "Y ou know, Ringer, |
think 1 could

do with alittle fun mysdf right now. Y ou don't mind, do you?'

"Better not, Vadon," Ringer growled in warning, catching Va'swrist as
his

hand began to raise toward me. "Those people think they know all
about you now.

If you try getting even with her herethey'll come after you with tar and
feathers. Right now she's safe - and don't think she doesn't know it."
Va looked at theway | continued to sit with my armsfolded and my
legs

gretched out in front of me, faint amusement showing on my face, and
vigbly

held himsdlf back from glancing around at the other peoplein the area.
The

group was mostly mae, and he wasn't silly enough to believethat his
szewould
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keep them away from histhroat under a second, more immediate
provocation. His

anger hadn't cooled down much and he wasn't ready to forgive and
forget, but

giving methat look was dl he could do just now.

"Right now isal sheld better be counting on," he said in avery soft

voice,

those eyeslocked to me even as he sat back in his seat. "I'd had more
then

enough even before thislittle project, so thisisjust the topping. How
often

does shetend to do thingslike this?'

"' She's been doing them ever aince I've known her," Ringer answered
irritably,

hisannoyance one | didn't quite understand. "All agents have peculiar
senses of

humor, but asfar as| know she's never been topped.”

"A few have comeclose," | admitted, deciding to get in on the
conversation.

"Reg Matthews almost got me with one, and if it had worked it would
have been

hard as hdll to better.”

"I heard about that," Ringer said, looking at me with sudden curiosity.
"Reg

swore he wouldn't have left you there indefinitely, but he was il
burning

over having been cut out of the operation.”

"He deserved to be cut out of the operation,” | said, answering Ringer's
curiogty with an unofficia statement of fact that would, by Ringer'sown
rules, stay unofficial. "He was doppy, over-emotiond, and adanger to
everyone

eseinvolved; if | hadn't by-passed him he probably would have gotten
most of

uskilled. What did Kate's report say?"

"The samething you just said,” Ringer grudged with alower-key growl.
"That
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wasn't what hisorigina evaluation had said, and held had enough
successul

assgnmentsthat | couldn't justify holding him inactive indefinitely, o1
sent

him out on a solo about four and ahaf months ago.”

| didn't say anything when Ringer stopped, knowing him well enough to
know there

was more, and after aminuteit came,

"He should be out of Blue Skiesin another couple of months, but he
may not be

coming back," Ringer added.

"Don't beat your breast over theloss,”" | advised him, willing to bet the
memory

bothered Ringer more than he would ever admit. "Reg was a showoff
and thought

his Agent First Class|.D. was some sort of magic shield that would
protect him

even from hisown stupidity. Just be glad he didn't take anyone dse
withhimto

Blue Skies - or send them to a place where all the medica savvy of
Blue Skies

would be usdless. If Reg does decide to come back, send him out first
with Kate

or Jeff or me. If he hasn't learned anything, you won't have to worry
about him

agan."

Ringer nodded in athoughtful way, knowing he would go with my
suggestion if the

necessity arose, and Val leaned forward again.

"What did she do to this Reg Matthews that he tried to get even with
her?' he

asked Ringer, not as angry as he had been, but apparently still unwilling
to

talk to medirectly. "I think I'd better start a collection of examples, to
know

what to look out for in the future.”
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" She doesn't get cute or fancy on assgnments,” Ringer answered with a
fant

amile, looking acrossme at Vd. "Shefed Matthews adose of Letheto
gethim

out of the way, and by the time he woke up the operation was over.

They wereon

Darl a thetime, and Matthews got so hot over being cut out that he
sold her to

the neighborhood daver.”

"Sold her?' Va echoed blankly, taking asecond to glancein my
direction. "Was

she supposed to be adave?!

"' She was supposed to be a businesswoman combining busnesswith
vacationing,”

Ringer explained with aheadshake. "Darl isaplanet with agreat
enthusasm for

davery, and their laws are on the strange side. The daver who bought
her was

acting in good faith, so no matter what happened he couldn't be held
legdly

liable. If Matthews sold her and it later turned out he'd had no legal
right to

sl her, he was the only one who could be prosecuted - if he could be
found.

Meanwhile the daver would have collected his merchandise and
probably would

have put her on the market immediately for resde. If anyone came
looking for

her |ater, everything done to her would have been completely legd.”
"But wouldn't she have been ableto tell them shewasn't adave?’ Vd
asked,

hisfrown faint but il there.

"Oncethe daver got his hands on her the question would have been
academic,”

Ringer shrugged, taking a cigarette out of hisinner pocket and lighting
it.
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"All davesings they should be free, so who botherslisteningto a
dave?lt

would have taken an absolute minimum of eight monthsto free her
through the

Darlian legd system, and while she waited sheld ill be adave owned
by

whoever bought her. It would have been faster to break her loose and
run, but to

do that you'd haveto find her first and that aso takestime.”

"Why couldn't she get hersdf loose?' VA demanded, redlly caught up
inthe

thing. He was starting to look indignant, and that was ajoke in itsdlf.
"She

did well enough getting away from the daversof Tildor."

"Matthews anticipated that," Ringer said, exhaling smoke ashe camly
Sudied

Va. "Hewarned them they'd have trouble holding onto her, so they
weredl|

ready to weld her into the chains they had waiting, and then sdll her to
someone

who wanted alittle fight in the dave he bought. Some Darliansget a
kick out

of using their whipsalot, and it's more fun whipping someone who tries
to

resst or fight back than someone who just takesit.”

"I'd get akick out of having a private conversation with that louse
Matthews,"

Va growled low, and then helooked directly at me. "How did you get
out of

something like that? How do you breek free of chainsthat have been
welded on?!

"Youdon't," | answered, wondering why he seemed so upset. "If I'd let
them put

those chainson me | redlly would have beeninfor it, so | didn't let it
happen. Reg had never been on Darl before but | had, so when | first
got therel
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took out an insurance palicy. | found myself aboy of about sixteen who
did odd

jobs around the daver's establishment, and paid the boy to keep his
ears open.

| dso established anice, fat fund for the boy with the Federation rep at
the

shuttle port, one | couldn't take back, but one he couldn't collect on
until I'd

checked infor my shuttle to the orbital station.

"If I didn't check in he didn't get to collect, so hedmost broke aleg
racing

over to tell mewhat the daver planned. | must have madeit to the
shuttleport

just about the time they were pumping deep-gasinto my hotel room,
and oncel

was on Federation property they couldn't touch me. Matthews wasn't
very popular

after dl that wasted effort, and he was lucky they didn't tap himasa
substitute for the dave they'd lost. I'm sure they would have if held
stayed

around long enough to collect the bounty he was supposed to be given.”
"If you didn't make a habit of setting people up, they wouldn't spend
timeand

effort trying to giveit back to you," Va sermonized, his disapprova
once

again mine aone, and then he shifted his gaze back to Ringer. "She
redly

shouldn't be allowed to get away withit inthefirst place. If she knew
e

would pay for it every time she stepped out of line, shewould stop
stepping out

of line and people would stop going after her. It might help to keep you
from

losing her some day to abad joke."

"Therésnothing | can do about it,” Ringer answered theimplied
quedtion. "All
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agents spend their off-time pulling gags on each other, and I'm just the
oy

handing out the assgnments. Even the Council isn't Slly enough to think
it

ownsthem, and stays away from the problem unless the onesinvolved
Use someone

other than each other astargets. If you intend to be one of them,
Vddon,

you'll be doing the samething.”

"If being anirresponsible brat isone of your criteriafor being an agent,
I

won't be qudifying,” Vd said with alook of scorn, thelook on hisface
matching. "'I'm not about to let her cut the legs out from under mein the
name

of good, clean fun and then do nothing but chuckle indulgently. If she
consders

you off-limits and leaves you out of it that's your good luck, but | intend
getting apiece of it. When | get through with her, I'll be even more
off-limits"

" She doesn't consider me off-limits," Ringer said with afrown of
sudden

revelaion, turning his head to look a me. " She gives me the same hell
she

giveseveryone ese, but just stays out of my way alittle longer. For
nine

years, I've been thinking of that as a compliment.”

"Some compliment,” Vd snorted, but more in sympathy thanin
derision. "In case

you're wondering, the footprints don't look any better on your face than
they do

onmine"

"If you two don't watch it, you'll be comparing scars and discussing
operations

next," | brokein, beginning to wish I'd left Vd where 1'd found him.
Ringer

was getting bent out of shape by his prodding, and | was getting tired of
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hearing that same song and dance.

"You see?' Vd incited, and now both of them werelooking a me.
"She doesn't

have any regrets over what she did, to either one of us. If something
isn't done

she never will learn to behave hersdf.”

"Y ou know, Vadon, | have afeding you're going to be the first to get
somewherewith her," Ringer growled, the decison beginning dow but
quickly

working itsway up to certainty. "Because of that, | think I'll start you
off

with alittle help."

Ringer may have been nine years away from the life of an active Specid
Agent,

but his reflexes hadn't dowed enough to make that much difference.
Beforel

could draw my legsin or unfold my arms, he had pulled my knife out of
its

shesth and was holding it in hisright hand, too far away for my belated
grabto

do any good. He moved it even farther away when | tried to reach past
him.

"Don't even think about trying it," he warned, his dark eyes sharp with
decison. "If you wanted to keep this, you should have behaved
yoursdf theway

Vadon said. Now I'm going to giveit to him, and if you want it back
youll

have to square accounts with him. It just might help to teach you to be
agood

litlegirl next time"

"l anagood littlegirl," 1 told him, about as far from amused asyou can
get.

" idly with knives - or aren't you remembering anything that isn't
convenient? Thisis absolute stupidity, Ringer, and if that big jerk hadn't
gotten you hot on purpose you never would have doneit. If you try
givinghimmy
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knife, for however long, | just may decideto let him meet itstwin.”
"Thebig jerk iswilling to take that chance," Vd interrupted before

Ringer

could answer me, just short of a chuckle despite what 1'd called him.
"Putitin

that bag she was carrying, Ringer, and I'll take over the carrying. Just
how

important isit to you to get it back, Diana?'

Hewasredly enjoying the game he was playing, even more so than
Ringer, but

I'd had alot more experience & that sort of thing.
"Important's the wrong word, Va," | said with acasud shrug. "If you'l
fed

safer with the knife out of my handsfor awhile, go right ahead and
cary it

for me. All | ask isthat you make sure not to loseit; it has great
sentimental

vauefor me. And I'll probably need to use it again some day."

| let my eyeslaugh & him, then turned away from them both with only a
neutrd

glancefor Ringer. The bossman was putting my knife in the monolon
bag I'd been

carrying, bracing it in and protecting the bag from it with the books I'd
bought. Ringer had ignored thelittle speech I'd given Vd, but Va
couldnt

ignoreit. It annoyed him that I'd suggested he was afraid of me, and
whether it

was true or not had no bearing. Under the rules I'd forced on him, the
only way

he could prove it would be to return the knife.

| spent the rest of the waiting time for the liner shuttle moving camly
around

the immediate area, enjoying asmoke but getting more impatient with
every

passing minute. Therés nothing like thefeding of starting anew
assignment
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and despite my persond stake in this one, I'd make sureit was handled
professondly al theway. Vd and Ringer spent the time chatting, and
whenthe

lights started blinking to announce the approach of the shuttle, they left
thelr

segts and came over to join me, Vd carrying both his bag and mine. I
I'd

expected him to hand over the bag then, | would have been
disappointed. He was

il determined to do things hisway, not yet knowing that gametime
ended as

so0n as an assgnment started. | nodded pleasantly a Ringer when he
told usto

enjoy oursaves, then went with VVa to find a place on the line that was
forming.

It didn't take long to get to the liner, which was definitely agood thing.

As

soon as the shuttle reached the Station I'd forgotten al about the
slliness

that had gone on before, but our fellow passengers hadn't. Thelooks
they gave

Va were on the chilly side, and there was dtogether too much
whispering and

Sdeways glances. That public notice I'd been trying to avoid hadn't
been

avoided, and now we were surrounded by a bunch of narrow-eyed
spectators. |

didn't much like theidea, but if we couldn't avoid the smal horde once
we

boarded the liner, wed have to stay in our cabins until we reached
Xanadu.

Putting our reservation dipsinto the backs of the seatsin front of uson
the

shuttle programmed the directiond rods Stting in the dotsto the right of
each seat back. Once the shuttle had sealed into the liner we took the
rods and
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left our jolly traveling companions without abackward look, which
undoubtedly

caused more comment but at least got us out of there. Ringer had
reserved two

sngle cabinsfor us, the sort that had a communi cating door, and the
corridor

was empty when the directiona rods blinked rapidly to show wed
reached our

dedtination.

"If you're ever outsde acabin and want to let whoever'sinsde know
you're

there, pressthat tab,” | told Va, indicating the door annunciator as|
did

the key end of therod into the door lock. "The key you'll usefor the
rest of

thetrip isin your cabin, next to the rod-return dot. Y ou'd better use
your

rod key before it sopsblinking, or you'll need the purser to open the
cabin

for you."

Va nodded and went to his own door, and once he got it open | went
intomy

cabin, aready working on amentd list of dl the thingshed haveto be
shown

how to use or do if he wasn't going to draw unwanted curiosity. The
redity of

the project was well-nigh staggering, congdering the number of things
there

werefor him to learn, but somehow we'd have to get it done. It helped
that he

was intelligent, but we'd probably have to resort to afew dodges
anyway to

avoid notice.

"The cabin isopen and the bags areindde,” said avoice from behind

me,
causing metoturn. "1 only gaveit aquick glance, but | didn't see any
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keysor

rod-return dot."

"They're here, behind the door,” | answered, gesturing Va in before
swinging

the door shut. " Just remember to ways ook over your shoulder
before saying

something like that. There are people in this Federation who have never
traveled, but you're not supposed to be one of them. If you get caught
inan

awkward situation, shrug it off by saying you're more used to traveling
by

private ship than liner, and can't seem to get liner protocol straight. You
may

get laughed at, but that's better than having afinger pointed at you.
Takea

few minutesto look around your cabin, and then welll start teaching
youwhet it

was you were looking at."

| turned away from him and headed for my luggage, which was stacked
to theright

of the small double bed, in front of the cabin's built-in drawersand
closet.

The cabin was rdatively crowded, with only two soft chairsand asmall
quare

table to the | eft of the cabin door, the bed to the right, and the tiny
bathroom

aso to theleft, beyond the chairs and table. Va's cabin wasto the right
of

mine and was probably exactly the same, up to and including the dark
goldand

deep green of the decorations.

Ringer was watching the pennies again by putting usin cabinslike
these, but

once we got to Xanadu O.S. those pennies would be gone, along with
lotsof ther

brothers and sisters. No one with money took third-class
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accommodations, and no

one went to Xanadu without money. On Xanadu O.S. and the planet
itself wed have

rolesto protect, and Ringer might grumble but he'd never be ableto
deny it.

"1 would not mind at al knowing what | waslooking &," Vd sad
dowly from

his place near the door, sounding perplexed. "Are you the same female
I've been

traveling with for the last two months, or did somebody pull aswitch
whilel

wan't looking?"

"What are you talking about?" | asked, looking up at him from the

placel'd

plunked down on my knees on the deep green carpeting, in front of the
big trunk

Ringer had packed for me. That trunk took some opening, and |
wanted to get as

close aspossibleto it before starting.

"I'm talking about the way you're suddenly tresting me," he answered,
cdosng

the few steps between us to crouch down next to me. "No sarcasm, no
put-downs,

no arguments or fancy stories or looking right through me. Y ou actualy
sound as

though you might be deding with another thinking being instead of a
patsy. I'm

certainly not complaining, but 1'd like to know what brought on the
chenge”

"Our being on assgnment brought on the change,” | said, looking up
into curious

black eyeswith none of the amusement | felt showing. "Oncetheflag
goesdown

there's no more game-playing, at least not between oursalves. Unless,
of course,

you don't much careif you survive. If you find yoursdf faling into that
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kind

of mood, let me know and I'll take it donefrom there on.”

"That's better," he said with agrin, reaching out to brush some hair out
of my

face. "With at least the sarcasm back in place you're recognizable
again. Are

you telling methat as we're on assgnment, | don't have to keep looking
around

for the direction the next attack will be coming from?"

"Congdering the assgnment you might want to put that another way,
but you've

got theidea," | agreed. "Right now watch how | open this, and plan on
memorizing the sequence. Thisluggage knows how to protect itsdlf,
andif you

use the wrong sequence after | openitinitidly, it'll feed you an dectrica
charge any time you try working on it after that until | can key it again.
I

don't happen to be around to do keying, you're permanently locked
out. Now,

watch."

Themain lock of the trunk was keyed to my brain wave and onceI'd
putiton

passive dert | was able to open the secondary locks. The sequence
wan't

something Va would learn in five minutes, but seeing it doneright
would hdp

himto learn to do it on hisown. The end of the sequence left nothing to
do but

unfold al four quarters of thetrunk, and Va had to help after the way
Ringer

had stuffed it. He found itsweight surprising when he saw the relatively
gl

amount of clothing, then stared with sudden understanding when |
thumbed back

thefirst of thefase sides.

"That'saMark 1V blaster, heavy enough to burn ahole through
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anythingliving

aswadll as uncounted numbers of thick, inanimate surfaces,”" | said,
pulling the

blaster out of its nicheto check its charge level before pressing it back
in

place. "That small gun next to it isastunner, adjustable beam and
adjustable

level, no charge leakage and autometic shielding against back-jumping.
Theempty

space to the right used to hold adart gun, but darters are unreliable and
even

the best of them will jam, usudly a the worst possibletime. | won't
carry one

again, but some people swear by them. Y our best bet would be to wait
andtry

one, then make up your own mind."

"Y ou seem prepared for anything up to and including amgjor war,” Va
commented

when | closed that compartment and opened and began explaining
about the one

with pinhead mines, fingernall grenades, blinding spot flashersand
inward

exploding stick-ons. "How much of this do you expect to be using on
Xanadu?'

"If werelucky, wewon't beusing any of it," | said, closing that
compartment

and opening the next. "' Xanadu's security isfairly tight, but any security
system can be breached if you go about it in the right way and you
know their

blind spots. Well play it by ear until we see whether there have been
any mgjor

changes since the last time the system was mapped.”

"Now, that | recognize," Va said, pointing to one of the knivesI'd just
uncovered. "With dl therest of that stuff, you probably don't even
remember |

havethematetoit.”
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"l remember," | answered shortly, then pointed to the thick, smoky
bladeinthe

third niche. "That oneis completely non-metallic and won't register on
awy

aarm systems, and it takes and holds a better edge than stedl. Itsonly
drawback isthat it can't be balanced aswell as my other knives, so
throwing it

from farther away than six feet isawaste of effort. For Six fest, you
might as

wdll keep it in your hand. That last knife there is a set-up, so don't
touch it

unlessyou need its particular quirk. If you grab it hard, as you would if
you

were about to bury it in someone, the blade will come back into the hilt
and

gpread out, dicing into whatever'swrapped around the hilt. Since you
want that

to be someone el se's hand rather than your own, don't get it mixed up
with the

rest of the hardware."

"I think you can take my word that I'll remember,” Vd said, peering
closdy at

the knife. "What'sin the last compartment?"

"Odds and ends and something you especiadly have to know about,” |
answered,

opening the last section. "That little piece of metd isamagnetic lock
pick,

the dark strand isa strangling cord, and that shielded coil is
monomolecular

ambush thread. Don't ever touch it with your bare hands or you won't
have any

handseft. Therest of it | can show you some other time; over hereis
the

device you haveto learn how to use."

| pulled thetddink out of its nest and handed it to Va, watching as he
turned the thick black circlethisway and that, trying to figure out what
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it

was. He made no effort to touch ether of the two contactsin the
middle of the

round face, which was commendable caution on his part.

"That deviceiscdled atddink, and is currently used by no one but my
department,” | told him, settling back on my hedls. "Its range under
normdl

circumstances would be quite limited, but it doesn't operate under
normdl

circumstances and you're not cleared for the circumstancesit does
operate

under. Theonly thing you have to know isthat it'syour direct lineto
departmenta headquarters.”

"This?' he asked with aglance at me, afrown for the palm-sized device
inhis

hand. "How can this possibly reach other star systems?”

"Asl said, you're not cleared to know that," | said, not blaming him for
not

liking the answer. " Just take my word for the fact that it does. In order
to

open thelink to headquarters, press one of the contacts; to cut the link,
press

the other contact. When you get through, your vid will formintheair
jugt

abovethe link'srim. When Ringer's on Hidemite, where our H.Q. is,
thelink

will giveyou to him directly; when he's not, someone there will relay
you

through to him. Right now were on our own, except in cases of
exireme

"Because of that lesk they haven't found yet." He nodded, handing
back the

teldink. "The only question | haveright now is, why are you showing
medl|

this? It's as though you're getting me ready to be on my own."
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"Inamanner of speaking, | am," | agreed, putting the telelink back
whereit

belonged. "This assgnment should be no problem at all, but I'd hate to
tdl you

how many agents have been finished off by no problem at dl. I'm the
onewho

brought you here, and | don't want you suddenly abandoned ina
drange

neighborhood with no idea of which way to go. If anything dips, youll
a least

be ableto reach Ringer."

"If anything dips, I'll beright there next to you to catch it,” he said with
what was nearly an angry growl. "I gppreciate the emergency training,
Diana, but

| don't expect to be using it. Just make sure you don't leave that trunk
open,

and al that stuff will be there for both of usto use.”

"Under normal circumstances, it doesn't matter whether | leaveit open
or not,"

| said. "The outer security system is supposedly to protect the
expendve

jewdry | carry, and if acustoms officia wantsto inspect theinside,
there's

no reason to stop him. Hewon't find anything.”

"How could people not find anything?' Va demanded, pointing to the
trunk. "They

couldn't possibly missal those thingsyou just showed me."

"Isthat 07" | asked with agrin, shifting over on the carpeting. "If you
think

there's something there besides clothes and jewdry, show it to me."
The expression he sent me wasridiculing, asthough he knew | was
trying to put

one over on him, only he wasn't about to dlow it. He moved his crouch
closerto

the trunk, put his hand on one of the compartment covers- and did it
back to
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show six lines of very expensive earrings.

"And every bit of itisred,” | told him. "It hasto be, or I'd have no redl
excuse for the elaborate security system | use. Would you liketo try
the other

compartments?"

"Not redly," he said, matching the grin I'd shown earlier. "1'd probably
find

more of the same. Theresa specia way those compartments, | takeit."
"Likethis" | sad, closing the one held opened, then placing my fingers
with

exaggerated care. "Y our index finger goeson thislittle sar firg, then
you

catch the dide post with your thumb. Only then do you place your
smdles

finger on this snowflake, making sure your other fingers aren't touching
anything. Then you dideit openin the normd way."

The compartment now showed wegpons again, and Va had no trouble
bringing the

same up on the end compartment. It wasasmplelittletrick, but it kept
snoops, officia or otherwise, out of placesthey didn't belong. | closed
my

compartment again and so did Va, then | climbed to my feet.

"Y ou'd better get your cabin closed beforewe go into anything ese,” |
told

him, kicking off my deck shoes and starting to open my ship'ssuit. "If
someone

walks off with my knife, I'll takeit out of your hide. Well continue with
the

lessons after 1've had a shower."

| left the ship's suit where it fell and headed toward my bathroom,
paying no

attention to the way Va waslooking up at me. | recognized that |ook
fromthe

two-month trip we'd so recently completed, but asl'd told him earlier,

play
time was over and business was our first concern. The bathroom was
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redly smdl

asfar asliner accommodations go, but the shower cubicle was more
than twice

the size of the one I'd used so long on the ship, and it felt downright
spacious. As soon as| had the door closed | turned the water bar on,
and then

was again standing under afalls on aplanet with air and sunshine and
open

gpacesdl around.

| was just about ready to add soap to the water when the cubicle door
opened,

gartling me. | began to turn automaticaly toward I-didn't-know-what,
whena

big, naked body squeezed itsway in, pushing me toward the cubiclée's
far wall.

"I closed my cabin and your knifeis il perfectly safe” Va sad,
looking

down at me through the warm, streaming water. "Just to be sure,
though, |

brought my hide back in case you had any other usefor it."

"Vd, we're on assgnment now," | said in exasperation, pushing my wet
hair back

sothat | could look up a him. "From now on we have businessto
consider, and

mixing businesswith pleasureis- "

"Oneway of making business more pleasurable,” he interrupted,
moving even

closer and putting his handsto my arms. "Have | ever told you how
good you look

soaking wet?'

"No, you havent," | muttered, discovering that it wasimpossibleto
back away

from those caressing pams. "Asamatter of fact, | could have survived
without

hearing it thistime. Va, you have your own shower in your own cabin,
andIl'd


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

gopreciateit if - "

"We usethat next time," he murmured, diding his hands behind meto
pull me

againg him. "1 can't see any problem with that, but only if it'sasniceas
thisone. This shower is so soft.”

That al depended on how you looked &t it. From my particular point of
view

there was nothing soft at al, not the big, wet body | was pressed to,
not the

thick, wet arms holding me, and especidly not the very evident interest
thet

was searching me out. My hands went to those arms as my breasts
pressed into

wet, black chest hair, and | looked up into deep, unwavering black
eyes.

"Vd, were on assgnment,” | nearly begged, silently damning the fact
that once

those hands touched me | wasagoner. "You can't - "

"Walk away fromit now," heinterrupted for the third and last time,
tightening

the hold he had on me. "Buit if you want meto, | will, Diana Tell me
you want

@metowadk away and I'll doiit."

His head came down in the pouring water, and hislips made surel
wouldn't be

telling him anything for awhile. | put my arms around hisneck ashis
hands

began moving dl over me, the sensations| fdt forcing meinto
demanding his

lipsas strongly as he was demanding mine. | knew | was adamned fool
for not

standing my ground, but after dl, hewas dready there...

* % %

Our travel timeto Xanadu O.S. disappeared behind hours of work

getting vV
prepared for what would be coming at him in the course of anormal,
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uneventful

day. The hardest part turned out to be figuring out what he didn't know,
which

could be something as inggnificant as how to press an annunciator tab,
dl the

way up to handling a planet-bound or atmosphere vehicle. We took
care of the

driving and flying parts by deciding he was much too good to do his
own menid

labor, and aso added him to that large group of Federation citizens
who knew

nothing about Federation politics and cared even less.

"Why would | care?' became an integrd part of hisvocabulary of
phrases, but

that didn't cover things like making 'phone cals, knowing how much to
tip human

servants, or using public bathrooms. Everything | took for granted and
did

without even thinking about had to be examined, and then we ventured
out of our

cabinsto find things we'd missed and practice ones we hadn't. By
shifting our

day-night schedule we avoided most of those people we'd taken the
shuttlewith,

and thereby avoided the trouble my cute idea could have brought.

Or a least we avoided most of it. The mgority of our shuttle
companions stayed

with the schedul e they'd been following on Faraway Station, shifting
only

dightly to accommodate themsalves to the nearest mgjor liner schedule.
vd and

| took aminor schedule, egting at the tail end of the six-hour med dot
of

whatever med we were having, and then wandering around the ship
during thetime

Faraway people would be degping through their "night.”
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During "daytime" we did our own deegping - aswell as one or two other
things

that my partner consdered essentid to his hedlth and well-being. He
laughed

off my few haf-hearted to keep him on his own bed by saying the
assgnment

would not redly start until we reached Xanadu O.S., then distracted
mewitha

guestion on something important.

His casud taking over direction of my in-bed activities annoyed me, but
there

was no time to argue the thing through with him. We needed every
minute we had

for getting him acquainted with Federation ways, and | decided that
once wewere

on Xanadu and out of each others laps, closing the door in hisface
would bea

lot easier. The digtraction he provided bothered me, but once | began
dogngin

on my target, no outside distractions would have a chance of getting
throughto

me

Our mgjor problem surfaced on the fourth ship-day on the liner, not
long after

we picked up and off-loaded passengers at Dilling Orbital Station. Val
and |

werewalking aquiet corridor on the far side of the amusement area,
coming back

from the area of the ship's solar room without having used the fecilities,
when

we came face to face with one of the men who had come from
Faraway with us. He

was walking with two other men who wore Dilling-style sarongs, and
for thefirgt

minute or two the recognition was al one-sded. The Faraway man
stopped histwo
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friendswith hands on their arms, then pointed afinger at Val.
"That'shim!" the man exclamed, looking a Va belligerently. "That'sthe
onel

wastdlin' you about! Hel€eft that pretty girl on Faraway station without
givin' adamn that held put ababy in her and screwed up her wholelife.
He's

nothin' but dime, and we oughtateach him agood lesson!”

"If hed doneit on Dilling we probably woul da whipped the skin off
him,”

growled one of hisfriends, the bigger of the two. None of them had
Vd'ssze,

but neither were they small, undevel oped boys. "Were not as short on
women as

you on Faraway, but we still know how to treat ‘em right. What say we
do

something for that little girl back on Faraway station?'

All three of them grew the sort of grinsthat said they were about to
eventhe

score for someone who couldn't do it hersdlf, and Va stiffened where
he stood

to my right. A glance a hisface showed the beginnings of frustrated
anger, and

| didn't have to wonder why he felt that way. If he had come across
someonewho

had done what he was supposed to have done, he probably would
have wanted to do

what those three men intended doing.

Va wasn't about to be silly enough to just stand there and | et the three
do

whatever they pleased to him, but he didn't like the idea of hurting men
who

believed they were doing something that needed doing. There were
amost adozen

other peoplein the corridor, some of whom had come out of the gym
soon enough

to hear what the man from Faraway had said, and not one of them
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looked like they

had any intentions of calling ship's security. If something wasgoing to
be done

to stop the small war without anyone getting hurt, I'd have to be the one
todo

it. Luckily for al the proposed combatants, aswell asfor the sake of
the

assgnment, I'd had lots of experiencein thinking on my fest.

"You can't hurt him!" | blurted asthough | could no longer hold the
words back,

taking one hesitant step forward. "That woman on Faraway sation
lied!"

"Now, you just stay outathis, girl," the man from Faraway saidinas
kindly a

way asthe fight-readinessin his blood would dlow. "I wasright there
whenit

happened, and if that female was lyin' she oughtatake up actin' for
money.

Hurtin' iswhat that feller needs, and we're gonna see that he getsit.”
"It'stoo late to stop it with words, Diana," Va muttered, taking my arm
to

gently pull me behind him. "Just stay back and out of theway; | don't
want you

getting hurt, too."

"But you don't understand!” | said desperately to the three men who
werejust

about ready to advance on Va, moving to the left where | could see
them around

Va. | completely ignored what held said, of course; the right words will
stop

anything but a blaster charge already on itsway to you. "That woman
waslying

because she had to be lying! He couldn't have done what either of them
sad

because he - can't!”

That got to them. Three pairs of eyes swung quickly over to stare at
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me, a
fourth, black pair too shocked to do anything but stare with the others,
andthe

group of spectators actualy came away from the wallsto move a step
or two

closer.

"What are you talkin' about, girl?* the bigger Dilling man demanded, his
eyes

narrowed. "What kinda stories this dime been feedin' you?

"It'snot agtory,” | begged, letting him seethat | wastrying towill him
into

belief, just about wringing my handswith the urgency | fet. "Weve
been

traveling together for weeks and weeks, and at first | didn't believeit
ether.

| even - tried to proveit wasalie. | wanted it tobealieand | ill do -
butitisnt."”

| was blushing from the terrible embarrassment of my confession,
having trouble

holding the stunned stares of the three men, but it had to be too late to
hold

anything back.

"If he had told me that just to get me into bed, don't you think he would
have

been suddenly ‘cured' as soon as he had me there?' | demanded, my
voice

trembling with emotion. "Every night we deep together and every night
| try -

but it doesn't do any good. He triestoo, but his body won't listen to
ather

one of us. Wetry and wetry - but he can't.”

"Diana" Vd choked out in soul-deep embarrassment, and he couldn't
possibly

have reacted in a better way. The three men looked a mein thetan
shorts set

and deck shoes| waswearing, let their eyes move from flowing red
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hair down to

trim ankles and then back up again, and then they looked a Va inan
gppalled

embarrassment that was amost amatch to his.

"Sorry we dmost gave you arough time, friend,” the man from Dilling
mumbled,

running abig hand over hisface. "We didn't know you - We looked at
you an' -

Wedidn't know. Sorry."

All three of them stopped trying to be manly about the horrible mistake
and

smply hurried away, eagerly anxious to escape from the neck-deep
embarrassment

of the Situation. | glanced at the spectators but they were on the move
too,

most of them acting as though the condition might be catching and they
wanted to

avoid contamination. In no more than sixty seconds the corridor was
clear, 0|

looked at Va with asatisfied smile.

"What was that you said about it being too late for words?" | asked,
glancng up

and down the corridor which was likely to be filled with people again at
ay

minute. "And for future reference, try remembering my nameis
supposed to be

Jennifer, not Diana. Y ou do that on Xanadu, and welll be lucky if we
only have

to fight our way out."

"Y ou have a closer fight to worry about than one on Xanadu,” Va
growled, and

suddenly his hand was on my face, forcing meto look up into the
blazing fury of

hiseyes. "What the hdll do you mean, saying something like that about
me?' he

demanded in avoice he could barely keep under control. "What right
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do you have

maligning and belittling mein front of so many strangers? How dare you
giveme

such embarrassment for no reason other than that it amused you?"
"Amusement had nothing to do with it!" | snapped, trying to loosen his
gripon

my face without being obvious about it, just in case anyone had come
intothe

corridor. "We cant afford the attention afight would bring, or have you
forgotten what we'rein the middle of ? The only way of stopping those
three was

convincing them they were wrong, and the only way of doing that was
theway |

chose. Y ou could have avoided officid trouble by letting them beat on
you urtil

they lost interest and walked away, of course. Would you have
preferred doing it

likethat?'

Hedidn't answer my question, but if I'd had to bet on what answer he
would have

given I'd have sworn hewas just short of agreeing with the mindless
wey. |

didn't believe he could actudly prefer being beaten raw and bloody to a
couple

of minutes of embarrassed stares, but | didn't get to cdl him on the
point. He

glanced to one sde and then let go of my face, letting me know we
were no

longer done. Rather than waiting for the three laughing couplesto reach
the

gym they were obvioudy moving toward, he took my arm and headed
us back to our

cabins.

"That wasn't the only way of stopping them!" he said at once after the
door to

my cabin had closed behind us, turning to glare hisanger at me as
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though there

had been no interruption to the argument. ™Y ou could have told them
thetruth,

that we'd only been on the Station for afew hours, or that you put
thosetwo up

tothelr littleact! Y ou didn't have to make melook like something pitiful
in

their eyed™

"Y ou're worried about what you looked like to those three?' | asked in
disbdief, rubbing a my arm where hisfingers had dug so deep. "What
difference

doesit make what they think of you, aslong aswe don't haveto try
explaning

our way out from under officia attention? If we ended up arrested even
before

we reached Xanadu, Ringer would wait only long enough to stop
laughing before he

gave the assgnment to someone e se.

"And tdlling those three the truth would have done nothing more than
waste

whatever bresth | used,” | went on before Va could put his continuing
unhappinessinto words. "If we just got to the Station, where did we
comefrom?

Why were we traveling together? For what reason did | pull agag like
that on

you?How could | prove you'd never been to Faraway O.S. before
without me?If |

didnt like you well enough to liefor you, why was| traveling with you?
Andif

| did like you well enough to lie for you, how could they believe
anything |

sad?

"If youregoingtolie, Vd, thetwo basic rulesare keep it smpleand
dick

toit, but let me add athird: if possible, make the lie an embarrassing
admission that hasto be forced out of you. Human nature turnsthe
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dory into

something totaly beievable, and you can dways soothe your bruised
dignity

later by laughing at the gulliblefools. Y oulll find it beats nursing noble
wounds any day of the week."

"That'syour opinion," he growled, still angry in thefigurative corner I'd
backed himinto. "If I'd rather get into afight than end up looking
foolish,

the decision ismine to make, not yours. | never asked you to liefor me
and |

never will, and | just redlized something: that assgnment ismore
important to

youthan| am."

It was slly of him to belooking a me so accusingly, asthough I'd
suckered

him with asmile and then had kicked him once he was down, but it
wasn't the

first time someone had reached that same redlization. The memory of
those other

timeswaan't the sort to let me smile politely or with very much
amusement, but

| could still shrug as| turned away from him and went to one of the
cabin's

chars.

"That assgnment is also more important to methan | am,” | said,
lowering

mysdlf into the sest with my back to the man who inssted on being my
partner.

"Some people cdl it dedication, but most have trouble understanding
the

attitude. They've never been in the sort of Stuation I'm usualy in, you
see,

where hundreds or thousands of lives can belost if | screw up. That
sort of

thing makes you very dedicated very quickly, and the attitude carries
over even
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to assgnmentslike the one we have now. It isnt ahabit I'm willing to
try

breaking, soif you'refeeling put-upon you can ask Ringer to find you
another

partner. | prefer working alone anyway."

| kicked off my deck shoes and pulled my feet up into the chair, finding
itjust

wide enough to let me St cross-legged as | usudly preferred doing.
Therewasa

thick, unrespongve silence behind me, the sort of sllence my "uncaring”
attitude toward my co-workers often brought me, and then VVa came
around to

gandin front of my chair.

"Most people don't understand dedication,” he said very quietly,
drawing my eyes

up to the sobriety looking down at me. "All they understand is how
harditisto

live with someone who hasit. And thereé's no question about it being
hard. I'm

sure you don't run into many who arewilling to put up with it."

"No, you dont," | answered shortly, looking away from him again as|
wondered

why he needed such an daborate preface to announcing that hed
rather partner

with someone e se after al.

"It sounded as though you'd made that same offer to other people at
other

times," he pursued, il trying to leed up to it gracefully. "Many of them
take

you up onit, did they?

"Enough,” | said, looking around the cabin as| began fedling bored and
alittle

tired. It wasamost our "night,” and the thought of deep was Sarting to
be

appedling.

"Enough to make you fed that working aloneisthe better bargain?' he
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asked,

gill rlentlesdy pursuing whatever point he wastrying to make. "Enough
to

make you expect the offer to be accepted more often than it's turned

dl?\é)vc:ll’: Va, being one of the mgority isn't something that should upset
gcji g;etti ng abruptly out of the chair while sill looking around the
E?IO\Z it!s shattering to the mae ego to learn that afemade considers
'?thrr%s more important than him, but you'll get over the shock faster if
gdotjnit draight out that you dont liketheidea. The admissonwill help
i/k(]?lrjllioof al sorts of more important things that you could be doing, and
;hci;l | see how gppedling the thought of being somewheredseis.
Before you know

it you'll bealot happier than you are now, and we can both get on with
what

hasto be done. Have agood night'sdeep and I'll seeyouinthe
morning."

| began to turn away from him, knowing held find hisway out fast
enough once

therewas no onein front of him to protest his changed position to, but
abig

hand was suddenly wrapped around my right arm. | glanced up at him,
redly not

in the mood for any more back and forth, and was surprised a what
looked like

paninhiseyes

"So dl that nonsense hasapoint after dl, | see” hesaidinan even
softer

voicethan earlier, hisgrip holding mein place but gentlefor dl that. "'If
you keep the people around you in a constant Sate of eagernessto spill
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your

blood because you're laughing your head off over thelast thing you did
to them,

theré'sno danger of their getting too close, of their beginning to mean
something to you. Having a stranger walk out on you doesn't hurt
nearly asmuch

as having afriend do the same, and your job hasto comefirst, even
before

personal considerations. | wonder how many you have to watch walk
away before

you come to expect it of everyone you associate with."

| knew his half-question wasn't really addressed to me, so | made no
effortto

answer it. Instead | began to turn away again, expecting to moveright
out of

hisgrip, but he didn't turn me loose. His grip tightened instead, and then
I

was pulled back to face him squardly.

"l don't like the idea of you considering other things more important
than |

am," hesad, holding both of my arms as he looked down a me. "No
other woman

has ever dismissed me from consideration the way you do, and | sure
ashdl

don't likeit. But that doesn't mean | intend walking away in
disgruntlement to

soothe my bruised ego, it only means| intend doing something to
changethe

Stuation. Just what that something will be I don't know yet, but walking
avay

won't be apart of it."

"If you're thinking of me asachallenge, you're out of your mind," | told
him,

making no effort to keep the disgust out of my voice. "There have been
menwho

looked at me that way before, their noses out of joint because | didn't
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fal

swooning a thelr feet like the rest of the female population. Their
ultimate

disappointment just about crushed them, but knowing it would didn't
stop mefrom

doing it anyway. Ruthless, they cdled it, and they were absolutely right.
It's

one of my better character traits. I'd like to go to bed now, so I'd
appreciate

your letting go of me."

"Theré's nothing wrong with your character that afew good, hard

whackingson

the backside wouldn't take care of," he said with afaint grin, keeping
those

handstight around my arms. "I'm not looking a you as a challenge,
Diang; only

aboy seesawoman in that light. What I'm doing right now istrying to
figure

you out, trying to stay in one piece while I'm doing it, and trying to
decide

what makes you o different. When | have a spare minute, I'm aso
going to see

what | can do about that so-caled sense of humor of yours. Asa
defense

mechanism, it does more than you know. Ever sncewefirst met, I've
hed this

overwheming urgeto defend mysdlf.”

Hisgrin widened at that point, trying to show me he was kidding, but |
couldn't

seem to find the wherewithal for sharing thejoke. As embarrassed and
as upset

as he'd felt he should have turned around and walked away, and |
didn't

understand why he hadn't. Without saying anything | tried to pull avay
fromhim

again, but thistime he drew me close and put those arms around me.
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"You said you weretired and want to go to bed,” he murmured, the
words as soft

astheway he stroked my hair. "That sounds like agood ideato me, so
let'sdo

it"

"Not withyou," | said in awhisper as| shook my head, tensing so
quickly in

hisarmsthat they had to tighten to keep me near him. "Not with
anyone. | want

to go to bed done.”

"Alone," he echoed with what seemed like difficulty, the pain that had
ealier

beenin hiseyesnow in hisvoice. "Y ou've had to do most things aone,
haven't

you, Diana? And for so long that it's become away of life. Stop trying
to

squirm loose and push me away, you're not fighting against what you
think you

are. Were going to bed together, but al I'll be doing is holding you.
Youcan

be asdoneasyou like - aslong asmy arms are around you."

He picked me up then and carried me to the bed, got us out of our
clothesand

under the covers, then smply put hisarms around me again. It was
warm and

comfortable in those arms, his chest againgt my cheek asolid, positive
presence, and once he was adegp my arm stole around him to hold him
theway he

held me. | couldn't say anything about what held done and refused to
let mysdf

think about it, but holding back that arm just then was totally beyond
me

Chapter 5
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Therest of our travel time on the liner wasn't long, but we took a
precaution

we should have taken right from the start. In order to avoid any more
trouble,

Va changed himsdlf to look like avery plain, nondescript individud. If
I'd

been used to his quick-change act | would have thought of it sooner,
but |

wasn't and | didn't. That time "better |ate than never" seemed to work;
no one

recognized him.

Compared to Faraway Station, Xanadu O.S. was a madhouse. Rather
than the one

shuttletrip from liner to Station that had been used on Faraway,
Xanadu

required the three that every mgor Station did. People left one liner
shuttle

and ran to a second, or took up placeson aline, or sat themselves
down to wait

the necessary time. Some few, with longer waits ahead of them, went
tohavea

meal on the Station or arrange for accommodations. People moved
everywhere,

including those who, like us, meant to stay for a short while and then go
down

to the planet. Lights blinked, the crowd noise pounded at us, people
jostled us,

and Vd findly understood why we had had our last conversation with
indructionsin my cabin.

We fought our way through the insanity together for awhile, then split
upto

seeto theindividua chores|'d assigned us. Since we were staying on
the

Station and then going down to the planet, our luggage had to come out
of bond

and be checked through customs, and that wasthejob | had given V.


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

He had

looked a me with wordless questioning in his eyes, probably
wondering if | were

setting him up again, and | had had to reassure hisqualms. In full truth |
would have preferred seeing to the luggage mysdif, but it would have
looked odd

having agrown man tagging idly dong behind mewhilel didit adl, and
we

couldn't afford to look odd; better to take separate directions and get it
dl

done without any fuss.

Thetweve regigration dcoves ill had people on linein front of them
despite the fact that we'd waited for the third shuttle before coming
over, 0

there was nothing for it but to pick one and join the crowd. My Specia
Agent's

|.D. could have had the Station Manager doing the registering for me,
but even

if Radman hadn't taken it before kicking me off, | couldn't have used it.
No

matter how quiet they swear to keep these things word aways gets out,
and |

preferred standing on line to giving Radman advance notice that | was
coming.

My line moved dowly forward, and everyone waiting seemed as
anxiousas| wasto

get out of the bedlam of the docking area and into the relative peace
and quiet

of the Station proper. | had enough time to wonder how Va was
doing, then

wondered if held gotten over hisindignation yet. I'd had occasion, just
before

wetook the shuttle, to remind Vd that | outranked him on that
assgnment, and

most of the decisions made during it would not be made by the
democrétic
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process.

| let himknow that if | didn't find him upinthear when | said jump,
he'd

have lots of time to investigate the various means Federation people use
tofill

freetime. He didn't like the idea, didn't pretend that he did, but couldn't
keep pressing his arguments when the timeto leave rolled around. Va,
for some

reason, was very used to running things, and clearly intended extending
the

practice into the Federation; in case he hadn't dready gotten the
message, |

had a surprise waiting for him.

Intime dl things pass, even the line you happen to be waiting on. When
the man

infront of meleft the regigtration alcove | stepped insde, then went up
to

the computer outlet it held. Station computers run everything, regulate
everything, and know about everything, anormaly invisble dictatorship
that's

about as complete asit's possible to get. The outlet's recess took my

papers
with apolite purr, acknowledging my request for asuite, but instead of

akey

showing up in the proper dot, the outlet blinked twice in an odd sort of
way,

and my papers werelocked tight where I'd put them.

Inal my years of traveling nothing like that had ever happened to me,

Sof

stood and blinked back at the outlet, wondering if it was
mafunctioning, and

then aman walked into the acove. He wastall and well dressed in an
expensve

way, adeek fifty with the polish of aprofessond maitred', and as
soon as

he opened his mouth, | found | wasn't far wrong.
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"I'm the Station's hotd manager,” he informed mewith acaming
smoothness.

"Can | be of some serviceto you, young lady?'

| hadn't been called "young lady™ in alot of years, but | |et the matter
pass.

"The outlet seemsto be mafunctioning,” | told him, gesturing toward
the

machine. "It won't give me a suite, and it won't release my papers. Do
you think

you can shut it of f?"

"It can be shut off if necessary,” he answered, walking toward the rear
of the

machine. "Let me have alook firg."

He disappeared behind the large, bulky outlet, leaving me to wonder
what was

going on. | knew damned well that the papers the outlet held were no
more than

daysold, but | would have taken long odds that whatever the problem
was, it had

nothing to do with the phoniness of my papers. I'd used
department-issued

identity papers many times over the years, and even when they'd been
produced

fast enough to get them to me yesterday 1'd never had any trouble with
them. The

only way to establish their phoninesswasto get in touch with the
bureau of

records of my supposed home planet, and computers weren't
programmed to do that.

The problem had to lie e sewhere, but | was hanged if | knew where.
The Station's hotdl manager stayed behind the outlet longer than |
expected him

to, and when hefinaly came out he was|ooking thoughtful.

"Y our papers show you have atraveling companion,” he mused, staring
ameina

srangeway. "Whereishe now?
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"He'sseeing to theluggage,” | said, returning the Stare. The question
seemed

totaly off the point, but there was no harm in answering. "Why do you
ak?'

"| ask because I'm afraid we can't allow you to register,” he answered,
sheking

his head regretfully. " ou are familiar with our policy on minors?*

"Of courseI'm familiar withit," | snapped, losing patience with the way
he

kept avoiding the main issue. "What does your policy on minors haveto
dowith

not letting meregister?”

He looked somewhat unsure over the tone I'd used, and put his hand
on the bulky

machine next to him as though to gather support fromiit.

"The outlet's biological readout shows you to be two months and
thirteen days

short of seventeen standard years of age,”" herecited, taking refugein
unshakable facts as his eyes moved quickly over the black jumpsuiit |
was

wearing. "'l must admit you do sound and look - ah - most adult, but
wetendto

be very careful with this sort of thing. | assure you there's been no
mistake,

unless you've forgotten to submit your mgority certification form? No?
Thenl

think it best that we wait for your traveling companion. Maybe hell be
ableto

register the two of you."

The man leaned back against the machine looking satisfied, but | was
numb with

shock. Me, aminor? | wanted to laugh myself slly over theidea, but
the hotel

manager wasn't laughing and solitary amusement istoo often pathetic. |
thought

about going to took for Va at customs, redlized the computer would
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dready have
sent for him, then stood there Smply waiting until he showed up,

followed by a

short, squat, luggage robot. The hotel manager brightened when he saw
ared,

live grown-up, something that sent an involuntary shudder through me.
"Thisismy uncle, Vaddon Carter,” | jumped in before anyone dse
couldsay a

word. "I'm sure he's old enough to register us. Can | set it up for you,
uncle

vd?

Therewas no way Va could have had the foggiest idea of what was
going on, but

he didn't blink an eye. "Sure, Jenny," he drawled, smiling down & me
fondly.

"If you think you cando it right."

Hisfatuous answer may have been just right for the Situation asit stood,
but

hewas lucky | didn't kill him on the spot. | took his papers without a
word and

substituted them for mine, set the registration just as| had before, but
this

timelet Vd stand in front of the scanner. Theidiot outlet hummed and
chuckled

to itsalf, and seven secondslater Va had his papers back and akey to
asuite

inhishand.

"Welcome to Xanadu Orbital Station,” the hotel manager beamed at
vd."If youll

place the key in the lighted dot on the luggage roboat, it will lead you to
your

accommodations. Have a plessant stay.”

Va nodded in acknowledgment, thanked the manager for his help, then
gavehis

key to thelittle robot. The robot, now prepared to lead rather than
follow,
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took off into the Station proper and toward the nearest elevator bank,
caefully

keeping to apacethat Val and | could match. We followed along after
thething,

Va casudly commenting on whatever took hiseye, me not saying a
word, andin

just afew minutes we stood outside the door to our suite. Thellittle
robot used

the key to open the door, then trundled on through the elaborate Sitting
room to

each of the bedroomsin turn, leaving Va's bagsin the room to the | eft
and

mine in the room to the right. It chuckled its contentment over ajob
well done

asit rolled out of the suite again, and | waited just long enough for the
door

to close before blowing up. | cursed as1'd seldom cursed before,
getting more

satisfaction over volume than inventiveness, and findly turned ona
puzzled,

frowning Vd.

"How the hdll could that be?' | demanded with asnarl. "Evenif those
idiots

back at the outpost are responsible for thisinsanity in some way, how
could |

be seventeen? What the hdl isgoing on?"

"Now | understand,” Va said with a came-the-dawn expression finaly
bresking

through his confusion, at the same time nodding hishead. "Y ou didn't
know that

you'd been matched to Bellnainsde aswell as out, but that's the way it
works.

Y ou couldn't say you'd been matched to her if you didn't have her age
aswdl as

her features.”

"But Bellnawasfifteen!" | dl but shrieked, raising handstoward him
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thet

wanted to become claws. "How the hell doesfifteen becometwo and a
half months

short of seventeen?'

"Bellnawasfifteen Tildorian years," he answered with such cadm and
reason that

he came closeto losing hislifefor it. "Absari sandard doesn't match
Tildorian standard, and neither, obvioudy, does Federation standard.
Fifteen on

Tildor must trandate to just short of seventeen here.”

Just that neat and smple. Y our biologica age has been changed, Diana.
Youre

now aminor, Diana. Don't worry about it, it isn't anything important. |
must

have stood there staring at Vd for afull minute, before turning awvay
fromhim

to wak to achair and collapse down into it. Part of me wanted to rip,
tear,

rend and destroy, but the rest of me was too numb to go aong.

"Diana, what'swrong?' Vd asked, saring at mewhere | sat dumpedin
the

chair, hisvoice sounding worried. "Why do you suddenly look so
Srange?’

"Youthink I look strange?' | asked, ill kegping my eyesaway from
him."You

should fed how | fed. What the hell am | supposed to do now?"

"I don't understand the problem,” he protested, taking a chair across
frommine

"Isit part of whatever went on at the registration desk?"'

"Itisdl of what went on &t the regidtration acove," | answered
disgustedly,

finaly looking up a him. "'l am now registered asaminor, and if | try
arranging for amgority certificate I'll probably miss Radman
dtogether."

| pulled acigarette out of my jumpsuit and lit it, then leaned back, trying
to
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rearrange my thinking.

"| dtill don't understand what you're talking about," Va broke into my
distraction. "What's the difference how old you are?'

"Therésabig difference” | sad, findly noticing the
more-than-comfortable

furnishings of the suite's Sitting room. "If you want al the gory detalls,
here

they are. The Federation runs these Orbital Stations not only for the
safety of

the passengers; they also expect areturn on their investment. When
they firg

gtarted taking guests they ran into a peculiar problem. They would
register an

obvious adult, and then find out that by the standards of hishome world
hewas

aminor and not required to pay. Then they would refuse to register
someonewho

seemed to be aminor, and find out that the seeming minor was actudly
a

well-to-do, responsble citizen.

"It amost drove them crazy, so they decided to make a stand. They
told their

member worldsthat eighteen wasthe legal age they had decided on. If
aplanet

alowed itsminorsto travel about without restrictions, that world was
responsblefor paying the minor's debts. If they refused, dl liner service
would be hated until they reconsdered. Conversdly, if ther citizens
incdluded

people who were usualy considered minors, these people would have
to have

certificates of mgjority issued to be produced on regigtration.”

| drew my legs up under me, and grimaced down &t the nearly
knee-deep carpeting.

"At any rate," | continued, dmost distractedly, "the member planets
screamed

but eventualy agreed, and the biologica detectors were brought in.
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Now, no

minor may register without one of two things amgority certificate
guaranteeing full payment for all services rendered, or an adult guardian
accompanying and directing them. If | had the certificate thered be no
problem

- | would be registered as an adult. Since I'm registered asaminor, I'm
only

alowed to move about and do things with the express permission of my
guardian,

and the Station computer will keep a constant watch on me to make
surel don't

destroy the place. | can't order meals on my own, use the facilitieson
my own,

can't even leave the Station on my own. I'm tied hand and foot with no
immediate

way out."

"So that's what that 'uncle Va' business was about,” he said dowly,
daing

draight at me. "I'm your guardian.”

"And I've got to figure out away around it,” | agreed, as| looked
about at the

white and gold walls and trimmings of the Sitting room. "Theres got to
bean

out, something I'm just not seeing, something that won't take thetime
getting a

mgority certificate would. Just give me afew minutesto think."

My mind had aready moved into high gear, checking thefile drawers
of memory

and rummaging through the stacks of unclassified-therefore-unfiled bits
and

pieces of trivial tended to accumulate, looking for even one hint that
might do

me some good. Vd said something that didn't get through the whirling
concentration, so when | pulled my mind back and looked
questioningly & him, he

saditagan.
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"Why bother?" waswhat he had asked, looking very comfortablein his
char."No

need to rack your brain to get around something that's aready taken
careof:

I'm your guardian.”

"And that'syour idea.of asolution?’ | asked with dl theridicule | was
feding. "Hasn't it come through to you yet that that's the problem, not
the

solution? | can't walk around asaminor, legaly required to ask
permisson for

everything | do. It would be too ludicrous for words."

"Why?" he asked again, and suddenly it came to methat he looked too
comfortable. "It'snot asif | don't know what we're herefor. If | have
to be

the one to get us where we're going instead of you, what difference
doesit

meke?'

"it makesalot of difference” | answered in exasperation, wondering
why hewas

looking a mein such astrange way. "Y ou don't know much beyond
the

generdities of this culture; what if you get put on aspot? And what do |
do

once we get down to Xanadu? Wait until we happen to trip over
Radman, then take

you aside to ask your permission to execute the death warrant? Sorry,
Vd, but |

don't operatelikethat."

"I know how you operate,” he murmured, the strange look growing
even sranger.

"Y ou do everything your own way, and you go over anyone who
doesn't get out of

theway intime. It may be an effective way of getting the job done,
Diana, but

oneday you'l run into someone you can't go over, and then you'l be
the one
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who'sdone. Asl seeit, you now have two choices: either forget about
going

after Radman until this age businessis straightened out, or Sart
practicing

the way to ask nicdly for things. Asyour guardian, I'll expectto seea
lot of

improvement in your manners.”

"But | can't forget about Radman!” | blurted, fedling amost as shocked
as| had

at theregigtration adcove. "Y ou know | can't just turn my back and
walk away,

hoping I'll catch up to him some other time! Y ou have no idea how
many liveshe

could ruin, even in acouple of days! And what do you mean, practice
asking for

things nicly?'Y ou wouldn't-"

| couldn't bring mysdlf to finish the sentence, but | didn't haveto. Va
knew

exactly what | meant, and his grin showed it.

"Make you behave yoursdf?' be asked with a chuckle, redly enjoying
himsdif.

"Have you been thinking of me as the sort who would pass up an
opportunity like

this? Would you passit up?'

| opened my mouth, started stuttering, then quickly regained control of
mysdf.

Thewholething was so ridiculousiit had gotten to me for aminute, just
as

though he redly meant what he was saying.

"Vd, were on an assgnment,” | said with an attempt at asmile. "If you
try to

play catch-up games now, you'll be putting both our necks on theline.
Assoon

asthisassgnment isover you can do anything you like to get even with
me, and

you'll have every right, but not now, not while were working. Y ou can
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seethdt,

can't you?"'

"Of course | can seeyour point,” he said with an agreeable nod, giving
mea

smile of hisown. "Game-playing under fireis aways a dangerous
pastime, one

avoid whenever possible. But that doesn't have anything to do with our
current

Stuation. The ageyou register isafact, as solid asthe fact that you've
aready named me your guardian. What could be more natura than my
making you

behave yoursdf, just as | would if you redly were not yet seventeen
yearsold?

Show me how that jeopardizes the assgnment and | won't do it, but
fird you

haveto show me."

"It jeopardizes the assgnment by restrictingme,” | said, still refusing to
believe he meant what he had said. "I have to be free to move around
on Xanadu

asthe stuation demands, following Radman'strail to wherever heis. |
cant

find him by tagging obediently along behind my ‘uncle™

"But that's exactly what you haveto do," he said, histone reasonable.
"Youand

| may know you're not seventeen, but to everyone else around here,
that's

exactly what you are. How do you plan on making it not necessary to
tagdong

after me?'Y ou've been declared a minor; how do you plan on getting it
undeclared?"

| just sat there with my feet under mein thelight-gold chair, saring at
him

inslence, finaly knowing the meaning of the strange look hed been
givingme.

It wasalot likethelook I'd seen in his eyeswhen held kept mein bed
during
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that time while the wound in my side heded, and hed doneit "for my
own good."

Therewould have been very little chance of arguing with him then even
if the

Belna presence hadn't been in control; hiseyessaid "no" at the same
timehis

mouth did, no uncertainty, no lack of confidence. He had decided to do
that to

me again, | could see, and the thought upset me more than | would
have believed

possible.

"Don't think you have mein acorner, because you don't,” | said after
the

dlence. "If | can't think my way out of this, I'll - I'll - "

"End up being agood little girl, or passing on the assgnment,” he
finished for

me, athing held been doing alot lately. "While you're thinking, I'll order
up

some lunch for us. That'sjust about what Station timeis now, and it's
been

much too long since we had our last lunch ontheliner. It'susudly easier
to

think on afull somach.”

"I'm not hungry,” | told him, unfolding my feet to stand abruptly out of
the

char."And | prefer doing my thinking in private."

| turned away from him and went toward my bedroom, keeping mysalf
from hurrying

despite the weight of his eyes on my back. | entered the room and
closed the

door quietly behind me, walked over to the double-double bed and
pickedup a

pillow, then threw the pillow ashard as| could toward the door to my
bathroom.

The room was donedl in pae blue and silver, normaly cool and
soothing
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colors, but nothing short of knock-out gas could have calmed me down
right then.

No matter how furious the idea made me, there was no getting around
itif |

couldn't think my way out of the box, | was smack up againgt the
choicesVa had

mentioned. | turned back to the bed and threw myself down acrossiit,
then set my

mind to deep-think searching.

| don't know exactly how many hours went by, but enough of them
passed to alow

me to know just where| stood - or, in that case, lay. Calling the
gtugtion

bleak would belike calling afeather light, an unnecessary redundancy
that was

asangry-making as an intimate caress from a strange hand in the midst
of a

crowd. |'d spent some time considering whether it would be possible to
do

anything illegaly, and had cometo the rdluctant decision that risking it
on

Xanadu wouldn't be the smartest of moves.

If | really had to | could get down to the planet without Vd, but
Xanadu's

security set-up speciaized in catching those attempting to bargein
without

invitation. If they managed to get their hands on me, thefact that | could
pay

my way would not ater the fact that I'd been caught in anillegdity and
was,

therefore, according to their laws, acrimind.

Criminals on Xanadu were not treated with patience and understanding;
they were

very quickly tried, convicted and sentenced, the pendty involving the
aimind,

in various unpleasant ways, in Pleasure Sphere doings. That kind of
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thing would

very likely get me closer to Radman, but not in aposition where |l
would be able

to do anything about him. | turned on my back in frustration, searching
theblue

and slver celling for answers, but wherever they were hiding, the celling
wasntit.

"Have you come up with any strokes of geniusyet?' acam, deep voice
asked,

drawing my eyesto the now-open door. Va stood there, in the same

red-orange

shirt and black pants he/d worn earlier, and he didn't seem very
worried.

"I've had one or two thoughts," | agreed, determined not to let him see
me

squirm. "The primary point that cameto meisonly abdlief, but it hasa
lot

going for it. If | refuseto go dong with your funtime, if | Smply go
ahead

and do things my own way no matter what age everyonethinks | am,
what can you

do about it? 'Y ou won't smply sit back and put your feet up, refusing to
dothe

job, because you know aswell as| do how badly it needsdoing. If |
had to bet

onit, Vd, I'd bet that you have as much of aneed to get onwithit asl
do."

"You arebright,” he conceded with afaint grin, leaving the doorway to
comeand

stand over me next to the bed. Hefolded hisarms acrosshischestin a
casud

way, and looked down a me with amusement. "The only thing you
haven't taken

into account is my own thinking on the subject. Y ou'reright in believing
| want

to see Radman get hisjust as much as you do, but you forget that
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yourethe

only onein the known universe who consders me helpless. If you
decideyou're

too good to pay back some of what you owe, I'll leave you here on the
Station

and go after Radman done.”

| know my jaw dropped open then, but | just couldn't help it. He
couldnt

possibly be serious, but he did seem to be. | sat up fast, and looked up
ahim.

"Y ou couldn't possibly mean that!" | got out in arush, struggling to
keep some

control over mysdlf. "Y ou can't go after Radman aone, you don't even
know what

he lookslike! And you don't know Xanadu! And if you think I'd stay
onthis

Station, you're crazy!"

"| don't have to know what Radman lookslike," he answered with that
damnable

cam he seemed to be trying to soothe me with. "There are people on
Xanadu who

do know what helooks like, and they should be easy to find. Asfar as
the

planet itself goes, there seem to be alot of people who don't knowv i,
S0 many

that the Station has an information clip on it availablefor viewing. I'll
have

alot of company not knowing that world."

He unfolded hisarms and sat down next to me, then smoothed some
hair back from

my eyes.

"And this Station also has a pecia baby-ditting service, designed to
take care

of the minor children of those who go down to the planet. Theclip
explained how

gently they treet the older children, especialy the oneswho are angry
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enough

a being left behind to try following their parents. Maximum security
detention

facilities could learn something from their methods.™

| knocked his hand away from me with asnarl and turned my back on
him, so

furious| could bardly think straight. How nice that held spent the past
few

hours so profitably, viewing clipsthat I'd taught him how to view! |
hadn't

known about that damned baby-sitting service, and the thought that |
could be

subject to such athing was more than | could accept. | didn't want to
beless

than seventeen, and | wasn't!

"If you want to take over this assgnment, there's a specified way to do
it," |

told him in atone without inflection, dtill turned away. "Whether or not
you

likeit, | do outrank you, just as| outrank everyone who isn't a Specia
Agent.

If you want to be assignment |leader, you haveto face me."

He shifted sllently in place for aminute, then said, "What do you mean,

a
specified way of taking over the assgnment? Isn't the highest ranking
agent

automaticaly the leader of an assgnment?'

"No," | answered shortly, keeping my eyeson thefar wal, my legs
foldedin

front of me. "The best fighter in the group isentitled to leed it, whichis
only right snce most teams are combat groups. The one with the
highest rank is

usualy aso the best fighter, but not dways, and eveniif heis, any
member of

the group is entitled to challenge him aslong as the challenge doesn't
jeopardize the assgnment. This room is more than big enough, so we
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can dart

any timeyou fed upit.”

"| get theimpression you've been chalenged before,” he observed,
curioudy.

"How many times have you los?'

"Twiceinthelast nineyears,” | answered, finaly turning to look a him.
"Once when | was too badly wounded to know what | was doing and
needed to be

challenged, and once when | went up against a brother hyper-A who
happened to be

better than me that day. The next time we faced each other | won, and
after that

we took turns as assignment leader when we happened to work
together. And no, |

haven't had that many challenges over the years. Everyone | know but
youis

bright enough to keep from antagonizing a Specid Agent. But the fact
thet |

have been beaten should give you some confidence, so let'sget at it. If
you

want to be big boss dl that badly, you just might makeit."

| started to swing my legs toward the side of the bed so that | could get
tomy

feet, but Vd's arm came up, blocking the swing. Thelook on hisface
was

amused, but somehow it was different amusement than the one heldd
been showing

ealier.

"l never said | wanted to be big boss" alieif | ever heard one. "And
evenif

| did, you know | won't fight afemale. | appreciate the offer, but it isn't
necessary. There's no reason you can't handle the boss-work - aslong
asyoudo

it my way."

"Your way!" | burst out, vocdized frustration mixing with total
confusion. "Why
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does everything have to be your way? And how the hell am | supposed
todirect an

operation whiletrotting ong in your shadow?'

"Youll figure something out,” he said with alot of assuranceand a
widening

grin, reaching ahand to my hair again. "Y ou're good at that kind of
thing. And

why shouldn't I want everything done my way?Y ou don't seem to think
there's

anything wrong with the attitude when it's you doing the wanting."
"Would you have donethisif you didn't have what to get even for?' |
asked

straight out, knocking his hand away again. "And don't hedge. | want a
draight

answer."

"Probably not," he admitted without hesitation, then made the statement
more

postive. "Definitely not. | don't usualy take advantage of other people's
bad

luck - unlessthey've earned it. Would you liketo try denying that

youve

earned it?’

"What good would it do me?" | asked in disgust, gesturing my opinion
of sucha

waste of time. "The game is supposed to teach you to watch your
backside a dll

times, which in turn helpsto keep you dive. If you ignorethe lesson
and get

mad instead, you're the one who loses out. Would you like to deny
you're more

aert now than before we started the trip?”

"l don't need to be besaten over the head to learn to be dert,” he
snorted with

aridicule! had haf expected, leaning down to one elbow on theice
blue cover.

"And especidly not by the woman I'm enjoying in bed. If no one ever
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taught you

how unfair it istaking advantage in aStuation like that, you're about to
findly learn thelesson. And now that we've got that out of the way, I'd
like

to know what your choiceis.

| sared & him in slence for aminute, and if looks could kill | would
have

had abody to dispose of. His grin returned, tempting meto tell him
what to do

with himsdlf and then try Xanadu on my own, but the assgnment was
too

important. If the only way | could get it done was hisway, I'd haveto
doit

hisway.

"My choice" | echoed, dtill staring at hisgrin. "If | redly did havea
choice

you wouldn't be enjoying yourself so much. But | redlly do think you're
entitled

tofar warning, Va: | don't like being hustled, and | usualy makea
point of

getting even. That doesn't bother you, doesit?"

"Aslong asyou're giving mefair warning, of course not,” he said,
laughing

softly. "I'll just return the favor with my own warning: if | don't likethe
wey

you get even, you won't like what happensto you. Are you ready for
the ground

rules of our new association?!

Hewas dill enjoying himsdf so muchthat | could have cheerfully
loosened his

teeth, but | didn't have that option. | shifted on theice blue bed cover in
frudration, trying to ignore dl the roiling insde me, then grabbed a
figful

of the slk and nodded reluctantly.

"Sureyou'reready." Helaughed, looking at the expresson on my face.
"Someone
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would think you were bracing yoursdf for the onset of torture. Just how
panful

do you expect behaving yoursdlf isgoing to be?!

"With your definition of it?" | asked with agrimace. "Very. Just get on
with

it"

"Theresian't much to get on with," he answered with ashrug, then
leaned back

off hiselbow to tuck his hands behind his head. "If there's something
that has

to be done, youl'l tell me about it and I'll decide which of usdoesit. If |
decide there's something that hasto be done, you'll do it without
argument.

That'ssmple enough, isnt it?'

"Simplestheright word,”" | muttered, feeling an enormous urge to put
my face

in m hands and have hysterics. "And you expect that to work."

"Of courseit will work." He grinned. "Now it'syour turn. Let's hear
what we do

fird."

"First we check out the Station,” | said with asigh, stretching out flat on
nmy

back onthe bed so | didn't haveto look at him. "As soon as we know
for sure

that Radman has | ft for the planet, we take ourselves after him."

"Y ou think he might till be on the Station?' Vd asked, surprised. "The
possibility hadn't occurred to me. How do we find out if heisor not?
And what

dowedoif heis?'

"The generd computer registration will tell usif hesill onthe Station,”
I

answered, muffling ayawn. "Most people keep their Station
accommodationsif

they won't be on the planet very long, and the computer liststhem as
non-resident when they take ashuttle. If it turns out he's still on the
Station, | take care of him and you talk real fast to keep Station
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security from

shooting me down.”

"Y ou think they'll catch you?" he asked, and thistime he sounded
bothered. A

second later hisface was above mine, his eyes staring down at me. "'l
thought

you were good enough to get it done without anyone knowing who it
wes"

"Ontheplangt, sure" | said, finding nodding difficult whilelying flat on
my

back with him hanging over me. "I might even have managed it here on
the Station

- if I hadn't been declared aminor. | wasn't kidding about the kind of
surveillance I'll be under, and | don't think I'll be able to lure Radman to
one

of the Station'snull areas. If he's till here, I'l just have to wipe him and
hope the security people stop to ask afew questions before burning me
down.

They sure as hell won't use stunners on someone caught in the act of
‘cold-blooded murder.™

"I don't like the sound of that." Vd frowned, thelook in hiseyes
showing that

he was contemplating possibilities. "If he's here on the Station, welll
haveto

think of something ese. I'm dl for getting rid of Radman, but not if you
have

togowithhim."

"That'sone of therisks| get paid to take," | said, briefly wondering
why he

waslooking angry. "And don't even think about making any personne
subgtitutionsin the executing of that warrant. Down on Xanadu you're
aslikey

to get away with it as| am, but Stations are Federation territory and
youre

not authorized to execute adesth warrant here. Even if the security
force
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didn't shoot you down, the Federation would take care of it for them.
They don't

like having peopleissuing and executing their own desth warrants.”
"WEelIl have to worry about thet if the question comes up,” he said,
looking

vexed. "WEell check those computer filesfirst thing tomorrow, after we
havea

decent dinner and agood night's deep. If he's gone the way | hope he
is, well

follow as soon aswe can get a shuttle reservation.”

"| prefer checking thefilesnow,” | said, starting to Sit up on the bed.
"Weve

wagted enough time- "

"That alittle more won't matter," he said, pushing me back down with
one hand.

"Right now | think you can use anap, so you won't be yawning and
fdlingadep

over dinner. This'day' isgoing to be alot longer than standard before
it's

findly over. | say you'l take anap and then dress for dinner. What do
you

a7

"Y ou clam you don't like that kind of language,” | countered moving
agang the

dight pressure of hishand. "Let me up.”

"| asked what you say, Jenny," he repeated, his voice softer than mine
had been,

his eyes staring down into mine. | was being forced to do things his
way, and

thelook in hiseyessaid | didn't get mine until hegot his. | redly did
want

togivehim his, but | still had that damned assignment to congider. |
dirred

under his hand again, hating the way he waslooking at me, then turned

my eyes
away from his.
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"Yes, uncleVal," | got out, nearly choking on the words, so furious|
could

have killed with abig smile on my face. "Whatever you say, uncleVa.
Anything

you like"

"Anything | like?" herepeated in avery satisfied murmur, hishand
coming to my

face, hisown face moving closer. "l think | like the sound of that."
"Dont likeit too much,” | said, turning my eyes back to him, but
making no

effort to free mysdf. "If | have to be sixteen, that's much too young to
et

involved with aman your age. Just be glad you have your own
bedroom -you'l be

needing it."

He stared down at mein slence for aminute, the look in hiseyes
pushing & me

to see how determined | wasto stick with what I'd said. If | hadn't
been so

furious he probably would have been able to make me back down the
way he'd done

much too often in the recent past, but strong anger has always been
ableto

overcome the more delicate emotionsin me. | met his gaze with alook
of my own,

the sort of look people had been known to grow very uncomfortable
under, but all

it did for him wasrecall hisgrin as he shook his head.

"l can't haveit both ways, can I”?" he asked, not me but himself. "If you

didn't

need to learn alittle restraint so badly 1 would not consider depriving
mysdf,

but since you do need to learn thelesson I'll just haveto wait. It'sa
good

thing you stayed with Bellna's ppearance; I've ways found brown
hair and eyes
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the hardest to resist. Have agood nap.”

His hand moved from my face to gently brush aside some of my hair,
and then he

was gone from the bed and heading for the door out of the room. |
twisted around

to watch him go, waited until he'd closed the door behind him, then
took a

grand of my hair to chew on. After two months of living with him, it
bothered

the hdl out of methat | still didn't know where he was coming from.
Another

man in his position would have pressed his advantage and forced meto
do

anything he wasin the mood for, but not V. If he had forced himself
onme, |

would have been ahdl of alot happier; | could havefiled him away in
the

proper niche then, and once the assgnment was taken care of could
have happily

broken him up into small pieces.

But he hadn't forced himself on me, hadn't even tried to talk me out of
the

decison I'd made, and suddenly, stupidly, | was regretting that
decison. For

thefirst timein many years| felt bewildered and somehow vulnerable,
asthough

everything | had learned to protect mysalf with was suddenly negated. |
put my

fingersto my eyes and rubbed hard, then got up to get out of my
jumpsuit and

retrieve the pillow 1'd thrown. Maybe the idea of a ngp wasn't so supid
after

al; if | were adeep, at least the thoughts would stop rampaging around
inmy

head. | took the pillow, lay down with my armswrapped around it,
then
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determinedly closed my eyes.

Chapter 6

Theideaof anap turned out to be terrible. My dresmswerefilled with
unending

arguments with people who ingsted on believing | wasatiny child, and
thefact

that everyone towered over me only helped to convince them they
wereright. |

woke up just as the maddening frustration was about to make me strike
out

blindly in dl directions, then sat for afew minuteswith my head in my
hands,

forcing mysdlf to separate dream happenings from real ones. Even after
| knew

which way was up the depression hung on with claws and fangs, setting
me

growling as| climbed out of bed and headed for the shower. If nothing
dse |

had to get rid of that growl; in that mood, | would have been

unreasonably

dangerous to those around me even if 1'd been surrounded by nothing
but the

spirits of Faraway.

A hot shower and leisurely air-drying took care of the growl, but
goppingin

front of the bathroom's mirrored wall reinforced the depresson dmost
tothe

point of tears. Sure the face | had gotten from Bellnawas devagtatingly

beautiful, and sure that face and the long red hair matched well with my

body;

that didn't change the fact that that face was ayoung girl's face, and that
body registered just as young on a biodetector.

And what had Va meant, saying it wasagood thing | didn't fill have
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brown

hair and eyes? All he could see was the Bdllna overlay; why wasn't he
thinking

about that alone? Everything about that S mple assgnment was sarting
totwist

out of itstrack, up to and including my thinking. It was up to acertain
reflected redhead to set it al straight, but | watched the pretty young
grlin

the mirror chewing an end of her hair, and redlized she hadn't the
faintest idea

of whereto Start.

| sat down on the blue bathroom carpeting for awhile, facing away
fromthe

mirror wall, and dowly, dowly, fought my way back to a proper
perspective. The

ideaof being declared aminor had thrown me, and Va's messing
around hadn't

hel ped; but | was garting to come back from the shock to my normal
way of

thinking. Since the minority nonsense had to be put up with until the
assgnment

wasfinished, dl | had to do wasfinishit quick and then I'd bein the
Clear.

After dl, it wasn't asif | redly was Sixteen, so what was the big dedl if
everyone did get the wrong idea? That waswhat 1'd been counting on
ther doing,

back when | first thought about whether or not to keep the face, wasn't
it?

| leaned my right shoulder harder against the black and pae-blue-tiled
wadl,

suddenly understanding that | would have begun coping with the
problem alot

sooner if Val hadn't been there to take advantage of the Situation. It
amogt

seemed asif he were deliberately trying to push me off balance, asif he
hed
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morein mind than smply getting even. What €lse he could be after |
couldn't

imagine, but a shrug dismissed the thought as | climbed to my feet. Va
was

determined not to get to work until the new Station day started, but he
was

determined about alot of things. By thetime he redlized that going to
the

dinner dining room could also be called casing thejoint, it would
dready be

done.

Putting on makeup - or trying to - amost brought back the depression,;
the

Bdlna-face was so young and innocent that nothing but the gentlest
highlighting

was poss ble. Anything more would have looked ridiculoudy out of
place, likea

three-year-old girl wearing her mother's high-hedled shoes. | didn't
redlize how

much the incident annoyed me until 1 went to my luggage for something
to wear,

and found mysdlf digging around for one particular outfit.

It was something Kate Newman, another agent, had talked me into
buying, and when

| findly found it I understood what my subconsciouswas up to. The
thingwasa

pae, shimmering dectric blue body suit, dit in front from thetight, high
collar down to the navel, and so close-fitting that it would look painted
on. It

was a0 long-deaved, with very thin, dmost invisbleties at two points
acrossthe long front diamond to keep it from gaping awvkwardly open
when| sat.

It was not an ouitfit a child would wear, and would be a statement of
my pogtion

that my inner salf seemed to require. | stared at it in silencefor a
minute,
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trying to decide how wise my inner sdf was being, then said to hell with
itand

reached for the silver high-hedled sandals and small bag that went with
the

outfit.

Once | was dressed | added a silver pendant and earrings, brushed my
hair, then

examined thetotal effect in the mirror wall. If the suit had been even a
shade

deeper in color it would have gone badly with my hair, but asit wasthe
bright,

cascading red added to the overal picture. | turned alittle in front of
the

mirror, the cynical Sde of my nature sounding cat-calsinridicule, the
rest

of mejust short of grinning evilly.

I'd had to be talked into buying that outfit because | don't believein
waving

candy under the noses of babies and then refusing to et them haveit,
but right

then | was more interested in soul-satisfaction than infair play. | looked
a

myself over one shoulder as | tugged gently at adeeve cuff, rana
smoothing

hand down a shimmering hip, then turned away from the mirror and
sauntered

toward the door to the Sitting room.

When | walked out of my bedroom, Va was standing behind one of
thewhite

couches of the gitting room and in front of the bar, carefully examining
what he

was pouring into hisglass. He didn't look around at the sound of my
door

opening, but he proved he knew | wasthere.

"Y ou certainly took long enough getting ready,” he said in adistracted
voice,
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watching thelevd of theliquid in hisglassrise no morethan aninch
despite

the fact that he continued to pour from the bottle he held. "What in the
name of

the Mother of All Lifeisthissuff?'

"That's caled ambrosia,”" | supplied, amused at hisreaction of
incredulity.

"It'sagraduated intoxicant, set for the one-inch level of aglasslikethat.
If you pour thefirgt inch you find it light and only faintly intoxicating,
something you could drink dl night and bardly fed. The nextinch
makesit more

potent and the following inches even more so, until you reach the point
where

one sip isenough to keep you drunk for aweek. | don't know how
long you've

been pouring, but if that bottle was full when you started, you'd better
pour

some over into another glass before tasting it.”

"It wasfull," he muttered, righting the bottle and then putting it asde for
the second glass I'd suggested. He poured over the first inch, snorted
with

delight as the second inch began darkening the pale rose of thefirs,
then put

addetheinitia over-pouring so that he could sip carefully at the couple
of

inchesin the second glass. At that point | could see hewaswearing a
formal

comp-suit of gray and black, no indication of discomfort about him at
thefull

rufflesat wrists, throat and shirt front. He Sipped at the ambrosia, his
brows

risng in surprised gpprova, and then he began to turn more fully
toward me.

"Thisisredly good," he approved, looking at the rose-colored
fire-water that

cost more than some people earned in a standard month. "I thought it
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wasjust a

dlly toy, butit'sredly - "

Hiswords stopped so abruptly | thought he might have suddenly died,
but there

was nothing dead about the look in the eyesthat had just cometo me.
That look

burned into me where| stood, araging black fire that actually sent him
forward

astep or two until the couch back woke him up by damminginto his
legs. He

stopped then, not too happy about having to do it, continued to stare
briefly,

then finished off the ambrosiain one svalow.

"| can seethere are some thingsworth waiting for," he said at last, back
in

control of himsalf despite the still-smoldering black fire he hadn't been
entirely ableto put out. "I can't complain because you did warn me, but
youre

gill not being very fair. | wasn't expecting to be hit below the belt, so to
Hisgrinwasfant but il definitdy there, something | didn't understand
ay

more than | understood what he was talking abot.

"What do you mean, | warned you?' | asked with afrown | could fed,
beginning

to make my way over to the bar where he stood. "What was |
supposed to have

warned you about?"

"Y ou warned me you would get even for my taking advantage of your
problem,” he

reminded me, watching as | took another glass and poured over about
aninch and

ahalf of theambrosiahed put into thefirgt glass. "1 thought | was on
guard

againg anything you might do, but there are some things no man can
guard
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agang.”

| turned back to him to see that his eyes were till on me, and from that
close

thelook in them was very unsettling. The civilized gentleman looking
down a me

was aroused by what | had momentarily forgotten | was wearing; if the
primd

hunter behind his eyes managed to get control away from him, I'd have
afighton

my hands.

"l don't believein getting even that way," | told him, Spping a my
drink.

"I'm not slly enough to believe that you'll be doing without just because
I

kicked you out of my bed, so what would be the point in wiggling my
backsdein

your face and then laughing? When the time comes for meto get even,
you won't

begmiling."

"l see," he said, sounding asthough he didn't believe aword | was
saying."You

put that thing on just to have something to wear. It never occurred to
you that

with you wesring something like that to dinner, they could serve me
roast

asteroid dust and | would never notice. If thisisn't getting even, | don't
know

what is"

"Jugt gtick around and you'll find out dl about it," | assured him,
swalowing

agrin at the plaintive note hed put in hisvoice, at the sametime
stepping

back from the hand that had begun moving toward my waist. | would
have been an

imbecileto let him touch me, especidly sincethere were things that
needed
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doing. "I'm ready to go if you are."

"I was ready to go about three seconds after | first saw you," he said
witha

theatrica sigh ashe put hisempty glass back on the bar. "'If you're
taking

about dinner, though, | suppose we might aswell get on with it. We can
finish

discussing getting even later, when we get back here.”

Inapigseye, | thought as| put my glass next to his, then let him head
us

both to the door out of the suite with ahand in my back. | knew how
he

discussed things, and wasn't about to let him make me change my mind
about

deeping arrangements. | needed that assignment to be over as soon as
possible,

and letting him distract me wouldn't get it done.

We took the elevator up to the main floor of the Station, but | didn't let
vd

head usimmediately toward the dinner dining room. | pleaded an
unexpected need

for theladies room that stood not far from the elevator bank, got his
gdlant

and amused permisson to take al thetime | needed, then went inside
withan

innocent smile he would not understand till later on.

There were half adozen other women using the large facilities, dl of

whom

looked at me with the widest range of expressions| had ever seen; |
hadn't the

time or interest to do more than ignore them as | appropriated and
locked a

private gdl. There wasn't room for much in the small silver bag |
carried, but

the computer tap 1'd brought didn't take much room, and was disguised
asa
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cigarette case. The master files | had to check were on the opposite
gdeof the

wall | stood next to in that ladies room; waiting to do it the next Station
day

would have been awaste of time.

Getting through their security lock-out could have been alife-time
project-if |

didn't ready have their password and keys. The Station people would
not have

enjoyed knowing | had them, so I made sureto tap directly into the

memory file

without activating any of their terminas. My tap acted asthe termind,
with

the information forming in the air aboveit, arunning list that continued
on

without the need for tabbing. | could have put adirect inquiry in about
Radman

instead of wasting time going through the aphabet, but dl too often
those

listsaretrapped, and | didn't want anyone knowing who | waslooking
for.

The name Richard Radman appeared in itsturn, the non-resident
designation

showing right after it, and as soon as the next compl ete page formed
itdf in

theair, | deactivated the tap, put it away, then got mysdlf out of there.
There

was no way the Station computer could have kept me from tapping in,
but that

didnt mean it had dso refrained from signding al sortsof darms.

Va gamiled a mewhen | came through the door, an encouraging Sgnin
view of my

recent illicit activities. If there had been any hullaba oo yet, he wouldn't
have looked so unconcerned.

"Well, that wasn't bad at dl," he said with agrin as hewalked up to me,
pretending to look me over. "And | can't tell if there's actually been an
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improvement, or if it'sjust seeing you come back that makesthis

corridor

brighter.”

"You must redly be desperate,” | remarked, keeping my voice aslow
ashishad

been as| looked up a him. "A linelikethat can't have any justification
but

desperation, and that doesn't make any sense. Haven't you noticed
how every

femdein gght islooking at you? If you fdt up toit, you could even get
avsy

with handing out numbers.”

He grinned deeply in acknowledgment of thetruth in what I'd said, but
hedidn't

even bother glancing at the women and girls passing usin the corridor
or

standing at the various game machines the wide corridor held. Xanadu
Station had

alot more people than Faraway had had, and most of the women were
daring a

Va openly, hunger and interest and availability clear inthe sares. A
angle

nod would have brought more than half of them to him, and that despite
thefact

that very few of them weren't with men of their own.

"I don't see you accepting theinvitations of dl those men," he countered
instead, gesturing very dightly with hishead. "If they keep that up much
longer, everyonein the Station will be covered in droal. If you're not
showing

any interest in them, why should | fed any differently about their female
counterparts?

His comment about the men startled me, but one glance around

showed that he was

right. If the women were ready to drop at Va'sfeet, the men weretoo
busy

gawking at meto notice. | could see | had made a mistake wearing that
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outfit

after dl; for two agents on an assgnment that required alarge degree of
privacy, we weren't being noticed by more than three-quarters of the
peoplein

the Station.

"I liketo take my timemaking achoice," | told Vd, givinghim asmall,
faintly amused smile. "And I'm aso not coming up with desperation
lines. If

you'rewaiting for meto gofirgt, I'll let you know as soon as I've made
a

decison.”

"You dothat," he agreed, losing hisgrin but not hisamusement ashe
wrapped my

right arm around his|eft and began heading ustoward the dining room.
"And 'l

let you know whether or not your choice meets with my approvad. If it
doesnt,

you might want to consider desperation lines of your own.”

| hadn't understood his amusement until that very minute, but once| did
| would

have pulled my hand and my arm away from himif he hadn't been
holding ontight

againg exactly that kind of move. The bastard had as much as admitted
that he

was going to keep me celibate with his authority asmy "guardian,”
probably

until I couldn't take it any longer and had to go to him for what |
needed. He

didn't yet know me well enough to know | would go up in flames
beforel did

that, but he would sure as hell find it out. | closed my hand on hisarm
intoa

fist, deliberately crumpling his deeve, and kept my eyes on wherewe
were

going.

The dinner dining room wasn't very far up the corridor, and was, of
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COurse,
adjusted to mgor continent planetary time, aswastherest of the
Station.

People gaying in the Station waiting for their liner to wherever they
were

going didn't find it necessary to adjust whatever schedule they were
following,

but those going down to the planet found it easier doing the adjusting
before

they hit dirt. If it turned out that their destination planetsde was half a
world away from the designated mgjor continent they'd have to adjust
again, but

more people went major than minor, so setting up aternate schedules
was too

much of apain.

Themaitred greeted uswith asmile then led the way to atable, taking
us

through agood portion of the elegant room. Lace and crystal and soft
music and

expendve wines set the mood of aforma dinner dining room,
enhancing the

splendor of theformal occasion.

Va played gentleman by holding my chair for me at the cozy table we
were shown

to, then sat down opposite me. A large number of eyeswere on us
agan, maeand

female both, and that added to the overdl annoyance | wasfedling -
until |

caught aglimpse of the squad of security men going by out in the
corridor. They

were moving somewhat dowly and glancing at hand meters, and none
of them looked

at al happy. With my tap deactivated they had no way of tracing me
throughtiit,

and that upset them. They would eventualy consider thesingle
computer null
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point in the area - the ladies room - but | hoped by then | would be
gonefrom

the Station.

"See anything that interests you, Jennifer?' Va asked in adistracted
tone,

clearly referring to the menu he was | ooking at, a second copy of which
st

quietly in front of me. The menus on Xanadu Station were like the ones
onthe

planet, fully holographic and smell-equipped, saving the diner from
having to

ask questions about any dish he was unfamiliar with. Therewaseven a
gl

tasting square next to each exotic main dish, and Va had made use of a
couple

of them.

"I'm not very hungry,” | answered, ignoring the menu. "Asamatter of
fect, I'm

thinking about going straight back to the suite.”

"You canthink about it dl you like" he came back, throwing mea

glanceasthe

majority of his attention stayed on the menu. "l let you get away with
not

egting anything earlier, but you won't be skipping two medls. We have
thingsto

do tomorrow, and you'll need your strength.”

Helet hiseyesrest on melonger that time, reminding the unreasonable
hf of

the partnership that therewas ajob to do. | refrained from laughing in
his

face, then shook my head.

"Making shuttle reservations doesn't call for too much strength,” | said,
looking casually around the dining room. "Our friend has dready |eft, S0
wego

down after him."

"How could you possibly know that?* my partner demanded in a soft
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hiss his

black eyes suddenly looking annoyed. "Y ou haven't been out of my
sghtlong

enough to do anything on your own!™

"How long do you think it takes?" | asked with amusement for his
annoyance,

enjoying it theway he had enjoyed mine. "Couldn't you seeit in the
brighter

glow of the corridor? Or were you too busy with other, more
interesting

thoughts?'

"Soyoudidit then," he nodded, sitting back in hisleather armchair,
looking

a methrough lidded eyes. "And he's definitely gone off the Station?”
"No question,” | agreed. ""Just remember to be curious about the
squads of

security people you see prowling this areawhen we leave here. I
you're not,

they'll think you're guilty of something.”

"l am guilty of something," he answered, ill obvioudy annoyed. “I'm
continudly guilty of condgdering you like other women. Maybeif | redly
work

atit, I'll learn better. What do you want to eat?"

"l told you, | don't want anything," | said, leaning back in my own chair,
my

eyesdill on him. "Hunger iswell known for cutting down on the sexud
urge,

you see, and that should save you sometrouble. If | don't want any
men, you

won't have the bother of passng on my choice.”

"Y ou'retoo consderate for words," he said, histone dry. "Although |
can't

tell you how much | gppreciate your offer, I'm afraid well haveto
forget about

it for now. Y ou've been abusy littlegirl, and busy little girls need
nourishment to keep them going. Unless you've decided not to be any
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buser.”

| stiffened in my chair a the threet, furious dl over again a the way he
was

forcing meto do things hisway, but there was nothing | could do to
sopit. He

was more than capable of leaving me on the Station and going after
Radman done,

just ashewas hinting hewould if | didn't listen to him. | didn't redlize |
was sending akill-stare again until 1 saw him grin, and that got me even
more.

"Youjust wait!" | hissed through my teeth. "Y ou have your fun now,
but one day

soonit'll bemy turn, and then you'l learn the real meaning of fun! If |
do

nothing dseinthislife, | will do that!"

"I've dways admired dedication and purpose,” he commented, the grin

dill there

as he went back to checking the menu. "Now let's see what we can
findto

strengthen those two admirable qualities. If you're agood girl, | might
even

let you get adessert.”

He seemed to have no trouble ignoring the way | was staring at him, o
| gaveit

up and switched my stare to the delicate and intricate pattern of the
llian

lace cloth on our table. With Illian lace no two patterns ever came out
the

same, and | tried concentrating on that fascinating bit of information to
take

my mind off what my emotionswere doing.

| was coldly furious and hopping mad and a dozen and ahalf other
things

including outraged - but | was dso beginning to be very faintly
intimidated. |

hated the feeling even more than | hated what Va was doing to me, but
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| could

no more stop it than | could stop him. A bad precedent had been set
on Tildor

when Va had pushed me around as Falan, with Bellnadoing the
intimidated part.

Sincethen | hadn't been ableto think about our time in the Paldovar
Village

without fedling strange, and it occurred to me that maybe Dameron's
people

hadn't removed Bellnas persona from me as thoroughly asthey'd
believed. If

that was true there was redlly nothing that could be done about it, with
the

possible exception of brooding. | turned to one sdein my chair and
foldeda

leg under me, then spent some time thinking about brooding.

| hadn't used the two chances I'd been given to make afood choice of
my own, SO

| wasn't given athird. When Vd closed his menu arobot waiter glided
up to our

table, and in another minute it had been given an order for two
tru-stesks with

al thetrimmings. It was aso given our drink order, which consisted of
two

inches of anbrosafor Vd and "something very mild” for the "young
lady." |

flatly refused to look at him after that, not to mention refusing to
respond to

his attempts at light conversation. No man had ever dared treast me that
way

before, and especidly not with that "'no arguments’ look in his eyes.
When our "drinks' came | ignored mine, which turned out to be a
damned good

thing. If 1'd been dpping happily and listening politdy to Va's
supposedly

disarming chatter, | would have missed the approach of someonel
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hadn't expected

to see. The man was of medium helght and somewhat on the thin Sde,
and | knew

that thick-lipped face as soon as| saw it. John Little was one of
Radman's

stooges, a spotter who usudly traveled with Radman and stayed on the
lookout

for salable merchandise. For some reason Radman had left him inthe
Station and

had gone down to Xanadu alone, and now Little was coming over to
us. He stopped

at Vd'sebow, waited for histarget to notice him, then came up witha
greesy

anile

"Excuse me," he said with the sort of cultured tones and practiced
charm that

usually broke theicefor him with anyone he approached. "'l saw you
from across

the room, and fedl certain that we've met before. | travel so often |
must know

haf the peoplein the Federation. My nameis John Little - Do you
remember me?'

He put his hand out for Vd to take, another ploy that was designed to
breed

flattered awe and ingtant friendship, but he had apparently never tried
the

routine on someone like Va before. Without any sign of hesitation Va
rose

eadly from his chair, took the hand offered him, and looked down a a
very

dartled con man.

"Vadon Carter," he acknowledged, pretending not to see the way
Littleflinched

a the mashing of hishand. "'I'm sorry to disgppoint you, Mr. Little, but
I'm

certain weve never met before. | have an excellent memory for faces
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and names,

and yoursjust aren't there. Good evening.”

If Little hadn't been nursing crushed fingers, he probably would have
gotten

around the abrupt dismissa Va handed him. He backed off with
uncharacterigtic

fluster as Va sat down again, then turned and headed back where hed
comefrom.

| didn't make the mistake of staring openly at him at any point,
especidly not

after hishasty retreat, but | couldn't help but find the attempted contact
fascinating to consider.

"You did that just right, Jennifer,” Va said as soon as Little was out of
hearing range, amusement in hisvoice. "Keep it up, and that dessert is
yours."

"Did what just right?" | asked, forgetting in the distraction of my
thoughts

that | wasn't talking to him. " didn't say or do athing."

"Exactly,” he came back. "Y ou obvioudy remembered that the option
of approvad

or disgpprova ismine, and |eft the Stuation to meto handle. | hopethe
next

one uses more imagination in his gpproach, but at that he's lucky he

didnt try

going around me directly to you. | wouldn't have been as pleasant as|
was"

"Pleasant,” | echoed, amused mysdlf, finally understanding what he was
taking

about. "Y ou thought he came prowling by because he was on the make
for me?I'm

sure he noticed everything about me, but only on aprofessiond leve.
John

Littlestastesdon't run to my type; if it was apersond cal, hewas
more

interested inyou.”

Va's eyes darkened as he struggled to keep outrage and indignation off
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his

face, which struck me as being even funnier than the way his superior
grinhed

ingtantly died. My sweet partner didn't seem to care for the idea of
being

popular in just that way, and it wasall | could do to keep mysdf from
leening

back and laughing my heed off.

"I don't understand why you're so upset,” | added, watching him fight
hisway

back to control with aminimum of outward Sgn of the Sruggle. "'If
youredill

as desperate as you seemed to be alittle while ago, it's the perfect
opportunity. Don't forget, he cameto you, so heisnt likely to turn you
down

when you make asuggestion.”

"| thought you understood my own tastes run to softness,” he said at
last, and

therewasthe distinct hint of agrowl left in hisvoice. "And how the hell
would you know what that man prefers? If he waswearing asign on his
chest, |

must have missed it.”

"Why would he need asign?' | asked, feding so much better | dmost
reached for

my "drink." "Therés nothing wrong with making the offer toa
consenting adullt.

If the answer's no, helll smply walk away; but if it turns out to beyes...
He

looked soft enough to me."

"Jennifer, | don't enjoy being teased likethat," Vd said in avery soft
voice,

hiseyesdirectly on me. "A lot of people consder my attitudes
old-fashioned,

but there's nothing | can do to change them. Y ou've had your fun, and
now | want

you to drop the subject. If you tease melike that again you'll find
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yoursdf

doing it ganding up."

"It'stoo bad you fed that way, 'uncle€ Va," | murmured, suddenly
trying to

control outrage of my own. "Unfortunately for your tender sensibilities,
John

Littleisn't asubject we canignore.”

Vd opened his mouth to say something, argument-wiseif his
expression meant

anything, but the robot waiter had trundled up to our table with the
food that

had been ordered, cutting off al relevant conversation. We sat therein
Slence

while the table between uswasfilled with dishes, but oncethelittle
robot was

out of pick-up range, Va leaned an elbow on the table.

"If I hadn't been caught by surprise, | would have noticed sooner that

you
weren't guessing about astranger,” he said, his eyes now more intent
then

angry. "Whoishe?'

"A friend of afriend of ours,” | answered, pointedly not glancing
around. "But

thisisn't the place to discussit. WEIl go back to our suite.”

"Y ou'reforgetting something,” Va sad, interrupting the
gathering-together-to-leave process | was garting. "Well finish our
medl, and

then well go back to the suite. Little Jennifer needs her nourishment.”
| looked at him sharply, my lips parting to argue, but that damned "no"
was so

grong in hiseyesthat | threw my purse back on the table without
syinga

word. He was determined to make me listen to him, and to say | was
furiouswould

just beindicating the inadequacy of spoken language to communicate
with
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accurecy.
Despite an excdlent kitchen, that had to be one of theworst medls|'d
ever

had. The leather armchair | sat in grew more uncomfortable every time
something

else was added to my plate, and at |east one sample of everything that
had been

put down ended up there. | didn't want any of it no matter how long it
had been

since I'd last eaten, but Va couldn't have cared less. He calloudy
served me

everything, then kept those eyes on mewhilel tried picking at it -
whichhe

refused to alow. | ended up swallowing most of it down in tasteless
lumps, so

upset that nothing of this universe would have appealed to me. | hated
being

under seventeen and having to lisgtento Vd, and | was even beginning
to hate

him.

When torture timewasfindly over, | was nearly sick to my scomach. |
wasglad

to hear there would be no dessert - until | wastold it was being
withheld

because I'd been abad girl by teasng my uncle Va. At that point | was
tempted

to throw up everything held forced on me, right there in the middle of
the

dining room, and | would haveif | hadn't been so anxiousto get the hell
out of

there.

| knew it was absurd, but it felt as though everyone in the room could
tell how

humiliated | felt and waslaughing over it and at me. Look &t thelittle
grl

all dressed up and pretending to be awoman, their amusement seemed
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to say, the

amusement | could fed even though | looked only straight ahead asVa
guided me

out of the place. | wasn't pretending to do everything hetold meto, |
was

being forced into redlly doing it, and the difference between the two
states was

S0 vadt it waswdll-nigh indefinable.

"Is something wrong?' | heard VVa's voice say, and looked up to see
that he

waan't talking to me. The five security men moving around near the
elevator bank

werethetargets of his curiogity, and the captain who turned to him
gaveno

indication that he knew the curiosity was as phony as my supposed
biologica

age.

"There was areport that some children were using these levatorsasa
playground, Sr," the captain lied smoothly, looking Va right inthe eye.
"A

few of our guests were disturbed, so we've been sent to seeif we can
find out

who they were. Weld like to ask their parentsto watch them alittle
more

cosdy.”

Va nodded as though everything had been made perfectly clear and his
curiogty

had now been satisfied, but his playacting annoyed me. Hedidn't redly
know

what hewas doing, and | suddenly had the urgeto proveit to him.
"They assigned a captain of security to look for abunch of kids?" |
asked

before the captain could turn away or Va could hustle meinto the
waiting

elevator car. "What did they do, play the game of execution for rea ?'

| was aso tempted to mention the constant computer surveillance -
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whichwould

have made guesswork about anybody messing with the elevators
unnecessary - but

the generd public didn't know how tight surveillance was on orbita
gations,

and | was just annoyed, not looking to get mysalf noticed. For thelas,
though,

I'd forgotten again what | was wearing. The security captain, a broad,
attractive man, noticed me anyway, and afaint grin lit hisfeatures.
"Nothing but the best of service for guests on Xanadu Station, Miss,"
he

drawled, letting his eyes move over me dowly. "Children who presume
areasking

to be punished, and | may have to question you later to seeif you know
anything

about the problem. I'm sure | can count on your cooperation.”

"Of courseyou can, Captain,” | purred, smiling dowly to let him know
he'd have

all the cooperation he wanted. He redlly was avery attractive man, but
I'd

forgotten therewas afly in the ointment 1'd planned on using to grease
the new

friendship.

"Well both be glad to cooperate, Captain,” Va put in so smoothly he
sounded

more amused than annoyed. "If you happen to call after my niece's
bedtime, I'll

be glad to answer any questions you might have done. Weve only
beenonthe

Station amatter of hours, and girls my niece's age need their rest.”
"Girlsyour niece'sage?' the captain asked Va blankly, hisgrin gone
completdy. "What ageis she?"

"Not yet seventeen,” Va answered, ignoring the furious ook | turned
onhim."|

know she seems older, especialy in that outfit, but her age was
confirmed at
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thetimewe registered.”

"Y ou shouldn't let her wear clotheslikethat,” the security man growled,
looking me over againin an entirely different way. "If shesmileslike
that at

the wrong man at the wrong time, you could find yoursdlf filing rape
chargeson

her behdlf. If | wereyou, I'd do something to make sure that doesn't
happen.”

"You're absolutdly right, Captain,” Vd said hadtily, deliberately
interrupting

the way | began to assure that jerk of asecurity man that | could damn
well

take care of mysdlf no matter what | was wearing or who | smiled &t.
"Il see

toit firgt thing in the morning. Good night."

With his hand wrapped tight around my arm | was forced into the
elevator car,

and afew minutes later we were walking into our suite. AssoonasVd
closed

the door behind us, | rounded on himinafury.

"That wasahell of alousy thing to do to me, and | won't forget it!" |
snapped, throwing my purse away from me hard enough to break
something if it hit

thewrong way. "Y ou just wait until you find something you'd like to
taketo

bed! Shelll be gone so fast it'll make your eyeswater! In thisbusiness
there's

supposed to be courtesy between partners, partner, and courtesy
means not

cramping your partner's style even if you think you have something to
Oet even

for! Y ou don't screw somebody out of agood time when that could be
thelast

good timethey'll ever have! In caseit's dipped your mind, we're not
here

partnering for laughd™
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| turned away from the sober, quiet way he waslooking at me, more

raw over the

stupid stunt he had pulled than 1'd been when held only threatened i,
and his

next words didn't help much.

"You said weld talk about Little when we got back to the suite," he
reminded me

in camer tonesthan I'd been using. "What does Little have to do with
Radman?'

"Isthat dl you'vegot to say?' | demanded, whirling back to face him,
redly

fedling the outrage now. "Back to business, and to hell with everything
dse

that's happened? Well, why not? Y ou're not one of us, and you never
will be.

Little worksfor Radman in the capacity of flesh expert, someone who
knows

immediatdy and dmost indtinctively which bodieswill and won't sll.
The

decision isn't as easy asmost peoplethink it is, so he collectsanice
piece

of changefor hisefforts. | don't know why Radman didn't take him
downto

Xanadu or leave him behind atogether at their headquarters; Little sure
ashdl

can't ply histradein this Station.”

"Why not?' Vd asked, opening hisjacket before sitting. "'For the same
reason

that you can't operate here?”

"In his case, computer surveillance doesn't mean athing,” | denied with
ahead

shake. "The only thing acomputer scan would show him doing is
looking, a

pastime 98 percent of the peoplein this Sation indulgein. When it
comestime

to go for thetarget it's handled by professionalsin that field, oneswho
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know

when and whereto hit. No, Little can't operate here because the
Management on

Xanadu doesn't want anything like that going on in this Station. Rich
people

avoid placesthat aren't safe, and the Management doesn't want
Xanadu and its

Station avoided. That'swhy their security is so tight: to protect their
clientde. Radman has no choice but to go dong with it; Xanadu's one
of his

biggest cusomers.”

"Then why did Little come over to us?' Va asked, frowning at the
samepuzzle

that had been bothering me. "If they can't do any kidnapping in this
Station,

why did hetry to get to know us?"

"They may bethinking of sending ateam to follow us after we leave
here" |

shrugged, starting to pace around. | wasn't in the mood to sit down, not
with

everything | had on my mind. "What happensto people after they leave
isnot the

Management's concern, and Xanadu isn't the only market Radman has.
He doesn't

have to worry about being embarrassed by selling the Management
daveswho used

to beclients. I'd just like to know if he has anything else on mind - or if
he

has any intentions of joining Radman on Xanadu. Following Little
would beahdll

of alot easier than sniffing dong acold and probably guarded trail.”

"Y ou sound like you have something in mind," Va observed, watching
mewhere my

pacing had taken me, about two feet from where he sat. " Something to
meke him

take off so that we can follow?"
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"Not exactly,” | sad, partidly distracted by consideration of al the
possibilities my mind was developing. "If we make him take off, there's
no

guarantee helll take off in Radman'sdirection. If welet him join the
party,

though, helll very likely use the opportunity to let the boss confirm the
wisdom

of hischoice

"What do you mean, let him join the party?* Va asked, suspicion
suddenly

lighting in hiseyes. ™Y ou intend asking him to come aong with us?'
"No, you're the one who'll do the asking,” | came back, staring down at
the

agitation he wastrying to keep under control. "It would be out of
character and

probably awaste of timeif | tried it, even if he swung that way. Y ou're
supposed to be the head of this expedition, so the invitation hasto
comefrom

you. What's the matter, partner? Y ou afraid hell catch you in aweak
moment and

rgpeyou?'

Theideaof Little, half Va'ssize, forcing Va to do anything at al was
ludicrous, just as ridiculous as the trapped expression on Val'sface.
Thened

to have Little join us came gtrictly from the Stuation asit stood, but it
suddenly struck me how funny it was. Vd didn't want to have anything
to dowith

Little any morethan | wanted to be aminor, but neither of us could do
athing

to change the Situation.

"Cometo think of it, you might have aproblem at that", | drawled,
folding my

armsas| looked down at him. ™Y ou're the one who'll be making the
opening move,

and you can't get huffy and walk away no matter what suggestions he
makesto
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you. Infact, you might even have to go aong with some of them. But at
least

that will solve your other desperation problem.”

| made no attempt to hide my amusement, just as he had made no

attempt on his

own part earlier, but equal opportunity wasn't Va's style. The anger
had been

building in hiseyes during my purposeful needling, leading meto have
high

hopesfor ascuffle during which | intended to foul him two or three
times, but

I'd forgotten that scuffling waan't his style elther. Without any warning
he

moved asfast as he had on Tildor, coming up out of that chair and
grabbing my

arms with such speed that he caught me adeep at the switch. Once he
hed pulled

meto him helet himsdlf fal back into the chair which, of course, ended
meup

in hislap. No more than seconds passed before | started to struggle,
but as

soon as those hands closed on meit was dready too late.

At thispoint it might be best to explain exactly what my main problem
withvd

was. | had discovered the problem during our two months alone
together, the very

first time we had gotten into afriendly wrestling match. Va was not
only alot

bigger than me; sze means nothing if you don't know how to useit, but
hewas

aso very powerful and could teke alot of punishment without letting it
digract him.

During our firgt wrestling match | had caused him more than alittle pain
trying

to break loose from his holds, but he had ignored the pain and had put
meina
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position where| couldn't use leverage to get some authority into my
hold-breakers. Face to face in a serious match, Va would not have
donewdl

againg me. | know too many waysto maim and kill with my handsand
feet, and

have an adequate amount of experience in using those methods - not to
mention

that using them didn't bother mein theleest.

In a serious fight there was no question about my being ableto take
vd, but

short of that, especidly if he was expecting it, my chancesagainst him
werea

joke. Inch for inch, pound for pound, ounce for ounce of strength; once
he had

mein close with his hands on meit was either kill him quick or giveit
up

completely.

Much as| would have enjoyed it after being pulled into hislap like that,
killing him had to be out. There was no arguing against the fact thet |
needed

him to get the assgnment done, not to mention how upset the Council
would beif

they found out 1'd permanently punched the ticket of the authorized
representative of another star-faring humanoid race. But just because|l
couldnt

doit theright way doesn't mean | Smply gave up without astruggle. I'm
not

built to give up without a struggle, and being grabbed like that triggered
my

urge toward salf-protection. | managed to get an elbow into him aswe
landed

back in the chair, hoping to loosen his grip enough to let me pull free
agan,

but no such luck. He ignored the force of the blow, and then hisarms
were

around me with his hands clamped to my wrigts.
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"Of dl the desperate problems | have, you're the biggest,” he grunted,
fordng

my left shoulder up againgt his chest as hetightened hisright arm
around me,

trying to get meto stop pulling againgt his hands and kicking. "Y ou
don't seem

to believe mewhen | promise you something, and that's not the way to
makethis

partnership work. In order to rely on what | say, you have to know my
wordis

good. | told you what would happen if you teased me about Little
agan."

"Y ouwouldn't dare!" | hissed, trying to keep my armsfrom being put
behind me,

but that was alaugh for anyone in the mood to laugh. Maybe aman my
Szecould

have kept it from happening, but somehow | doubted it; Va would till
have been

gronger than anyone my size, even aman. Va might not have been
ableto hold

both of the wrists of another man in one hand the way he could with
me, but

women'swrigstend to run smaler. He dmost certainly couldn't have
put one

arm around aman'swaist, lifted him up and swung him around, then put
him face

down across his knees. Needless to say that's exactly what Va did to
me, and

aso needlessto say, for thefirgt timein my lifel wished | weremae.
"Vd, sopit!" | ydled, starting to get desperate. | couldn't pull my
wrigs

free, he had hooked one leg over both of mine to keep me from kicking
out, and

he had aready done the same thing to me once before - or twice
before, if you

counted that brief episode at the beginning of our trip together. |


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

couldnt

believe he would do something that mindless - and knew without the
shadow of a

doubt that that was exactly what he intended.

"Y ou could have stopped it yourself smply by making an effort to
behave" he

sad, sounding so damned cam that | redlly began to worry. "If | tell
youl

don't care for something, the information's supposed to tell you to let it
aone, not that it's perfectly al right to continueto ride me."
"Butit'sjust fineif you rideme™ | came back, alittle mad movingin
with

theworry. "Y ou were fast enough taking advantage of me because of
this

assgnment, but now that something's come up that makes you
uncomfortable, it's

acase of hands-off, don't touch. Y ou can but | can't.”

"Makethat, 'you did but | didn't,' and you'll beright," he said, resting
his

right hand on my backside. "Y ou're the one who pulled al those cute
little

tricksthat brought me the urge to get even, while | did nothing even
remotely

like them. Of course | took advantage of you when the opportunity
presented

itsdf, but if you hadn't started the games | would have had no reason to
continue them. There's one of two thingsthat's going to happen now,
Diana

ether I'm going to have your solemn word, svorn by everything you
hold sacred,

that you will never again treat me the way you've been doing, or I'm
goingto

gpank the hell out of you. Which will it be?"

"But that's blackmail," | protested, hoping | didn't sound as wide-eyed
asl

fdt. "And thiswholething isstupid! Even if you did - do that to me, do
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you

think I'd let you get away with it? Y ou can't hold mein one place
forever, Vd,

and you're forgetting again what | am. Y ou can't treat me asif | were
just like

any other femae you've ever met because I'm not!"

"Damned right you're not," he agreed, but much too dryly. "No other
woman dive

would have the incredibly bad judgment to do to me what you've done
- and then

expect to get away with it. There's not one of them who wouldn't know
better and

be sure she watched her step. Well? Which way are we going to do it?'
I'd been getting agood view of the gold carpeting from the position he
was

holding me in despite the way my hair was hanging down, but staring at
it wasnt

bringing me any ideas on how to get out of that mess. | didn't
paticularly like

what he was asking meto do, but that part of it made no difference; |
dill

would have had aproblem even if I'd redlly wanted to do things his
way. They

Say you can never escape your nature, but it wasn't my nature | was
trying to

avoid.

"Lookslike you've given me another choicethat'sno choiceat all,” |
sada

last, very aware of his hand on my backside, but sill helplessto change
the

answer. "I've madeit a practice never to givein to blackmail, Vd, not
unless

something redly important isa stake. The assgnment may be that
important,

but my delicate sensibilitiesarent. If you fed the need to beat meyou
go
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right ahead, but no one forces me to give my word on anything, and
that'sthe

way it hasto be"

| said my piece and shut up, and then it was Va'sturn to consider in
Slence.

His grip on my wrists hadn't loosened, he hadn't moved hisleg, and his
hand

hadn't |eft my prettily covered behind, but | suddenly had very high
hopes. |

hadn't told him anything but the strictest truth, but my subconscious had
obvioudy been working overtimeto set up acon. Va might befeding
sdf-righteous and judtified, but he clearly considered himsdlf aman of
honor.

Would aman of honor punish awoman for standing by her
convictions? Could he?

My subconscious was betting he couldn't, which was why it had made
me phrase my

refusa theway it had. | hoped to hell it wasright.

After aminute or two the thigh under my stomach shifted, and | thought
| heard

asgh.

"l seeyou redlly do think more about the assignment than you do about
yoursdf," Va commented, histone blessedly neutrd. "And you have

principles,

too. Areyou suretherés nothing | can say that will make you change
your

ming?'

"Nothing," I confirmed, trying to sound both unwavering and
martyr-like at the

sametime. If | asked himto let me up | would blow the whole thing; |
wasn't

supposed to be anticipating achange of mind on hispart. | couldn't
help

pulling a hishold on my wristsagain, but that was reflex and didn't
COurt.

"I'm glad to see there's hope for you after al," he said, histone
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noticeably

warmer. "Y ou can't be taught to be principled, that's something you are
or you

aren't, but you can be taught proper values. Treating people theright
way isa

vaue, and one you'l be much better off for learning. Then you can
goply your

principlesto theright thing."

"Vd," | began dowly and unbdlievingly. "Y ou don't mean you're ill
goingto-

Ow! Stopiit! You can't do thisto me!”

"Surel can," he answered, giving my seat another hard whack. "I can't
forceyou

to make apromise that goes againgt your principles, but that doesn't
meaen |

haveto let you do whatever you please to me. Y ou were right when
yousad|

wasn't one of your group, Diana, and you may have been right when
yousad|

never would be. Firgt I'm going to have to see something to make me
want to be,

and sofar | haven't.”

That big hand came down hard on my seat again and then again, giving
me the best

motivation thereisfor breaking free, but motivation is ussesswhen
that'sdl

you have. The spanking didn't redly hurt yet but the humiliation was
brutd,

worse than anything else he could have done to me physically. It wasn't
right

for him to treat me like that, asif he couldn't care less about what |
might do

to him once he let me up. Everyone e se cared, everyone, so why didn't
he? Why

didn't he just smile politely to cover hisuneasiness and step out of my
way,
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just like dl the rest? Why didn't he make very sure not to get me mad,

not to

crowd the temper of ahyper-A?

Va had been on Tildor, he knew | could kill; how could he not be
afrad of me

the way so many otherswere? | squirmed againgt histhigh, finding it
impossible

to understand how he could dare spank me, finding that those smacks
were

garting to hurt even through the bodysuit | wore. | pulled again a his
hand

around my wrigt, found | till couldn't get loose, then fought hard
agang the

wave of intimidation that rolled over me. It didn't matter how he could
doit,

he was doing it, punishing me just the way held said hewould. No one
hed ever

done that to me before, and | knew without doubt that it wasn't my role
character hewas reacting to, it was me. | swallowed down ayelp ashe
redly

began reaching me, and then there was only one question left: how long
would he

keep it up?

My question was answered when my wrists and legs were freed, and
the answer

turned out to be both not too long and much, much, too long. | don't
think he

gpanked me aslong as he had on Tildor, but it had been long enough
and hard

enough to bring an ache to my bottom and tearsto my eyes. | ignored
thetears

as| pushed mysdf to my feet, damned if | would cry infront of him no
matter

what he did to me, and made sure not to look a him even when he
immediady

followed me erect - until he took my hand.
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"What are you doing?" | tried to demand when he began leading me
through the

gtting room, but there wasn't enough snap in the question to offend an
ant. No

matter how hard | had tried to fight againgt it he had managed to
intimidate me,

and even though | hated the fedling there was nothing | could do about
it. |

wasn't up to fighting him or even chalenging him on anon-physicd
level, and

the worst part about it wasthat | was sure he knew it.

"I'm putting you to bed," he answered, not even glancing back a me.
"Youhad a

hard day today, and we have things to do tomorrow."

"But, Vd, that's your room," | protested as | was led across the
threshold into

amelon and silver copy of the other bedroom and the door was closed
behind me.

"You said you wouldn't - "

"I should never have said anything likethat," he interrupted, dropping
my hand

assoon as| stood next to the big bed and immediately started getting
out of

hissuit and ruffles. ™Y ou were right about my not understanding the
position we

werein, aout how unfair it isto keep someone from agood time when
that might

be the last good time they'll ever have. | don't want to be done out of
my last

good time, and | don't think you should be either. Get out of your
clothes,

Diama"

"I don't want to get out of my clothes," | mumbled, unable to take my
eyes off

him. He wasn't wearing anything under the suit and shirt, and my breath
wanted
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to catch in my throat. "If you force meinto that bed it'll be nothing but
rape,

and | won't St il for rape.”

"I hope you won' lie dtill for it either,” he said with something of agrin,
leaving his clothes where he dropped them to come and stand in front
of me,

looking down into my eyes. "If you didn't want to be raped you
shouldn't have

worn an outfit like that, aglittering, irresstible second skin. I'm not
made

out of lifelessmetal, Diana, and you should know that by now. If you
won't come

to my bed voluntarily I'll carry you there and tossyou in, but thisisone
night | won't take no for an answer.”

"But you cant!" | dl but begged, sllently cursing the way he was making
me

fed. "Not after what you just did to me. Itisn't fair!”

"I know | have you at an unfair advantage fight now," he said very
softly witha

gentle smile, reaching out an equdly gentle hand to smooth my hair
before

putting the arm around me. "If it had been any other night | would have
put you

to bed in your own room, but tonight | can't do it. I'd intended honoring
your

choice and finding someone el se to deep with, but you made that
impossible.

You'reresponsible for theway | fedl, so you're the one who hasto do
something

about it. Take your shoes off."

He had changed his order from clothes to shoes because he was
aready seeing to

my body suit, both handsworking carefully but quickly ashedid it
down off my

shouldersand armsto my waist. | closed my eyeswith ashudder ashe
chuckled,
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knowing he was chuckling a the Sght of my hardened nipples. |
couldn't ever

remember being as aroused as| wasthen, or as confused. | wanted to
turn and

walk away from him, damming the door as| left, but | couldn't move. It
wasas

though I'd been fed azombie drug, and couldn't refuse him no matter
what he

ordered meto do. | didn't want him to take me to bed, not the way |
was4ill

aching, but | wasn't being given any say in the matter. He pushed the
suit down

over my hipsto my ankles, crouched to dip off the Slver sasndalswhile
| held

onto his shoulder, and then the suit was gone and thrown away.

"V, dont, please," | whispered as he picked me up and began putting
usboth

into the bed, my handsinvoluntarily going to hisimpossbly broad
shoulders.

"Y ou don't know what you're doing to me. Y ou can't know."

"Tdl mewhat I'm doing to you, Diana," he murmured, settling me down
besdehim

with hisarms around me. "Isit anything like what you do to mewhen |
touch the

softness of your skin?"

| moaned at the flashes of heat going through me as hisbig hands
caressed me,

but I couldn't answer him. | could fedl what he was doing to me, but
how was|

supposed to explain it, especidly when | didn't understand it myself?
Somehow

he had made me horribly vulnerable, and | was afraid that if he took me
itwould

- make adifference.

"No, don't, don't," | begged as he raised himsalf above me, separating
my legs
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with hisknees, gill holding mein hisarms. HEd been ready even

before he'd

taken his clothes off, and | couldn't stop the tears that were running
down my

cheeks.

"Y ou know | won't hurt you, Diana," he said softly as he kissed my
face, the

words nearly asoothing chant, his desire finding and entering me even
ashe

spoke. | cried out dmost with fear as he took complete possession of
me, his

hand stroking my hair, hislipstouching my throat. "Y ou aso know you
want me

asmuch as| want you, only you're too stubborn to admit it. |
understand now

that you always want me as much, but sometimes, for slly femae
reasons, you

won't et me near you. It's about time we put astop toiit, thislying
without

words."

His own words ended then as hislipstook mine, but that was all that
ended or

stopped. His body kept thrusting into mine, demanding a response that
| couldn't

refuse, overwheming me so completely that | thought | might faint. He
had made

me horribly vulnerable and then had taken meto hisbed, and | knew
the tears of

fear continued even after coherent thought abandoned me completely.

Chapter 7
"It'sdl right. Diana, wake up. It'sdl right."

| heard the words for some time before they got through to me. The
firg thing|
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became aware of was Vd's arms around me, the second that | was
shivering

violently. The dream was still enough with me so that | knew why | was
shivering

likethat, but | wasn't up to stopping it yet.

"Diana, can you hear me?' Vd persisted, hisvoice disturbed ashe held
metight

to hischest. "Try to wake up.”

"Am... up," | managed through clenched teeth, burying my facein his
chest and

darting to try for contral. "Give meaminute.

He made a sound of agreement and began stroking my hair, trying to
cdm

something he didn't understand. Va and | were dill in hisbed with the
cover

over usinstead of beneath us, and | should have felt cozy and
comfortablewith

hisarms around me. That wasahdl of atimefor the shakesto get me
so badly,

but it wasn't hard to understand why it had happened.

"Y ou seem to be coming out of it now," Va said after consderably

more than the

minute I'd asked for. | was gill holding tight to him and breathing as
though

I'd been going uphill for hours, but | wasfinaly making some headway
in

pulling mysdlf back. "That must have been some bad dream.”

| shuddered at the memory of it and put my faceinto hischest again,
but |

didn't lose the control 1'd gained back. It wasn't thefirst timeI'd had
thet

dream and | should have been used to it after so many repetitions, but
even

pretending to be blasé didn't dull the edge of the memory. It had to
have been

my mindless thoughts of the night before, that had triggered it, dragging
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me
back to that time on Circlonet.

I'd infiltrated a secret, fanatica terrorist organization that was
headquartered on that backwater world and was doing fine discovering
the leaders

of the group -until word came through to those leaders that therewas a
flyin

the soup. They separated out the last dozen people to join the
organization -

which included me - and took us one by one to be questioned. Truth
drugsare

notorioudy unreliable against those people you most want to maketalk,
S0 they

fell back on avery old method of questioning which consisted of
gringing usup

by the wrists and |etting a heavy whip do the asking for them.

| was the third newest and therefore the third to be questioned, and |
hate to

admit how close | cameto tdlling them everything they wanted to hear.
Thepan

inmy arms and wrists from supporting my weight, the trembling feer |
was

showing that wasn't entirely acting - and then the agony of my back
being torn

open, the blood flowing, the flesh parting, the unbelieving shock even as
I

screamed and screamed and screamed. ..

The fourth victim turned out to be a snoopsheet newsie who had
wormed hisway

into the organization for an exclusive story, and he broke amost as
soon as

they first began stroking him. He thought admitting the truth would
make them

stop hurting him even though it would aso get him thrown out before he
hed the

rest of his story, but he was wrong on both counts. They did stop
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whipping him,

but only until they had brought the first three of usback in.

We three had been badly and unnecessarily hurt because of him, and it
wasonly

just if we were alowed to watch him being whipped to death. The
newse had

forgotten it was fanatics he was dedling with, and that wasthe last
mistake he

ever made. Toward the end, watching him had dmost been worse than
getting it

mysdf...

"That's much better,” Va said, raisng my face in the dimnessto look
down at

me. "Thetrembling isgone, and your muscles havefinaly rdaxed.
Want to tell

me about it now?"

"Therésnothing totell,” | said with ashrug, noticing how gentle his
touch

was. "Dreamslike that are an occupationa hazard, something that goes
dong

with theterritory. What timeisit?"

"Not too early to get up, but | don't want you doing that yet," he
answered,

tightening hisarm around me to keep me from sitting up. "After
something like

that, you need afew minutesto pull yourself together - not to mention
the

orded you went through last night.”

"Youreasfunny asatermind illness" | told hisidiotic grin, then pushed
his hand away from my face. "If you ever again try telling me you don't
believe

inrapel’ll cal you aliar to your face"

"Rape meansforcing yoursaf on someone who isunwilling,” he
countered, the

shadowy grin gtill there. "If you try to tell me you were unwilling, | won't
be
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the onewho getscaled aliar. | don't think I've ever had a stronger
response

fromyouthan| did lagt night."

"Oh, you werelooking for unwillingness” | said in tones of greet

revelation,

ignoring therest of hisnonsense. "I guessthefact that | said no and
kept

saying it doesn't qudify as unwillingness, or the facts that you had to
grip

me and throw meinto the bed ether. Y our definition of ‘unwilling' must
bea

doozy."

"My definition of unwilling includes bodily reactions” he said, then bent
his

head to quickly kissmy breast. "Right now I'd classify you as unwilling,
and

your body supports the contention; last night was another story. You
seemed to

be afraid of something at the sametime, but that something wasn't me.
What were

you afrad of, Diana?"

"l was afraid that something unacceptable would happen because of the
disadvantage you had meat," | answered without taking my eyesfrom
the dark

gaze looking down at me. "Happily, nothing of the sort happened, and
now I'd

liketo get up.”

"If nothing happened, why areyou in such ahurry?' heaskedina
murmur,

lowering his head to my breast again. "Say, look at thig | think your
unwillingnessischangingitsmind.”

Hewaslying to my right with hisleft arm around me, me on my back,
himon his

Sde, that stupid grin above me and widened now. When hisright leg
moved over

both of mine, | didn't need aforma posting of hisintentionsto know
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what he

was up to; | just knew | couldn't et him doit.

Va was garting to get the wrong idess about me, and that was
something that

had to be stopped fast. As his head bent down toward me athird time,
what |

could see of hiseyesin the dimnessfilled with confidence, | quickly
snapped

the back of my right hand againgt his nose, catching him sharply and
jugtinthe

right way. He yelped and pulled back fast, both of his hands going to
hisface,

and | was ableto roll out of the bed and to my feet.

"If you'll notice, that time | used wordsfirgt," | said to the anger looking
a

me over cupped hands, tears of pain filming the eyes. "'If you're starting
to

fed put-upon, consider that my thank-you for last night. | know you
earned a

lot more, but dl | can manage right now is a down-payment. Expect the
baance

later.”

| turned my back on him and strolled out of his room, crossed the
gtting room,

and made it back to my own bedroom before | began cursing under my
breath. Two

lousy kissesand | wasdl ready for him, thetitle of Miss Doormat of
the

Federation mine without contention. If there had been soundproofing in
those

suites | would have screamed at the top of my lungs, at naturein
generd if

nothing ese.

Theideaof getting softheaded over him was more than asinine, it was
downright

suicidal, and if | didn't know that then no one did! We had ajob to do
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and he

was nothing but my partner, and it didn't matter how good hewasin
bed! It dso

didn't matter what he thought, | was the one running the assignment!
No

softheadedness over him, and no softheartedness from him! The
assignment was

what counted, and 1'd see that it got done! | stopped my furious pacing
in

mid-stride, tried to get back control over mysdlf, then said to hell with it
and

went to take a shower.

Showers don't dways do the trick, but by the time that one was over
I'd spent a

considerable amount of time thinking, and was more than ready to get
onwith

that assgnment. My most important decision wasto stay away from
Vd,anddso

make sure he stayed away from me. If he was starting to come down
with

infatuation, it was my job to cure him, not catch the same symptoms.
The Specid

Agent who got involved was adamned fool, and if | hadn't learned that
over the

years| deserved whatever | got. | took one last look at myself inthe
mirror to

check the jumpsuit and deck shoes | wore, then went out into the Sitting
room.

"Good timing," Va said when he saw me, looking up from the couch he
wasgtting

on. "l only just got out here mysdlf."

"I hopeit'sapreview of futuretiming,” | said with anod, ignoring what
hed

happened earlier just the way he was doing. "Weve got alot onthe
schedule

today and you'll be doing most of it, so we'd better get withit. Thefirst
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order of busnesswill be that reservation on the Xanadu shuitle.”

"And the second?" he asked, watching me St on the couch not far from
him. He

looked more resigned than rebellious, but there was afaint glint of hope
in

with the resgnation.

"The second hasto be Little," | said, heartlesdy crushing the spark of
hope.

"Pick him up, get buddy-buddy, then let him know we're going down to
Xanadu. Pay

close attention to what hisreaction to that is; if hejumpsfor joy, well
have

to watch our step.”

"If he jumpsfor joy, he better not do it in my direction,” my partner
grumbled,

running one hand through hishair. "If it wasyou and afemaeLLittle,
you'd

probably think of away around the need.”

"Why would | waste thetime?" | asked, getting up again for acup of
coffeefrom

thewall server. "If Little wasfemale and gave me the come-hither sign,
I'd

smile and go thither. It would hardly be thefirgt time, and if that wasthe
worst my job ever cdled for, I'd go through lifewith abig grin on my
face.

That sort of loving hasalot going for it."

"Likewhat?' Va demanded, hiseyeson meas| came back with the
cup, his

outrage stronger than the day before, then hewaved ahand in
dismisA. "Never

mind, | don't want to know. Y ou're probably just stringing me anyway,
tosdl me

on what you think has to be done, but you're wasting your bregath.
Buddy-buddy is

asfar asI'mwilling to go with Little, and nothing you can say will make
me
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changemy mind."
"Therés something you'll haveto go into alittle moreintimatdy than

that,” |

sad, paying alot of attention to the coffee | was Spping. "When the
time

seemsjudt right, you'll haveto let him know I'm for sde.”
"You're-what?' Va sad, freezing in the middle of brushing at the dark
green

dacks benegth hisyelow shirt, hiseyes coming up to Sarea me. "Are
you out

of your mind?"

"No, I'mjust covering al the bases," | explained, using the coffeeto
keep

myself from smiling at hisnew outrage. "'Y ou'll makeit clear that I'm not
for

sale to the Pleasure Sphere, only to private customers, and that should
guarantee ameet with Radman. If he wants to know why you won't sl
tothe

Pleasure Sphere, tell him you know you can get abetter priceina
private sale,

and don't let him talk you out of it. When | get down there | don't want
tofind

mysdf b onging to them.”

'Y ou'd rather be aone-man dave," he said with anod, then snorted
with

ridicule. "'l think that whacking you got last night rattled your brains."
"And justin case, don't let Little pay for anything that involves us on
Xanadu," | went on, ignoring what hed said. "'If we go down as his
guestsand he

suddenly yanks his backing, they won't give usthetimeto establisha
lineof

credit of our own. Looking the way we do, well be arrested for
vagrancy so fast

you'll get achill in the wind generated, and then well be on our way to
the

Pleasure Sphere to work out our sentences. Maybe you'd enjoy
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serving their women

patrons, but I'm hardly likely to be as crazy about the men.”

"They'd never try making meadave," he said with another snort, then
grinned

a theidea. "I'm not built the way you are, and I'm not soft and cuddly
and

easy to make squirm. It'sthelittle girls they want, not someonelike me."
"Guessagain, pa," | said with an evil leer, not about to let him get away
with

garbage like that. "Most women don't want something soft, they want
something

big and hard asarock. They'd drug you if they had to, and after that
you'd use

aknotholein afenceif nothing better was available. Would you like an
estimate of how much they'd charge just to let some fat, dobbering
matron run

her hands over your chest and shoulders? To go down below belly
leve they'd

charge even more, and by then you'd be begging her to drop her girdie
and bend

over. If you want to bet on it, we can put the stakes to one side until
you get

achance to see how it works with your own two eyes. | wouldn't want
you to

think | was gtringing you.”

"If you ever gave up stringing me, you'd have trouble holding up your
endof a

conversation between us" he growled, nothing left of hisrecent
amusement. "And

no matter how you try to distract me from the point, | fill don't like
your

idea. What if someone offers me an amount | can't refuse? Do | just
takeit with

apalite thank-you?'

"Certainly," | agreed with agrin. "Y ou accept the highest bid, then
arangeto
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turn me over to my new owner as soon as we get back to the Station.
They'll know

how unwiseit isto get the Management involved, so they'll be glad to
wait.

Once we're back here the assgnment will be over, so I'll be ableto
take care

of the problem mysdf."

"Likehdl youwill," he said in aflat, no-arguments tone, those eyes cold
as

dark seasin winter. "If | have to makethe ded, | also get to break it.
And |

il can't see any real reason why it hasto be made in the first place.
Why

can't we Ssmply betwo of the people going down to the Pleasure
Sphere?"

"Vd, you don't really know what goes on in the Pleasure Sphere, and
I'm

supposed to be lessthan seventeen yearsold,” | said with asigh of
exasperation. "Use your imagination to fill in some of the gaps, and then
tell

me how many of the people down there will be bringing along
teenagerstoindulge

init. Do you expect meto find Radman in the middle of their kiddy
park? Don't

you think your potentia customerswill know how well-primed I'll be
after going

through some of the Sphere's specias? That'll be your reason for taking
me

aong, sothat I'll have someideawhat to do when | find mysdlf in my

new

circumgtances. The Sphere gives dmost the best preparatory training
thereis"

"Almost the best, huh?' he said with no change of expression. "Who
givesthe

best?'

"The Adepts of Saccarion,” | answered without hesitation. "But they'll
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only

trainyou if you convince them that you're joining them permanently, and
they're

not interested in words of sincerity. Or you can find yoursdf arenegade
Adent,

theway | did."

"Well, thereyou are," he said, gesturing with one hand as he moved to
get more

comfortable on the couch. ™Y ou don't need any more preparation. Y ou
happened to

meet arenegade Adept, and she taught you al you need to know."
"He," | corrected with so much satisfaction that those eyes came back
to me.

"The Adept was male, and you don't just "happen'’ to run into one. And
you aso

don't get trained overnight. Y ou mention anything like that, and you'l
blow

thiswhole dedl. If | were Adept-trained, I'd be worth more as
permanent

rent-out than you could possibly get in asingle sde, and they'll al know
it.

If you're that determined to screw thisup, Va, let me know and I'll
takeit

from heredone.”

"You can'tdoit done™" he came back, those eyes still mightily
displeased. "If

| don't get you down to Xanadu, you have no way of getting there."
"Legdly," | qudified. "Y ou'd be surprised how many illegd options|
have, but

the risksinvolved are too high to consider if therésany choiceinthe
meatter.

If I have no choice, though, it becomesthe only gamein town."

"And you'l play the game no matter what you have to go through to do
it," he

summed up, definitely unhappy with me. "It lookslike I'm the one with
no choice
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thistime, and | don't likeit any more than you did. Thisclever ideaof
yours

isgoing to causetrouble”

| watched the disturbance grow in his eyes, knowing the idea had
aready caused

trouble.

"All right," I compromised, taking another taste of my coffee. " Suppose
we

changethe clever ideajudt alittle, to makeit easier for you to live with.
Don't comeright out and say I'm for sale, just hint at it when the need
arises.

If itll make you fed better to hesitate dramatically over suchimmord
behavior, go ahead and do it. Y ou don't know what Xanadu'sregulars
arelike,

and we don't need more trouble than we dready have."

"Y ou can say that again," he agreed with asnort, looking considerably
happier.

"I I'm wishy-washy enough about committing to it al theway, | might
not even

have adedl to break when we get back. What's your attitude supposed
to be about

thiswholething?'

"I haven't completely decided yet," | answered, getting up asecond. |
wan't

crazy about the sort of agreement I'd gotten out of him, but it would
haveto

do. "1 won't know anything about your horrible plans, of course, buit |
can't

decidejust how innocent | ought to be. Pretending you don't know
thingswhen

you do isdangerous, especially when adip isso easy to see. You just
make

sureto be interested in everything female coming past you but me.”
"Am | supposed to be blind?" he asked, watching me sit back down.
"If I'm-

excuse the expression - into femaes, why would | miss going after one
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like

you?"

"Don't you have any imagination?’ | complained withasigh. "If you
have your

eye on me aong with everyone e se, why would you be thinking of
sling me? And

if you're not thinking of selling me, Little might decideto stay with the
kidnap squad instead of taking you to Radman for an offer to be made.
If

Radman's offer hits you the wrong way you're big enough to do the
sameto

Radman, which would abruptly shorten Littleslife span. It'ssmple
logic, V4,

s0 it shouldn't be beyond you. If anyone asks, tell them little girls, no
metter

how pretty, turn you off. Lots of menfed likethat, at least the normal
ones,

so liealittle and pretend that you do, too."

"Why do | havethe feding I've just been insulted?’ he asked the empty
ar,

then brought his eyes back to me. "Am | mistaken, or did you just cdll
me

something other than normd ?*

"| called aninterest in avery young girl something other than normd,” |
sad

very swestly to thelook in hiseyes. "If you don't fall into that category,
it

can't have been an insult toward you.”

"That'strue," he said with ajudicious nod. "In point of fact, little girls
don't turn me on, not the way big girls do, especialy certain big girls.
When |

don't haveto fight to stay undamaged, that is."

"Yes, that kind of fight would certainly be aturn-off", | agreed. "I guess
it's

agood thing uncle Va hasno red interest in little Jennifer.”

"Okay, okay, | got the point,” he grumbled with one hand up. "Little
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Jennifer

could dance naked in front of uncle Vd, and dl hed doisyawn. Is
there

anything dse haveto know?"

"One of the most important things hasto be that if you run into trouble

andI'm

not around to help, cal the Management,” | answered with afrown.
"Clientsare

protected on that world, so that's your best and only out. There must
be more,

but my mind istoo eager to get started; it's not | etting me think about
what

everyone knows except you. I'll try to think about it while you're
meaking the

reservations, but well have to come up with an emergency code for
talking about

things like that when we're where we might be overheard.”

"We dready have acode that no onewill be ableto break,” he came
back with

sudden inspiration, pointing afinger at me. "Thetrade language
Dameron gave

you. Can we get away with caling it aprivate family language?'

"I don't seewhy not," | said dowly, liking theideaas soon as| heard it.
"If

anyone says anything about never having heard of such athing, weturn
very

surprised over their lack of knowledge. Almost everyone we know has
afamily

language, handed down through the generationsto all branches of the
family. We

just won't give them any trandations of any part of it, to make sure no
one

feedsit into alanguage computer. That was redlly good thinking, Va."
"Thanks," he said with agrin for the pat on the back I'd given him,
ganding up

as| got to my feet. "Are we ready to go now?"
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"I don't know how ready we are, but that's what we're doing,” | agreed
witha

nod, walking over to return my coffee cup to the recess I'd gotten it
from."We

dill have sometime for me to remember whatever itisI'm missing, but |
wish..."

| letit trail off because we did havethetime, but | till felt vaguely
annoyed. Theterm, "properly thorough briefing" had taken on new
meaning with

Vd around, but | couldn't let that distract me from everything el se that
had to

be considered. My partner and | moved together toward the door, then
left the

auite.

We stopped for aquick breakfast, and that was when Val "just
happened" to bring

up the subject of my wardrobe; since the same thought had aready
occurred to

me, | hadn't been able to argue very convincingly. Asthat security man
hed

pointed out the night before, my clothes were geared to afull-grown
woman, not

to ayoung girl, and something had to be done about them.

It would be stupid to give anyone on Xanadu food for thought which

just might be

digested after | had taken care of Radman; it was an unnecessary risk
which

could result in my having to produce the death warrant, and there was
noteling

how Xanadu's Management would react to it. Oh, they werelegdly
bound to honor

the Council'sinstrument just the way any other Federation planet was,
but that

didn't mean they couldn't give me one hdl of arough time before they
did. No,

the wardrobe problem had to be taken care of; | just didn't like the
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way Vd

intended doingit.

We went to the shuttle reservations desk first, waited for the couplein
front

of usto finish their business, then found out that the earliest reservetion
we

could get wasfor late that afternoon. Va was pleasant about it and
accepted

the added delay without strain, but | had to pretend to totd indifference
to

keep from snarling and kicking that thirty-foot, low-chaired counter into
its

condtituent plastic parts.

All of the delays and stupid little problems were sarting to give me bad
vibes

about that assignment, and | had to firmly remind myself that
imagination didn't

usudly affect an assgnment oneway or the other. If it was handled
right it

cameout right, and vibes had nothing to do withiit.

After the reservations desk, Va took me shopping. Assoon as| saw
the

shop-front | knew held been checking Station listings again, and any
hopes|'d

had about the experience turning out bearable went right down the
tubes. The

placewas cdled "Pretty Little Miss," and | immediately regretted dl the
breakfast I'd eaten; nausea does not it well on top of afull ssomach.
"If you keep hanging back, people will start to notice,” Va muttered at
mein

the trade language that was our secret code, glancing at the passersby
who were

passing us where we stood in the corridor, just outside the shop. " Get
indde,

and right now."

| glanced up to see that no-argumentslook in his eyes, sighed in defedt,
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then

went ahead and pushed through the door into the shop, he coming
adongright

behind me. | heard nothing in the way of agasp out of him once we had
crossed

the threshold, but that was likely due to the way he was consciousy
refraning

from reacting to things that were new to him but usud to everyone else.
The shop's decor was one, huge vu-cast window, wrap-around without
sharp comer's,

the door we had entered by the only break in an otherwise perfect little
glade.

The sun shone down through the overhead leaves, nicdly bright but not
glaring,

the "fresh” canned air wasfull of woodsy perfume, and the carpeting
under our

feet was make-believe grass.

Once the door had closed behind us we could hear faint but cheerful
birdsong,

faint girrings of the"foliage" around usworking hard to add to the
overdl

attempt at true outdoors. It wasimpossible to tell what planet the scene
hed

been recorded on despite the vaguely green sky, but one thing was as
clear as

the gently flowered projection around us. if we bought anything in that
place,

we'd pay through the nose.

"Good morning, and may | help you?' came a pleasant, throaty femae
VoiCe,

causing usto turn toward one of the larger "trees’ in our vicinity. There
wasa

barely noticeable hesitation where that treefit in with the rest of the
scenery, and that had to be where the woman had come from. In her
late twenties

or eaxly thirties, she sood in front of the tree with her hands clasped in
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front of her, the haf-skirt, half-pants outfit she wore showing her
excdlent

taste, her redlly beautiful face smiling in Sncere gregting. My partner -
who

was having such trouble getting interested in other women - stirred in
interest

as soon as those black eyes touched her, and | had to swallow down a
laugh of

true amusement.

"I'd like to see some appropriate outfitsfor my niece," Va answered
essly

with asmile of hisown for the woman, an action which caused her to
shift her

ganceimmediately from neutra yet friendly to posing and interested,
withthe

woman most likely unaware that shed doneit.

"May | ask what you mean by appropriate, Sr?' she said, coming
forward to stand

closer to us. "Do you have a specific occason in mind?"

"I havedl occasonsinmind,” Va sad, gesturing dightly inmy
direction.

"My sster let her do her own clothes shopping, and everything she has
isyears

too old for her. I'm more than tired of having to tell every other man
who looks

a her how old sheredly is, s0 I'm hereto seeif | can get some clothing
to

do thetelling for me. Do you think you can help me?!

"I'msureof it, Sr," she sad, then gave me a professondly estimating
up-and-down. "If that jJumpsuit isindicative of the rest of her wardrobe,
I'm

afraid youreright,” shetold Va without looking a him, avery
atractive

frown making up her gareat me. "It's of excellent quaity and shows
very good

taste, but despite the way it fitsit's obvioudy too old for her. How old
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e

"Not yet seventeen,” Va answered, making sure not to even glancein
my

direction.

"My goodness,”" the woman said with astartled blink, looking at me
consderably

more closdly. "Her height and degree of development areredlly
mideading,

aren't they? Not to mention that long red hair. Well, I'm sure we can
achieve

the effect you're looking for, sir. Do you have any style preferencesin
mind,

dear?'

"Surel do," | answered, both awed and stunned that I'd finaly been
addressed.

"My preferencesrun to what | aready have. Asfar as1'm concerned,
thisisa

complete waste of time.”

"Just ignore her," Va advised the dightly embarrassed woman, sticking
with the

linewed agreed on. | had no ideawhat current teen-age styleswere,
and

wouldn't have known even if | hadn't just come back from an extended
tour of the

outer provinces, so to speak. That was one Situation where Va could
admit

ignorance but | couldn't, so we'd decided to finesse the problem.

"Just ignore her," Vd told the woman with another smile, one that
unfortunately

added to her fluster. " Since she's not prepared to cooperate in the
dightedt,

well have to make the choicesfor her. Y ou'll show mewhat you think
is

appropriate, and I'll tell you whether it'swhat | had in mind."

"But, sir, what if shewon't wear what you choose for her?' the woman
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objected.

"Once the outfits are cut to her size, the shop won't be able to take
them back.

| - 1 won't be ableto give you any sort of arefund.”

"Don't worry about whether or not shelll wear them,” Vd said, then
deliberately

moved his eyesto me. "She may not want to, but shelll wear them.”

| made sure to drop my eyes at thelook | was getting, carrying through
withthe

sullen-and-rebel lious-but-obedient bit we were pulling, but not before |
saw the

expression on thewoman's face. Sheld actudly flinched at theway Va
was

looking at me, and suddenly she wasn't posing for him any longer.

"I'll get seatsfor us, and then we can look at what's available, sir,” she
said, abruptly back behind a cool, professional mask. "Just a moment,
please”

She turned away from uswith anod of her head, and moved toward
thetree shed

appeared near; once she had disappeared behind it, | looked over at
vd.

"Pretend I'm complaining and trying to whine you into changing your
mind,” |

told him in the trade language, using the gppropriate tone for wheat |
was

supposedly saying. "While you'reignoring my protests, make anote
somewhereto

toneit down and keep it toned down. If that woman wasn't too
cultured and

svelte to have hysterics, you would have had her cringing and sobbing
agang

the wall. Wishy-washy, weak-willed men like you aren't supposed to
be ableto do

that to women."

"Damnit, you'reright," he growled, then immediately changed histone
to what
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might be described asfirm petulance. "While I'm telling you that you'd
better

obey me and cut out the nonsense, I'll also tell you that thedipismainly
your fault. Y ou've ignored me for so long now, I've amost forgotten
how other

women react to me. If you don't show proper fear every now and
again, how am|

supposed to remember?”’

"Very funny," | answered with proper sullennessingtead, then stamped
my foot

and turned my back on him. "I'll remember to scream later. Meanwhile,
get that

amused look out of your eyes. Y ou're not supposed to be having that
muchfun.”

He grunted in anon-committal way that could have been an uncaring
dismissl of

whatever thregt hislittle niece had thrown at him, and then wewaited in
slence until the woman came back. When she did she was followed by
abrawny

type swinging in two cloud chairs, and she hersdlf carried asmall,
padded

gtool. In another minute or so we were dl comfortably seated - with the
woman's

gtool next to my chair - and then the fashion show began.

When it was dl over and wed |eft the shop, | was tempted to start
feding

depressed again. The woman had advised Va and hed made his
selections, but |

was ready to swear that the age they'd been trying for was more like
tenor

eleven than seventeen. The choices Vd had made were absolutely
ridiculous, and

| was only waiting to get back to our suite before | told him what to do
with

them - which did not include any wearing.

"Oh, | do beg your pardon,” said an abrupt, apologetic voice just aswe
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were
jostled alittle from behind. "Thefault isentirdy mine, and | hope you!l

Wedl, hdlothere again.”

After thefirst three or four words | hadn't needed to look around to
know who

itwas, but | ill joined Va in turning toward the one who had
"accidentaly”

jostled us. John Little stood there with an urbane smile on hisface,
oozing

friendlinesstoward Vd - but with the faintest hint of warinessin his
eyes. It

looked like he was prepared to cut and run if Va took offense, but my
partner

waan't taking anything but his medicine - like agood little scout.

"Mr. ... Little, wasn't it?' Va said with afriendly smile of hisown - and
his

own hint of wariness - as he extended his hand. "How are you this
morming?'

"Jugt fine, Mr. Carter, just fine." Little beamed, flinching only alittle
over

the handshake. "1t's good to findly runinto afriendly face on astrange
Station - and please do accept my apologiesfor having donethat in the
most

literal sense. Have you breskfasted yet?'

"Yes wehave" Vd sad, ill sticking with open and friendly. "Weve
jugt

finished some shopping for my niece here, and were heading back to
our suite. By

the way, thisismy niece, Jennifer Kent. Jennifer, Mr. John Little."
"How do you do, Jennifer,” Little said to me with polite, uninterested
friendliness, without offering hishand. | had told Va that Radman's
assgant

would be more interested in him than me and dthough | hadn't redlly
beenlying,

the whole truth was that Little sivung both ways, depending on mood
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and

circumstance. His coolness had to be caculated then, possibly to make
my

"uncle" believethat he had no designs on his pretty young niece. That
meant he

would open up more completely if | were elsewhere, leaving him a
clear fieldto

get buddy-buddy with V.

"l do gredt - at home," | answered with aslittle interest as he had
shown,

deliberately not looking a Vd. "Why | let mysdlf betalked into thistrip,
I'll never know. Uncle Vd'sideas of fun aretoo archaic for words."
"Now, Jenny, you know I've been trying to entertain you," Va said
withmild

reproof in hisvoice, showing nothing of thelook that had done such a
thorough

job of rattling the woman in the shop. "If nothing else, the idea of our
gang

down to Xanadu and the Pleasure Sphere should excite you."

"Big ded," | said with no enthusiasm whatsoever, pretending not to see
the

brief burst of exultationin Littleés eyes. "All they do in the Pleasure
Sphere

is have sex, every minute of the day and night. If | wanted sex | didn't
haveto

come herefor it, | have enough partners back home. And thered also
be

something interesting to do besidesthat.”

"My dear girl, only amateurs provide just’ sex," Littletold mewith an
indulgent, superior smirk, glancing a Va to share the amusement with
him."The

Management of the Pleasure Sphereisfar from amateurish, which
meansyou have a

raretreat before you. The vast mgority of young ladiesyour age are
never

given the opportunity to so indulge themselves. Y ou should be grateful
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to your

unclefor hisgenerosity.”

| glanced a Vd asthough | would have said something nasty to that
but didn't

careto go quite that far, then let my very evident skepticism say what |
waan't

putting into words: the whole scene was adrag, and | had no intentions
of

believing what 1'd been told. Uncaring boredom with the universeasa
whole

wasn't an untypica reaction of the age group | supposedly belonged to,
andit

had the benefit of being an acceptable out in case | dipped and forgot
to be

impressed by something I'd supposedly never seen before.

"My niece doesn't consder me generous, Mr. Little," Va put inin that

same
mild way, but with ahint of ernness. "My sgter hasindulged her
shamefully,

continudly alowing her to do just as she pleased, and now has given
her over

into my care more or less permanently so that she might run off to one
of those

frontier planets|eaving no responghilities behind her. That | brought
Jennifer

aong onthistrip when | might just aseasly haveleft her behind
goparently

means nothing, except that she now beginsto understand thet | refuse
to be

disobeyed and ignored in the way her mother alowed. Y ou have
learned that

lesson, haven't you, Jenny?!

| sent him alook of pure hate, but felt more like grinning and
congratulating

him. The line hed come up with was perfect, and dso gave me the exit
excuse |
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needed.

"I'vetold you before that my nameis Jennifer,” | hissed with the flush of
embarrassment reddening my checks. "And if you aren't ready to go
back to the

uite, | am.”

| turned and stalked away without paying the least attention to a
chuckling

Little, and let my mad carry me dl the way back to our suite. Once
ingdel

indulged the urge to grin, especidly when Vd didn't show up right
behind me.

He and Little had gone off somewhere to strengthen their new
"friendship,”

findly getting that assgnment off the ground the right way.

Not knowing how long | would haveto wait, | walked into the middle
of the

gtting room, thought about the various entertainments the suite offered,
then

shook my head and went into my bedroom. Now that something was
actudly being

accomplished and it was only amatter of time before | got my own
handinthe

batter, the impatience I'd been feding was back to aleve | could live
with

eedly.

Therewas no telling what weld get into once we hit dirt on Xanadu, so
it was

time | noticed that | hadn't had much deep the last couple of days- or
enough

deep free from footse-playing and nightmares. | stretched hard when |
stopped

next to my bed, opened my expensive and tastefully fashioned jumpsuit
after

kicking off my deck shoes, then climbed happily bare between the
ice-blue

covers.
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| came dowly awake when my appetite stirred for the third or fourth
time,

something it hadn't donein quite awhile. I'd esten breskfast that
morning only

because Va had threatened to send me to the baby-sitting service for a
whileif

| didn't, and he'd had that ook in hiseyesthat said hed do it just for

the

hell of itif | refused. Now that there was the prospect of action ahead
of me

my appetite was starting to get interested again, and it felt like I'd dept
through lunch.

| turned my head on the pillow to peer up at the headboard, and sure
enough,

Station lunch time was behind me. | knew I'd have to get up soon to
See about

the problem, but the bed was comfortable and | was till half adeep. |
suggled

down under the covers, rubbed my face against the smooth, cool
pillowcase, fdlt

my eyes closng -then sat up fast at the sound of glass shattering
somewherein

the sitting room. | didn't know what the hell was going on, but | no
longer fet

deepy.

| eased open my bedroom door without making noise doing it, but |
needn't have

bothered. The only onein the stting roomwasVa, and dl hewas
doing was

what the room called for. One of the white and gold walls had asplotch
of

liquid streaming down it, with asmall pile of broken glasslying at the
base of

thewall, but there was no true indication of how the splotch and

broken pieces

had gotten there. One of the deep, comfortable light-gold chairswas
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hepingvVd

do hisgtting, and when | stepped into the room he looked over a me.
"I didn't mean to wake you up,” he said very quietly, more ... subdued,
| guess

you would cdl it - than I'd ever thought he could be. "We still have
plenty of

time before we have to be at the shuttle, so if you need more deep, go
ahead

and tekeit."

"l wasjust lying there and thinking aboout getting up anyway,” |
answered witha

headshake, making an effort to keep afrown off my face as | took the
char

opposite his. "How did it go?'

"My good pa John will be going down on the shuttle with us," he said,
sounding

and looking theleast bit ... distracted. "Since he's been to the Pleasure
Sphere

before and | haven't, heingsts on playing guide. He now knows how
unhappy | am

about being saddled with ateen-aged pampered princess, how it
crampsmy syle,

but doesn't know yet what | hope to do to get rid of her. Once we get
to know

each other alittle better I'll let him in on my plans, but not until then. We
as0 got our sexud preferences established, and snce anything isfine
withme

aslong asit'sfemae, hesdecided to do it my way for thetime we're
together. He doesn't mind in the least, and we ought to have alot of
fun"

"Va, what'swrong?' | asked, really disturbed at the tondlessnessin his
voice

as hefinished hisreport. By rights he should have been chewing me out
for not

telling him that Little was aswitch-hitter instead of the one-track I'd
described him as; rather than that he was just Sitting quietly in hischair,
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his

ydlow shirt and dark green pants more rumpled than sharp-looking, his
face

expressionless, hisbody oddly tense. "V, tell me what happened.”
"John Little wasn't the only one | got to know better," he answered,
looking as

though he were forcing the words out. "For thefirst timein my life, |
asogot

aredly good look at mysdlf. If you're not going back to bed, put some
clothes

on"

| glanced down a mysdlf to redize that I'd comeinto the dtting roomin
the

samething I'd dept in - which isto say, nothing but skin, but what
difference

did that make? We werein the middle of something alot more
important than

clothing or the lack of it.

"I'll get dressed as soon aswefinish this conversation,” | said, gesturing
asde hiscomment. "What did you mean you - "

"Y ou get dressed, or this conversation isfinished,” heinterrupted with a
growl, looking & mein thewerdest way. "Asamatter of fact, | want
you to

haul out a couple of those wegpons you have in your trunk and start
carying

them. Do it now."

| opened my mouth to argue with him, closed it again in exasperation,
then got

out of the chair to go back to my bedroom. It took about five seconds
to get

into my jumpsuit and smooth closed the staytab, then | headed back
intothe

gtting room.

"Okay, now I'm dressed,” | stated as | reclaimed my chair. "I've
protected your

modesty, and now you're damned well going to tell me what's going on.
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What the

hell did Little do to you?"

"It wasn' Little, and you didn't have the time to get those wesapons |
mentioned,” he came back, only avery smdl portion of thetenson
gone out of

him. Y ou get in there and get them, or I'll - *

"No, Vd!" | interrupted sharply, standing up to walk closer to his chair.

"In

caseyou've forgotten I'm still leader of thisassgnment, and if ther€'s
ay

threatening to be done, I'm the onewholll doiit. If it bothers you that
I'm not

armed, don't worry your pretty head about it. | am armed, and as soon
asthe

attack comesI'll proveit. Now what the hell is eating you?"

Helooked up at me where | stood above him, his exposed and
vulnerable soul

staring out of his eyes, and then he looked away again.

"l was only thinking of your safety,” hesaid in afaint voice. "1 know
now that

| can't be trusted, not even by myself. Mother of Life, how could | have
done

it?"

He buried hisfacein his hands and leaned so far forward that | thought
he

would topple out of the chair; there's no question about how close he
came. He

rocked forward and back, so tormented that | wanted to take himin
my amsand

hold him astight as my strength allowed, but when | put my hand to his
shoulder

he pulled away, either denying himsalf comfort or afraid to accept it. |
havea

farly vivid imagination, but it wasimpossble for me to come up with
what he

might conceivably have doneto tear him apart so. Therewas only one


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

thing

could think of to get me the answers| couldn't pry out any other way,
so | went

back to my room a second timeto get it.

It didn't take very long to get my kit, which meant Va wasin the same
place

when | stopped next to him again. | opened the kit and did out one of
the

miniature pressure hypos, filled it from the vid of Easy, then emptied it
agan

into hisarm, right through his shirt deeve. The hiss of the hypo wastoo
low

to break through hisupset, so | just replaced the instrument in its bands
and

went back to my chair to wait for the drug to take effect.

Easy earnsits nickname by building up athick, soft wall between you
and your

emotions, taking theimportance out of everything, rdieving stressfrom
whatever source. With enough Easy in you, you could even help cut
your own head

off without worrying about it; the project would be too unimportant to
oet

excited over.

It took agood three or four minutes, but findly Va's body relaxed
enoughto

let him St back in hischair. | got out of my own chair and walked over
tohim,

perched on hisleft chair arm, then smoothed hisblack hair back the
way heso

often did with me.

"Tdl mewhat you and Littledid, Vd," | suggested softly ashiseyes
cameto

me. "Wheredid you go after | left you?!

"We went for some coffee and conversation,” he answered without
hestation,

gtill looking up a me. "I told him how hard it was for a gentleman of


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

leisure

to betied down with an unwanted respongbility like ayoung girl, but
my older

sster wasin charge of our parents estate and would have cut me off
fromthe

money if I'd refused. Y ou know, the story you made up for meto use.”
"I remember the story,” | said with anod of approval. "Isthat al you
did?

Just drink coffee and talk?"

"No," he said in the same direct but dreamy way. "After he
sympathized with me

we talked about sex, and then he suggested we go somewhere to get
the bad taste

of being crowded by awoman out of my mouth. He said he knew just
the experience

to doit, and wed both have fun.”

"Experience,” | repeated, suddenly suspicious. "V, did hetake you to
the

Exotic Rooms?'

"Yes," heanswered, not aflicker of upset in the black gaze resting
eadly on

me. "We went to the Exotic Rooms, and | did what Ringer suggested
for any timel

was caught in a situation where | would be expected to know what was
going on,

but didn't. | told John | was in the mood to pretend I'd never been

there

before, and that 1'd taken to pretending that with alot of things, just to
make

them interesting again. Heliked the idea of leading anovice around,
and joined

the 'game by taking over completely.”

"Hewould," | muttered, blessng Ringer in asentiafor coming up with
sucha

useful out. It fitinwell with the"l couldn't careless’ attitude I'd had to
come up, with, and would probably be very effective for the cover we
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were then

using. "What sort of experience did he arrange for the two of you?"

"It wasfor thefour of us," Vd corrected with no emphasis on any part
of the

statement. "He picked out two very pretty girls as our escorts, then had
us

taken to aprivate room. A completely hairless girl served usal
odd-tasting

drinks, we drank until we fell adeep, and then we were someplace else
and other

people.”

He gtirred very faintly in the chair then and amost looked away from
me, a

reaction that made me wonder what his congtitution waslike. The drug
shouldn't

have let him fed anything, but then | reglized he probably still hed
Exatic

Roomsdrugsin his system, too. I'd haveto neutraize dl of it, the Easy
included, but | needed some more answersfirg.

"Tel mewhat those other peopledid,” | said, hoping thet if | put it
impersondly, held be able to accept it and talk about it in the same
way.

Happily | hit the right combination; he sat ill in the chair again, and
didn't

try to look away.

"The two men were desert banditson aworld | didn't know," my
partner said, his

gaze turning inward. "Thetwo pretty girlswere aking's daughters, and
the

bandits|ed their men in attack againgt the caravan that was taking them
somewhere. The banditskilled adl of the caravan guards, and then we
found the

two girls, who had been trying to hide from us.

"John took one and | took the other, we threw them across our
saddles, then we

carried them back to our camp. My little redhead was terrified, but she
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and her

sgter till expected to be ransomed back to their father with nothing
dse

happening to them. John and | dragged them into histent by the hair,
forced

them to gtrip in front of usand dl of our men, then heand | raped them.
"They were both virgins and both hysterical, but we did it anyway. And
then the

dream went away and the four of us were back in the room we'd been
drinkingin,

and | took the girl lying next to me and - did it again. She screamed and
begged

me not to, but | still raped her."

His breath was coming the least bit faster and his eyes had dropped to
belt

level, and al | could do for aminute was Sit there and Stare a him. It's
been

contended that most men, no matter how polite and easy to get dong
with they

were normaly, degp-down inside they enjoyed the thought of taking
women by

force.

Quite alot of Exotic Rooms experiences were based on that
contention, and very

few people saw anything wrong init. Aslong asaman didn't go around
exercigng his preference with women who wanted no part of the ded,
no one had

theright to tell him his preferences were wrong. From my own
experienceswith

Va | knew he'd been conditioned againgt using force, but hisbasic
nature and

the way he'd begun acting with me should have kept him from being as
bothered as

he obvioudy was. | was clearly missng something, but | didn't know
how to get

ait.
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"| can see there was something involved in that that you didn't like," |
sad

dowly, trying not to push too hard. "When you and the girl were on the
desert

world, did you hurt her?'

"No," he answered with afaint headshake, looking up a me again. "l
only raped

her. | wanted to rape her and it felt good. But it wasn't medoingit, it
was

that stranger, and everyone said he was doing the right thing. But then
we came

His gazeflickered at that, at the thought of coming back, and that was
the help

| needed.

"And once you came back it wasyou," | said with as much
underganding in my

voiceas| could manage. "But you didn't hurt her then, did you?'

"Of course | did," he said with what | swear was the ghost of
indignetionin his

voice. "l looked a her where she lay next to me on the carpeting and
she shook

her head, trying to beg me not to do anything to her. | knew she didn't
want to

be taken but | did it anyway, and what's more, | enjoyed it. A part of
metried

to tell me shedidn't belong to me, but | didn't listen to that part. It just
felt good and right until John and | had finished the lunch we were
brought, and

then | was able to understand what | really was and how right al those
women

were not to trust me. That'swhen | left John and came back here. If I'd
hed

anywhere dseto go, | wouldn't have come back."

He was spesking dmost matter-of-factly again, the confession behind
him, the
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brutal truth laid out for the universeto see. | cursed under my breeth at
the

way 1'd blundered, but how the hell could | have told him everything
about the

Federation in ahandful of days?1'd missed something important and
he'd been

caught by it - and then | remembered how I'd accused him that
morning, which had

to have made it worse -

| got my kit again, refilled the hypo with paneutrol, then gave him the
dose and

sat back on the chair arm, waiting for it to take effect. When hiseyes
Started

blinking and he took a deep bregth, | knew it wastime.

"Y ou should be just about clear now," | said, drawing asharper gaze
than I'd

been getting up till then. "Isal thefog cleaned out, or do you need
another

couple of minutes?'

"What have you been giving me?" he asked with definite annoyance,
running ahand

through his hair as he shifted an inch or so awvay from me. "And get
back to your

own chair, | don't like being crowded.”

"Tough,” | answered without the least compassion, ready for the sare
thet

quickly turned in my direction. "Why should | worry about how
comfortablea

heartlessrapist is? And that iswhat you are, isnt it?'

"Y ou don't sound very convinced,” he said, an odd flicker coming to
those eyes.

"Are you waiting to be grabbed and jumped before youll believeit?
"I'm waiting to explain to you about Exotic Rooms drugs,” | came back
flatly.

"Areyou ready to listen with an open mind, or do | need to get another
glassof
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water firg?'

Hiseyeswent briefly startled as he remembered our time together on
the ship,

and then helost some of theintensity held been building toward again.
"If you're trying to say you know something | don't, you won't haveto
twis my

armto makemelisten," he said, not quite up to finding humor in the
gtuation.

"I'd like to hear that the whole thing was just abad dream, but | know
it

wan't."

"Do you think you can get it through your thick head that you don't
know one

damned thing?" | asked, not bothering to hide my impatience. "The
truth of the

meatter isthat it was adream, every bit of it including the time you woke
up

back in the room. That's part of what the drugs are supposed to do
whenyoure

escorted: carry the dream over into the red world for awhile.”

"I don't understand,” he said, looking horribly confused. "I know | was

awake

when we got back to that room, so how could it still have been a
dream? Dreams

stop when you wake up.”

"Not if they're being helped dong by drugs, they don't," | said. "The
four of

you started out ‘drinking' together, something that tasted strange. That
wasthe

drug, of course, the onethat let you al enter the experience together.
Then

they ended the experience to makeit carry over into redity, and let
your

escort earn her pay. Experiences aways carry over anyway, but when
therésno

escort involved they add some sort of deepy stuff, to cut you downin
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timeto

keep things from getting out of hand with anyone who might be waiting
foryouin

your room.

"You'll never go after astranger because of an Exotic Rooms
experience, but if

you're traveling with someone you could have a problem. Or she could.
The point

I'm trying to make isthat your great revelation twarn't no such thing.
The

girl cringed back from you because of the experience carry-over and
becauseit's

her job; you ignored her pretend terror because of the drug; once you
negated

the after-effects alittle with food, you came back to yourself enough to
See

what you'd done with critical eyes, but weren't back far enough to
understand it

was the drug rather than you.

"If you didn't spend so much timefedling guilty about the chicken
resctions of

other people, you never would have come gpart over astupid little
experience.

And | was awfully glad to hear that you'd already eaten. Now how
about being a

good little rapist and ordering something for me before | fal over from
Sarvaion."

| got up from the arm of the chair and started to take the kit back to my
bedroom, but | didn't get more than three steps before abig hand was
onmy am,

stopping me. | didn't know what he wanted thistime, but he didn't
leavemein

the dark long.

"Youreredly angry," he said, and dthough he till sounded confused,
hedso

sounded calm and back in control. "Why are you so angry with me?"
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"I'm not angry at you," | said, keeping my eyes on the door to my
bedroom. "Asa

matter of fact, it has nothing to do with you. Areyou going to order
lunchfor

meor not?'

"It has to have something to do with me," he persisted, ignoring the
guestion

I'd asked. "Y ou weren't angry when wefirst started talking, and you
werent

angry when you were questioning me. | couldn't keep from answering
your

guestions, but nothing stopped me from noticing things. It seemed to
dart when

you brought me out of that muddled sea of confusion and began
explaining the

factsof life. If you aren't angry a me, what are you angry at?'

"| told you it was nothing!" | snapped, pulling my arm out of hisgrip.
"Weve

got an assgnment to seeto, and it's about time we started seeing to it.
I've

got thingsto do and so doyou, so- "

"No," heinterrupted very quietly, and then hishand was on my arm
again, this

time pulling me around to face him. | didn't want to face him and tried
to pull

away again, but would have had to use akick to get both of his hands
unpeded

from where they held me. For some stupid reason | fdlt like trembling,
and | had

no interest at al inlooking up a him.

"Y ou're not by any chance - angry at yoursdf?' he asked with that
same damned

cam, probably looking down a me. "Y ou can't think that what
happened to me was

your fault? Diana, you weren't even there"

"I noticed thet, too," | answered, looking at the fourth button of his
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pretty

ydlow shirt. "If | hadn't been so clever about getting out of the way,
though,

| would have been. And would have been around to explain about how
Exotic Rooms

work, theway | should have before this. Considering where were
going you

should have been told al about Exotic Rooms, but | wasn't bright
enoughto

think of it. It just goesto show you what happens when you rely on a
partner to

watch your back: you end up getting it in the neck. If you'd prefer
forgetting

about the lunch, I'll understand.”

For what seemed like thefiftieth time | tried turning away from him, but
he

gtill wasn't having any. His breath came out in along, deep sigh, and
then he

pulled me up againgt him so that he could put hisarms around me.

"I redlly do wish you would learn to apologize like other people,” he
said, and

damned if therewasn't afaint chucklein hisvoice. "It would makelife
somuch

eader for both of us. If you don't gpologize to me for something that
int

your fault, how can | play the big-hearted hero and forgive you?"
"Like hdl it wasn't my fault,” | muttered into his chest, rasing my left
hand

to toy with one of his buttons. "If you'd known what to expect from the
experience, it wouldn't have strung you out like that. I'm the onewho's
supposed to be making sure you don't get caught, so what do | do
when I'mredly

needed? | takeanap.”

"Diana, you're not responsible for my basic nature, or theway | was
raised, or

the - chicken way peoplereact to me," he disagreed without the
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chuckle, one

hand stroking my hair. "'l was taught to treat women gently and never
usemy sze

and strength to force them into anything they didn't want to do, even if
the

growling hunger insde me had to go unfed. | never saw anything wrong
ingoing

aong with that and dways did go dong with it, even though | felt hurt
and

somehow disgruntled when women firgt began acting asif they didn't
believel

would keep my word.

"l was very young, then, and very touchy about my 'honor," but asthe
years went

by | couldn't hep wondering if dl those women knew something about
methat |

didn't know myself. The oneswho didn't shy away told methat | was
very

different from other men they'd tried, but they never said different in
what

way.

"When | found mysdlf rgping awoman and actualy enjoyingit, | fdt as
though

I'd betrayed everything | believed in, everything I'd ever been taught,
proving

how right al those women were not to trust me. All the explanationsin
the

world wouldn't have prepared me for facing something like that while
gill

drugged, so why shouldn't you have taken anap instead of wasting
oceans of

bresth? The explanation couldn't have done me any good until | was
free of the

drug and could think clearly again.”

"Do you plan on making a career out of excusing the lousy things| do
toyou?' |
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asked, findly looking up a him. "Y ou get mad at the jokes, but the
serioudy

damaging thingsyou just laugh off. Are you acard-carrying masochist,
or just

into amateur pain? And if that emotional upheava was S0 inevitable that
a

warning wouldn't have done anything to head it off, why didn't it
happen when

you rgped me?"

"It didn't happen because | didn't rgpeyou," he said with agrin, pushing
ome

hair back from my face. "Y ou were so ready for methat | would have
been blind

to missit, and you gave me your permission along time ago. If it had
been any

other woman that off-balance | wouldn't have been able to go against
my

up-bringing by taking advantage of her, but you're not like other
women. You're

so different that everyday rules don't apply to you, mine or anyone
esgs, and

| knew that once | got around the mad you were fedling you would
respond to me

the way you always do. Y ou did respond to me, and so strongly that
you dmost

overwhelmed me, soif there was any rapeinvolved, | wasn't the one
quilty of

it. lsn't forcing yourself on someone rape?’

"But | didn't!" | protested, knowing he wasteasing me, but finding his
argument

too closeto the reason | hadn't wanted to buy that outfit in the first
place.

"I didn't deliberately put it on to force you into anything! It just -
happened.”

"Just like that," he said with another nod that rejected the whole idea.
"You
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didn't once glance in the mirror after getting dressed, so you had no
ideawhat

you looked like. And since you know you're not built very well, you
didn't have

to spend any time wondering how you would affect everyone. | guess
you'reright

about it just happening. I'll order up some lunch for you now."

He turned away from me and headed for the phone, leaving me
ganding therelike

adummy with nothing to say. My mind fluttered around for aminute
tryingto

find acounter to his contention that didn't seem to exist, and then it
found

something elsethat gave me asmdl jolt. | knew Va wasn't serioudy
ingding

that I'd raped him, and he knew | knew it. The whole point to the
gllinesshed

been to make me forget how I'd been feding, to give me something else
to think

about besideswhat my negligence had made him go through. If hed
known what to

expect he could have taken it in stride, and that was the bottom line
evenif he

refused to admit it.

| watched him using the phone with only atrace of hisorigind
awkwardness,

then turned away to reclaim the chair I'd been using. | wastaking him
intoa

dangerous Situation because | had no choice in the matter, but there
was

something | did have achoice about. Va could either be my active
partner or

samply aong for theride, and if hewasjust dong for theride the
gtuation

would not be nearly so dangerous for him. Since | owed him more than
one | would
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handleit that way, keeping him out of trouble even if it meant more
work for

me. For someone who was just visiting held been hurt enough, and as
he turned

off the phone | promised mysdlf that it would not happen again.

Chapter 8Chapter 8

"Stop fidgeting,” Vd said to mein alow voice aswe moved into the
docking

area. "Y ou're supposed to be seventeen, not seven.”

"It'stoo bad you didn't remember that when you were buying these
clothes" |

amog snarled, keeping my voice aslow as hisonly with an effort.
"You had no

right forcing meinto wearing them.”

"I didn't buy them so you could leave them behind,” he came back, able
to keep

the grin off hisface but not out of hiseyes. "Y ou look just the way we
agreed

you should, so forget about it."

"Forget about it," | muttered, then shut up before | started aredl fight
with

him. We'd spent the last few hours with me dredging up everything |
could

remember hearing about Xanadu and the Pleasure Sphere, during
which timemy new

clothes had been delivered. We both ignored them until busnesswas
taken care

of, but then Va had started getting stubborn about seeing how wrong
the clothes

were.

Herefused to let metry finding something among my own thingsto use
instead of

the new stuff, and there was no arguing with that babystting service
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threat.

Theideaof leaving me behind redly gppeded to him, and the more he
thought

about it, the more he liked it. | couldn't afford to be left behind, not with
that service having the help of the Station computer in keeping their
charges

where they belonged; it would take me too long to get around the
survelllance

and follow him down. That meant | had to do things hisway, eveniif it
made me

fed likeaprizefool.

"Wdll, Vd, right ontime| see," avoice called, and | looked up to see
John

Littlewaking toward us from the shuttle lock we were heading toward.
"Injust

alittlewhile well be on Xanadu, and then | can start introducing you to
the

P easure Sphere.”

"I'mlooking forward to it, John," Va answered with ady look, and
then the

two of them laughed that dirty laugh that some men loved to share. "'l
don't

expect to find mysdf bored."

"Y ou have my word that you won't be," Little promised, and then he
turned his

attention to me. "Nor will you be, Jenny. And please dlow meto say
how lovely

you look."

His smirk was enough to get him belted under norma circumstances,
and | wasnt

far from being willing to cdl those circumstances normd. | waswearing
amog

the same shade of blue I'd been wearing the night before, but thistime it
was

on what the woman in the shop had caled asailor dress.

Thething came high in front to hide al traces of cleavage, moved up
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across my

shoulders and above cap deevesto hafway down my back in what
waslaughingly

cdled acallar, fit across my hipswith no strain whatsoever, and
continued on

down to no more than an inch or so above my knees. A very
nondescript pair of

flat shoes came dong with the dress, asdid apair of white gloves, a
straw-like white hat, and asmall blue purse on awhite chain. | looked
about as

lovely as| felt, and Little knew it.

"My nameis Jennifer,” | told him coldly with asmuch scorn as| could
Suff

into my tone. ™Y ou make agood friend for uncleVd, Mr. Little,
Remembering my

name seems to be beyond him, too. And I'm sure that anything capable
of keeping

your attention must be absolutely captivating, so why would you think |

was

worried about being bored?"

"That's enough, Jenny,” Vd put inin ahard voice, but happily nothing
likethe

one hed used in the clothing shop. Little was staring at me through the
amirk

he hadn't alowed to disgppear and there was nothing friendly in the
obsarving,

only calculating. "Mr. Littleisafriend of mine, and | won't have you
using

him as atarget for your tongue. I'm sure there are places even on
Xanadu where

hairbrushes can be bought.”

"Hairbrushes?' Little echoed, looking over at Va. "Y ou're supposed to
buy her a

hairbrush?'

"I'm congdering it," Va answered, giving me that impatient, petulant
look.
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"Not to used by her, but on her. By me. If she doesn't behave hersdlf.”
Littlefound Va'sthreat amusing enough to chuckle at, especidly when
| cdled

ablush up into my cheeks and looked away in slent fury. | had the
feding that

Va wastrying to warn me not to antagonize atwisted creep like Little,
but |

knew the man better than Vd did. Little was not anorma AC-DC,; he
hed sex with

other men not because heliked it, but because he hated women that
much. When he

involved himself with women, it was dwaysin away that brought pain
and terror

to them, the only way he could ever enjoy women.

No matter what | did or didn't do, | would never be winning any
popularity

contests where Little was the judge, so | had decided to use the
dtudiontomy

own advantage. Little already knew "Jenny" wasn't too crazy about her
"unde

va"; if I lumped himin dong with VVd, hewould not wonder why |
wasn't around

much once we got to the Pleasure Sphere. | intended making a point of
avoiding

them but watching from the sddlines, waiting for thetime Little guided
vd

right up to Radman. At the first opportunity after the meeting broke up
Radman

would be mine, and then Va and | could both forget Little and just get
ourselvesout of there.

The shuttle docked right on time, took on its load, then headed back to
Xanadu

with al of us aboard, me at the port, Little onthe aide, Va between us.
I

gpent most of the trip down listening to acommentary of the wonders
of Xanadu
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through a set of headphones, but gave it up when | nearly laughed
doud at

hearing the Pleasure Sphere described as "anaughty ddlight for those
daring

enough to taste forbidden fruit."

The section just outside the Pleasure Sphere was reserved for
everyone's aunt

Hattie and uncle Bill, who werelooking for a"naughty delight”; the
workers

there wore peek-a-boo costumes, pretended to be hotter than hell, and
spent most

of their time publicly propositioning people who never made love with
thelights

on. That plusafew smple games kept the ordinary
man-and-woman-on-the-street

happy assin. Thereal Pleasure Sphere was not for the ordinary.

Va and Little carried on alow-voiced conversation until we grounded
a

Rainbow, the planet's mgjor port, then we and the others with usfiled
out into

the late afternoon sunshine and down the ramp to the circle of reception
tables

being set up around the shuttle. Xanadu's patrons were never put out to
the

extent of having to walk anywhere unnecessarily, and the
non-homogeneous shuttle

group had to be separated into its component parts before anything
else could be

done.

The four mgjor continents were each represented by about 85 degrees
of arcand

brightly colored banners, the first depicting sunshine and sand, the
second

green water and a boat, the third aforest with mountains and snow in
the

background, and the fourth afun ride in front of aroulette whed. There
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were,
of course, sub-sections covering specifics under these genera headings,
and

most of the people debarking had no difficulty in finding the, section
thet

gpplied to them.

The section we wanted was dull and quiet in comparison, but the large
black Pon

abackground of lilac said something the others didn't, at least asfar as
the

dozen people heading for it were concerned. Strangely enough our
group was

quieter than any of the others, and that made me stop and think for a
minute

considering what they were going toward, maybe it wasn't that strange
after dl.

Va and Little registered with one of the people under the black P, and
thenwe

were directed to awaiting vehicle that conssted of cushioned comfort
chairs

and quiet, efficient people taking and serving drink orders. The vehicle
was

open on dl sdesbut the top and was large enough to hold forty or fifty
people, and once we were seated | was actually brought the glass of
winel'd

asked for. Va was pretending he didn't know what | was doing,
covering himsdf

in case anyone caled him on the point, | supposed, but | appreciated
the

thoughtfulness. Looking around casudly isalot eeser when you can
pretend to

be doing it asafill-in between swallows.

In another twenty minutes the shuttle was empty and everyone going
our way was

aready aboard the vehicle, so the show was promptly put on the road.
The port
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was large but very uninteresting, with big, modern buildings decorating
its

outer edges but nothing elseto look at. The vehicle started smoothly
with only

aprdiminary hum, to be sure not to spill the drinks, | guessed.

Hors d'oeuvres consisting of finger sandwiches and pastries were

brought around

by the drink servers, so | helped myself to asmall cake of the 1000
cdorie

variety and ateit fast, asthough ashamed to have anyone catch me
being young

enough to do something like that. Va was till not noticing what | was
doing as

far as Littlewas concerned, but | caught aglimpse of amusement in his
eyes

showing that he hadn't missed the gesture; after al the dessertsheld
meade that

I'd eaten, | was sure he knew | hadn't taken the cake just to strengthen
nmy

Characterization.

Once we |€eft the area of the port, wefound ourseves dl aloneon a
well-paved

highway that threaded through pleasantly cool forest with birds singing
inthe

trees. For my purposes the forest was as useful asthe port had been,
so | was

far from disappointed when the highway began skirting alargelake and
adock

appeared in the near distance.

Therewas avessd tied up at the dock that was as strange-looking a
water

vehicle astheland vehicle we then rode, but | couldn't see dl of it from
our

position on the highway. The front of it seemed open but sectioned off,
and

beyond that there were parts that looked to be entirely closed, but our
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angleof
approach kept me from being certain.

"Y ou should like that boat, Jenny," Little's voice came, showing my
interestin

our destination had been noticed. "The crew are all employees of the
Management,

but the servants are daves. Y ou can order them to do anything you
please, and

no onewill mind."

"But davery in't legd," | sad, turning my head to send him afrown
where he

sat. | could see from the amusement in hiseyesthat 1'd given him the
answer

he'd expected - which wasthereason I'd said it in thefirst place.

"On Xanadu, davery iscompletely legd," heinformed me, afaint, crue
amile

just curving hislips. "If you commit acrime or step out of linein some
other

way, you will most likely be sentenced to davery to work out whatever
punishment you've been given. If | wereyou, | would be very, very
careful not

to sep out of line"

"What do you mean?' | asked, not liking hissmile one bit. "I don't have
to

worry about something like that. I'm here as aguest, and everyone
knows guests

are protected.”

"Your uncleVa ishereasaguest," he corrected with alot of
satisfaction,

gpping lazily a hisdrink. "Asaminor, your classfication is something
dse

entirely and not clearly defined. If you bring yoursdlf to the attention of
the

Management, they may just decide you deserve to be taught some
manners. Allow me

to assure you that you would make amost desirable dave, my dear,
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and | would

be certain to see that | was one of the first men you were sent to serve.”
"So you'd better be very careful of your behavior, littlegirl,” Va putin
with

agreasy smirk while| stared wordlesdy &t Little. "If you antagonize
anyone

here who happensto bein a position of even moderate power, you
couldfind

yourself facing something alot worse than having a hairbrush gpplied to
your

backsde. Not that John couldn't seeto it that that was done aswell."

A glance showed methat above the smirk Va's eyeswere filled with
warning,

underscoring the speech held made. Something more must have passed
between him

and Little, but I couldn't help keeping my stare directly on Little himself.
His

threat had sounded as though he might have something specific in mind
totieme

up, and | couldn't afford to get involved in something like that. | hadn't
expected my obnoxious act to push him that far that fast, but Little
waan't

straight enough to be judged easily or predicted with any sort of
precison. |

had to backpedd if | could, and hope it would do the trick.

"I want to go back to the orbital station,” | said in avoice shaky with
shock,

letting my eyes go appropriately wide. "Please let me go back, uncle
vd."

"Too lae, Jenny." Va laughed lightly, his characterization enjoying the
spot

his snobhbish niece had been put on. "We're here and we're staying
here, until |

decideit'stimeto leave. Until then well be watching to see how well
you

behave yoursdlf, and if we don't like what we see, you won't like what
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happens.”

They both laughed at the gppalled expression | showed them, then
went back to

their private conversation, leaving meto sink back in my chair ina
thoroughly

cowed manner. Insde | was cursing at that "well both be watching
you" phrase

Va had used, and it didn't matter whether he was just being cregtivein
character or was warning methat Little had plans he couldn't cancel
out. |

couldn't afford to be watched, not by someone who would loveto turn
meinto

the Management, but avoiding it would probably turn out to be easier
sadthan

done.

In another few minutes our vehicle did to asmooth stop in front of the
pretty

white dock the water vessal wastied up to, and we were al ableto see
how much

bigger the thing looked up close. The center section was enclosed and
both ends

were partitioned but open, and the bright colors it was painted brought
a

fedtive feding to everyone but thelittle girl who had been badly
frightened by

the two grown men she was traveling with.

Little Jenny tried hanging back when everyone began leaving the
vehide,

presumably to ride it back to the shuttle port and from there get a
dhuttleto

the Station, but her uncle and hisfriend made very sure shewaswith
them when

they began the short walk to the boarding ramp. | let my shoulders
dumpanda

frightened look peer out of my eyes, but made sure not to mention that
I'd never
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intended being left behind.

People on Xanadu weren't smply alowed to board a shuttle any time
they

pleased, not with al the daves the planet boasted. If you didn't have a
properly made departure reservation you attracted officid attention,
and ontop

of that | had no intentions of leaving - until | got what 1'd comefor.
Each group boarding was met by a smiling attendant, femalesfor the
men, males

for the women. If the group consisted of two and they were one male
and one

femae, the dominant half of the partnership was catered to, whichever
it

happened to be. The operation was carried off so smoothly | was sure
they'd been

tipped by those working the land vehicle, which would have been the
smart way to

handleit. A tall, well-made brunette came forward as soon aswe
reached the top

of theramp, and her smilewas mostly for V.

"If you'll comethisway, gentlemen, I'll show you to your
accommodations,” she

said as she moved to the left, away from the ramp. "Well be cagting of f
assoon

as everyone from the busis aboard, and you might like to rest before
dinner.

Cocktailswill be served a sundown, the med itsdlf at full dark. If you
need

anything before then - or afterward, for that matter - just pressthe
white

contact beside your door. The Management wishes you a pleasant
"Thank you," Va answered, looking the girl over carefully but only with
the

intengity of hisrole. After hiscomment about being partia to dark hair
and


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

eyes, I'd been briefly worried a seeing our beautiful guide; if hed
turned

those hunters eyes on her it could have been dl over for us, but
goparently he

had more control of himsdlf than that. He watched her behind moving
under the

flowered sarong she wore as she led us up awooden corridor between
what seemed

to be the accommodations she'd mentioned, but the look in his black
eyes never

sharpened, not even when she stopped in front of adoor on our |eft.
"Thisoneisyours, Mr. Little," she said, opening the door as she smiled
a

him. "The next oneisyours, Mr. Carter, and the last isfor the young
lady.

I'll see each of you insde, and then leave you to your rest.”

"| think | would prefer having my niece between Mr. Little and mysdlf,”
vd told

her, stopping her just as she was starting for what was supposed to be
hisdoor.

"Being on Xanadu and heading for the Pleasure Sphereis beginning to
frighten

her, but being between the two of us ought to be reassuring.”
"Certanly, sr," the girl answered immediately, coming up with another
amile

"The accommodations are yours to arrange as you like, most especidly
astheyll

only befor this one evening. Please follow me.”

Va sent Littleasatisfied look ashe and | followed the woman, but
Little

hadn't seemed quite as satisfied. The last glimpse | had of him was an
atempt

a amiling approvingly a Vd, but an angry frustration was fighting hard
to

flare out of hiseyes. Something had just happened that | didn't
understand, but
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there was no immediate way of finding out what it was.

When the girl opened the next door down the line and gestured me
indde, |

stepped past her to find that the open, partitioned part of the vessel
was what

was used as cabins. The entirefar wall of the areawas gone, showing
that we

werejust casting off from the dock and beginning to move, dowly
pulling away

from the bank and heading toward the middle of thelake. | stoppedin
themiddle

of the cabin to stare in professond dismay at the countryside moving
past, and

the woman came over to put her hand on my back.

"Don't be frightened, dear, theré'saforcefield there to keep you from
fdling

overboard,” shesaid in agentle, unamused way. "It letsair and light
through,

but it won't et a human body past it. Would you like meto walk over
therewith

yOu S0 you can seethat for yoursdlf?”

| gave her ahdf-hearted smile and shook my head, which brought me
another

reassuring pat and smile before sheleft to get Vd settled in. | followed
her

to the door and closed it behind her, then turned back into the cabin to
look

around.

The areawas no more than twelve by ten and made entirely of adark,
polished

wood like the corridor, with asingle bunk along thewall the door was
in,a

piece of colored cloth hanging on apeg set in the wall to the right, and
what

had to be communicating doorsin both left and right walls. There
wasntasgn
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of my luggage or Vd's, and there wasn't even achair to sit down on. |

opened

my pretty little purse, pulled out acigarette and lit it, then sat down on
what

proved to be an unbdievably comfortable bunk. There was nothing to
do but wait

to see what happened next, and there was no telling how long that
would take.

What happened next came about ten minutes later, after 1 had put my
cigarette

out on the cabin floor and was taking that ridiculous hat off. The white
gloves

were aready thrown down next to the purse on my bunk, and | was
serioudy

considering letting the dress follow the rest when asound came at the
right-hand door, the one leading to VVa's cabin. | got up from the bunk
anddid

back the latch holding the door closed, and VVa opened it then gestured
meinto

his cabin. | stepped through the doorway, but when | tried to close it
behind

me, Va shook his head.

"Leaveit open,” he said very softly in the trade language, our secret,
unbreskable code. "I have afeding Little knows hisway past these
latches, and

| don't want him wondering what we're talking about.”

"What are we talking about?" | asked in the same language, relieved at
the lack

of tingling in the round white earrings | waswearing. That meant our
conversation hadn't triggered any listening devices, which probably
meant we

weren't being monitored in any other way ether. "Isthe conversation
going to

include the reason we played swap with the degping arrangements?”
"Among other things," he nodded, keeping one eye on what he could
seeof my
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cabin through the opened door. "First | want to know if youredl right.
You

looked badly shaken before, but now you seem calmer.”

Hetook most of his atention away from my cabin to look me over
caefully, just

asthough he were searching for tears or something. | found it very hard
to

believe he was serious, but was very much afraid that he was.

"Hey, Vd, remember me?" | said, waving ahand to get his attention.
"Thisis

your intrepid partner you're looking at, the one who can look shaken at
the drop

of asneer. You're not going to start believing what | say and do again,
ae

you? All that happened wasthat | changed my line of attack because of
Littles

reaction to the first verson; I'm not frightened, I'm not upset, and I'm
ure

ashell not in need of comforting. | also won't be any of the above even
if |

hang sniveling on your deeve and coat. Do you think you can
remember that?"

"I'm not sure | can,” he came back, a peculiar look mixed inwith a
tinge of

embarrassment. "Don't you know how red it looks when you do things
likethat?

Y ou weren't pretending to be frightened earlier, you were frightened,
and even

Little believed it. Staying in character to gloat was one of the hardest
things

I've ever done; what | wanted to do was put you behind me, then
gmeer Littledl

over the landscape. If you haveto do it, can't you tone it down alittle?"
"Y ou mean, make it unbelievable?' | asked, trying to be asgentleas
posshblein

response to the plaintive notein hisvoice. "Vd, I've been doing thisa
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long

time, and I've dways had an gptitude for it, soit'snot surprising that it
looksredl to you. It's supposed to look real, otherwise I'm wasting my
time

Y ou have to make yourself understand that no matter how red it looks
outside,

ingdeit'sjust another gag I'm pulling, on you and everyone dse. Insde
I'm

laughing at everyone who believes me, and you don't want to be
laughed at, do

you? Isn't it better to bein on the gag than taken in?"

"That wasagood try, but it's not helping,” he said with asigh, rubbing
the

back of hisneck with one hand as he looked down a me ruefully.
"Every timeyou

wilt under Littles stare, | get the urge to wrap my hands around his
throat and

squeeze. I'll try to stay in character the way |I've been doing, but the
longer

this goes on, the harder it will be. If you want to go back to the Station
and

wait for Radman to show up I'll get started making the arrangements.”
"Going back to the Station isout,” | growled. "Thiswholething isso
dupid...

Look, can't we agreethat if | really need your help I'll ask for it? Inthis
language, so there won't be any chance of confusion?If | don't Sart
ydlingin

the trade language, I'm till putting on an act and everything's fine. How
does

that sound?’

"It helps," he agreed with only atrace of enthusiasm, then he grinned
fantly.

"Most women would want to be protected from something like Little,
but you're

gtill running counter to the breed. Just don't run so far counter that you
close
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your eyes and walk blindly into whatever he putsin your way. If you
do, ydling

probably won't help.”

"What has he been tdlling you?" | asked with afrown, finaly
understanding why

Vd was being so reflexively protective. "I know he didn't like my high
and

mighty act, but backing down should have helped at least alittle. He
was

certainly gloating hard enough.”

"That's because he enjoys seeing fear inwomen,” Va said with disgust
thick in

hisvoice and eyes, his attention back on my cabin. "When you treated
himas

less than a bug you made a permanent enemy of him, and nothing you
do now can

change that. Hes been trying to talk meinto sdlling you to the Pleasure
Sphere.”

"Before or after you told him sdlling me waswhat you had in mind?” |

asked,

making sure none of the chill | felt reached a place where Vd could see
it. My

partner till didn't know how far things could be taken in the Pleasure
Sphere,

and considering his protective reflex | wanted to keep it that way.
"Before," camethe answer, and those eyes still kept themsalves away
frommine.

"Sdling you was hisidea, one that scared me but till brought a certain
amount

of interet. | told him that eveniif | did sell you it would haveto bea
private buyer, but he's fill pushing for the Sphere. A private buyer
would

probably not give you everything you deserve, heinssts.”

| described Little's persond habits briefly but colorfully, then turned
avsy

from Vd to walk to the open side of his cabin. Wewere out in the


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

middle of the

lake now, and thefiery red of the setting sun was playing over the
ripplesour

trangportation was making.

"Whatever you do, don't even pretend to agreeto that,” | said after a
minute,

feding the fresh |ake breeze tickle through my hair and over my face. "If
he's

keeping after you, he's probably prepared to record any sort of
agreement he can

drag out of you, and once he hasthat they'll come after me at light
Speed.

Stick to the private buyer line, and there won't be a problem.”

"I'm glad you think s0," he said from behind me, and somehow | had

thefeding

he waslooking a me. "According to my friend John, no matter whom |
<l youto

| first have to have you appraised. Y ou know, to find out what your
potentials

are. HE's been trying to get me to agree to having it done tomorrow,
when we get

wherewere going. That'swhy | switched cabinswith you; if wewere
right next

door to each other, he would have been at me non-stop. | was hoping
having to go

adistance through the corridor would keep him away for awhile, at
least while

he's till pretending to be interested only because of our ‘friendship.’ He
thinks| did it so that the two of us can keegp an eye on you more easily."
"I wish to hell we didn't need him to lead usto Radman,” | muttered,
then

turned away from the lake view to find that 1'd been right about being
Stared

a. Va was not happy intheleast, and | didn't haveto tell him he had

company
inthat. " our friend isright, so you can stop avoiding him and start
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agreaing.
Tel him you do want me gppraised after dl."
"Diana, you're out of your mind," he said harshly, those black eyes

flaring a

me. "If Littlewantsit done, you can bet therell be nothing but
unpleasantness

init for you. Do you expect meto just stand by and watch them do
whatever they

pleaseto you?'

"That's exactly what | expect,” | came back just as harshly. "It's part of
the

job, and that'swhat we're here for, to do ajob. If you can't remember
thet,

you're useless to me, and worse than useless. And how many times do
you haveto

be told that my nameis Jennifer? Are you trying to get mekilled or
taken?'

His eyes showed hurt before he turned them away from me, and that
toldmehe

didn't redize I'd dapped at him on purpose. | had to do something to
maeke him

shed that protectiveness, or we were both going to bein it hip-deep.
"Being gppraised isn't asbad asyou think itis," | told the stiffened back
facing me. "It's humiliating and degrading, but not painful. Some of the

people
who come here send themsalves through it, others get sent through by

the people

they'retraveling with asajoke. It's main purpose isto measure the
physca

potentid of the individua being appraised, to seeif they've reached full
sexuad maturity or could use some additiona development. Little may
want the

report to turn over to Radman if the need arisesto bring hisbossinto it.”
"And everything that brings you closer to Radman isworth whatever
you haveto

pay forit," he said very flatly, turning back to face mewith alook in his


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

eyesto match the tone. "I know how dedicated you've told meyou are,
Jennifer,
but | can't help wondering if in this case the dedication runs alittle

stronger

than usudl. 1t looks to me as though you might be crossing theline
between

dedication and obsession.”

"If you want to know if I'm personally out for Radman's blood, the
answer is

yes," | told him without any bush-beating, making no effort to avoid his
gaze.

"If I hadn't been given the assignment | probably would have come
after him

anyway, which iswhy Ringer got that desth warrant back into effect so
fast. He
knows me well enough to know what I'll do, but he also knows | can

hendleit.

Professondly. If thiswas purdly apersona hunt | would pull back and
pick a

better time and place, but it's not. When it's business you don't aways
get to

pick your spot and minute; thisis business, so we stay withit. Do you
understand?"

"Theway you meanit, yes." He nodded, expressionless but not
soothed. "In dll

other definitions of the phrase, | don't even begin to understand. What's
supposed to happen after you've been 'appraised?”

"We go deeper into the Sphere no matter what Little suggests,” | said,
sghing.

"He must have gpproached us originaly with the idea of spotting usfor
hisown

organization, then got Sde-tracked when | 'insulted' him. If we get him
close

enough to where hisbossis, we may force him into forgetting hisown
plansand

going through with the origina one."
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"Which would get you sold to asmall organization rather than abig
one" he

summed up, still expressonless. "What | don't understand ishow Little
can

suggest sdlling you to the Sphere, and you confirming it can be done.
Didntyou

say Pleasure Sphere customers are protected?”

"From each other," | clarified, shifting my weight where | stood and
wishing

therewas achair to St down on. "The Sphere won't let its clientele do
what it

pleasesto otherslike them, since they're al paying customers. What
you have

to remember isthat Little wasn't stretching thingstoo far when he said
my

‘age puts mein adifferent classfication from other guests. Eveniif |
become

aconfirmed Sphere enthusiast during thisvist, anumber of years have
to pass

before | can come back on my own, and | have to have the bucks as
well asthe

desretodoit.

"What money | have now might be from atrust; a what agedo | get
control over

that trust? How good are the administrators of the trust? What happens
if

there's nothing left when | get my handsonit, or if | turn out to hate the
vist? There are too many variablesinvolved for the Sphereto clearly
dassfy

me as part of their clientele. Y ou're my guardian and you're picking up
thetab

thistime, don't forget; coming here a al marksyou asawastrel, so
neither

one of us might have the wherewithd to make any further vigts.

"If they buy metheir profit is guaranteed right now, and that would be

tempting
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for them - if you wereto offer them the dedl. If you don't that's another
gory

entirdy, and | don't think they'd givein to the temptation and come
after me

onthelr own."

"Y ou don't think they would," he repeated, back to aflattened tone and
dare.

"I'm glad you can reassure me with such positive statements. If you
couldnt, |

might have thought about worrying."

"People who spend their time worrying never get anything else done,” |
told him,

unable to keep the sourness out of my own tone. "If you want to waste
timelike

that that's your business, but I'd rather be doing something congtructive
- like

making sure they don't get too interested in me. Which means| haveto
adjust my

character.”

"And how do you plan on doing that?" he asked, ignoring the rest of
what I'd

sad. "An established character isusudly difficult to change.”

"I'm just going to haveto reved my ‘true character,” | said, shifting in
place again. "Some time during the medl, find an excuseto leave Little
andme

alone. I'll take care of the rest. Now, isthere anything else we have to
talk

about? If not, I'm going back to my cabin to st down for awhile.”
"There's nothing more to discuss, but we have an exchange to make,"
hesad,

turning away from meto wak to the wal near our communicating door.
Therewas

abright piece of flowered cloth hanging there, something like the cloth
henging

in my own cabin, and hetook it down and held it out to me. "Thisis
what youll
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be wearing to dinner tonight, just thisand nothing e se. My outfit is
henging

onyour wall."

"Lookslikethey go for informa dinnerson thisvessd,” | observed,
taking the

rectangle of yellow and brown cloth with asmall amount of surprise.
"How do you

know I'm supposed to wear this, and what if | don't want to? Or, more
specificaly, what if someone with awholelot of money and pull doesntt
want

to?'

"That girl who led us here told me about it," he answered, watching me
examine

the cloth. "And anyone who tries refusing to wear one will be stripped
forcibly

and suffed into it. She didn't put it quite that bluntly, but the message
gill

came through loud and clear. We dl signed contracts when we got off
the

shuttle, | wastold, and this sort of thing is enforceable under the
contract.”

"l guessyou could call it breaking the ice the most direct way,” | said,
shrugging a hisimplied question. "A lot of people shuck their inhibitions
with

their clothes, but if you left them to do it on their own, they'd take
forever

ait. Thisway it'slikejumping into redly cold weter; oncetheinitia
shock

isover, you can settle down and start enjoying the swim.”

"Thisisone swim | don't expect to enjoy,” he said, till looking down at
me.

"No matter how many times| jumpin. Y ou'd better watch your step
with these

people very carefully. If | see you taking unnecessary chances, I'll come
down

on you mysdf. | don't like unpleasant surpriseslike being told about


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

sudden,

fatd accidents.

"If anyonetriestelling you I'm dead, insst on seeing the body,” |
advised

him, making the decison to ignore hisjittering. "'If there are no marks
onme

I'm not dead, I'm drugged, so grab the carcass and run like hell. Other
then

that, play it cool and loose."

His glance of annoyance told me how well heliked my answer, but he
didn't say

anything aloud as he followed me back to my cabin to clam the
blue-and-red-flowered cloth that was his dinner outfit. It wasreally
getting

closer to sundown, and we had to dressfor cocktails and dinner.
More accuratdly, it was necessary to undress for cocktails and dinner. |
stripped off that stupid dress and the underwear 1'd been forced to put
on under

it, then wrapped mysdf in the length of cloth before getting comfortable
onthe

bunk again. Va had given the open wall of my cabin an unhappy look
oncethe

cloth that was hiswasin his hand, and then he had gone back to his
owncabin

and closed the door with very little enthusiasm.

It occurred to me then that he and most of the otherswould fed asif
they were

ripping in public when they changed, even though we were out in the
middle of

the lake and there didn't seem to be anyone watching from the bank.
The open

wall had to be another inhibition-relaxer, and led me to wonder how
many more of

them there would be. It looked like Little had been right when held said
the

trip would not be dull.
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Thefiery red sun was dready down behind the darkening treeson
shorewhen a

tap came at my door, and then it was opened by the dark-haired
woman who had

been our guide. I'd noticed immediately that the doors had no locks -
andwith

nothing movable in the cabin therewas no way at al to bar them - but it
would

have been out of character not to be startled by the abrupt entrance. |
quickly

turned my attention from the scenery to the intruder, Sitting up at the
same

time, and got another friendly, soothing smilefor my efforts.

"My, how pretty you look," she said, briefly examining the yelow and

brown

cloth | wore. She wore the same cloth the same way | did, wrapped
oneand ahaf

times around and tucked in under the left arm, but herslooked alittle
more

fitted than mine did. Not that mine looked al that bad. Even without a
mirror |

could tdl| that the thin cloth was clinging to me, hugging my curvesdl
the way

down to the middle of my thighs. Being shorter than | was, hers came
downa

little lower, but not so much that it redly made adifference.
"Thanks," | responded with abrief smile of gppreciation for her
encouragement

as| got to my feet. "Isit timeto go?'

"I've dready caled Mr. Little" she answered with anod, stepping back
togive

me room to get out into the corridor. "Once your uncleiswith us, I'll
show you

dl tothedining area”

She turned away then and headed for the door to Val's cabin, and
when | pulled
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my own door closed and looked to theright, | found Littl€seyeson
me.

Radman's lieutenant leaned againgt the dark wood of the corridor wall
with one

shoulder, hisarmsfolded casudly across his chest, histhin body bare
except

for the blue-and-red-flowered cloth wrapped around his hips. He wore
it

wrap-style rather than loincloth style, and it came down longer on his
thighs

than minedid on me.

His eyeswere dready on mewhen | turned to see him, and dthough he
didnt

move or change hisposeat al, | could fed the rushing around insgde his
head

as he automaticaly began ng my vaue on the current market.
Hiseyes

touched minein avery busnesdike way, possibly looking for the fear
I'd shown

him earlier, but that particular line of attack had become inadvisable to
continue. | returned his stare very briefly, afata calm in the look rather
than empty chalenge, then turned my attention toward the plain,
polished-wood

wall directly in front of me.

A minute later the dark-haired girl stepped back from Va's cabin door
togive

him access to the corridor, and the look in her eyes showed how hard
shewas

struggling to keep from being visibly impressed. Vd wore the same
grip of

cloth Little had on and had wrapped it in the same way, but where
Littlewas of

average height and dender of build, Va wasnt.

The cloth that was long on Little nearly had trouble covering Va well
enough,

and the massive chest above it -not to mention the broad shoulders and
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grongly

muscled arms - turned my partner into something to make awoman
lick her lips. |

glanced at him with no outward sign of interest whatsoever as he came
toward me,

but the dark-haired woman who trailed along behind him couldn't say
the same.

"John, thisisintolerable,” Va complained to Little as he passed me with
the

same sort of glance | had given him. "Don't they know people comein
different

szes?| fed the next thing to neked inthisrig, and it isnt fair.”

"l don't think you'll mind for long, VVd," Little said with an amused

chuckle,

quickly pulling himsdf out of the stare hed been giving his good buddy.
That

stare had been half professiona assessment and haf persond interest,
but hed

let it go before Va might noticeit. "Therésareason for dressing usal
this

way, and you'll be compensated for any inconveniences you might
suffer. The

Management won't et you continue feding put-upon.”

"Areyou sure you won't tell me what to expect?' Vd asked in the
same

half-petulant tone he'd been using, looking down at Littlein near
annoyance.

"Anticipation of delights adds to on€'s pleasure, you know."

"And anticipation of unknown delights addsto it even more,” Little
countered

with another chuckle, then looked at the dark-haired woman. "Y ou
cameto guide

us, | believe?'

"Yes, dr," thewoman answered, diding carefully past Va to recapture
thelead

position of our little party. "Right thisway, please.”
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She headed back toward the spot we'd boarded, moving dowly so as
not to get too

far ahead of us. Littleand Val stood aside to let me go ahead of them,
but

there was nothing gentlemanly in the double gesture, & least asfar as
Little

was concerned. He wanted me to know | was being watched carefully,
probably in

an attempt to dig for the fear again. | hated to disappoint him, but
knowing how

Va would react to my playacting had forced me to acomplete
revamping of my

previous plans. | glanced at Little as| passed him, with the new mejust
beginning to peek out, and followed our dark-haired guide without
comment. When

| got Little done during the medl, he would understand completely
about my

change of character.

The smooth, clean boards of the vessdl's deck were not very difficult to
wak on

bare-footed, and even if they had been we didn't have very far to go.
Our

boarding point was all closed up when we passed it, no more than a
pretty little

colored lantern marking the spot, and then we were moving into the
center of the

vessdl, where there were already more than the dozen people we had
come aboard

with.

Most of them were standing around admiring the spectacular sunset,
and with the

gorgeousness dl around meit took abit of effort to remember that this
wasthe

enclosed part of the ship. The large, roomy section had to be dmost all
VUu-Cast

window, or at least the two supposedly open sides did. We followed
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our guide

into the center of the areq, feding agentle lake breeze caress us,
ardling

the clean, fresh air al around, and then we were being directed toward
aman.

Hewasasurprisngly big manin hisearly thirties, dmost Vd'ssze, in
fact,

but instead of black hair and eyes hiswere light brown, hisface square
and

strong with an easy arrogance, his big body well muscled and clearly in
top

physica condition. His cloth wrap didn't fit any more easily than Va's
did,

but the look in his eyes said he was no more than amused by it. He
Spped dowly

from the glass of wine he held, his eyes moving around the large room,
but when

wedl stopped in front of him, his complete attention was ours.

"Mr. John Little, Mr. Vadon Carter, may | present Greg Rich, your
host for this

voyage," the dark-haired woman said, standing just alittle behind the
big man

while he bowed dightly in a somewhat sardonic fashion to the men hed
been

introduced to. "If there's anything about this voyage that disturbsyou in
the

least, you have only to speak to him about it and helll have it taken care
of."

"Immediady," the man cdled Greg Rich added, obvioudy meaning it
despitethe

amusement in hiseyes. "Wed like thislittle voyage to be a pleasant
beginning

for you, so if you come acraoss anything you don't like don't worry
about saying

s0. We expect to have the impossible asked of us, and we aso expect
tobeable
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to supply it.”

"Then how about something decent to wear, " Vd sad immediately,
bringinga

flash of surpriseto Little's eyes. Most people wouldn't have had the
nerveto

complainto Greg Rich about something the big man obvioudy
approved of, but Va

wasn't any more like most peoplethan | was. | felt sureit would have
been more

in character for him to keep quiet - asLittle's surprise seemed to
indicate -

but dl Rich didwasgrin faintly.

"Giving you something € se to wear would not be impossible, but it
would be

impractical,” he said with no hint of gpology whatsoever, hiseyes
surreptitioudy measuring my partner. "I know how you fed about this
dlly

little outfit, but the Management believes that the sooner we get people
to

relax the sooner we can give them what they came here for, and one of
the

methods of quick relaxation they picked isthese sarongs. Being iniit
may bother

you now, but in alittle while you'l forget you even haveit on, you have
my

word on that. Tdla, seethat the gentlemen are supplied with whatever
they'd

like to drink, and then show them the sunset.”

The dark-haired woman smiled and gestured Little and Vd after her
toward a

mobile bar that was being tended by another sarong-clad, attractive
femde, and

with Littleés help Va was convinced to go along. Both of them seemed
to have

forgotten about me, but when | tried to follow after them | found abig
hand on
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my arm.
"For some reason, you seem to have been excluded from the

introductions,” Greg

Rich said to me, hislight brown eyeslooking at me with adirectness
that not

many men were up to. "I'll have to remember to speak to Talla about
her

absentmindedness. Would you like to tell me who you are?!

"I'm Jennifer Kent," | supplied, meeting his gaze with what | hoped was
an

aopropriate curiogty. "I'm herewith my uncle Va and hisfriend Mr.
Little.

Are you the one representing the Management here?

"Among others,”" he nodded, his amusement increasing. "Would you be
impressed to

know that those others all report to me?”

"Why would | beimpressed?’ | asked with ashrug. "Unlessyou own
thewhole

shebang, you report to someone, too. And even if you do own it, you
probably

have stockholdersto report to. Having to answer to other peopleisn't
paticularly impressve.”

"That'svery true," he agreed with awidening grin, looking down & me
with

increased interest. "1 have afeding I've been misinterpreting something
about

you. How old are you, Jennifer?"

"I'm dmost seventeen | said with aheavy sigh designed to show
exasperation. "'l

know being that agein thisplaceisjust short of illegd, but I'mtired of
hearing about it and it shouldn't be for much longer. Every timel get a
lecture

about what | can and can't do, | age alittle more. Before you know it,
I'll be

ready to retire.”

"I'm not about to let you age that fast." He laughed, taking another sip
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of his

drink. "Y ou're much too attractive at the age you currently are, and |
have news

for the people who have been lecturing you: on Xanadu there's nothing
you can't

do, specidly if you do it with me. Suppose we Start by getting you a
drink."

His hand came to the middle of my back, and then | was being guided
to another

mobile bar, one being tended by avery handsome maeinamale
saong. He

accepted my request for two inches of ambrosiawithout blinking an
eye, and my

new friend Greg Rich didn't make a sound &ther. Hejust stood looking
down at

me as though he were examining mein detail, which led me to wonder
just how

much interest he was developing in me. It was probably nothing more
than the

urge for some bed time, in which case | could smply indulge his
curiosity and

then forget about him.

Inthe unlikely event that my luck had turned so sour that he was
interested in

morethan asmplerall inthe hay, it would definitely be aproblem. |
hed

enough problems without adding new ones, but the big man wasn't
likely to leave

the choice about hisdoingsto me. | accepted my drink with afriendly
gmilefor

the attractive young mae doing the bartending, trying to be obvious
enough

about my interest to send Greg Rich looking elsawhere, but the vessdl's
Management rep was too sure about his own power to attract to be
bothered even a

little.
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"I'm sorry to disappoint you, but he's aready been reserved for the
evening,”

hetold meas| tasted my drink, hiseyeslaughing at me. "Won't | do
foran

adequate replacement, or do | make you nervous?

"I'm not redlly used to men so much older thanme," | told himwith a
candor he

seemed to be expecting, hoping it would be just that easy to get rid of
him. "If

| have my choice, I'd rather have someone hisage.”

"Being rejected in my old ageishard for me," he said withagrin he
couldnt

keep back, reaching out to touch my chest just above the sarong with
onefinger.

"Y ou're made for men rather than boys, but I'll make adea with you.
Spend this

one evening with me, and then if you till fed you'd be happier with
someone

your own age, I'll seeto it that that's exactly what you get for the rest of
your visit. How does that sound?

"l guessitll be okay," | agreed with only alittle reluctance, more
relieved

than | cared to show. It was only ataste the man wasinterested in, and
oncewe

got wherewe were going I'd berid of him. "Do you need to take
vitaminsor

something firs?"

Hewas sipping at hisdrink when | asked my question, and he started
laughing 0

abruptly he nearly choked.

"No, | don't need vitamins or something first," he managed to gasp out
aftera

minute, shaking his head and chuckling. "Old men of thirty-one are
sometimes

ableto do without them, and | think thisisone of thosetimes. If | find
myself ableto perform at al after an evening of your complimentary
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observations. Don't you know it isn't nice to doubt aman who has
asked you to

go to bed with him?"

"l was never redly asked before,” | said with ashrug, seeing | could
giveup

on the ploy of trying to make him question himsdlf. "Therewasawaysa
party to

go to, and once the party really got rolling, it usually just happened.
What did

you mean about the bartender being reserved? Do you mean he
aready has adate?’

"I meant one of our guests reserved him," was the answer, those eyes
watching me

closaly. "He happensto be one of the daves we have aboard to seeto
our

guests. Did you want to try adave?"

"Not particularly,” | answered in turn, but made sure to sneak another
look at

the man who was serving an older woman adrink with the same sort of
smilehed

givenme. "l dont think | liketheidea of daves, and | certainly don't
like

the idea that somebody could do the same thing to me. He doesn't look
likea

dave"

"Because he's not wearing chains and rags?' Greg Rich asked with
renewed

amusement, drawing my eyes back to him. "That doesn't mean heian't
adave you

know. Not al daves are kept in chainsand rags. Y our uncle seemed
somewhat

interested in Tdla, and if he decides |ater that she's the one he wants,
el

have to serve him even if she doesn't careto. That's because shé'sa
dave,

too, which you may not have redized. Will he have to take vitamins or
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anything

if hetakes her to hiscabin?'

"l have no ideawhat he takes or doesn't take," | told the velled but
deep

interest looking down at me, making sure to draw back into mysdf just
alittle.

"My uncle doesn't like me very much, and | couldn't care lesswhat he
does. And

if he does decideto take Tallato hiscabin, | fed sorry for her even if
she

isadave”

"Why?" wasthe next question, very gently put. "lsn't your uncle ableto
liveup

to hislooksin bed? Isthat the reason you're so uninterested in older
men?'

"l don't know what my uncleislikein bed, and wouldn't want to try
finding out

evenif heasked me" | came back with calculated stiffness, closing up
even

more under that light-brown scrutiny. "I told you that he doesn't like
me, and |

don't mind saying the same about him.”

| took agood swallow of my ambrosiaasif | weretrying to end the
discussion,

but in strictest truth | couldn't have been happier that the point had been
rased. Being ableto lay an officid basisfor avoiding my traveling
companions

inthe future was abreak | hadn't expected, but | wasn't in the habit of
passing on any good fortune coming my way. Greg Rich would befiling
areport at

the end of that voyage, and if that report showed areason for the
wandering |

intended doing, that wandering might very well beignored by the next
Management

rep | came across. There was no guarantee it would work out that
way, of course,
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but it was certainly something worth trying for.

"If your uncle can't see how much thereisto like about you, he'sa
fool," my

new friend assured mein afirm, friendly voice, raisng hisfree hand to
touch

my face. "Why don't we just go look at the sunset and forget al about
him?'

| gave him ahalf-smile and anod, showing | waswilling to be diverted
to

topics more interesting than my uncle, and we both turned toward the
wall that

showed aview of the shore we had | &ft, the shore behind which the sun
was

setting. 1'd thrown aquick glance behind me before turning dl the way,
wondering why my jailers hadn't come back to claim me, and had
gotten something

of an answer.

Val, I'd seen, was just about knee deep in beautiful women, some
caryingtrays

of snacks, some standing empty-handed, dl most likely davestrying to
interest

him in reserving them for the evening. That he wasthe most attractive
manin

the room wasn't hard to see, and even if he'd been crazy enough to
wak away

from hisadmirersto find out what | was doing, he had arole to protect.
Hewas

stuck with the need to ingpect abevy of beautiful girls asthough he
were

redly interested in them, and Little was slently watching him look them
over.

| gazed at the beautiful red and purple and pink sunset with Greg Rich,
thought

about how tough certain assgnments were for poor, overwhelmed
agentslikevd,

and would have laughed out loud if | could have possibly gotten avay
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withit.

In another few minutes dl the guests aboard were in the areawatching
the

sunset, and Greg Rich turned briefly away from meto be introduced to
thelast

of thearrivals. He'd been keeping up an easy conversation during
amogt the

entire time we'd stood there, and | welcomed the short period of quiet
to think

about the interesting suspicion that had begun cregping up on me.

| took asip of my drink, swallowed it carefully, then closed my eyesas
though

| were enjoying the lake breeze, but in redlity | was monitoring my
reactionsto

what was going on around me. I'd known dmost from thefirst swallow
thet the

ambrosiawas spiked, but | hadn't been able to figure out with what. By
itsdf

the drink wasn't really doing anything to me, but once | closed my eyes
| could

fed the urge toward utter relaxation and heightened physica

awareness, most

likely keyed by that "breeze' that was blowing in off the vu-cast walls.
Most of the people who had comein just short of blushing at their
abbreviated

costumes were no longer aware of embarrassment of any sort, and a
large number

of them were standing very close to the nearest member of the opposite
X, in

most instances one of the daves. That told me what the rest of the
evening was

destined to belike, but not at what rate it was supposed to progress.

| sighed as| opened my eyes and took another sip of my drink, briefly
wondering

what lifewould belikewithout dl the complications | always seemed to
be
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running into. | didn't know what the Pleasure Sphere people were using

to hype

up their guests, but | did know that although | was aware of the
goings-on, it

would not be affecting metheway it did everyonedse.

Specid Agentsare conditioned to resist as many coercions as humanly
possible,

and as mild a concoction as was working on me right then didn't stand
much of a

chance to do what it was designed to do. | was able to know
something wastrying

to affect me and also know in general what it was supposed to do, but
thet left

open the questions of how strongly | should be affected and how
quickly | was

supposed to reach the end of theline. | was going to have to fake what
everybody dsewasredly feding, and wouldn't that be fun without
answersto

the specificd

The Lord of Luck cameto my rescuein theform of Greg Rich, who
regppeared at

my sdeto put an a'm around my shoulders. Until then he hadn't redly
touched

meat al, and the sure, decisive gesture told me he wasn't Smply testing
to

seeif thelittle girl would pull away from himin discomfort. Hewas
expecting

the possessive hand dowly stroking my bare arm to be accepted and
responded to,

which dictated what my reaction had to be. | glanced up a him with a
lazy amile

and shuggled jugt alittle againgt him, then continued with
sunset-watching and

drink-gpping.

By the time the pretty colors were faded from the sky and the gaily
decorated
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lanterns had come on aong with the soft music, the food was beginning
to be

brought out and our seeting arrangements were being explained. No
tablesand

chairs were brought into the wide area, which was to be expected from
the

costumes we'd been provided with.

Instead of the restraints of formal dining we were given wide mats and
cushions,

two to amat and the food placed on the floor in front of the couple on
the mat.

Big wooden platters held the food, but esting utensiiswere dso
conspicuous by

their absence, leaving nothing but fingerswith which to dig in. Thevery
relaxed crowd was ddighted by thisinnovation, and any time anyone's
glassgot

emptied it was quickly refilled.

I'd more than half expected that Greg Rich would find adim corner for
usto

shareamat in, o | found mysalf surprised when he guided me over to
aplace

where three mats were being arranged around floor space adequate to
hold

platters enough for six. A glance a the rest of the room showed that no
onewas

being dlowed to St in a shadowy corner, and no couple was being left
togt

done

Six was the smalest number of any group, and one batch even had
twelve. People

were laughing and talking softly, old friends and new acquaintances
dike, and

just aswe reached our mat the other four of our little set reached theirs.
One

couplewas Vd and the dark-haired Tala, she trembling softly and
amog afrad
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to look up at him, and the other was John Little and afriend. It didn't
bother

anybody that Little's friend was mae, not even the mae dave he had
chosen,

especidly since they weren't the only onesin the room to be part of a
unisex

couple. Aslong as everyone formed hdf of arequired pair, no one
made any

further demands, comments or distinctions.

"Where were you?' Va'svoice came, and | looked up to seethat he

wastaking

to me, disgpprova distinct in hiseyes and tone. "'l expected you to be
right

behind me, but when | looked you weren't. Did | give you permission
to wander

away?'

"I'm afraid thefault ismine," Greg Rich interrupted smoothly beforel
could

say anything, hisarm tightening the least bit around me. | had stiffened
inan

automatic way at the supposed criticism, but apparently the dip was
acceptable

even in the presence of whatever we'd been givenin our drinks. "1 kept
your

niece from following you, Mr. Carter, so whatever blamethereis must
fdl onmy

head. | can see our food isonitsway to us, so | suggest we all get
comfortable now."

The woman Tdlabegan trying to get Vd's attention as Greg Rich
turned hisown

attention to showing me which mat was ours, but she didn't have
immediste

success. Vd spent afew seconds staring at the big Management rep
before

turning his attention to the woman he'd chosen, and | sincerely hoped
no one but
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me had caught thelook in his eyes.
As| sat down on the soft, yellow mat next to my escort for the evening

[ firmly

kept mysalf from wondering about that [ook, but that doesn't mean |
didnt worry

alittle. It had been so much like Va's hunter look that it had startled
me,

but there had a so been one of readinessto answer achallenge before
vd

regained petulance, and that readiness hadn't been any part of the
character

he'd adopted. | didn't bother asking mysdlf in what way he thought he
wasbeing

challenged, because | didn't really want to know. If | had been smart
enoughto

tackle that assgnment aone, the question would never have come up.
Oncewe were dl settled on the mats the food was put in front of us,
and

playtime began in earnest. It was pointed out to me by Greg - "Call me
Greg, or

you'll start making mefed ancient again” - that we could share the food
much

more easily if | sat in hislap and we fed each other, so that'swhat | did.
I

didn't mention how ridiculous| felt sitting in aman'slap evenif hewas
amog Vd'ssze, and he didn't suggest that we talk about the first thing
to

come up; we spent our time stuffing food in each other's mouths, and if
that had

been adifferent time and place the silliness would have been alot of fun.
The music changed dowly to arhythm with athrobbing best init, and
whenwe

became aware of it, we began exchanging afew sticky kissesin
between bites.

That turned out to be funny instead of sexy - stickiness and chewing
tend to do
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that to kissing - but that just made it even more fun. We laughed and
ateand

had our glassesrefilled, and had just as good atime aseveryoneelsein
the

room.

Or, dmogt everyone e sein the room. After weld washed in the large
bowls

brought around by the serving daves and had dried on the towelsthey
caried,

Greg and | tried another kiss and discovered that it was no longer
funny. His

ams hed metight to his chest and hislips were definitely becoming
demanding,

and | didn't have to work too hard reminding myself that my resistance
tohim

was supposed to be just about al washed away by the
drinks-and-breeze

arrangement.

Greg Rich was avery dtractive man, one who was looking for nothing
but abrief

good time, and that combination raised hisinterest leve for me. |
returned his

kisswith more youthful enthusiasm than skill, something that seemed to
amuse

him, and then he was pushing me to my feet and following me erect. It
wastime

to go e sewhere and get comfortable it seemed, and | wasn't in any way
reluctant.

When | stopped to stretch and look around the room, | discovered that
more than

half of those who had been with us during the meal were no longer
there. Four of

five couples had decided that the walk to a cabin would waste too
much time, and

weregoing & it right there on their mats. John Littlewas also being
worked on
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by hisdave, hiseyes closed at the pleasure he was being given, and
then | ran

into the stare of the only onein sight who didn't seem to be part of the
generd good time.

"And where do you think you're going?' cametheflat question which
went sowell

with the stare, both coming from my beloved partner. | stared at him
likean

idiot, totaly beyond understanding what he was doing, those black
eyes

unrelentingly on me despite Tala's attempt to bring his attention back to
her,

and for the second time Greg Rich came to my rescue.

"Shel's coming with me," hetold Vd, the professond pleasantnessin his
voice

beginning to be strained around the edges as he looked down at my
"unde" "If

you're worried that something will happen to her while you're occupied
with

Tala, you can set your mind at rest. I'll seethat she'slooked after.”
"Isthat al you intend doing with her?' Vi asked with dl the pettiness
of his

characterization, pushing Talaaway so that he could stand up to face
us "Jdugt

looking after her? Or isthat "happening’ I'm not supposed to worry
about

included in thelooking after?’

"She'stoo young to have adave assigned to her," Greg came back

withmorecdm

than Va was showing. "A dave would take advantage of her lack of
experience,

as you know since the matter was explained to you. I'll see that she has
justas

good atime asyou do, which is, after dl, the reason she's here and one
of the
reasons | am. Y ou don't have any objectionsto that, do you, Mr.
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Carter?’

"Of course he hasno objections,” John Little interrupted, shoving his
daveout

of the way as he climbed hagtily to hisfeet. "There€'s no reason for you
to

object, Va, so tdl the man you don't mind."

"I didn't bring her here to be spread by every heavy breather to come
by," vd

muttered, but he was clearly backing down in the face of Littl€'s
obvious but

unexplained fear. He had looked away from Greg Rich's penetrating
gaze asthough

he were afraid of the Management rep, and to my critical eye he hadn't
doneit

as convincingly as he should have. | could see he hadn't wanted to
back down,

but happily Greg Rich saw nothing but the end resuilt.

"What did you bring her herefor, Mr. Carter?' he asked very softly
withonly a

hint of triumph in his eyes, the picture of aman who was used to being
deferred

to. "If you didn't expect her to be given pleasure, what did you expect?”
"That'smy business" Vd muttered, glancing at him whileignoring

Littlesvery

low words of urging. "She'smy niece, and what | do with her ismy
"Only under certain conditions, Mr. Carter," Greg Rich answered as he
put ahand

in the middle of my back. "The Management tendsto be rather strict
about the

actions of their guests under al other conditions. Ask your friend Mr.
Little

to explain what | mean - before you run into trouble you weren't
expecting. |

wish you an enjoyable evening.”

The hand in my back then moved me out of confrontation position
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before anything

else could be said, the body attached to the arm following along beside
measwe

headed toward the exit, stage | ft. The thought was a stranger one than
usud

for me, but that's exactly how | felt, asthough | were wandering around
adtage

after having missed dl my cues.

| now knew what VVa had been trying to tell me with the odd routine
hed

garted, but | didn't know what to make of it. The Management didn't
want me

using their daves was the message, probably givento VVa whilel was
being

shown the sunset, but the redl reason behind the decisonwasa
mystery. And

what had Little been whispering to Vd, and why had Radman's
lieutenant been so

afraid? And now that Va had put himsdf closeto the top of Greg's shit
lig

because of the need to pass on information to me, how was| going to
get him off

itagan?

| spent so much timeletting al those fascinating questions fight each
other

back and forth in my mind, that before | knew it adoor was being
openedin

front of me and | was being guided into my cabin. The room glowed
with asoft,

pearly pink radiance that must have made the vessel look like amirage
shipfrom

shore, but | wasn't given much time to admire the prettiness.

"Y ou've been awfully quiet thelast few minutes,” Greg said ashe
closed the

door, drawing my attention to him. ™Y ou weren't upset by what your
unclesaid,
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wereyou?"

"That dl depends on which part of what he said you'rereferring to,"” |
answered, deciding 1'd better decoy him away from thoughts about my
"unde”

"And asamatter of fact, it was more what you said that redlly reached
me. |

may be young, Mr. Rich, but I'm not entirely stupid. It was nice of you
towak

me back here, but | don't need to be done any favors. I'm sureyou
have

‘experienced’ women waiting for you, and there's no real reason to
keep them

wating."

| turned away from him and walked toward the open wall of my cabin,
hoping my

injured-dignity speech bought me more than the solitude I'd pretended
to ask

for. | needed to know what was going on around there, but demanding
the answers

would have gotten me nowhere. | stopped afoot away from the
invisbleforce

field and stared out over the darkened water, holding mysdlf around
agang the

dtiffened lake breeze, and aminute later two wide, warm pamswere
moving down

My upper ams.

"I'm devastated that you found me out,” he said in a half-amused
murmur, letting

his hands dide dowly down my armsuntil he was holding me around.
"Now you

know that the only reason I'm hereisto do you afavor and perform my
job.

Sometimes duty can be hell, but I'm strong enough to take it without
flinching"

"Y ou expect meto believe you want to be here?’ | demanded, but with
the tremor
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inmy voicethat hisarmswould have produced if | redly had been less
then

seventeen. "Y ou asked meif | wanted to try adave, dl thetime
knowing |

wouldn't be dlowed to eveniif | did. And you told me| could havea
dave

closer to my own ageif | wanted one, and that was an out and out lie."
"It wasn't alie, Jennifer,” he said very gently, the amusement gone from
his

voice as hisarmstightened around me. "I could hear in your voice that
you

didn't really want adave, and | discovered that that pleased me. |
wanted you

to want me, and | didn't want your uncle interfering. He wasthe one |
lied to,

not you, and | intend using the rest of this evening proving whet | say.
Come

tomorrow morning, you won't want anyone but me."

"l don't understand,” | said shakily, turning in hisarmsto look up a

him,

very much afraid that | did understand. "After al the beautiful,
experienced

women you've had, you can't beinterested in me! | know what | look
likeand |

know how | affect men, but you're different. Y ou're used to lookslike
mine"

"Used to them and just short of tired of them," he agreed with awry
amile

raising one hand to stroke my hair. "'l aso never expected to be
atractedto a

child haf my age, but if therésonething I've learned in thisjob, it'sto
not waste timefighting naturd urges. After thefirgt five minuteswith you
I

knew | wanted you, and also became determined to make you want
me. There's

something about you that makes you different from any other female
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I've ever

met, and if | have to use every ounce of authority | have on thisworld
to

protect you from that uncle of yours, I'll doit.”

"To protect me?' | repested, and thistime the shakinesswas all too
red. "What

do | haveto be protected from?"

"I'm not sureyet," he answered, the smile turning to afrown. "I'm
convinced he

brought you here with a specific purpose in mind, and hisbeing in the
company

of John Little makes me even more certain. Littleisn't the sort to be
friendly

with, not if you'relooking for nothing but agood time, but thisisn't
something you have to worry about. Little knows exactly how much
power | have,

and hewon't take the chance of crossing me. If thingsgo theway |
want them

to, your uncle will get the same message and back off permanently.”
"l see" | muttered, and it sure as hell wasno lie. Rather than being in
danger

of endavement on that world, | had acquired a champion who was
determined to

seetoit that nothing unpleasant happened to me - which meant that he
would be

watching me closaly to make sure that no one took advantage of me. It
adso

probably meant that he was ready to turn thumbs-down on Va at the
fird 9gnof

game-playing on my "uncle's’ part, and that wasjust ducky.

| now knew why L.ittle had been so frightened, and | couldn't redlly

blamehim.
Greg had officialy classfied measaguest, and if heand Val tried
doing

anything unpleasant to another guest, my protector would make sure
the
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Management found out about it - and that would beit for Va and John
Little At

that point | wasn't even sureif Little would take the chance of
introducing Va

to Radman, which would make every effort I'd made until then one big
wasted

effort.

"| think you're doubting me again," Greg said, and hishand cameto my
chinto

rase my face. I'd looked down and away from him without redizing it,
and that

wasn't something he wanted. "I told you you had nothing to worry
about, and |

meant it. Now 1'd like to see how much | have to worry about.”

"How much you have to worry about?"' | repeated, beginning to fed
like an echo.

"Wheat are you talking about?'

"I've never been captured by awoman before," he said, and the
amusement was

back stronger than it had been. "'I'd like to find out how tight the chains
are-

and just how strongly I'll be held. If | manage to break loose - which
could

happen - well sill be friends, but we just won't be any more than that.
Are

you ready to help mefind out?'

| gave him ashy smileand anod, but | redly fet like laughing out loud
in

relief. Greg Rich was catering to hisinfatuation in the hopes of negating
it,

and that wasjust fine with me. As soon as he had histaste of innocence
his

curiosity would be satisfied, and then held be able to wave afond
farewdl to

the young girl who had momentarily tickled hisfancy. Va and | would
be ableto
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continue along thetrail to Radman, and al of us but Radman would live
happily

ever after.

"Well, if you're ready and I'm ready, then let'sget toit,” he said, letting
me

go so that he could take my hand. He led me over to the wide,
comfortable bunk,

sat down onit, then pulled meinto hislap.

"You certainly areabig girl,” he said, touching hislipsto my shoulder
ashe

reached across to tug loose the tucked-in end of my sarong. "Is
everyonein your

family aslarge asyou and your uncle?"

"Somearebigger,” | answered with ahaf-muffled squirm, making no
attempt to

help him or reach for his own sarong. | would have to spend our time
together

letting him do dl the work, responding innocently, and not giving him
hdlf of

what he had surely grown used to having; that way the novelty would
wesar off

faster, and we would suddenly become "just friends.” It was ashameto
wastethe

timewith aman like him, but there was nothing else | could do.
"Bigger maybe, but certainly not better made," he murmured, |etting the
cloth

fal away from me before running ahand over my |eft breast and down
tomy

belly. ™Y ou look nothing but curved and girt-soft, but there'sred
muscle here

under thissilky skin. | like seeing awoman who takes care of her

"l exercisealot,” | murmured back, putting my arms around his neck
before

garting to kiss hisface softly. | hadn't expected him to be that
observant,
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and my excellent physica condition was another topic it would be best
to avoid.

"Sodol," he said with asoft chuckle, then twisted around to move me
off his

lap and onto the bunk before putting himsdlf next to me. "l exercise as
oftenas

| can, and especidly in horizontal positions. Let's see how well we
exercise

together.”

Hislips came to me with astrength he hadn't shown earlier, his hands
touching

my body everywhere, and | suddenly knew | was going to have a
problem. He was

built so much like VVa that my body was dl ready to respond to him the
way it

didtoVal, and | couldn't alow that to happen. | wanted to discourage
Greg

Rich, not encourage him, and to accomplish that I'd have to stay
completely

dert rather than relax and enjoy mysdlf.

Asl wasdrawn into hisarms and up againg his body, | suddenly had
thefeding

that | would have preferred adifferent set of arms, but that was stupid
and

entirely beside the point. | had no choice about who would be holding
meright

then, and even if | did there was nothing wrong with the man beside
me. All he

was looking for was agood time, which was better than involvement

any day...
Chapter 9Chapter 9

Themorning sun had been shining brightly off the lakefor awhile
before Greg
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began dirring, asatisfied fed to his muttering and movement. | lay
quigtly

and regulated my breathing as though | were till asleep, but | wastoo
disgusted with myself for deep to redly have achance a me. Although
the

night had been adisaster asfar as| was concerned, | was hoping hard
that the

man next to me would consider it another kind of disaster and separate
himsdf

from me asfast as humanly possible.

Therewas always the chance that | had misinterpreted his reactions
during the

night and had gotten away with it after dl, but the chance was on the
same

order asthe possibility of taking off by flapping your arms hard enough.
I

could have said it was dl Vad'sfault, but establishing a scapegoat didn't
doa

damned thing to change the Situation.

"Pretty little girl, you have given meone hell of anight,” came thewords
I

hadn't at al wanted to hear, whispered softly as a big hand touched my
right

amthesameway. | lay facing thewall on my left Sde, Greg cozily
close

behind me, and | couldn't help closing my eyesin defeat. | hadn't been
ableto

keep from reacting to him the night before, not the way he reminded me
of vd,

and dthough | hadn't used anything Adept-taught | aso hadn't been the
inexperienced innocent 1'd wanted him to see. | didn't know how deep
aholel'd

dug mysdlf, but | was bound to find out in the very near future.
"Jennifer, are you anywhere near awake?' Greg asked in adightly
louder murmur,

hislips coming to my shoulder and neck, his right hand reaching around
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to

caress the part of me held used so well the night before. "'l haveto
leave soon,

and | don't want to go without saying a proper good-bye."

I'd prefer afina one, | thought as| pretended to stir partly awake, and
then

moaned low without any pretense at al. Greg wasn't as accomplished
asVa when

it cameto raisng afemaesthermostat, but he was far from clumsy and
was

unknowingly reaching me through that supid conditioning my timewith
vd had

developed. | could have pretended disinterest if Greg hadn't beenina
position

to check for himsdlf, but hewas and he did, so | couldntt.

He turned me to my back and kissed his way down from my neck to
my breasts, al

the while keeping hiswell-educated fingers busy, and the normaly
strong

sef-control | come equipped with suddenly became missing in action. |
heldto

his shoulder and back, desperately searching for away to get him away
fromme

without getting physical or obvious, and unexpectedly found a
possibility when

my eyesfell on the open wal of the cabin.

When I'd looked that way | had expected to see the open water of the
lake middle

with solid ground a good distance away, but saw instead a floating city
very

close around us. Pastel-colored buildings and wakways rode solidly on
wide,

stable pontoons not forty feet away, and between us and them were
various-9zed

boats making ale surely way in the same direction we were going. The
occupants
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of the boats were looking at our vessel with less curiogity than faint
amusement, some of them frankly staring, and it came to me that
"Jennifer”

should by then be free of the drink-breeze grip of the night before.
"Greg, there are peoplelooking at ud" | gasped, squirming against the
amtha

held me dtill for hisattentions. Y ou've got to let me go so | can find my
clothes!"

"Of course people arelooking at us," he answered in adistracted
murmur,

tightening hishold to keep me from dipping away. "Thisisthe Pleasure
Sphere,

remember? Some peopl e get pleasure from doing, others from looking.
Andyou

can't have your clothes, a least not until after the preliminaries. Now
stop

squirming around until I'min apodtion to enjoy it.”

Hislips and tongue hadn't just been forming words during his short
speech, and

| hadn't been able to keep from closing my eyes againgt the sensations
coursing

through me. It turned out that closing my eyeswas the wrong thing to
dojust

then; before | could try any other stall, he was around third base and
diding

into home,

"No, don't," | moaned, finding it impossbleto ether keep him from
thruding

deep or keep thewordsingde. "Greg, you cant.”

"Stop worrying about being watched," he chuckled in amusement, his
hands

smoothing my hair back as his hips began working, happily
misinterpreting my

blurted protests. "Before you leave here you'll be completely used toit,
and

thisfirst timewon't be areally good session. | have to be through and
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back on

duty before we dock."

He put hislipson mine, then, ending dl further conversation, and turned
his

attention to getting through. It didn't bother him that | was at least able

to

do nothing more than follow dong; right then he was more interested in
smply

using afemade than in finding fancy response. He used meto his
complete

satisfaction, taking only enough time to be sure | had some satisfaction
of my

own, and then he was gone, standing up from the bunk to retrieve his
wrap-around

from the deck.

"Y ou'll wear your sarong until the preliminaries are over, and then you'll
be

given your clothesback," he told me as he wrapped the cloth around
hismiddle,

asoft amile on hisface as he looked down a me. "Right after that youll
find

me showing up again, since |'ve decided to exercise one of the
privilegesof my

rank. Talawill be by in ashort while to show you and the othersto the
sanitary facilities, and then you'll be given something to est. Just relax
and

takeit asit comes, and I'll seeyou later.”

Hewinked at me before turning away toward the door, and once he
wasgonel just

sat there on the bunk with the sheet held modestly in front of me,
working hard

to keep the disgust | felt off my face. I'd done agood job complicating
things,

and right then couldn't see any way to uncomplicate them. I'd haveto
wait and

see how bad it would be, and then try to think of something to shake
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mysdf
loose.

| retrieved my own sarong from the floor and wrapped it around myself
without

giving the staring individuasin the smal boats anything to look &t,
noticing

in passing that the clothing I'd worn onto the vessel wasgone. The
Security in

the Pleasure Sphere was even tighter than I'd expected, and | was glad
I'd kept

my earrings on. Therewould be nothing odd to be found in them if
anyonebut a

member of my department began fooling with them, but that would ruin
the bug

detectorsin them in a permanent way.

A casud dectronics check would find them inert and leave them
usable, 0|

hoped that's dl that would be done. | touched one of the tiny buttons
casudly

as| sat back on the bunk to wait for Tala, and felt the soundless beep
thet

told me the bug detector was still working.

| was expecting the arrival of the pretty woman-dave a any time, so
the sound

of the latch diding back on the communicating door between Va's
cabinand mine

didn't surprise me. I'd thought he still had Talawith him, but when the
door

opened hewalked in done.

"Generdly spesking, I'm hereto check on my property,” Va said inthe
Absari

trade language, histone bored and dightly annoyed. " Specificaly
gpesking, I'm

here to check on my partner. Areyou al right? He didn't do anything to
hurt

you, did he?"
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"Generdly spesking, I'm resenting your insufferable attitude,” |
responded with

the necessary giffness, glancing toward the small-boat watchers il
looking

usover. "Specificaly spesking, I'm doing lousy. Instead of turning him
off the

way I'd planned, | now have anew boyfriend."

"How did that happen?' he asked with afrown | was sure wasred, the

annoyance
growing noticeably thicker in hisvoice. "l thought you knew how to
handle men.”

"l do," | told him, letting my tone go momentarily dry. "Why do you
think | have

anew boyfriend?I'll try to get rid of him as soon as possible, but until |
do

you'll have to watch your step. He's not very fond of you."
"Thefedingismutud,” my trusty partner assured me, thelook in his

eyes
hardening as he stared at me. "Why didn't you refuse to get involved
withhim?'

"Y ou're under theimpression | had achoice?' | asked, having some
trouble

keeping the sarcaam out of my voice. "If | had met himin my own
personal could

have ether given him afriendly welcome or sent him on hisway,
whichever |

liked. Asalittlegirl with abig, bad uncle, | wasin no postion to tell the
knight in shining armor to get lost. He's decided to protect mefrom
you, you

know."

"Bully for him," he answered sourly, leaning one hand against my cabin
wal.

"Where| come from, men who want to protect women don't doiitin
bed. Areyou

sure he didn't hurt you?"

"With hisleve of kill, if he ever hurt awoman it would have to be on


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

purpose,” | told him with a shake of my head, briefly wondering if dear
old Greg

ever did get into anything like that. "Hurting an inexperienced young
femdethe

first time you take her to bed would be crude, and my new friend is
Oefinitdy

not crude. If he switchestactics, it won't befor awhile yet.”

"l lovethe way you keep reassuring me," he came back, still sounding
and

looking annoyed. "How fast do you think you can get rid of him?"
"Depends on how thingsgo,” | shrugged in answer, grinning only to
mysdf. "If |

have to suffer playing footse with him for another couple of days
before he

getsdigtracted, wdll, the job hasto come first, you know. Have you
told your

buddy about your change of heart in the question of having me
gopraised?’

"Yes, and hewas ddighted,” Va answered with even more of afrown,
leening off

thewall held had ahand againgt. "WEell be making the arrangements as
soon as

we're off thisboat. What do you mean, if you haveto 'suffer’ for a
couple of

days? Y ou can't possibly mean you enjoy having sex with that ...
conscienceless

user?'

| was about to ask the black-eyed mountain of outrage glaring at me
what lack of

conscience had to do with how good aman was in bed, when we were
interrupted by

the opening of my cabin door. Talastepped in with afriendly smilefor
meand

ashy onefor Vd, and that was the end of our conversation. Which
was probably

agood thing. | wasimmediately tempted to ask Va how he could
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possibly have

enjoyed himsdlf with adave - something he obvioudy had from the
warm look he

and Tdlaexchanged - and it wasn't likely my partner would have
appreciated the

question.

Tdlacollected Little, who had aready been caled, and then led the
three of

us back toward the areawe'd had dinner in the night before. Vd's
good buddy

was S0 pleased to see me he was amost civil, a pleasantness brought
about by

the thought of my upcoming appraisa, no doubt, and | suddenly
remembered |

hadn't shown him my dtered character. Aswewalked dong | tried to
decideif

there was enough time right then, but the decision was taken away from
me

"I must admit | was rather surprised afew moments ago, Jenny,” Little
sadto

mein hisoily way, faling back to wak next to mewhile vVa brought up
the

rear. "'l had expected to see you leave your cabin with Mr. Rich rather
than your

uncle, asmy own friend and his stayed until the last possible minute.
Canitbe

Mr. Rich wasn't quite as pleased as he had expected to be?"

The thought that I'd lost my powerful protector redly tickled Little, an
attitude that brought me the urge to sneer in hisface, but theres more
then

oneway to rub someone's nose in the distasteful.

"He said he had to be back on duty." | shrugged, totally uncaring about
the

wholething. "But hedso said hed sse melater.”

"My dear girl, later helll be gone with this boat, back to the pick-up
point for


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

the next group of guests” Little told me with vicious condescension,

ddight

glowingin hiseyes. "Perhgps | would do well changing my mind about
requesting

you, should you ever be made adave. Y our efforts must be
devadatingly

unsatifying.”

"I don't care about anybody el se any more than they care about me," |
sadwith

another shrug, giving himtheline| had intended giving him the night
before.

"My mother never cared about me, and even gave me away to uncle
Vad. | thought

for awhile he might be different, but al hewantsto doisget rid of me
the

way my mother did. | don't careif Greg doesn't want me any more than
anybody

else, | never expected himto. If they try to make meadave, | won't do
it"

| glanced at the faint frown line that had devel oped between Little's
brows,

seeing nothing showing in theway of suspicion, then turned away from
hima

Talas gesture and went to the part of thewall shed indicated. The
entire

areawas enclosed this morning, and some of the other people who had
been led

into it were looking around wondering where the extratwo walls had
comefrom.

The night before thewall in front of me had been blank and had stayed
blank,

but right then the polished wood did aside as soon as | wasin front of it.
Thediding pand let meinto acozy little bathroom area, complete with
orange

carpeting, yellow lounge, and red dressing table and chair. | couldn't
keep from
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wincing at the color combination as the pand closed again behind me,
but that

didn't sop me from heading straight for the facilities and using them.
After

that | stripped off the sarong and my earrings, and stepped into the
shower, and

once the water was running | could take a couple of minutesto think.
Little had seemed surprised at my lack of fear, but not surprised to the
extent

of being suspicious, and that'swhat I'd been trying for. It was perfectly
logica for achild who was rgjected by everyone around her tointurn
regject

everyone else, and that despite theinitid fear sheld shown in shock
overa

newly threatening Stuation. If | couldn't show fear without taking the
risk of

having Va blow both our covers|'d have to show indifference instead,
and now

that the indifference had been justified it ought to work. 1'd expected
morein

the way of areaction from Little than the frown I'd gotten, but he
probably

needed time to adjust to the new situation held been hit with. Once he
adjusted,

he might have to be watched.

| soaked for atime in the shower before washing, then relaxed while
theair

jetsdried me. When | |€eft the shower stdl it wasto find afresh, neatly
folded sarong lying on the spot 1'd dropped the old one, but my
earringswere

apparently untouched. | wrapped the clean but identical sarong around
meand

carried the earrings to the dressing table, brushed my hair for acouple
of

minutes, then casually replaced the earrings.

The slent beep tdling me they were dtill operational dmaost made me
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amile it

seemed there were going to be benefits after al to being young and
innocent-looking. The Sphere's security people were apparently giving
mean

autometic pass, which would hopefully turn out to be one of the bigger
mistakes

they'd ever made.

The dressing table had cosmetics of nearly every description, liquid,
solidand

invisble skin cover, eye shadow and accenter, lid liner and lash
enhancer, lip

and cheek rouge and paler, permanent, semi-permanent and
temporary. There was

also sparkle and decals and paint and brushesfor origind art work, and
every

bit of it suited the coloring of aredhead, which was very thoughtful and
thorough of my hosts. It said the room had been prepared just for me,
even

though it had been decorated with a color scheme designed to hurry me
out as

soon aspossible.

Not wanting any of the make-up | felt ready to be hurried out, but then
| had a

thought. Kidswho felt unwanted very often did thingsto make
themsdves

unwanted, as though judtifying the attitude of those around them.
Make-up would

make the face | wore then look cheap and used instead of fresh and
innocent, and

that might just be the key to sending Greg Rich on hisway. Since | had
Clear

judtification for it in any event, it was certainly worth a shot.

With the decison made | gottoit, andinaway it wasalot of fun. |
hed

never been oneto enjoy heavy make-up, but deliberately putting on a
mask is


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

another matter entirely. My skin was dready light but | lightened it
further,

making it look dead instead of aive. Next came very dark brow pencil,
shadow,

and eyeliner, then very bright lip-gloss, leaving meto St and sare a
nmy

reflection for aminute, trying to decideif | ought to use rouge.

| already looked terrible but cheekbone coloring should add to it, so |
triedit

anditdid. | didn't even look as wholesome asyour averagejoy girl,
and that

gave me even more of akick than the painting up in general. | surveyed
the

results one last time, decided | was satisfied, and so took myself from
the

dressing table and the room.

Va and Little were aready back in the large areawhen | came out and
headed

toward them, and the way they both did a double-take was really
funny. Little

looked startled, but Va was struck absolutely speechlessfor aminute,
and then

he shifted to scandalized.

"Whét the hell have you doneto yoursdf?' he demanded, stepping
forward to

stare down a me. "Y ou look like awalking ad for the two-credit
Specid.”

"Why should you care how | look?" | came back with muttered
belligerency, trying

to remind him what his attitude was supposed to be. Heredlly didn't
likewhat

I'd done to myself, and was reacting outraged when he should have
been scornful.

"What you look like reflects on me," he answered a once, doing a
good job of

covering up, theflicker in his black eyes showing held picked up on the
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goof.

"I don't care to have people looking at you like that and then looking at
me.

Tekeit off at once."

"l don't haveto takeit off," | told the black-eyed sternness coming
down at

me, trying to send him a"back off" stare. "Greg said | could do
anything |

pleased, and thisisit. Hetold me I'm as much of aguest asyou are.”
Mentioning Greg had made Va stop and think the way 1'd wanted him
to, but the

sudden frugtration in his eyes said he didn't want to back off. | could
seehe

didn't know what | was up to and didn't even particularly careif I'd
done what

| had with a purposein mind; hedidn't like it and wanted it changed.
His

narrow-mindedness narrowed his eyes aswdll, but before he could say
anything,

another voice interrupted.

"Thisian't exactly what | had in mind when | said anything," Greg put in
ashe

came up, flinching theetrically when | turned my faceto look a him. "I
appreciate your effortsin trying to pretty up for me, but | have amuch
better

idea"

Hetook my arm and guided me away, ignoring Little'simpressed
surprise and

Va'sdlent anger in the same way he wasignoring my feeble protests. |
lethim

drag me away, but | was mad enough to curse for five minutes straight
inasmany

languages, because it was suddenly clear that Greg had been watching
meplay

dress-up with the make-up and had really moved to get to me beforel
left the
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vessH.

That the bathroom had turned out to be less private than guests were
ledto

believe wasn't the point that bothered me; | hadn't expected any
privacy on that

world, so being watched in the bathroom didn't come as a crushing
shock. What

got to me was that my ingtincts had been right, and if I'd been ableto
disembark looking like payday Petty, Greg Rich probably would have
faded back

into the landscape, to save faceif nothing dse.

The main thing that had kept that from happening had been Vd'sfalure
to stay

in character, delaying me long enough for Greg to catch up to me. I'd
haveto

remember to thank Va for that bit of help - him and his
narrow-mindedness

together.

| wasn't given more than afew stepsworth of time to think my furious
thoughts;

Greg headed me right back to the bathroom I'd come out of, and
before | knew it

| wasingde again, but thistime with company. The hand on my am
steered me

graight over to the wide sink to the left of the diding pand, and the
mirrored wall behind it fed us our reflections when we stepped in front
of it.

"Now let's get that mask washed off," Greg said briskly as he studied
my

reflection with haf-velled amusement. "1 like my women
natura-looking, and

right now you look anything but. If | haveto sit through breakfast
daring a

that, I'll starve from lack of appetite.”

"l don't want to wash it off," | told his own reflection, immediately
deciding
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to play stubborn. Having funinbed isall well and good, but most men
don't

consder having to ded with abalky teenager fun. If | could get him
annoyed

enough, held walk away and forget the whole thing. "I put this make-up
on

because | wanted it on, and | don't want it off. If you don't like the way
I

look you can just go back with this boat the way you're supposed to,
and then

you won't be bothered. If you stay, you'll have to stay with melooking
like

this"

"Which you don't expect me to do under any circumstances because of
what Little

told you," he said, anger showing briefly in hiseyes. "No one cares
about you

S0 you don't care about anyone, and you're ready to proveit. Well, |
think I'l

do alittle proving of my own."

His big hand came to the back of my neck, | was bent forward over
the sink, and

despite my squawks of protest the soaped water was turned on and
quickly

dathered over my face. It was no surprise that he knew I'd used the
water

soluble stuff instead of the permanent kind that had to be taken off with
a

specid solvent, but something else had been asurprise, and a nasty
shock as

well.

He had talked about my conversation with Little, and he hadn't been
guessing.

He'd known what had been said, and that meant held listened in, but
my earrings

hadn't warned me. That in turn meant their eavesdropping equipment
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was agood

deal more sophisticated than | had expected it to be, and my
bug-warning

earrings were absolutely usdess. And I'd thought they hadn't bothered
checking

because of procedura doppiness!

Greg Rich ignored my yowling and struggling and did athorough job of
face-washing, then pulled atowd out of the sink-counter dot and
duffed it a

me. | wiped the rinse-water away fast so that | could glare at him
properly, but

when | lowered thetowe | found awide grin meeting my glare.

"Y ou have no idea how much better that is," he said with achuckle for
the

outrage in my expression, folding thick forearms over abroad chest as
he looked

down a me. "Hurry up and finish drying, and welll go and get some
breskfast."

"What makes you think | want to have breakfast with you?' |
demanded, deciding

to seeif | could get rid of him by waking away in ahuff. ™Y ou had no
right

doing that to me, and | don't like being treated like a baby! Why don't
you go

and have breakfast with somebody you like just as sheis?'

"That's exactly what I'm going to do," he answered, his grin softened
intoa

smile. "l don't know what it is about you, Jennifer, but every timel see
you

with your uncle and that Little character, | get the urgeto stand in front
of

you. I've never felt like that about afemale before, and I've decided |
like

the highit givesme. Y ou're having breskfast with me because | want
you to have

breakfast with me, and if you're not dry and ready to go in the next
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thirty

seconds I'll take your sarong away and make you go to breakfast in
that towd.

Then everyone will be ableto seewhat alucky man | am.”

His smile had grown into agrin, but that didn't mean he was kidding.
Thetowe

he'd given me was about eighteen inches square, just finefor drying a
faceor

hands, not so fine for using as a sarong substitute. Asanudist | couldn't
have

cared less, but Jennifer wasn't anudist and she was the one he was
taking to.

| produced ablush that set him chuckling again, then resignedly went
ahead and

did asl'd been told.

Va and Little were no longer outside the door when we came out, and
Greg seemed

to be expecting their absence. He took my right arm and wrapped it
around his

left, then led meto the vessal's exit amid athin stream of other
departing

guests. The gangway to the dock was softly carpeted, abeautiful,
blue-skied day

wasjust starting above us, and the deek, clean, floating outdoor
restaurant we

were docked near was designed to lift the spirits, but none of it was
abletodo

much to lighten my mood. A soft, warm breeze fluttered my hair aswe
stepped

onto the smooth, easy-on-the-feet flooring of our landing, and happily
Greg was

too busy pointing things out to me to notice that | was holding my
expression

neutra to keep it from going sour.

After Greg's speech in the bathroom, it had finally come through to me
that I'd
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been operating under a set of mistaken beliefs. I'd thought the attraction
I

held for Greg was entirely physica, but physical actudly hed very little
todo

with it. From what he'd said, held played the gdlant hero for ayoung,
helpless

femaefor thefirg timein hislife, and hed discovered that he enjoyed
being

protective. Working on Xanadu he couldn't have had much opportunity
before |

came aong; after dl, not many young, hel pless femae-types show up
there as

guests.

He must have had buried and suppressed sympathies for the daves
around him, but

hadn't been able to externalize them until he met me. It helped that
poor,

little Jennifer was exceptiondly pretty and somewnhat talented in bed,
but I'd

been congdering that the magjor motivating factor involved, and it
wasn't. Which

brought up the fascinating question: how long would it take for the man
to get

bored with heroing? He was watching every move | made and listening
to every

word; how was | supposed to get around that to reach Radman? |
didn't know the

answers to those questions, and what was worse, didn't even know
how to find

out.

Va and Little were aready seated at atable among the others from our
vessH,

food and drink in front of them, aservant hovering nearby in case they
wanted

or needed anything else. There were quite afew servants around, and
every one
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of them was dressed in less than the guests they served, whichisto say,
nothing a dl. They may well have al been daves, but not necessarily
0; lots

of people are willing to work without clothing if they're paid well
enough, and

pay wasn't aproblem in the Pleasure Sphere. Greg nodded pleasantly
toVa aswe

passed within ten feet of my partner'stable, then led meto atable of
our own.

"I think well find thismed more pleasant if we shareit only with each
other," he said as he seated me with my back to Va and Little, then
went around

to St oppositeto me. "Are, you hungry?'

"l supposes0,” | answered with very little enthusiasm, wondering how
you turned

off aman who was determined to protect you. "Isthisredly the
Pleasure Sphere

everyone's dwaystaking about? It doesn't look like that much to me.”
"That's because thisis only the gateway to the Sphere," he answered
witha

amile, gesturing over one of the servants with the food. "The redl
Sphere begins

once you go through the gateway, which will hgppen this afternoon
after you've

passed your physical. | think well manage to impress even someone
with your

refined tagtes”

"Physicas?' | echoed, having forgotten about that aspect of Sphere
regulaions.

"What kind of physicals do you have to pass? And what happensif you
don't

pass?"

"If you don't pass, you'll be thrown to the carnivoresin the arena,” he
sad

with heavy, phony menace, then chuckled at hislittle joke. "Don't
worry, little


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

girl, youll pass, and if you don', | won' either. Whatever happens will
happen to both of us, so welll be able to keep each other company.
Thephydcas

are more of aweeding-out process, to make sure you don't leave with
anything

you didn't bring. Those who have picked something up intheir travels
are guided

through the Spherein adightly different direction, but they don't miss
out on

anything and aren't restrained in any way, except by being kept apart
from other

guests. Some of them leave here without even knowing they were
Separated out.”

He flashed me aquick grin, then gave dl his atention to the food that
was

being put on the table between us, totaly untouched by the sickening
implications of what held just said. If aguest cameto the Pleasure
Sphereand

was found to have venereal disease, he or she was not turned away. As
long as

they could pay for their fun time they were given whatever they wanted
- by

daves who had no choice but to become infected.

That was bad enough initsdf, but | had the feeling most of the infected
daves

weren't put through one of the cures afterward; after al, why bother
when they

would just beinfected again the next time? | poured mysdlf acup of
coffee and

took a cigarette from the dispenser on the table, wondering about Tdla
andthe

rest of the davesfrom the vessdl that had brought us. They al had to
have

garted with aclean hill of health, but what would be done with them if
they

served aguest who was later found to be infected?
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Would they be given one of the cures - or would they be sent to serve
inthe

aressthat catered to the contaminated? Did they know what they had
been set up

for and accept the Stuation as unavoidable, or did they find out only
afterward, when their bodies showed them the shocking truth? It was
impossible

toimagineliving like that; my mind flatly refused to consder the
possibility,

even as an dternative to desth.

"Y ou aren't feding chilly, are you, Jennifer?' Greg asked, drawing my
eyesto

him over my coffee cup rim. "l thought | saw you shiver, but the sun
and ar are

too warm to cause that.”

"No, I'm not chilly, " | answered, using sips of the hot coffee to melt the
remainsingde me of theliel'd told. "How can you stuff your face like
that so

early inthemorning?'

"A good breskfast makes dl the rest of the day go right,” he answered
witha

grin, securein the knowledge that he had nothing to worry about even if
he had

picked up something from me. The cure would be hisfor the taking any
timehe

wanted it; that was one of the benefitsin being amember of theruling
cass.

On Xanadu the Management ruled, and | was beginning to understand
just how tight

the fist wasthat they ruled with.

A lot lesstime was spent on breskfast than had been spent on dinner
thenight

before, and by the time we were through eating most of the tables
around uswere

empty. | finished the last of my coffee and stood up to join Greg, who
was
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aready on hisfeet and waiting to put an arm around my shoulders.
"The physicd won't take long, and after they're finished with you well
go some

placeto have fun until lunch," he told me, letting his pam dide up and
down

my arm. "After lunch wéell be ferried over to thefar bank, and then you
can

decide which part of the Sphere you want to seefirst. It'sbeen a
couple of

yearssincethelast time| took the tour, so I'm looking forward to it."
He was leading me across the open eating area as he spoke, toward a
pink door

I'd seen the departing women guests going through, and when we
reached it we

stopped. Va and Little had gone through the light blue door to the | eft
of the

pink one sometime earlier, and it had looked as though Radman's
assistant had

had to redlly struggle to keep VVa from stopping &t the table Greg and |
were

egting a. My partner hadn't actually done anything out of character, but
hed

come close enough to make me sweat on theinside, and 1'd breathed
Slentlyin

relief once he and Little had disappeared through the door. It was
obvious

something was eating on Va, but snce | was doing alot better than
wed

thought | would, | couldn't imaginewhat it was.

Greg pressed hislipsto mine as his hand patted my backside, and then
| was

being urged through the pink doorway into afeaturdesshdl that led off
tothe

right. With the near-sllent hiss of the door closing behind me my only
company |

garted up the hal, impatient to get through their requirements and make
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an
opportunity for afew private wordswith VVa. He had to know about
the

surveillance we were under, and | had to know what was bothering
him. That he

didn't like Greg Rich was no excuse for unprofessional behavior, and
that was

something | would make him know.

After twenty feet of light-peach blanknessthe hdl turned to the left, to a
dark green waiting area about twelve feet square. The farther end of
thewaiting

areaheld four closed doorswith asmall but expensive desk standing
guadin

front of them, and someone who was probably the desk's user was
right then

guiding awide-bottomed, sarong-clad figure through the second door
on the | eft.

The one doing the guiding was femae, and she wore a standard nurse's
uniform

with small, matching white cap; when the door closed behind the portly
woman

she'd been guiding, she turned back to her desk and sat down behind it.
"Just make yoursef comfortable in one of the chairs, young lady," she
sadto

me with the quickest, mogt dismissive glance I'd ever seen, her eyes
and hands

busy with the array of buttons and screens on the desk in front of her.
"Il

let you know as soon as they're ready for you."

Thetwo other women in the waiting area had dready made themsdves
comfortable

inchairs, so | ignored the supposed nurse's tone and did likewise. Just
asl

was Sitting down the woman in white got to her feet again, gestured
deferentidly to the guest Sitting not far from me, and guided her to the
third
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door from the left. That 1eft the woman across the room as my sole
waiting

companion, and the way her light eyes moved over me said I'd be
better off

waiting aone.

No more than five minutes passed before the second woman was
conducted to the

extreme righthand door, and then it was me and the nurse and the
otherwise empty

waiting room. | was just shifting in my chair when my summons came,
and

predictably it was the extreme left-hand door | was directed toward.
Inside was one of the most efficient crews1'd ever runinto, bothin
speed and

thoroughness. Four nurses and two doctors, mixed half and half mae
andfemale,

met me three stepsinside the door, and went into their routine with
overpowering dexterity. My sarong was replaced with a paper wrap
practicdly in

one motion, and then | was hustled to an examining table in the midst of
tons of

sophisticated-|ooking equipmen.

Oncel was on the table bodily fluids samples were taken, including a
gl

amount of blood from one finger. The crew worked so fast doing so
many different

things at the sametimethat | barely knew what was being doneto me,
but that

doesn't mean it was dl over in five minutes. It was closer to an hour
before

they were through with me, and by then they had to know the exact
condition of

every cdl in my body. They'd even used abiologicd detector on me,
something |

don't think | was supposed to have noticed in the genera flood of
efficient
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investigations, and | wondered briefly why they'd tried camouflaging
thet

particular point. How sinister could checking my age be?

| was gill considering the point when they turned me loose, dl but a
sngle

blond-haired fema e who urged me off the table and aimed me toward
adoor inthe

wall opposite to that through which | had entered.

"Just go through that door now, dear,” she said, nodding toward the
exitin

question. "The people out there will direct you farther.”

"Y ou mean they'll give me my clothesback?" | asked, resettling that
paper wrap

around me. "l wastold | could have my clothes back after the physical.”
"I'm surethey'll do everything that hasto be done," she said witha
neutrd

smile, opening the door. "Right now we have another guest comingin
after you,

S0 if you don't mind?'

Without waiting to find out if I minded or not she just about pushed me
through

the door, closing it fast behind me. | kept mysdf from tripping on the
bottom

of the paper wrap, muttered afew opinions about her personal habits
under my

breath, then turned around - to see the "they" who were waiting to do
everything

that had to be done.

"Excdlent physicd condition and entirely clean, Alec,” the bigger of the
two

men commented, glancing through the papers he held. " Also undeniably
lessthan

seventeen standard years of age.”

"Which meansthe request for gppraisd isentirdy understandable,” the
second

sad, hislight eyesmoving dowly over me. Both of them were blondes,
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and both

of them were wearing black-uniformswith lilac Pleasure Sphere
patches on the

|eft breast, marking them as Management personnel. I'd temporarily
forgotten

about the appraisal business, but the way the second blonde was
looking a me

would have brought it dl back even without his having spoken of it.
"Which aso means we can dispense with that wrapping paper,” thefirst
onesaid,

and his attention was no longer on the report he held. "Just let it drop to
the

floor, little girl. We want to see the rest of what well be working with."
| parted my lipsto say something innocent and filled with lack of
understanding, but a sudden, faint blurrinessinterrupted the intention,
then

chased it away dtogether. | could fed my body briefly attempt a
druggle

againg the blurriness and what was behind it, but thetry wasa
washout; my

vison cleared as suddenly asit had blurred, and most of the thoughtsin
nmy

head disappeared with the digtortion.

"I'll be damned," the one called Alec said as he moved nearer to peer
a memore

closdly. "Look at that, Gil. She'sreacting to it dready.”

"With the dosage they used on her, I'm not surprised,” Gil, thetaller
one,

answered, coming up to the right even as he checked again through the
papers he

held. "Theresiduein her blood from last night's dosing was so low that
her

body must have neutralized theinfusion dmost as quickly asit was
introduced.

With the appraisal ahead of her, they wanted to make sure the same

didn't happen
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again. She's got enough trystisl in her to turn a Fendian arena-beast shy
and

gnling.

Asthe two men had been talking one of the doors behind them had
opened, and a

third man had entered. He was husky and wearing the same black
uniformwith

lilac Pleasure Sphere patch on it, but he was dark-haired and somehow
didn't

seemto fit the uniform aswdll. Peripherd vison kept hisface indistinct
until he had moved up to stand behind and between the two blondes,
and then my

crawling blood stopped dead in its duggish track.

"1 hope you understand just how irregular thisis, Mr. Radman,” the
taler blond

Gil said to the dark-haired newcomer, acertain nervousnessin his
voice.

"Clientsaren't usudly dlowed in here during an appraisa.”

"I know that, Gil, and | hope my appreciation was enough to let you
and Alec

undergtand how grateful | am," Radman answered in arumblewith his
eyesburning

into me, histongue dl but licking hislips. "I happened to be talking with
a

friend of mine who told me about her, and when | heard shewas

scheduled for

appraisa | just hopped on back. All 1 want to do islook and touch a
little, no

harm done. Oncethat trystis| wears off she won't remember anything
anyway, and

weve dl been specid friendsalong time. No one will mind.”

The blond Gil chuckled in agreement, Alec dso smiling faintly, but
Radman was

wrong; someonein that room did mind. At thefirst sght of him I'd tried
fighting harder againgt the drug that already had meinitsgrip, the drug
thet
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had aready taken most of my valition, but it was ill no good. Even
though my

target wasright in front of me, al | could do was stand there
remembering what

he'd done the last time held been that close to me.
"Shesureisalooker,” Radman went on, stepping between the two
other men to

get so closethat | could smell hisbad breath. "Let's see what the rest of
her

islike"

His hands went to the paper wrap | was till holding closed around me,
andif |

could have snarled or shivered or screamed, it might not have been so
bad. |

wanted to do al of that and alot more, but al thetrystisil let me do was
watch calmly as he tore the paper wrap just below where my fistiswere
closed on

it. My thoughts were growing more and more vague; if they hadn't been
vague,

they would have been frantic.

"Well, now, will you look &t that," Alec murmured, Gil's stare and
Radman's

drool saying the same thing. Radman had |et the paper wrap fal to the
floor at

my feet, and the weight of their eyes on mewas amost morethan |
could stand.

"Y ou two sure have asweet job," Radman rumbled, hisvoice so thick
it could

have been spread on bread, his gaze dl but consuming me. "After this, |
just

may gpply for it mysdf."

"They don't usudly look likethat," Gil put in with an odd, faint smile,
watching as Radman reached out deliberately to touch me. His hand
moved between

my thighs and began caressng me, and al | wanted to do was close my
eyesand
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shudder.

"Y ou know, | just thought of away for you boysto earn alittle more
grditude," Radman said suddenly, hiseyesglittering. ™Y ou can even
monitor her

duringit, and I won't mind a al. Since she won't remember anything
thet

happens, there might aswell be more for her not to remember.”

No, please, not again, | immediately begged in my mind, aching with

the need to

escape the hand that touched mein so sickeningly possessive away,
horrified

that my body did nothing to try to stop it al. Radman had raped me
before

putting me aboard that crippled ship, and now he wanted to do it again.
"I don't think we ought to go quitethat far," Alec said with afrown for
the

back of Radman's heed, glancing at Gil. "L ooking and touching are one
thing, but

to ftick it to her - | think wed al better remember that technically she's
a

guest.”

"Technicaly shesaminor, and her uncleisthe guest,” Gil disagreed
immediatdy, hiseyes ill locked to me. "Aslong aswe don't doit to
him,

there shouldn't be any trouble. Mr. Radman's stay here will be much
more

pleasurable, you and | will have hisgratitude, and after he'sthrough we
can

even - monitor her again acouple of times."

"Comeon, Gil," Alec said with agood dedl of exasperation while
Radman grinned

dowly. "You don't mean she's got your interest, too? Aren't there
enough daves

around herefor you?'

"That'sjust the point,” Gil murmured, raising his head abit with afaint
amile
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showing. "Sheisn't adavethat anyone can have. She's- "

A sudden knocking interrupted whatever he was about to say, a
knocking that

paed hisface and immediatdly pulled Radman away fromme. The
burly daver

hurried to the far left of the room and opened awall cabinet to
rummage around

in, and as soon as hisface was no longer visble, Alec moved to the
door that

had been knocked on and opened it.

"What the hell isgoing on here?' Greg Rich demanded as he came
through the

door, leaving it to Alec to swing it closed again behind him. He had
exchanged

his sarong for alilac shirt and black pants and shoes, asmal Pleasure
Sphere

inggniaon the left Sde of hisshirt. "What are you Appraisal men doing
here,

Alec?’

"We're doing our jobs, Greg," the smaller man answered, staring at the
newcomer

insurprise. "Thiskid's uncle requested appraisal, and we were assigned
to see

toit. What are you doing here?'

"| thought | was hereto pick up my date," the big, brown-haired man
sadwitha

growl, fury looking out of hiseyes. "That bastard was |ooking for away
to

screw thisup, and I'll bet he thinks he found one. How about taking my
authorization for acancd, Gil ?*

"We can't do that, Greg," thetaller blond said with a shake of hishead,
looking frustrated and annoyed. "The man has aright to ask for
gppraisal for

his niece, and since she'saminor, he's the only one who can cancel.

Y ou know

what would happen if we accepted your authorization and he
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squawked.”

"Damn him," the big man muttered, one hand rubbing hisface| as
frudration

glared out of hiseyes. "Y eah, | know what would happen, even better
than you.

Okay, you've got to go through with it, but how about hurrying it up a
little?1

hed plansto fill the time until departure.”

"Wed beglad to hurry it up,” Gil said in asuddenly persuasive voice,
moving

toward Greg to put ahand on his shoulder. "Why don't you go back to
your office

or gpartment, and wait there until it'sfinished? Assoon asitis, I'll give
you acal and you can comeright over."

"I'm aready over, so don't go out of your way," Greg said, moving his
amto

get Gil's hand off his shoulder. "How long do you expect it to take you
to put

her through her paces?'

"The stuationd adonewill take better than an hour,” Gil answered with
the

frustration back, clearly wishing he could just order Greg out. "And that
doesn't count any of the rest of it. Y ou know we're al so supposed to
check to

seewhat sort of adave shed makeif she tests out sensua enough, and
just

looking &t her takes dl theif out of the question. Don't you think you'd
be

better off going back - "

"No," Greg interrupted without waiting to hear the rest of it, hisbrown
eyes

cold. "Y ou know that with onelike her nothing but the situationa will
giveyou

any red information, so why screw around with therest of it? Why are
you

gdling, Gil?"
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"I'm not gdling!" Gil came back sharply, hiseyesflickering briefly to
Alec,

who stood silent behind Greg. "It just doesn't happen to be proper
procedure!

Theroutine fill givesusinformation, evenif it isn't complete! But if you
ingst we go directly to the Stuationd - "

"That's exactly what | doinsst on,” Greg interrupted again, histone
entirdy

uncompromising. ™Y ou can blame the loss of the additiona information
onme"

"And don't think | won't,"” Gil came back, athinly veiled hatred in his
voice,

and then he turned from Greg to stak over to me. "Comewith me, little
girl.

Weve got to get on with it asfast aswe can. There's someone here
waiting for

you who can't wait to get inwithiit.”

He put hishand out to me, clearly expecting meto takeit, and athough
I

didn't want to, | dropped the crumpled bal of paper | had in my |eft
hand and

reached out to the bigger hand being offered to me. There was no way
| could

have refused, and none of them seemed to expect anything else. Alec
wenttoa

door inthewall to the right and opened it, then stood aside while Gil
ledme

through.

The room beyond the doorway was very dim, just short of being dark.
Straght

ahead | could seethe outline of asmall, raised circular platform, but
instead

of going toit | wasled to theleft, to what looked like an examining
table

surrounded by machinery. Aswe moved forward gentle lighting came
on; | was
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given alow stool to step on to reach the table, and then was directed to
lie

down on the soft, pliable skin-like surface of the thing.

"This part of the operation ismostly mine" Alec said, coming over to
thetable

to look down a mewherel lay. "Thefirst thing we haveto do is get
these

electrodes and sensors attached to you.”

"What arethey dl for?' Greg asked, sounding friendlier as he stepped
closerto

stand behind Alec's right shoulder, watching the blond man reach for
something

behind my head. "Don't electrodes and sensors do the same thing?”
"Not in thisequipment,” Alec answered cheerfully, pulling out thin wires
from

the place behind my head. "The eectrodes deal with brain output, the
Sensors

with bodily reactions - and both of them are capable of directing and
controlling their respective areas aswell asrecording data. Werely on
suggestion agood deal with our subjects, but suggestion aone doesn't
do what

wewant it to."

While he spoke, he was attaching the tiny pad-endings of the thin wires
tomy

face and head, pressing them gently into place where they clung without
adhesive. | was aware of everything being done to me but none of it

Sseemed to

matter any longer, none of it had meaning that had to be thought about
or

worried over. Thetable| lay on was very soft and comfortable, | was
scarcey

aware of the wires being attached to me, and the fourth figure that hung
back

near the door we'd come through bardly made me want to shiver.
"Now for the sensors,”" Alec said, moving ashort distance to hisright
dongthe
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table| lay on. "Raise your eyesto the ceiling, Jennifer, and don't move
unless

you fedl something that forcesyou to move.”

| raised my eyesto the plain, paeyelow ceiling as directed, but the
firg

sensation that came didn't cause me to move. Alec - or someone - was
dosng

thick, soft straps over my wristswhere they lay on the table at my
Sdes, and

athough something very faint ingde me wanted to fight againgt being
tied down

that way, none of the rest of mefdt the same.

"Do you expect her to try to escape?’ Greg's voice came, amused.
"And doyou

expect the rest of usto be too weak and helplessto stop her if she
doestry?'

"Theredraintsare mainly for the stuationd,” Gil'svoice brokein,
sounding

faintly distracted. "Areyou ready, Alec?'

"Starting right now," Alec acknowledged, also sounding distracted, and
then

something touched my breadts. Firdt the right nipple and then the | eft

devel oped
the sensation of being held between gently caressing fingers, and |
couldnt

keep from moving somewhat as the fingers continued caressing.
"Good Lord, will you look &t thesereadings,” Gil said, hisvoice
uneven.

"Sensud isn't the word for her. She must respond to aman with
everythingin

her! Y ou won't see something like thisin more than onewomanina
hundred

hundred thousand!"

"And with only two sensorsin place,” Alec pointed out, still sounding
digtracted. "No wonder Greg isin such ahurry. A very large portion of
this
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part of her nature must come through during her times of full
consciousness.”

"Making her the next thing to Prima Woman," Gil added with barely
concedled

frugtration. "It would take alot of man to hold the interest of onelike
her,

especialy once she enters her peak sexua years. Lucky for you you're
around

now instead of then, Greg; she's ill young so she tolerates you. Once
she

matures, though - al you'd be good for then would be to help pass
ome

otherwise empty time"

"Asl recdl it, my rating is il higher than yours, Gil," Greg came back,
his

tone very carefully controlled for evenness. "And I've dready proved |
can

reach her where shelives and give her something to remember. | tend
to doubt

you'd be able to do half that."

"How about leaving the cattiness to the girls, you two," Alec put in,
nevertheess sounding faintly amused. "None of us could hold the
permanent

attention of afemalelikethis, and | don't know that I'd want to be a
manwho

could. Consdering how inadequate other femaeswould befor him, her
mde

counterpart would be awalking mountain of frustration until he found
her - if

hefound her. If he didn't, hed never have - this"

Without leaving my breasts those caressing hands spread to stroke my
neck and

thighs, the touch on my neck more like fegther-light kisses. My body
had begun

to burn with the demand born in my blood, setting me to moving onthe
very soft
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skin benesth my back, amindless, unswallowable moan forcing itsway
frommy

throat. | needed something from avery specific someone, someone
who wasn't

there.

"While continuing to keep your eyes on the calling, Jennifer, picture the
most

attractive man you've ever seen,”" Alec said, hisvoice coming from right
beside

my ear even though | knew he stood toward the feet end of my table.

"Thisman

will be knedling above you, and if youre agood girl, hell give you what
you

He appeared above mejust the way Alec had said, the black eyes
under black hair

looking down at me as | continued to stare up at the ceiling. | wanted
torase

my hands to the broadness of his shoulders and lean into the caressing
of his

fingers on my breagts, but something held my wriststo thetableand |
couldnt

freethem. He grinned a my helplessness and leaned down to kissmy
throat, his

clear intention to take histime, but he should have known better by
thenthan

to try that garbage with me.

"What happened?’ Gil's voice came, sounding puzzled. " She's sarting
toturn

off."

"I must have somehow miscued her," Alec said, his voice coming from
where he

stood. "I'll get her back to where she was, and then well put her
draghtinto

the Stuationd. Jennifer,” and his voice had shifted back to being near
my e,
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"there is no longer anyone above you, no longer anyone for you to
picture. Close

your eyes and smply fed the sensations being given your body."

My annoyance disappeared with the figure above me, and when |
closed my eyesit

wasto fed the caressang dl over again, thistime spreading to the very
center

of my being. Gentle, demanding fingers now moved between my thighs,
andthe

moaning | did was louder and more deeply felt than what 1'd done
before. | moved

againg the sensations, trying to escagpe them, pulling at the Straps
halding my

wrigtsin place, and gentle laughter sounded in my ear.

"Y ou seem very much in need, girl, but that's to be expected,” avoice
sad

through the laughter. "In the place where you will soon find yoursdif,
femde

davesare kept in constant need so that they will dways please the men
who use

them. Y ou will have been adave long enough to have learned how to
keep

yoursdf dive through obedience, but you have never given up the
dream of

finding something more in your captivity - and someone more. You are,
athe

current time, unaware of it, but those things you seek arejust before
you."

The voice droned so indggtently that | began to fed mysdf going away
fromthe

table and the dim room, away to aplace asmdl part of me didn't want
to go.

That smdl part fought to stay where | was, struggled with dl the
drength left

toit, but that strength was usdess againgt the voice that continued.
"Sink down deeper and deeper, and picture in your mind's eye the hall
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you now

traverse, the hdl of the pdacein which you serve asadave,” the voice
sad,

taking me over completely. "The columns tower above you as you wak
carying

your small burden, and the guards who stand beside the columns let
their eyes

touch you as you passthem...

Chapter 10

The hal waslong and cold and silent, stretching in its marble grandeur
far

ahead of me aswell as above and dl around. | walked the marble
equdly as

dlently in my bare feet, attempting to keep a shiver from touching my
half-naked body, knowing a shiver might well spill the contents of the

bowl |

carried. The contents were nothing to anyone not adave, merely a
thick mest

stew, yet if | wereto spill it | would be well beaten. | had walked that
hdl

many timesin my davery in that place, and yet its ability to cause meto
wish

to shiver had never abated.

Perhaps the eyes of the guardsmen had a deal to do with the way that
hdl

affected me, | thought as | continued on, seeking to make mysdlf as
gmdl and

nearly invisible as possble. They stood before the countless, towering
columns

lining the hall, their red and gold trappings marking them out clearly
fromthe

milk-white and pale blue and gray of the marble, their large bodies
unmoving
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savefor the shift of their eyes.

Those eyes ever shifted to mein ingpection, observing the manner in
whichit

continued to disturb me to be bare-breasted, despite the length of time
| had

been dave, despite the dave nectar spilled down my throat and the
davesdve

spread upon my private parts each morning. In some manner they
knew | feared

them aswdll as desired them, and this brought them amusement.
"Save" The sngleword brought me quickly to ahalt, beforea
guardsman who

stood no post and who was therefore free to address me. A leader of
fifty he

was, perhaps ingpecting those of his command who stood their
watches, onewho

had momentarily turned from his men to the inspection of adave. |

stood before

him with head down, and yet was | ableto fed the weight of hiseyesas
they

touched the long red hair streaming down my back, the bare, full
breastswhich

thrust out before me, thetiny bit of gold skirting which circled my hips
and

barely covered my privacy, the thin, golden bracelets which held my
wrigsand

marked me asadave. Despite my earlier resolve | began trembling as|
stood

before him, and his amusement came forth in low laughter.

"Y ou areindeed an excdlent choicefor thetask, dave," hesad, hisleft
hand

moving from the hilt of hissword to my chin. My face wasraised S0
that | must

look himin the eyes, and | found his gaze as sky-colored asmine. "You
cary a

bowl meant for the prisoner, do you not?'
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"Yesmaster," | whispered, knowing that athough there were many
prisoners, the

guard |leader referred to the newest, the one who was prisoned in the
paace

itsdlf rather than below it. It was rumored among the davesthat the
duke dared

not harm him, yet was the reason for this unknown.

"When you offer the bowl, do not fail to offer yoursdf aswell," he said,
continuing to hold my gaze with his. "What number of times have you
gven

srvicethisday?'

"Four times, master, only four,” | replied with awhimper | could not
restrain,

aflame from the meaninglesstouch of hisfinger to my chin. "Allow me
to serve

you aswell, master, and | will bring you greet pleasure. A dave asks
only to

sarveyou!"

"Another use and you would claw through the bars of the prisoner's
cage," the

guard leader said with asnort of derison, releasing my chin and
refusng me,

al a once. "Youwill first deliver hisbowl of stew, and then we will see
what

further use you will have. Seethat he desiresyou.”

"Yes, master," | whispered in answer, backing a step before turning
fromhimand

continuing on my way. The eyes of the silent, unmoving guardsmen
followed me

with their amusement, knowing | feared their ability to refusemeas
greatly as

| desired their use. | was adave and was given no choice saveto fear
them and

desire them, and thisthey knew aswell.

Some distance down the hall, to the | eft, stood awide door with three
guardsmen
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beforeit. These guardsmen held more than a merely decorative pog,
therefore

were they more aert than amused at my approach. After amoment |
was dlowed

within the door, yet not before they had each of them touched me and
spoken of

having me serve them when their duty was done. | stood just within the
chamber

door after it had been closed behind me, trembling from the touch of
those | had

been made to desire so grestly, unhearing and unseeing in my misery till
what

occurred in the chamber intruded itsdlf.

The chamber itsdf was large and well-gppointed, with polished
darkwood lining

itswalls, torches glowing brightly in its unwindowed dimensions,
expensvey

woven carpeting covering portions of its marble floors, slk-covered
furniture

arranged here and there. In the very center of the chamber stood a
large metd

cage, and within the cage sat the one who was called the prisoner.
Large wasthis man, larger than any guardsman of the palace, clad in
the sort of

mid-thigh-length tunic worn by them, yet in abluerather thanin
guardsman red.

Brown of hair and eye was he, and much did it seem that he should
aso beclad

in the golden armor and wegponry of the guardsmen, yet hewas not.
About his

wrists were wide golden bands, much the same as those about my
wrigsathough

larger, their presence proclaiming him dave as clearly asmine
proclamed the

sameof me.

About histhroat was another band of gold, agolden chain leading from
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ittobe

bolted to the floor of his cage, and clearly had he been well-beaten at
thetime

of hiscapture. At the moment | looked toward him he merely sat within
the bars

of confinement, yet the two daves before his cage were not equaly
glent.

"... must say how plessing it isto seeadavewhoisnot female, sgter,”
sad

one, moving her body before the prisoner who stared wordlessly upon
her."And

yet, what of the service he must perform? How is heto please the
guardsmen he

isgivento?'

"The guardsmen will take pleasure from himin the only way they
might,” said the

second. "They will put him to hisbelly and ride him till they find release,
and

never will he be alowed release of hisown. Female daves are for men,
not for

other daves”

"Whichisagrest pity,” sad thefirst, raisng her arms behind her head
0

that her breasts might thrust out even farther. "1 am hot enough to serve
a

dozen men, yet must look elsewhere for aman to pleasure. There are
none here

saveadave”

Both then laughed in greet delight at the manner in which the prisoner
arled

and attempted to reach through the bars of his cage to them, for they
stood well

enough back that they were beyond hisreach. They stood a moment
longer laughing

at hisfutile grasping before turning from him, gathered together the
clothsand
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other cleaning things they had used upon the chamber, then left through
the door

by which | had entered. When | saw the door pulled to | looked again
upon the

prisoner, and thistime found his eyes upon me.

"Have you, too, cometo torment me?" he demanded, chain leading to
histhroat

taut from the kneeling position he yet remained in. He crouched with
onelarge

fist wrapped about abar of his cage, and truly did he seem prepared to
spring,

asthough he were some beast restrained againgt his bestidity.

"l have come only to bring you thisstew," | replied, pacing forward
dowly till

| stood where the two daves had stood. "Unlike others, | would not
torment a

davelike mysdf with that which he may not have.”

"Then you are the sole denizen of this place who feds so," he growled

in
answer, his brown eyes hard upon me, and then he sat where
previoudy he had

crouched. "Bring the stew closer, girl. | will not pounce upon you and
Sed

that which has been denied me.”

"Wereit possible for you to have me through those bars, there would
beno

question of theft to the matter,” | said very softly, stepping forward to
put

thebowl in hisreach. "As| adave, it would not be possble for meto
refuse

you."

"Surely adave such asyou is permitted to refuse adave as | have been
declared,” he said, taking the bowl through the bars though hiseyes
remained

upon me. "Those two before you seemed to havelittle difficulty in
merdy
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flaunting themsdves"

"They are cleaning and serving daves" | said, settling to my hedls
besidethe

cage and lowering my eyes before hisgaze. "They are prepared to a
lesser extent

than daves such as |, who are meant for no other thing than to serve
maesters.

With each master | serve my need to serve grows stronger, so | am
ableto bring

great pleasureto many men each day. | servetill | fal sensdessfrom
the

effort, and while | lay sensdessmy body istended. When | awvaken
with the

morning sun, | am again prepared to serve.”

"And again and again," he said, swallowing and chewing stew, though
teking

little notice of it. "Y ou are set to giving service without end, and | am
able

to find no end to lack of service. We seem an oddly matched pair, you
and |. For

what reason have they had you bring me this sustenance?’

"l wasto offer mysdlf to you with the stew,” | replied, my hushed voice
refusing to remain tremorless, my eyes unableto rise above hiswide,
strong

hands on the bowl. "I know not how you were to accept or reject the
offer, but |

wasto cause you to desireme.”

"Y ou have succeeded,” he said, putting aside the bowl he had emptied

S0 quickly.

"It s;emsto me, however, that you have not attempted my seduction
withthe

ardor which wasintended. | would know why you disobeyed - and
what might become

of you because of it."
"I cannot find it within meto - seek advantage over onewho - is caught

by the
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same bondswhich hold me," | whispered, finding it impossibleto quiet
the

turmoail which whirled me about. "When they learn | have disobeyed |
will be

punished, and yet - it will not be the first punishment | have been given.”
"Y ou sacrifice yoursdlf for astranger in need,” he observed quietly, an
odd

toneto hisvoice. "There are few who would do such athing for one
unableto

return the boon, yet you need not fear. Y ou have succeeded in dl you
were sent

to do, and that despite my own resolve to the contrary. Y ou need not
fear

punishment.”

| raised my eyesto hiswhen hisgreat hand came gently to my face-
then gasped

in startlement and backed to the bars of his cage when the chamber
door was

suddenly thrust open. Theleader of fifty appeared with three
guardsmenin his

wake, and dl strode insolently toward the cage of the prisoner.

"His Grace sends you greetings, Y our Highness," said the leader of fifty
when he

stood no more than two paces before the cage, his eyes and tone as
insolent as

his stride had been. "' Are your accommodationsto your liking?Y our
meds

adequately and artistically prepared? The needs of your body seento
by our

daves?'

"Mogt certainly, leader," replied the prisoner, histone having turned to
a

drawl despite the sharp anger in hiseyes. "A cageisever my first
choicein

accommodations, | rarely eat meat more often than once in two days,
and | often
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go without tasting fema e delights which are presented me. Please
convey to the

duke my thanksfor his hospitdity."

"The duke will be gladdened by the thanks of Prince Gamoy, youngest
son of our

lord king," said the leader, offering amock bow to the prisoner.
"Perhaps Y our

Highnesswill consider granting the duke an audience, during which time
hemight

discuss certain pressing questions he would like to put to you."

"I, too, have questions which are pressing,” said the prisoner, histone
cdm

with the anger remaining benesth. " For what reason have | been trested
inthis

manner, and what has become of my men? For what reason were we
fdlen upon

without warning at our appearance? For what conceivable reason - "

"Y our Highness, please," interrupted the leader with one hand raised,
thistime

taken with mock dismay. "Did we not ask the reason for your presence
before

offering our hospitality? Did we not request the location of your father's
forces with due courtesy? Did we not inquire politely concerning the
thoughts of

your father in connection with the duke? What more would you have
hed of us?'

"I would have had blief concerning my replies,” said the prisoner, his
voice

now cold as mountainous heights. "My men and | sought temporary
shelter after

our hunting trip, | have never asked my father's thoughts upon the duke,
and our

forces are deployed in whatever manner our generals have seen fit to
deploy

them. What occurs herein the Duke's realm, that he seeks so ardently
to
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discover my father's thoughts and doings?*

"What occurs here or does not occur is none of your concern, Y our
Highness"

returned the leader, hisvoice exquisitely polite despite the dapping
insult of

hiswords and the smirk of asmilehewore. "1 shdl seetoit that an
adequate

medl is brought you, and also offer you the immediate use of thisdave.
Too,

new accommodationswill prepared, so that you may quickly be
transferred to

'In just so off-hand amanner?' demanded the prisoner, his brown eyes
narrowing.

"For no other reason than it now pleases you to provide such things?!
"Our reason for providing such things will be more than adequate, Y our
Highness" said the leader, his smirk somewhat widened. "After you
havefilled

your belly and filled thisdave, you will spesk atimewith the duke and
give

him the answers he requests from you. Should he be pleased with your
answers,

your new accommodationswill be an gpartment filled with al the daves
you care

to demand. Should the duke find himsalf disappointed with your replies,
however,

your new accommodationswill beacdl in our dungeons, handily near
the

precincts of our torturer. The choice, of course, will be solely yours.™
Again amock bow was sent toward the prisoner, and then the |eader
gestured to

the guardsman who stood to hisright. The guardsman came forward,
dragged meto

my feet by one arm, then took meto the sde of the cage where another
guardsman

stood with akey in his hand. The key saw to the unlocking of the cage,
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| was

thrust insde, and then the cage was relocked, which wasthe thing the
leader

had been awaiting. He turned without further word or look, led his
threeto the

chamber door, and departed as quickly as he had come.

"Twisted tool of atwisted master!" spat the prisoner in alow growl, his

gaze

hard upon the door which had given the leader exit, his great hands
closed into

fists. Hisanger frightened me agood dedl, causng me to stand
trembling beside

the back wall of the cage, and then the prisoner's eyes came to me.
"Heard you

the insolence of thefool ?* he demanded, turning somewhat toward me.
"Areyou

ableto credit such ravings?'

"He spokelies" | whispered, snking to my knees and trembling even
more

greatly. "No matter the words you give the duke, he will not release
you. He has

often boasted that never has he released adave dready endaved, and
aso that

never will hedo so. You will beadavefor aslong asyou are allowed
to

live"

"And such afate disturbsyou, | see," he said, for some reason faintly
amused

at the observation. "'l have been given adave whoseloss | should not
find

myself able to countenance, and will therefore speak the words the
duke lusts

after, so they believe. My well-known and more than often propensity
for fine

foods and finer femaesis meant to coerce meinto complying with the
wishes of
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my captors, and the dave | am given speakstruth rather than flattering
lies

Have you no knowledge of who your masters are, dave?’

"My masters are yours, and this | do indeed regret deeply,” | replied,
lowering

my gaze. "When free my position was not yours, yet am | ableto fed
your loss

asmy own."

"A lossyou may now in some degree assuage,” he said with great
gentleness,

causing meto look up again. 'Y ou have been put in this cageto give
me

pleasure, therefore would | have you come to me before you are again
removed.”

"You - wish meto serveyou?' | whispered, disheieving the possibility
thet

fate might have turned so kind. ™Y ou - will not refuse me so that you
might

withgtand their importunities?'

"l am ableto withstand a great dedl when once | have had my fill of
pleasure.”

Helaughed, raising gold-braceleted armsto me. "Do you mean to force
meto do

no more than look upon you?'

From the moment | had first seen the prisoner, my desirefor him had
been great

even above the forced urgings of my body. Gladly and willingly did |
wishto

give mysdlf to him, and now he had indicated he desired me aswell. |
put my

pamsto the cold metal of the cage floor before my knees, crawled
quickly to

where he sat, then gasped with the heat rushing through me when he
folded mein

hisarms. So broad was his chest, so strong his arms, so demanding his
lipsand
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caressing hands! | melted to him in complete helplessness, and his
chuckle

indicated he was well aware of my State.

"It has never before been my pleasure to have so hot adave," he
murmured after

atime, holding meto his chest with one arm the while hisfree hand
caressed my

privecy with eager anticipation. "Am | now your master, dave?'

"We both of us serve the same master,” | gasped out, attempting to
touchhimin

every way | might. "I am the dave of another, yet | am yoursto usein
awy

manner you wish, athing | give thanks for with every fiber of my being.”
"And yet you will not see me asyour master,” he said, the amusement
continuing.

"Y ou must be taught, | think, that to wear the golden bands of adave
does not

make oneadave."

His touch upon me changed then, and so abruptly complete was his
command over my

womanhood that speech was lost to me, breath was lost, and nearly
did

consciousnessjoin them. | had believed | knew the meaning of need
ealier; the

true meaning of the state was now brought hometo me, and dl save
meming

proved beyond my ability. | clutched at the man who held me, my
breasts pressed

to the cloth covering his chest, my lips parted widein disbelief, my eyes
as

wide and garing.

"l am the master of any woman | use, be shedaveor free," he
murmured, putting

hislipsto my hair. "Who isyour madter, pretty dave?'

"Y ou, master, you, master!” | whispered helplessly, able to speak no
other thing
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than the truth. "Please, master, have me now!"
"Andso | shdl," he said with alaugh, putting me to my back upon the

cold

metd of the cagefloor. " See that you greet my entrance with proper
abandon."

Had it been necessary to lieill or give up my life, | would not have
survived

the following moments. He entered me with athrust of metal, and
thereefter dl

thought and volition were lost to me. He used metill my own raging
need was

nearly gone, spent ashort time rekindling it, then put me to my hands
and

knees.

Just as he was again entering me anumber of daves arrived with many
platters

of food, yet he continued to use me despite their giggling amusement.
That | was

gill unableto resst him amused them even more, for they were serving
daves

and only prepared againgt the possibility of amaster unexpectedly
desring

them. | was made to serve completely and acknowledge the prisoner
asmy madter,

and when | was at last alowed to lie belly down at the end of the
savicel

knew | had once again spoken the truth. Never before had | been used
asthe

prisoner had used me, and truly had it been fitting that | call him master.
The prisoner accepted the food brought him by taking it through the
barsof his

cage, and once the serving daves had gone he inssted that | sharethe
bounty

given him. Half of the meat and vegetables and breads were eaten by
him, and

then the balance of the serving was given to me. It had been so long
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gncethe

last time | had eaten such food that | was able to do no more than taste
it,

which the prisoner saw yet made no comment upon. When hewas
donewith dl he

wished to eat he stretched hugely, then looked upon me with bright
brown eyes.

"| have just proven to mysdlf that atasty wench is more toothsome than
atasty

med," he said, reaching forth to touch hispam to my face. "Y ou are by
far the

best | have ever enjoyed, and | shal not alow you to stray from my
gde Are

you prepared for our escape?!

"Escape?" | echoed in shock, trembling more from the earlier words he
hed

spoken. He would not alow meto stray from hisside! Never had |

expected to

hear such athing, and the thrill which coursed through me was nearly
unbearable.

"Yes, escape," he agreed with a chuckle and agrin, reaching into his
bluetunic

from underneath. "They will soon come for me for that discussion with
the duke,

and it would be wise to be gone before that even if it were not time for
the

thing according to my own schedule. Remain close behind me and
make no sound,

yet be prepared to ad me should | requireyour aid.”

His hand then drew forth two keysfrom histunic, keyswhich had been
sawn

beneath the cloth, keys which were clearly for the collar about his neck
andthe

door of hiscage. | watched in silence as he unlocked the collar and
then moved

to the door, keeping my questions unspoken as | had been bidden to
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do. Where

could those keys have come from? What schedule might he be
speaking of ? And what

admight | conceivably be able to give such aman?

In another moment the cage door stood open and the prisoner was
ableto step

out, therefore did | hurry to follow as | had been told to do. | surely
expected

him to move then to the door leading out into the hall, yet therewasa
gndler,

lessimposing door in the back of the chamber which immediately
became his

objective. Hemoved quickly and quietly toiit, listened briefly, then
turned to

look down a me.

"Thereis supposed to be no more than a single guardsman beyond this
door," he

whispered very low, bardly breething the words. "The guardsman is
adso

purportedly one who considers his own comfort and pleasure before
duty. If you

go out there and beg to serve him, he would soon be too deeply
immersed to

percaive my departure. Areyou willing to ad mein such amanner?'

"I would aid you in whatever manner you required to effect your
escape,” |

returned in asimilar whisper, warmed beyond words that he had asked
rather than

commanded. "Y our freedom is as preciousto me asit surdly isto you."
"| expected no other reply from you," he whispered again with agentle
amile,

briefly touching my face. "My freedom, however, will lso mean the
freedom of

othersaswdll. Take yoursdf through the door quickly now."

| stepped to the door as rapidly asthe urgency in histone commanded,

opened
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it, and dipped through, even morethrilled than | had earlier been.
Freedom for

others, he had said, when | had thought the priceless state forever
beyond me.

It was aso my own freedom | strove for, and athough | would have
donethe

thing for him aone, the action now had other, fuller meaning.

Beyond the door, in adim, narrow back hall, indeed stood only asingle
guardsman, the sole living thing to be seen even to the many
cross-corridors

vigble. Heturned quickly with hand to hilt when | emerged from the
chamber,

yet relaxed the pose and looked closely upon mewhen he saw | was
no other thing

than adave.

"Master, | beg to serveyou,” | breathed, moving near to him so that |
might

look up into hiseyes. "l have served no more than four mastersthis
day, and

the prisoner will not have me. | amin very great need, and abjectly beg
to

sarveyou.”

"That fool in the cage refused to have you?" the guardsman asked with
brows

raised in question, hislight eyes scornful. "Clearly he haslogt ether his
sight or hismanhood, and yet | must dso refuse you. | am on duty, and
may not

now useadave”

"Madter, just abrief use, | beg you," | wheedled, touching his
breastplate with

my bare nipples. My flesh showed him clearly that | wasindeed in need
of use, a

state the prisoner's use had intensified. "There are none about to see us,
and

none need know. | will give you pleasure the likes of which you have
not often
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hed. Please, master!"

"Y ou beg with gresat attractiveness, young dave," hereplied, hisinterest
and

amusement quite evident. "'Perhaps a brief use, with nonethewiser..."
"Oh, yes, master, thank you, magter,” | babbled, truly relieved that he
would

seeto me. My need to serve had grown so great that it was well-nigh
crippling,

nearly overriding my true purpose in gpproaching him. | moved to the
right of

the door, to the nearest, darkened cross-corridor, haf drawing him
withme,

haf being eagerly followed.

Within the darkened corridor | was pulled roughly againgt the
chestplate of the

guardsman, afigt tightened in my hair, and then my lipswere his, to be
taken

brutaly and with much lust. | moaned at the delay forced upon me,
causnghim

to laugh softly, and then | was turned with my back to him and thrown
tomy

hands and knees. The prisoner had aso used mein such aposition, yet
hisuse

had brought pleasure to me aswell asto himself.

Thisguardsman began forcing himsdlf into mein amanner which would

bring

release to him aone, and athough | begged and pleaded in whispers, |
was made

to accept him and give him the pleasure he demanded. | sobbed
soundlessy with

the increase in need he brought me the while he laughed well at the jest
he

perpetrated, and when he was done | was made to reawaken him so
that I, too,

might be seen to. Hisuse wasjarring and bruta, completely sdlfish, and
yet |
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wept in hisarms and gave him unending thanks for the gift of his
manhood.

When he was a last done with me, the guardsman returned to his post
thewhilel

lay briefly upon the stone of the floor, drinking in the sensation of
satiety.

Not long would the sensation remain with me, most especidly after all
theusel

had had, and yet for the moment | felt replete. It cameto methat | had
heard

no sound of departure from the chamber in which the prisoner had
stood, nor had

the guardsman raised ahue and cry. The prisoner had made good his
escape and

would soon be returned to those who were not enemy to him. The
thought warmed

me, and enabled meto rise to my feet and accept the thought of my
soon-to-return need without tears.

The guardsman who had taken so great an amount of use from me
faled evento

look upon meas| dunk past him, seeking the cross corridor which
would take me

to the guardsmen's barracks. In no more than half a dozen steps| was
agan

beset by need, one which would require agreat deal of seeing totill
unconsciousness freed me fromiit. In the barracks | would be alowed
togivethe

service my preparation forced me to want desperately to give, and
dthoughthe

pain would also cometo methere, | could not refuse.

Thethird cross corridor led me to the main corridor, and from there|l
hurried

toward the guardsmen's barracks, the eyes of those whose posts |

passed
following me with amusement. They knew well enough that | hurried to

beg to
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serve those who were off duty, and perhaps were remembering the
times| had

served them aswell. The thought upset me as greetly asit ever did, and
I

hurried dong with head down - until the sounds of battle startled me
out of

miserable saf-contemplation.

The change from normal peace and silence to raging battle occurred so
quickly

that | was not donein sartled disbeief. Many of the guardsmen began
shouting

shocked demands, yet the fighting had burned forward to include them
before any

might spesk answersto their demands. | trembled against onewall of
the

corridor, separated from the melee by the pillar | stood behind,
shocked to see

that the guardsmen battled other guardsmen like themselves, only ones
inthe

colorsof the king. Blue and silver fought red and gold, and dthough the
shouting and clash of swords and screams of mortd fear were enough
to deafen

and daze, it soon became clear that the silver and blue was prevailing.
Nearly al of thosein red and gold were either down or attempting to
fleewhen

astrong contingent of fresh red and gold guardsmen appeared, and
thesewereled

by the duke himsdlf. Their shouts of defiance and challenge drew back
many of

their fellowswho had thought to fleein despair, and again the two
forces came

together in savage intent to wipe each other out.

Through vision dampened by fear and tears| saw the prisoner, silver
accouterments glowing brightly, sword rising and failing without
hestation,

forcing hisway through the knots of battle toward the Duke. The leader
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of fifty

appeared before him, engaged him with asneer, then quickly fdll before
his

superior skill. All about them other red and gold defenders werefailing,
unable

to sand againgt the ravening silver and blue tide, and then the prisoner
stood

before the duke.

L ess than adozen strokes were exchanged before the duke was
disarmed, and then,

with the prisoner's point at hisenemy'sthroat, al those remaining of the
red

and gold were made to throw down their armsin surrender. The duke
himsdf was

forced to his knees by thosein blue and silver, and the prisoner looked
down

upon him with deep, cold anger.

"And so shdl dl traitors be dedt with," he said, with grim satisfaction. "'l
will know immediately the place of my brother's confinement, and you
have only

to pray that he has not been harmed. Y ou were afool to take him
captive, for

your machinations againgt our father the king were mere suspicion till
then. Had

you not acted the fool, you would undoubtedly still be freeto plot your
plots

of futility. Whereishe?'

"In my dungeond" snarled the duke, fury and fear doing battlein his
weak-featured face. "Would that he were in the hdls of hell, and you
beside

him!"

"Y ou will soon have your own placethere," said the prisoner in answer,
and then

he looked to onein blue and slver who stood beside him. "Have the
duke lead

you to the place where my brother is, and give him that place once my
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brother is

freed. Hisjourney to my father's justice may then be arranged at our
lesure”

"At once, my Prince," acknowledged the onein blue and silver, and
then the duke

was dragged erect and forced up the corridor. His guardsmen were
dsoforcedin

the same direction, and in amatter of moments only those in blue and
Slver

remained to inhabit the corridor. The prisoner cleaned and reshegthed
his sword,

ordered his guardsmen to posts dong the corridor, then turned and
came toward

me. | had not thought he had seen mewhere | hid behind the pillar, yet
he had

donejust that thing.
"Pretty dave, you remain unharmed,” he said, delight in histone and

eyesashe

looked down at me. | givethanksthat thisis so, for | have not been
ableto

free my thoughts of you."

"And | give thanksthat your freedom has been restored to you,” |
replied,

trembling as | looked up into the strong brown of hiseyes. My body
burned and

screamed for easing, yet the guardsmen who would have seento me
were no longer

able to take the use of adave, and there was in truth only onewho |
then

desired to serve,

"The need again burnswithin you," he said of asudden, raising one
padmtomy

breast. "Undoubtedly due to the use you were given by the one who
wasto have

guarded my avenue of escape. We will seeto you at once, and then we

must speak
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of thething foremost inmy mind."
Hetook my arm and conducted me within one of the smdl, dimly lit

easing rooms

to be found behind the line of pillars, those rooms that were often used
by

guardsmen and daves before the former stood to their posts. He put
me gently to

the furs before removing his sword and armor, and then he was upon
andwithin

me, giving methevigor | had so great aneed of. He used me and used
me, saing

to agreat need of hisown, and when he findly withdrew | was once
agan saed

and filled with deep happiness.

"And now we may tak," he said, lying beside me and looking down
fondly at the

foolish glow he must surely have been ableto see upon me. "I am free,
my

brother isfree, and soon the duke will be freed from the burden of his
life

For the ad you gave me, the laws of my father prescribe freedom for
you as

wdl."

Freedom! The thought filled me with such unbdlieving joy thet teers
svaminmy

eyes, and | took the broad hand that touched my cheek and covered it
with

Kisses.

"The thought of freedom pleasesyou," he said, and oddly enough a
gamdl| portion

of the warmth was gone from histone. " Should you ask for freedom
you may have

it, yet | would have you ask for another thing."

| looked again to hisfacein confusion so vast my head whirled, unable
to

understand what words he spoke. Had he not said he would not allow
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meto leave
his sde? How might such athing beif | wereadave?
"Y ou must know that | have recently been married,” he said, sending

the pain of

asword through my heart. "The nuptia s were arranged between my
father and

hers, aking who has no sons of hisown. At hisdeath | will become
king over

his people, and my sons after me. His daughter the princessis
exceedingly fair,

yet | have already used her enough to know that she cannot satisfy me.
Shehas

refused to come to my bed more often than two or threetimesin each
day, and

cals my appetites unnatural. My appetites, | know, are greater than
those of

other men, yet | see nothing unnaturd inthem, merdly do | find difficulty
in

having them satisfied. Y ou, pretty dave, arethefirgt to satisfy those
appetiteswith yoursdlf done."

| attempted to speak then, to remind him that the root of my great need
layin

the preparation | was put through each morning, yet he halted my
wordswith his

pam to my mouth.

"Hush, child, I know what you would say," he scolded very gently, with
justa

hint of sternness. ™Y ou believe | desire you for the dave needs put upon
you,

and thisisnot so. The very sight of you sendsflames dl through me, so
high

that | have never known their like with any other woman. To seeyou is
to want

you, and | see you even when others stand before me in your place.”
His hand left my mouth to caress my hair, and the smile he gave me
heded the
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wound in my heart.

"I find I cannot countenance the thought of losing you," he said, bringing
his

other hand to my hair aswell. "If you ask for freedom it will be given
you, and

yet you must know that | cannot keep a free woman beside me. If you
remaina

dave, my dave, your place will bein my gpartmentsin the paacel
sharewith

my lady wife, and nonewill even consder commenting upon the matter.
The

preparation given you each morning will be less harsh than that given
you now,

only enough to see that you are able to serve me without difficulty, and
freedom

will beyoursin dl other things. Y ou will need to serve only mysdif -
and

perhaps afriend or two with whom | share dl things - and my brothers,
of

course, when they visit - and in such away we may share our livesand
thelove

wefed. | wish only to have you asmy own, yet the decison must come
fromyou.

| loveyou; will you pledge yoursdf daveto me?’

| stared a him in gpeechlessness, achingly torn, horribly uncertain. His
hands

caressed my hair and face, hislipstouched melightly and lovingly, and
the

Spear points of agonizing indecison dashed mefrom within, Hefdt the
same

love for methat | fet for him; never had | expected to find such aman,
and he

would be my love and my life- if | wereto pledge mysdf daveto him.
My

desirefor him was so grest that | trembled between his hands, burning
fromthe
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aready-returning needs of my body, the tears flowing from my eyesin
astream

of pain. | had to have him, | would dieif | could not have him, and yet -
"l cannot,” 1 whispered, the words torn from my flesh asthough by the

teeth of

apredator. "My freedom was taken; never would | have given it up of
mysdf. |

loveyou - yet freedom isas precious aslifeitsdf. | would give my life
for

you - but to face forever asadave - "

"Asmy dave, beloved,” he murmured, lowering one hand to caressme
where he had

dready proven himsdf my master. "Freedom is such afoolish, little
thingto

stand between us, S0 pitifully useless athing to choose over our love.
Already

| fed asthough | could taste you again, and the need riseswithin you as
well.

Make the proper choice and we may love again, dearest dave child,
tdl meyou

will bemine”

"No," | wept, closing my eyes againgt the command in hisgaze, the
demandin his

fingers, the weskness of my flesh. | wanted so much to make us one,
and yet -

"No," | sobbed, and the words grew louder and louder. "No, no, no,
no, no, no -"

"No!" | screamed, fighting against the straps holding my wrists down,
sosick to

my stomach | thought | would messdl over mysdlf. "No, stop it, no!"
"Cam down, Jennifer, it'sal over," asoothing voice cameimmediatdy
from

right next to my ear while hands smoothed down my sweet-soaked
hair. "Just take

itessy."

"What's wrong with her?' a voice demanded, avoice that was closeto


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

outrage.

"What the hell did you two do to her?"

"We proved you can scratch her from the possible daveligt," another
voice

sad, athird voice. "No matter how high her rating in sensudity is, there
isn't anything about davery that turns her on. If we hadn't been
gimulaing

her artificidly dl during the Stuationa, she would have turned off and
stayed that way. Even the ultimate force play didn't budge her, and not
may

femae types turn thumbs down on that, | cantdll you.”

"What ultimate force play?" the second voice demanded again, but less
belligerently. "What kind of astuationd did you put her in?"

"Y ou heard me setting the stage for her,” the other voice answered.
"Shefound

hersdf adavein apalace, adave whose main function wasto give use
tothe

men of that palace. She had no hope for freedom until shewas given to
acaptive

prince, who used her and talked to her, then decided he wanted her
permanently.

She had dready fallen in love with him, and when he had broken free
and brought

his fighters back to take over the palace, hetold her that he wanted
her."

"Then why did she get so wild?' the other voice asked, sounding
confused. "If

sheloved him, why wasn't shejumping for joy?"

"Because hetold her wanted her asadave,”" the answer came. "Hetold
her he

loved her, that she was entitled to be freed, but he wanted her to
chooseto be

hisdave. She was as much in love with him asit's possible to be - but
she

dill refused to behisdave.™”

"| see," the other voice said, sounding impressed. ™Y ou set her up to be


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

Crazy

about him, and then he asks her to be hisdave. If I'd had achanceto
put

money onit, | would have bet on her going dong with anything he
asked."

"Most of them do,” was the agreement. "The only usua exceptionsare
women

who've had men lieto them in the past, but she should be too young to
have that

in her background. As pretty as sheis, though, she must have had it
handed to

her a couple of times even before other girls knew what men weredl
about. Give

me ahand, will you?We've got to bring her al the way out of it."
"Sure," the other voice answered, and then there were tugs on the
straps around

my wrigts. | didn't know what was happening, but | did know | couldn't
doas

he'd asked. | wouldn't do as he'd asked, and | kept shaking my head
and saying

0.

"Come on, Jennifer, and St up now," another soothing voice said in my
ear, the

voicethat had done the explaining to the other voice. "It'sdl over and
you're

fine, but you have to Sit up now and open your eyes.”

| let the hands help meinto sitting, then opened my eyestofind a
dimmer light

al around. | blinked, still shaking my head alittle, and then | saw him.
Brown-haired and brown-eyed, seriously concerned, he stared at me
theway he'd

been doing earlier, and the trembling came back and brought tearsto
my eyes.

"No," | whispered, cringing back againgt the other arms supporting me,
tryingto

escape hisstare. "Please, | can't, don't you understand that? | can't.”
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"Jennifer, what's the matter?" he asked, frowning as he stepped closer
and put a

hand out to me. "Why are you crying?'

"Don't touch me!" | begged, shivering and edging back even farther.
"Yourejust

likedl therest, not giving adamn about me, just what you can get out
of mel

Leave medone, do you hear me, just leave me done!™

"What the hell isgoing on here?' anew voice demanded as he frowned
more deeply

and reached out again to touch me. He and the others al turned fast to
the new

voice, and the man |eft the doorway to move farther into the light. He
wasvery

big, black-haired and black-eyed, and so angry he looked just about
ready to

strike out at everyonein reach.

"Who the hdl are you?' one of the blond men demanded in turn, the
one standing

near abank of machinery. "Who told you you could comein here?"
"I'mVddon Carter, and | don't need anyoneto tell me anything,” the
big man

came back, the words coming out almost in agrowl. "What are you
doing to my

niece?’

"We're gppraising her," the same blond man said, afaint tremor now
audiblein

hisvoice. "If you're her uncle you're the one who asked for it, so what
areyou

complaining about?"

"I'm complaining about the fact that nobody mentioned sheldd be
terror-stricken,”

the big man said in the same near-growl, sending his hard, black-eyed
garefrom

one man to the next until he saw him. "And what the hell ishe doing
here?Ishe
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supposed to be aregular member of your appraisa team?”

"No, he's not aregular member of our team," the blond man holding me
sad when

the other remained silent. "But heisahigh-ranking member of the
middle-Management, and thereforeisentitled to - "

"Nothing," the big man interrupted in avery flat voice, hiseyestill on
him.

"| don't care how big awhed heis, when it comesto my niece he has
no right

to anything, and especidly not to horning in where he doesn't belong.
Geta

blanket."

"But she'snot al theway out of it yet," the man holding me protested.
"You

can'tjust - "

"Get ablanket!" the big man interrupted again, his voice growing even
colder.

"Shelsmy niece, and | can 'just’ do anything | damned well please.
Now, move!"

"Just calm down, Mr. Carter," he said in asmooth, persuasive voice as
the blond

man near the machinery hesitated very briefly then bent to anearby
cabinet. "If

you didn't know what appraisal entailed, you shouldn't have asked to
have your

niece put through it. Any of our aff could have told you what was
involved,

but you don't seem to have made the effort to find out. Now you're
angry and

looking for someone to take it out on, but it seemsto me-"

"Y ou seem to think I'm interested in your opinion, Mr. Rich,” the big
man cut in

again, histone unchanged, his eyes even colder. "Unlike those you
seemto be

used to dealing with, | find nothing about you of interest. From now on,

Say
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away from my niece."

He took the blanket the blond man was holding out to him, opened it as
he came

toward me, then put it around me. | was gill trembling and crying and
waan't

sureif | could trust him, but there had been a shadow in the back of the
room

that wasn't there any longer, and | seemed to have some sort of
memory of the

black-haired man from somewhere that was a good-feding memory.
When he wrapped

me in the blanket and lifted me off the tableinto hisarms| put my own
ams

tight around his neck and my head to his shoulder, and his hold on me
tightened

in acomforting way. Without another word he turned and took me out
of that

place, and | felt so safe that before we had gone more than a dozen
steps | was

aready adeep.

Chapter 11

"Of dl the stupid, bird-brained, mindless thingsto do, that hasto be the
prize-winner! | snarled in the trade language, glaring at my so-cdled
partner.

"How could you do it?"

"It waseasy," he answered mildly, popping another grapeinto his

mouth, his

feet comfortably propped up on thetablein front of hischair. "I didn't
like

that appraisal ideato begin with, and when time passed and you didn't
show up,

| decided to do alittle investigating. I'm till attuned to you, so finding
where they had you wasn't hard, and neither was getting you out. |
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thought you

said therewould be nothing to it. What | waked in on didn't ook like
nothing.

What did they do to you?

Hisvoice had grown harder by the time he got to his question and
those dark

black eyes were on me, al the mildness gone out of them. | knew most
of the

growl insde him wasn't for me, but it still made me uncomfortable.
"Never mind what they did," | came back, shifting around on thewide,
beeutiful

bed | sat in. "Let'stak about what you did. Y ou blew your
Characterization,

and there's no way to unblow it. How doesit fedl to screw up the very
firg

assgnment youregiven?'

"I didn't screw anything up,” he answered with a headshake, the least
bit

annoyed. "I'm the only one who hasthe right to mistreat my niece, and |
let

them know it. There was nothing moreto it than that.”

"Nothing moretoit?' | dmost screeched, serioudy considering theidea
of

killing him. "Y ou practicaly offered Greg Rich his choice of weapons!
Or if not

with weapons, barehanded with no holds barred! That's your idea of
nothing?"

"I don't likethe man," he said with agrimace, taking hisfeet down so
he could

stand and come over to Sit next to me on the bed. "Why were you
cowering awvay

from himwhen | camein?What did he do to you?'

"Hedidn't do anything,”" | answered with agrimace like the one hed
shown,

deciding to get hismorbid curiosity satisfied. "'l wasn't supposed to be
ableto
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remember anything that happened, but despite the heavy jolt of trystisl

| ill

haveit all. It didn't mean much until I came out of the fog completely a
little

while ago, but | do remember it. My best guessisthat Greg threw his
weight

around alittle too hard with one of those techs, the one standing near
the

magter board, the one named Gil. Gil got huffy, then apparently
decided to get

even with Greg by making him the mode! for themain maleroleinthe
Stugiond

they set meinto. When | opened my eyesand saw Greg, dl | could
understand was

that he was il after me to make the decision he wanted. | didn't know
how

long | could hold out againgt him if he kept at me, so | wasterrified.”

| couldn't stop the shudder that touched me then, or the flaring, raging
anger

at how terribly that dave I'd been had been taken advantage of. | could
dill

fedl the echoes of thelove I'd felt for that prisoner, that dimewho
would ask

awoman inlove with him to give up something more preciousthan life
to

accommodate his convenience. | felt horribly betrayed, and knowing it
hedn't

been red did nothing to ease the feding. And | dso remembered
something dse

that doubled the shudder.

"What was he after you for?' Va asked, hishand on my shoulder very
gentle

despite the too-soft tone in his voice. | looked up to see hiseyes, and
couldn't understand the expression in them.

"We have something to think about more important than thet,” | told
him. "Before
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Greg got there | had another visitor, one who showed up right after the
trystisl got its claws in me, someone who must have been sent for. He
wasthere

right infront of me, Vd, and | couldn't move."

"Not -" Va began, and then his hand was tightening on my shoulder.
"What was he

doing here? And what did he do to you?'

"Hedidn't have achanceto do much of anything,” | answered, noticing
that my

own hands were not quite as steady as 1'd thought they were. "What he
would have

done is another story, but Greg barged in and broke up the party. As
for what he

was doing here, that's obvious: your good buddy called him.”

"But why?' Va demanded. "Why would he cal him?What kind of
twisted game are

they playing?”

"l wish | knew," | said with asigh, gtirring uncomfortably inthe
tightened

grip on my shoulder, an action which at least made him ease up alittle.
"Whatever it is, well haveto keep going along with it until | can face
thet

garbage without any trygtisil in me. Maybe well get lucky and find out
he's

dill here”

"I'd bewilling to bet againgt it,” Va said with suddenly deeper vexation,
his

expression tdling me hed had an unpleasant memory. "When | wason
my way to

that place to find you, some sort of flying vehicle passed overheed,
meking

everyone around me look up. One woman wondered aloud who the
VIPwas, asfar as

sheknew, flying vehiclesaren't dlowed in thisarea. The man with her
sadit

didn't much matter who it was; the thing was leaving, not coming in for
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a

landing. If that wasn't our target, the coincidence would be too much.”
"And if flying vehicles aren't alowed, then we can't follow asfast ashe
can

lead," | summed up, folding my legsin front of me with agrowl! of
frudtration.

"After being that close-! All we can do now is keep going with your
friend. |

don't have to wonder if he got whatever gpprova he waslooking for; if
he's

gtill hanging around, it's only because another meeting's been
scheduled.”

"Aslong asI'mtherenext time" Va said, hiseyesdirectly on me again.
"And

gpeaking of meetings, you gtill haven't told me what Rich was after you
for."

"Vd, | told you it wasn't him," | said with less exasperation than | felt,
suddenly aware again of the hand on my shoulder. "What's more to the
pointis

that your denying it doesn't change the fact that you did blow your role.
You

weren't supposed to care about me; barging in and dragging me out of
there,

especidly theway you did it, was completely out of character. If you
care

enough about someone to chalenge Sphere officias for them, you don't
sl them

to the highest bidder - which iswhat you're supposedly up to with me,
remember?'

"Well, | can dwayssay | changed my mind." He shrugged. "Sincel can
seel'd

better keep acloser eyeonyou, | canclam | didn't redize what good
Suff |

had right in front of me until that Rich character tried movinginonit. If |
turn out to be lecherous instead of wesk-willed, who'll know the
difference?'
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"I'll know," I told him in sub-zero tones, reaching up to purposely and
findly

move his hand from my shoulder. "L et's try saying instead that you
didn't want

your merchandise damaged before you could turn it over, and you
were afraid Greg

Rich would swing aded before you could. And | want thisfeud
between the two

of you stopped right now."

"No probleminthat." He shrugged again, looking & mein that strange
way a

second time. "Aslong as he stays away from you theway | told him to,
there

won't beany cdl for feuding."

"Now, look, Va," | began, really getting hot. "You can't just - "

"But | canjugt," heinterrupted, pointing afinger at me. "Y ou seemto

have

forgotten that it's Uncle Vd, and that what | say goes. From what I've
Seen of

this place so far - not to mention the sort of visitorsyou get - you'll
have

enough problems doing what you have to without getting any further
involved with

someonelike Rich. Y ou'll stop encouraging him, and helll siop coming
around.”

"Encouraging him?" | choked, absolutely furious. "What do you mean,
encouraging

him? And you can't just brush him off and expect him to stay brushed

offl Hesa

'-'I don't carewhat heis," my sweet partner interrupted again, that "no"
;:rlﬁiirs eyes. "You'redl finished playing around with him. It'samost time
]:gto be moving on, so you'd better get up and get dressed.”

"Now, you wait just aminute!" | growled, but | was dready talking to
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his back.

He had gotten up from the bed and was heading toward the door
outsde, and then

the door was closing behind him.

| sat for aminute just staring at that closed door in disbelief, then sank
back

down againg the pillows. | was more than willing to believe | was il
dreaming, but thingslike that didn't happen in dreams, only in
nightmares. My

brand-new, totaly inexperienced partner had not only just ignored a
direct

order from the assgnment leader, he had aso turned around and issued
an order

of hisown that he intended seeing obeyed!

It looked like being in a position to run things had goneto Va's head
even

above the point of getting even; hewasredly beginning to believe he
could

tell mewhat to do! | had no intentions of listening to him, of course,
evenif

it were my choice about whether or mot to see Greg again, but his
attitude was

more than apain. Sure as sin, there would be more trouble over it than
hewas

anticipating.

Theroom | sat inwas pretty, but my mind jumped back to Radman
again, o | took

Va's"suggestion” and got up to get dressed. Inthe middle of al the
melon

ruffles and lace was my luggage, since that was the room I'd been
assigned to

for the post-physical-exam period. Va had brought me there and put
meintothe

bed, and I'd dept until only afew minutes earlier, when my system had
findly

been able to break loose from the trytisil.
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Ontop of thesingle, small trunk 1'd brought from the Station lay a
uarish

brown dresswith fluffsand afull skirt, obvioudy another "suggestion”
frommy

"uncle." Hed been wearing white dacks and alemon-yellow shirt, but
he wanted

me completely covered and in adark, sweaty dressat that.

| threw the thing onto the floor and opened the trunk, then pulled out a
white

shortsoutfit I'd brought dong, something of mine that any femde of any

age
could wear, provided she had the figure for it. Once | had the outfit on

my

figure and had added white deck shoes, | repacked the brown
mongrosity and

reset the trunk lock before closing it up again. Giving Va accessto my
wardrobe had been a mistake, but at least it was partly correctable.
Va was outsde waiting for me, but not directly outsde the door. The
room |

left was one of agtring that circled an umbrellaed lounge area, and Va
was a

atablewith John Little, the two of them sipping something tall and cool.
When

| walked up to their table and took the third chair, Val's eyes stayed on
me

until | was seated.

"That isn't what | took out for you to wear," he commented after along
minute,

histone unexpectedly unargumentative. "Didn't you like my choice?"
"Asamatter of fact, | didn't,” | answered with restrained surprise, only
glancing at the naked servant who was putting aglass of tall and cool
whatever

in front of me. "It's much too hot here for adresslike that.”

"Too hot for asummer dress" Va answered with asmal amile,
glancing a

Little asif he were sharing an insde joke, and then he showed afaint
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orin.

"W, it so happens| prefer your choice, too. | like the way you say,
‘thank

you for saving me.
"Y ou expect meto thank you for pulling me out of something you got
meintoin

thefirst place?' | asked with dl the sarcasm | was capable of, just short
of

laughing in hisface. "If you do, youre dreaming. | didn't put this outfit
on

foryou."

"'Methinksthe lady doth protest too much,™ Little quoted as he sipped
ahis

drink, the amusement gtill in hiseyes. "Appraisa baresonéestrue
nature,

Jenny, and | saw the way you were holding your uncle around when he
caried you

away fromit. Areyou sureyou aren't the least bit curious asto what it

would

be like to go through the Sphere partnered with him?Y ou've learned
what other

men are capable of; are you sure you don't want to know what he can
do? And are

you completely sure you don't secretly like what he's been doing to
you?”

| stared at Little open-mouthed, findly understanding theline VA must
have

handed Radman's assstant. My "uncle" after findly noticing the
largesse under

his nosefor so long, had also discovered that hislittle niece had acrush
(rjlinm. She wasn't about to admit that crush, of course, but why shouldn't
Pr?elgrsgrmce on Xanadu to take advantage of the Situation? It had to
gsmethi ng likethat for Little to get such akick out of it, but therewas
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no
reason for meto go dong withit.

"Y ou're both crazy for even suggesting something likethat,” | told them,
getting stiffly to my feet. "If you think I'm going to stay hereand ligten to
any more of it, you're- "

"Jennifer,” Vd interrupted, hisvoicelow but histone somehow ...
implacable.

"Sit down and drink your drink, and behave yoursdlf. Y ou're not going
anywhere

until departure time, and then you'll be going with us. If you try
disobeying me

I'll punishyou.”

Those black eyes stared up at me, telling me | had no choice, telling me
his

threat wasn't smply window-dressing. Hed told Little | secretly

enjoyed being

roughed up by him, and to prove the point he'd do whatever he had to
intheway

of "punishing." Come hell or high water held go with hisown decison,
and|

didn't have to wonder what his" punishment” would conss of; he got
hisown

back from femalesin only one way, and there was nothing | could do
to stop him

or escape him.

| wasaminor, hewasmy lega guardian, and | couldn't even smply
pick up and

walk away. | now had areason for going adong with him, but once that
assgnment

wasover... | sat down again without aword, letting him seethefury in
my eyes,

but dl that did was make him and hisfriend chuckle again.

"Quite adecison, wasn't it, Jenny?" Little drawled, leaning back from
the

tableto let me see more easly theridiculein hiseyes. "But have no

fear, my
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girl. I'm sure your unclewill find any number of opportunitiesto punish
youin

the following days. Y ou haven't redly lost out on anything that would
giveyou

plessure”

| couldn't hep giving him an infuriated glance, which amused him even
more. Va

was amused too, but for entirely different reasons. | wasn't amused at
al, but

nobody gave adamn.

After ashort wait we three and the other people around uswereled to
large,

sybariticdly furnished barges, the sort with wide, soft cushions, striped
awnings, and naked daveswith festher fansamost astall asthey were.
Drinks

were again available, soft, cool, alcoholic, or any combination of the
above,

along with snacks, cakes, ices, fruits, breads, you nameit. Soft music
cane

from four naked dave musicians, and everyone seemed ddighted with
the

arrangements - again with one exception.

When | picked alarge, blue cushion to lie down on, | didn't get to do

more than

make mysdf comfortable under the awning before | had company on
the cushion.

Va lay down behind me and put an arm around my waist, and | wasn't
permitted to

ether push the arm away or squirm loose from the spread-fingered
hold. | was

laughingly ordered to lie ftill and enjoy the cool breeze playing around
us, but

what | redlly did was make sure my eyeswould be wide open for an
opportunity to

leave Vd behind. HEd shown me the benefitsin working with a
partner, all
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right, which underlined my wisdom in usudly working done.

The barges took us across the lake to the opposite sde wed started
from, then

went down-current a considerable distance until they reached along,
fedtivdy

decorated docking. The weather continued beautiful and the crowd
continued

happy, but everyone was more than smply happy. The drinks had been
subtly added

to again, and no one wasfinding fault or feding bored with anything,
especidly with the extra daves sent out to meet us. Laughing, naked
femdes

surrounded the men and thelr grinning male equivaents appeared
around the

women, and that way we were separated and led to individua pavilions.
At first Va had been reluctant to be separated from me, but whatever
had been

inour drinks convinced him quickly enough that the femade daveswere
worth his

attention for awhile. Little had been led away by acouple of pretty
boys, and

an interesting al-male specimen had attached himsdlf to me, taking my
hand to

direct me while his eyes moved over every inch of me.

| discovered | didn't mind his attaching himself to mein the least, and
by that

understood the drug had atenuous hold on me aswell. Aslong as|
was aware of

it and therefore had the option of going dong with it or not there was
nothing

to get excited about, but | couldn't help wondering what the drug was
and what

purposeit had. If it wasreaching meit had to be powerful, and | didn't
think

the Management would use something that powerful just to turn their
clients
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happy .

The pavilion | was led to was powder blue and white, large and square
and

delicioudy secret-looking, asthough all sorts of forbidden pleasures
might be

foundinit. | knew that strange an idea had to be caused by the drug
working on

me, and the first words spoken to me by the dave holding my hand
confirmed the

guess and added to it.

"Indgde these cloth walls I'm yours completely, mistress,” he murmured,
his

light eyeslooking down a me as he held aside the cloth draping the
entrance.

"I'll do whatever you order meto do, give you pleasure or take it from
you,

anything you like. All you haveto do iscommand me."

| walked past him into the pavilion without answering, in the process
pullingmy

hand loose from his, most of my attention on the room | entered. Blue
and white

slks hung on thewalls, white furslay scattered on the floor with blue
cushions, and the other rooms of the pavilion were closed off from that
oneby

more drapes. Pleasantly low lighting came from someinvisible source,
thealr

was cool and comfortable as though conditioned, and small tables of
dark wood

held wine flasks and glasses and small assortments of food to be
nibbled on.

| heard the naked male dave enter the pavilion behind me and resettle
the drape

over the entrance, making the room complete in its attractiveness, but |
was

beginning to fed an impatience that the drug couldn't overcome. Funis
fun, but
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al that messing around wasn't doing a damned thing to bring me closer
to

Radman.

"How long do we stay in this place?’ | asked the dave without turning
to face

him, wondering if | could judtify taking the chance of grabbing Little and
drugging him. He had to know where Radman was, and if | could get
thelocation

out of him | could see about moving on ahead of thisgroup inching its
way into

the Sphere. The sooner that assgnment was over the sooner | could
get back toa

norma life - and away from daves anxiousto please.

"If you're redlly as bored as you sound, | must be losing my apped,”
another

voice answered for the dave, an amused voice | recognized. "Don't tell
me

you're going into tri-v withdrawa ?'

The voicewas Greg Rich's, and | turned dowly to see the Management
rep

standing just beyond a draping to the right. He had to have been
waitingin

another room of the pavilion, and had shown himsalf only after | had
entered.

The mae dave who had led me there was on his knees with heed
bowed, adefinite

nervousness and purposefully obvious subserviencein his manner due
tothe

presence of one of histrue masters. The sght of hisdavish posture
Sckened

me, but | didn't redize how much of my opinion wasvisible until the
amusement

left Greg'sface.

"You redly don't like daves, do you?' he asked, true puzzlement in the
guestion. "Most people jump at the chanceto lord it over them, taking
to
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dave-enjoyment the way they take to breathing pure, sweet air. What
makes you

didikeit s0?'

"l suppose | have a better imagination than other people,” | answered
with only

abrief hestation. "I'd hate being adave, so | don't like seeing people
who

are daves. What are you doing here?'

"Y ou mean, after | was ordered to stay away from you?" he asked,
again amused.

"It so happens | wouldn't make much of adave ether, especialy when
it comes

to taking orders. And | wanted to find out if you weredl right.”

"Why shouldn't | bedl right?' | asked, suddenly finding the pavilion too
arrlessand enclosed. "Uncle Vd yelled at me about not seeing you
agan, but he

didn't do anything beyond yelling. Why should anything be wrong?'
"Jennifer, | can't tell you what happened, but take my word that
omething is

wrong," he answered soberly, beginning to move dowly toward me. "A
louse named

Gil tried to ruin things between us, and don't think | haven't reported
himfor

it, but that doesn't change what he did. Even if you don't remember
what

happened, 1'd like achance to make it up to you. Will you give me that
chance?'

"I don't know what you're talking about,” | answered, finding that | had
toturn

away from his brown-eyed stare. | wasn't supposed to remember
anything that had

happened while | had been under the influence of the trystisil, but
feding

uneasy in his presence without knowing why was only to be expected.
Thefact

that | did remember, dl of it, was giving me something of ahard time,
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and|

had to seeif | could get rid of him.

"I'm talking about the fact that part of you believes| want you asa
dave' he

said from right behind me, and his voice had softened. "Y ou don't need
to know

why you believethat, but | give you my word it isn't so. | don't want
you asa

dave, Jennifer - but | do want you."

"Greg, please give me alittle time done to think about this" | began,
the

palms of my hands moist, my eyeslocked to the blue and white silkson
the

pavilionwall infront of me, my fingers usdesdy pulling a one ancther.
Having him around was dangerousin more waysthan one, and if |
could get himto

walk away, even temporarily...

"Time spent donewon't do it, Jennifer,”" he denied immediately and
then his

pamswere stroking my bare arms. "'If | don't show you how wrong
you areright

now, there will never be alater. Don't you want thereto be alater -as
well as

aright now?'

| discovered that my eyes had closed at the first touch of hishands, and
my

heart was pounding so hard the dave must have heard it on the other
gdeof the

pavilion. | did remember the gppraisd, dl of it, including how muchin
lovel

had been with Greg in the Stuationd. Telling mysdf the love waan't redl
didn't help; no love wasred or lasted very long, but that didn't stop it
from

tearing you up ingdefor aslong asit held on.

| didn't want to go through that again, | didn't, but he had said he didn't
want
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me asadave, and then his hands were turning me around so that his
amscould

hold me, and it felt so good | nearly moaned with the pain. | might have
been

ableto control mysdlf if not for the latest drug 1'd been fed, but with
thet

pulling a my grings of judgment dl | could do waslet my own arms
Sed

around him.

"That's much better," he said with a chuckle, letting hishands move dl
over

the back of me. "I was regretting the time together we were done out of
edlier,

but I think it may well prove for the best after dl. | think you're more
ready

for me now than you were then."

Ready was too pale aword for what | wasfedling, and even though |
Sruggled

againg it, I couldn't make it stop. He removed my arms from around
hiswast

and picked me up, chuckling again when | trandferred my hold to
around his neck,

then carried me back toward the room he'd come out of.

"Bring two glasses of wine," hetold the dave aswe passed him, and
thenwe

were behind the draping and into the other room. Done dl in silver and
gray, it

was the most sensually obvious bedroom I'd ever seen. Thebed wasa
low, wide

square right in the center of the room, the light wasflickering
canddight,

and the mirrors threw back numberlessimages at us amidst the fur and
glk

decorations. Greg wasn't carrying me quite aseasly asVd did, but he
dill

managed to get usto the barely raised platform that was the bed and
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put us both

downonit.

It was no more than aminuteswork getting me out of my shorts outfit
and deck

shoes, so | was as naked as the dave when he brought the wine Greg
had asked

for. Greg wasjust stripping down to his shorts when the dave
appeared next to

the bed, but dl he did was throw him aglance while he stripped the rest
of the

way. | lay flat on my back in the middle of the Slver fur that wasthe
bed's

cover, so badly in need | couldn't keep from moving around, but some
smdl part

of mestill remembered therole | was supposed to be playing.

"Greg, send him away," | asked, looking up at the light eyes staring
down at me.

"You know | don't like to be watched like that."

"Jennifer, you've got to get over those provincid attitudes,” | was

informed

with agrin that brought afaint smileto the dave aswdl, and then Greg
was

lying beside me, to my Ieft, no longer hampered by clothing. "What
harm does

being watched do you?'

"l just don't likeit," | answered lamdy, glancing again a the smiling
dave

before turning on my sideto Greg. "I thought you were anxiousto
makeloveto

me"

"l am," he answered with awider grin, then did a hand between my
thighsso

fast that | gasped and tried to push it away. "And you, it seems, are
anxiousto

have me make love to you. Does it bother you so much to be watched
that you'd
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refuseto let metouch you if the dave stayed?!

"Greg, pleasal” | whispered, growing even more frantic asthe flames
began

roaring high and consuming me. "Please send him away!"

"But, Jennifer, what will we do without wine?' he murmured, lowering
hishead to

my breast. | was aready so far gone that that nearly finished me, and
witha

sob | threw my arms around him, begging for what | needed so
desperately, not

giving adamn if the entire planet was watching. Greg laughed and took
meinhis

arms, and the flamesrose up to claim us both.

It was somehow not quite long enough before it was over, but by then
thedave

was gone. Greg lay beside me sipping from the glass he'd been given
whilel

tried to push asde wide, unformed thoughts of vague dissatisfaction,
and he

amiled when my eyesfindly cameto hisface.

"Y ou were better than ever, sweetheart,” he assured me, reaching
above my head

to retrieve the other glass of wine from whereit stood on the floor.
"Bang

watched wasn't quite asterrible as you thought it would be, wasit?
"No," | conceded inasmal voice, making sure | blushed alittle and
looked

briefly away from him. The dave had stayed through the entire
performance,

getting alot of fun out of watching what Greg had doneto me. | was
redly raw

over being put on display like that, but | found mysdf wanting to blame
the

daveingtead of Greg. Love, even artificid love, tendsto turn people
supid,

but | wasn't so stupid that | didn't refuse the wine with a shake of my
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head. If

| gave the drug a chance to flush out of my system, | might be ableto
do

something about the rest of it.

"Now that you know there's nothing wrong with watching, maybe you'd
liketodoa

little of it," he said, returning the glass 1'd refused before Sipping at his
own. "l owe your uncle alittle something, and tonight would be the
perfect time

to pay up onit. If you like, you can join me."

"What do you intend doing to him?" | asked, suddenly more dert than |
had been

but keeping it from showing. | couldn't bear the thought of hurting Greg,
but |

couldn't let him hurt vVa.

"| intend doctoring the placement testing helll be going through tonight,”
Greg

answered, his chuckle somewhat on the rough sde. "Everyone coming
intothe

Sphere getsfiltered through this placement camp, the night's stopover
being

used to find out what they redlly want. They're drugged and then put
through a

series of experiences, and the drug makes them react honestly. Some
women talk

endlesdy about equdity and superiority, demanding their rightsto do as
they

please, but what they really want isto be captured and endaved and
raped

without mercy.

"'Some men shout about how strong men have to be, how they can
never let women

get the upper hand, but they'd love to be shouted down, whipped hard
and long,

and then be made to kissawoman'sfeet. After the testing we know
what
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direction to send them in, and that way they get the most out of their
vistand

usually decide to come back again. Somehow, | doubt your uncle will
want to come

back again."

"But what are you going to do to him?" | ingsted, getting up on one
elbow to

take most of mysdlf off the fur | waslying on. The fur was damp from
my Swest,

but | sill found it starting to work on me again.

"| told you, I'm going to change his testing experiences,” Greg said with
more

of agrin, reaching over to touch afinger to thetip of my breast. "Inthe
routine sequence he would start out being captured and endaved by a
femde,

would be given the chance to escape and take the female captivein
turn, and

then, if the second part of the sequence was completed, be given the
chanceto

free the female and share pleasure with her without forcing it on her or
having

it forced on him.

"'Some people get the most pleasure out of sharing instead of taking or
being

forced to give, and we take that into account, but there are other things
to be

taken into account aswell. Different people have different tastes, and
we have

sequencesto cover it al, but those sequences can be modified. What
doyou

think would happen if your uncle was ‘accidentally' put through the
forced dave

sequence aone, for example?!

"Hed redly flip out,” | answered dowly, finding something ugly in his
grinof

dight. "But what will happen if he complains? If he gets put through
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something

likethat helll know it wasyou, and he might complain.”

"I've dready thought of that," he said with even more of agrin. "If his
complaint was passed on I'd redlly beinit, but I've dlready seento it
thet it

won't be passed on. And tomorrow, once he comes out of it, I'll let him
know

that there have been occas ons when guests have had terrible accidents
or have

disappeared entirely.

"It usualy turned out that rogue daves were responsible for those awful
happenings and the daves were tracked down and then harshly
punished, but the

punishment cametoo late to be of any help to the unfortunate victims. |
think

helll be smart enough to take the hint and let it lie after that, not to
mention

keeping his hands off what other people have expressed an interest in.
But

enough about him; let's talk about the zone I'm going to be taking you
through."

He began describing something called the orange zone then, aplace
that appeared

to be one non-stop party, but | was listening with only partia attention.
I

didn't like the sound of what he intended doing to VVa but | couldn't
very well

say S0, and aslong as his plansdidn't include anything redly harmful I'd
have

to go along with them. | didn't want to believe Greg would hurt Va,
and after a

couple of minutes|'d convinced mysdlf he was only looking to even the
scorea

little.

That made me fed considerably better, so much better that | could
ligento his
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descriptions of what we'd be doing together with as much anticipatory
eagerness

as he was showing. After that he put his glass asde and took mein his
ams

again, and theway | fet dmaost made hislovemaking something I'd
been looking

for dl my life- if it had been more satisfying. For some reason the inner
me

was expecting more from him, and when it didn't come it was more
then

disgppointing.

We stopped for aquick snack before getting dressed, then left the
pavilionin

the dave's kegping and went outside. It wasn't long past sundown but
the camp

was oddly quiet, as though everyone had turned in early to get agood
night's

deep. Greg put hisarm around me against the cool of the night, and led
theway

through and around the silent pavilionsto a pavilion that was four times
the

sze of the others, was colored in what the lights around it showed to be
lilec

and black, and which had two men in Sphere uniform standing in front
of it. The

two men nodded to Greg asthey stepped aside, and wewent oniin
through the

hanging drape.

Insdewas brisk efficiency, with the entire interior partitioned off into
gl

cubicleswhich held very sophisticated equipment, people either tting
infront

of that equipment or hurrying from place to place. Our destination lay at
the

back of the pavilion, which we reached by moving dong theaide
dretching
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between the cubicles, no one paying any particular attention to us until

we got

to where we were going. Insde that cubicle the man at the equipment
looked up,

then flashed Greg aquick grin.

"Youreintimeto waich thelast of hisfun,” the man said, gesturing
toward

the screenin front of him. "He's as high as akite, and has been going
through

those daveslike abull through aherd of cows. It'stoo bad you missed
the

rest of his performance. I've picked up more pointersthan | knew there
were"

"Never mind how good you think heis;" Greg said with asnort of

dismisd, not

even glancing at the screen. "I've got something to changein this
program, and

| want you to set it up now. When the projectorsgo on, | want it al
resdy."

The man at the screen raised his eyebrows, but still got up and went to
a

different piece of equipment with Greg and began listening to Greg's
low-voiced

explanation. Since | knew what he was talking about | could afford to
let my

attention wander, and where it wandered was to the screen.

The picture was somewhat smal but extremely sharp, and what it
showed was

something I'd never seen unemotiondly before: my partner using his
taentsona

woman. Right then the woman under him was crying out hystericaly,
but with

pleasure rather than fear or pain. He rode her like a master equestrian,
his

grip gentle but unbreakable, his assurance complete, his ability a
pace-changing demongtrated without effort.
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The woman screamed and then wept, helplessto do anything but give
him hisdue,

helplessto do anything but continue on at his command. She looked as
played out

asthe two otherswho lay limp in pick-up range, but the man who had
made them

that way wasn't yet through taking his pleasure.

| stood and watched Va until hefinally let it end, impressed in spite of
myself and more than alittle curious. The three daves held chosen were
dl

brown-haired, and | didn't understand why they all looked so

exhausted. He

hadn't used the third nearly aslong as he usualy used me, and | had
never

ended up that exhausted. Overwhelmed and very impressed, sure, but
not

exhaugted. | didn't know what was wrong with the girl, but the question
left my

mind as soon as Va lay down on the bed next to her. Hiseyes closed
and he

seemed to fdl immediately adeep, and the two other daves stirred
wherethey

lay on the floor and began to get to their feet.

"Why the hell arethey taking their time?' Greg demanded, showing he
waslooking

over my shoulder at the screen. "They're supposed to get the contacts
onhimas

soon as he conks out."

"Y ou can't blame them if he wastoo much for them," the tech said with
a

chuckle, coming back to reclaim his seet. "They don't often find
themsdves

sarving adalion likethat, and they aren't used to it. | don't think it's
hard figuring out what he redly likes; if he was putting on an act he
wouldn't

have used dl three of them.”
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"But we're not hereto guess, arewe?' Greg said with grim satisfaction,
watching the two daves on the screen pull out abunch of contacts from
under

the bed and begin to attach them to their victim. "We need to see with
our own

eyeshow hereactsto agiven set of circumstances -like the standard
sequences

wejust set up. How long until the projectors go on?”

"Loads of time," the tech answered in distraction, playing hisboard like
the

delicate instrument it was. "Minute and ahdf &t least. And the last
contact is

just -about - set. Nothing to do now but wait."

The tech sounded very satisfied at that, but it was obvioudy meant to
oply

only to Greg and me. He himsdlf continued to touch hisboard ina
definite

rhythm, and the two daves on the screen had left Va and were pulling
and

tugging the third dave off the bed she'd been lying on. It seemed to be
important to them to get her off the bed, and just as they managed to
tumble her

to the floor, the screen began to flicker.

"They'relucky their timing's S0 good,” the tech commented with a
chuckle,

nodding toward the fading image of the three daves. "Another five
seconds and

she would have been in the sequence with him.”

"Which shewould haveredly regretted oncethiswas dl over,” Greg
sadwitha

hard edge to hisvoice. "I don't want him having asingle out not
provided by

s

"What's happening?' | asked, feding achill move over mea Greg's
tone. His

worldly, easy-going attitude was just about dl gone, and | didn't like
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what was

left behind.

"The projectors are reaching through the contactsto him,” Greg
answered,

absently putting an arm around me. "Helll be drawn into the sequence
that way,

and helll dso color the sequence with hisreactions. WEIl be seeing the
composite on the screen, just as though we were there in the sequence
and

watching it. Of course, if he wasn't hooked up there€'d be no sequence
tosee it

can't be run without a central subject.”

| nodded briefly in understanding, and | did understand. Wewould see
how Va

redly felt about what was being done to him, and everything that
happened would

be based on that. He would not be able to control what was being
done, but his

reactionsto it would be drictly his.

The image on the screen continued to flicker for afew seconds, and
thenit

settled down to show a bedroom but aterribly frilly, feminine bedroom.
Lace and

ruffles hung al around in adozen shades of yelow, on thewindows, on
the

wadlls, on the wide bed, on the delicate dressing table. Gold cushions
were

thrown around on the ruffles and lace, cuddly dolls sat nestly arranged
onsome

of the cushions, and looking at the scene gave the viewer the
impression that

the air wasfilled with flower perfume.

Everything was neat and pretty and just where it belonged, and then a
door

opened to admit two figures. One was black-haired and black-eyed
andredly
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large, and the other was red-haired and even larger. Both figures were
maeand

the black-haired one was impressive, but the redhead was absolutely
awe-inspiring: he was as much bigger than the black-haired one as Va
was bigger

than me. The redheaded mountain had agiant hand around Va'sarm,
and didnt

turn him loose until they both stood in the middle of the room.

"From now on, thisboudoir isyours," the redhead said with agesture
athe

room, watching as Vd rubbed hisarm where it had been held. "Be sure
to keep it

perfectly in order, or you'll find yourself well punished. Now give me
those

rags”

"Rags?' Vd echoed, looking down &t the white shirt and dacks he
wore. "These

aren't rags, they're perfectly good clothes.™

"Y ou weren't asked for your opinion, boy," the redhead answered with
impatience,

sngpping hisfingers. "Give them here and be quick about it."

"If you can wear them, so can |,” Va answered, glancing a the same
whiteson

the redhead before turning away to look around the room. "And | don't
likethis

... 'boudair." Why can't | have anormal room?"

"Y ou young ones are so much aike you make metired,” the giant
grumbled,

completely put out. ™Y ou know nothing, not even how to behave
properly, but you

think you know it dl. Well, before I'm through with you you will know
itdl,

andit'stimefor your first lesson.”

Va turned back to him fast at that, the look on hisface showing he
intended

defending himself againgt whatever came, but there's a saying about the
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best

lad plans. The giant came up to him, took him by thearmsand lifted
him off

the floor, then put him down on hisback on the pretty yellow carpeting.
vd

fought and struggled to get loose, but the giant knelt across him and
began

undressing him, ignoring his strugglesthe way he usudly ignored mine.
When the giant had Vd stripped he took the whites and got to hisfedt,
then

grinned down & hisfuriousvictim.

"If you learn to behave yourself you'll be given something elseto wear,
boy,

but you'll have to earn that something else" he said. "In the meantime
well

just enjoy the sight of that pretty body of yours, and hope you don't
learnto

be too good too fast. Covering it up with clothesand teasing isal fine
and

good for oncein awhile, but for every day I'll take aclear view every
time"

Va'sfury increased as he climbed to hisfest, but al the giant did was
chuckle a the sight. Hed dready proven Va couldn't hurt him, and
didnt mind

throwing thefact in Va'sface. He stared at VVa for another few
seconds, just

about daring him to try something else, then turned away to walk to
another door

and openit.

"The boy is here and ready for you, Highness," he said to someone out
of dght.

"Doyouwishto seehim?'

"Oh, indeed | do," came the laughing answer, clearly afemale voice.
"I've been

waiting for him to be brought.”

The giant stepped back from the doorway and opened the door wider,
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andVa'sjaw

dropped at sight of the woman who strode through. She was nearly as
tdl asthe

giant, which meant she towered over Vd, but shewas very, very thin.
Shehad no

hipsto speak of and her breasts were little more than bumps, and her
see-through gown hung on her like flesh on along-dead corpse. She
hed very long

blond hair and avery long, thin face with no make-up onit at al, not
thet

makeup would have helped. The most it could have done was cover up
what was

there. She stopped in front of Va and looked him over with a
crooked-toothed

grin, then turned her head to the giant.

"He's as pretty as you promised he would be, but | thought you said he
was

ready." She giggled, putting one hand on anonexigtent hip. "If that'sas
ready

ashe can get, | think he's till too young.”

"He'saboy and therefore shy, Highness," the giant said with aglance
toward

two carbon copies of himsalf who had come into the room behind the
woman. "A

boy's shyness must be overcome with coaxing. May we prepare him
for you?'

"Oh, yes, please do." Thewoman giggled, looking down a Vd again,
but he was

no longer looking up at her. All his attention was on the three monsters
who

were waking toward him, and if -he didn't pale, he came pretty
damned close. He

began backing away from their advance, thelook on hisface
determined, but |

could have told him how much determination meansin the face of
greater strength
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and/or numbers. They caught him before he could launch himsalf
through the glass

of the double window, et him waste mogt of his strength fighting
usdedy

agang their strength, then the origind giant sat downinachair and
motioned

the other two into putting Va in hislap. One of thetwo held Vd'sarms
behind

him and the other held hislegs just above the knees, and thegiant in
whoselap

he sat laughed softly and reached down to stroke him in avery intimate
way.

"Now, now, behave yoursdlf, boy," the giant scolded with alaugh as
Vd shouted

wordlessy and fought to break loose. "Wedl know your virginly fears
and

you'll soon learn how foolish they are but right now | think wed better
cdm

you. We can't have you fainting before the princess has her use out of
you."

All three of them laughed as VVd began to struggle again, the woman
adding her

ridiculous giggle, and then the origind giant produced avid from one of
his

pockets. He unstoppered the via, took Va by ahandful of that black
hair and

pulled his head back, then nodded to the giant holding Va's knees.
That one

lifted ahand and put it on VVa where he'd been so recently stroked, and
when

Va's mouth opened with ayell the vid was pushed in his mouth and
emptied down

his throat. He choked and coughed and tried to bring the contents up
agan, but

it was much too late for the effort to do any good. The contents of the
vid
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were insde him, and the giant in whose lap he sat looked very pleased
with that

circumstance.

No more than a couple of minutes went by before the contents of the
vid began

towork on'Va. Although thelook in his eyes stayed as sharp and
furiousasit

had been, his struggles petered out until they were aimost stopped
entirdly and

his movements turned dow and ponderous. His head moved dowly
fromsdeto

sde, asthough he were trying to shakeit, and when the two giants
holdinghim

dtill let him go he didn't change position.

"Much better, | think," the monster who held himin hislap said, then
began

groking Va again. "Such apretty boy redly shouldn't be so wild.
Doext this

fedl good, pretty boy?"

Va'seyeswidened at the handling and petting he was getting, but
fighting or

struggling seemed to be beyond him. Resisting seemed to be beyond
him too, and

his eyes closed at the sound of the woman'sgiggle.

"He certainly doesthink it fedlsgood," shelaughed in ddlight, clapping
her

hands. " See how large and hard he's grown. Oh, do put him wherel
canusehim.”

"At once, Highness" the giant answered with adur in hisvoice, clearly
reluctant to turn loose, but not about to deny his princess. He caressed
his

victim onelast time, reached down to lift Va in hisarms, then got out of
the

chair and carried Vd to along, low, narrow table.

OnceVd was on hisback on thetable, stirring feebly and uselessly, the
woman
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hurried over to him and ran afinger down the object of her interet,
then

raised her see-through gown. Two steps and she was poised over Va,
an esger

look on her face, and the giant who had aready done so much helped
her out

again. He grasped Va and guided him into the woman, then stood
back while the

woman began to bounce and grunt.

No more than ten or fifteen minutes could have passed before the
woman gavea

find grunt and shudder, then lifted herself up and moved away from the
table.

Thelook on her face was pleased and satisfied, and she didn't even
glance a

the man she'd used as she smoothed down her clothing.

"Very enjoyable” shesaidtothe origind giant over her shoulder, then
she

began to move back toward the doorway she'd come through. " See
that he's

properly trained for me, | do so didike using them when they're
drugged. And

see that heisn't harmed when you three play with him."

"Of course, Highness," the origind giant assured her smoothly, then he
accompanied her to the door and closed it behind her. Once she was
gonehe

turned back to the table and the victim it held, and stopped to ook
down at

moationlessfury.

"Now you've learned another thing, boy,"” he said softly tovd, a
chuckleinhis

voice. "Aslong asthe princessis satisfied, it doesn't matter whether
you are.

Sheleft you hurting, and with her gone you don't have whereto stick it,
do

you? Well, don't you worry about that because well take care of the
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problem.”

He and the other two began to chuckle again, and the desperation in
Vd'seyes

wasn't pleasant to see. | turned my head to Greg, and put ahand on his
chest.

"Greg, something's gonewrong,” | said, trying not to sound worried.
"Shouldn't

that sequence- "

"Nothing'sgonewrong,”" he interrupted me with warm assurance,
Queezing me

gently with thearm around me. "Y ou're too softhearted isdl, but | took
care

of it. Thiswill be asequence hell never forget.”

The look on hisface was downright feral, and | didn't have to wonder if
hed

relent and change hismind; if hedid, it would only be to make things
worse, It

looked like he wanted to hurt Va in away that was worse than
physicd, and dl

because Va had tried to keep him away from me. It didn't ssem to
matter to Greg

that | wasignoring Va and seeing him anyway; he wasn't about to
forgivethe

fact that Va had dared to tell him what to do.

When Greg was the good guy trying to protect the poor little girl from
her mean

old uncle everything had been fine and acceptable, even being put
down by Va.

As soon asVa changed to the one doing the protecting, though, Greg
hed did

into what seemed to be an old groove, a getting-even-at-any-price
groove. I'd

been right when I'd told Va not to messwith Greg, but Val hadn't
listened any

morethan heever did. It would serve himright if | left him to take his
medicine, but asfar as| was concerned the punishment was too
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extremefor the

cime

Greg and the tech were completely intent on the screen, where the
three giants

were playing with their new toy, just about licking their lips. | could see
I

didn't have much time, but | wasn't completely sure | could stop the fun
and

games. If the equipment behind uswaswhat | thought it was we were
home free,

but if it wasn't...

Borrowing trouble never pays, o | pushed my doubts aside and
concentrated on

dipping away from the arm around me. Earlier Greg had tightened his
holdin

order to reassure me, but the doings on the screen were holding him so
attentively that his grip had loosened, giving me the chance to turn out
of the

circleof hisarm. Rather than noticing | was gone he reclaimed hisarm
and

stepped closer to the screen, and one glance showed me why he was
SO rapt.

The giants were getting ready to give Va achanceto work off his
problem, and

even then they were positioning him behind one of the three and
greesnghim

just alittle, with the one who had already greased himself ready to take
up the

third position. They were going to make aVa sandwich, onethat set
themadl

drooling, and the look in my partner's eyes was so close to madness
that |

couldn't stand it. | turned away from the screen fast, ran silently to the
machinery againg the pavilion wall, then started looking for what had to
be

there.
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| don't know whether the Lord of Luck wasin my corner or Va's, but
therewas

no doubt he was there somewhere. The equipment used by the Sphere
was adapted

but standard, the sort that was built to be handled by the numbers. |
wasno

expert but | did know how to turn it on and off, processes made
purposefully

smple by the manufacturers of the equipment.

Number-one switch disconnected al outside contacts, number-two
switch stopped

the program, and number-three switch purged the program entirely,
and that'sthe

way the switches were meant to be closed, one, two and then three. As
| hit the

first switch | wondered how many people knew what | did, but it
wasn't something

to wonder about long; as | hit the second and third switches
Smultaneoudy, |

knew there would soon be lots of people sharing the secret.

Thefirgt switch immediately cut the contact with Vd, but the
exclamations of

protest from Greg and the tech were hardly out of their mouths before
the

fireworks started. The machinery was doing some protesting of itsown
over the

smultaneous closing of the second and third switches by beginning to
short out

in pretty blue crackles and tatic, athing the manufacturers warned
would

happen if those switchesweren't closed one a atime. The shorts grew
more

violent asthey spread through the machinery, smoke beganrisngin
dark, angry

wisps, and backing away fromiit al brought me smack into Greg.

"Y ou stupid little fool, what have you done?" he demanded in a shout,
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pullingme

around by one arm to face him. "Don't you know you've ruined
everything?'

His handsome face was twisted with fury and livid with rage, and
somehow |

didn't think he was talking about the machinery 1'd trashed. It hurt to
seehim

S0 angry with me, hurt more than I'd expected it to, but I'd already
noticed

that love turns people stupid.

"Greg, let memakeit uptoyou,” | tried with some difficulty, redly
wanting

him to know | was sincere. "Let's forget about this and go back to my
pavilion,

and thenwecan-"

The dgp cut my words off the direct way, sending me staggering to my
right, and

then he had me by the arms again, and was pulling me back to face him.
" dmogt had him and you want meto forget about it?" he growled,
digging his

fingersinto my arms as he shook me like adoll. "Y ou don't haveto
worry about

making it up to me, Jennifer. I'll take care of making it up to mysdlf, you
wait

and seeif | don't."

He pushed me hard as he let me go, sending me down to the floor of
the pavilion,

and by thetime | was ableto st up and turn back he was gone from
sght. The

tech was busy with asmother extinguisher, putting out the handful of
amdl

firesthat had started, and the people who had come crowding into the
smdl room

didn't pay the least attention to me as | got to my feet and made my
way out of

the place. | looked around to seeif | could spot some sign of Gregin
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the

darkness but he had disappeared completely, and the cool wind of the
night hed

diffened considerably. | shivered in thethin, foolish little shorts outfit |
was wearing, then began looking around for Vd's pavilion.

With the help of aguest list and directions from one of the Sphere
people

patrolling the camp, | eventualy found VVd's pavilion. Thethree daves
were

gone, their job over and done with, and VVa lay on the low, square bed,
tossing

in semi-consciousness and struggling to come out of it. | removed the
contacts

from him, lessening his struggles considerably, and then decided againgt
bringing him awake theway I'd origindly intended doing. Whatever
deep hed be

ableto get would not be wasted, and | could bring him up to date in the
morning

aseadly asright then. | straightened to standing, looked around at the
Slver

and gray bedroom with appended mirrors, then went back out to the
front room of

the pavilion.

My body ached alittlewhen | lowered it to the carpeting, but it wasn't
anything worth paying attention to. What took more of my attention
wasthe

memory of how angry Greg had been, and how well that anger fitin
with the same

sort of anger I'd had to face in the past. They dl started out attracted
and

pleased, but then camethetime did something that had to be done
anddl the

attraction and pleasure disappeared. They never wanted to understand,
never

could understand, and just because what | felt for Greg wasn't real
didn't mean
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it hurt any less. I'd given up getting involved in that sort of thing along
time ago, and it didn't help that thistime I'd been forced into it without
wanting any part of it. Curling up on carpeting is never better than
curling up

inthe armsof aman you fed something deep for. It'sonly safer.
"D-Jennifer, what happened?’ ablurry voice demanded from behind
me, and then |

heard the sound of abody stting down. "What are you doing here?"
"Just making sure there was no burnout on thisend,” | told himin the
trade

language without turning. "Did that sequence get ended before things
went too

fa?'

"Damn - | remember now," he said the same way, and afaint sound
came asthough

he were running ahand through his hair. "That woman and those
mongters - They

werejust about to - How the hell did you know about it?"

"Y ou may not have noticed, but | have aknack for being in the right
place at

theright time" | answered, moving my head around on my arm. "In
caseyoure

interested, thisisn't over yet. Greg was faintly annoyed that his present
to

you wasn't delivered in its entirety, and has promised to make another
stab at

it in the near future. Whatever that turns out to be, though, you can bet
he

won't make the mistake of telling me about it beforehand again.”

"So you were the one who stopped it," he said, hisvoice both stronger
and

softer as his hand came gently to my arm. "And | can see how faint his
annoyance

was by these marks on you. How badly did he hurt you?"'

"Dont beslly,” I said with an odd smile only | knew about. "Haven't
you
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learned yet that nothing can hurt me? Too uncaring and too unfedling -
remember?'

"Too thickheaded ismore likeit," he growled, suddenly less pleased
than he had

been. "If you'd listened to me and stayed away from him, you wouldn't
be

gporting that set of bruises now. If | ever catch you near him again, I'll
put

youon aleash.”

"Aren't you forgetting something?"' | asked, turning to my back to frown
ahim

where he sat, dmost on top of me. "If | hadn't been there you'd be
sandwich

meet now, complete with mustard and relish. | don't know how
partnerships work

where you come from, but around here we usudly try to keep things
like that

from happening to our partners. Y ou would have preferred if 1I'd smply
stood to

one side and just watched?"

"If it meant keeping yoursdf from getting hurt, yes," he answered, the
fant

flush on his skin doing nothing to detract from the sed-likeinsstencein
his

black eyes. "I'm supposed to be here to keep things like that from
happening to

you, not to be the cause of their happening. And he hit you too, didn't
he?'

"Yes hehitme" | answered, ignoring the very gentle fingers that
carefully

touched my cheek. "Absolutely thefirgt to ever lay aglove on me.
Mogt of the

men | meet on assgnments bow and kiss my hand. Don't you think
you're being

ridiculous?'

"No, | dont," heanswered in avery flat way, then climbed dowly to his
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feet.

"What | am being, though, is exhausted. L et's get to bed and catch
what deep we

"We prefer deeping right here," | told the hand outstretched to me,
more than

disgusted with his nonsense. "Slegp is something | need too, and I'll do
a

better job of it if | work at it lone. Besides, don't you think you've had
enough femaesin that bed for one night?'

His skin went flushed again, darker than before, and unbelievably those
eyes

avoided mine. I'd just been trying to be my usud sarcastic sdf, but Va
was

embarrassed! It had clearly only just cometo him that everything hed
donein

that pavilion had been watched, and for some reason the idea upset him.
"That wasn't what | meant, but you might beright at that," he muttered,
rubbing

his face with one hand as he continued to look away from me. "I'll get
youa

pillow and acover.”

Hetook himsdlf out of the room, was back in aminute with the pillow
and afur

cover, then disappeared again and stayed disappeared. | got mysalf
comfortable

and settled down to deep, but alast, strange thought came to me
beforel

drifted off. | didn't know how | knew it, but | would have sworn that
vd's

embarrassment semmed not from his actual doing, but from the fact
that | knew

about it. Why it should bother him to have me know about something
likethat was

beyond me, but there was no doubt that it did bother him. Va was
drangedl
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right, in some ways stranger even than the members of the
non-humanoid races|

knew, but there was nothing | could do right then to change him. Once
the

assgnment was over, though...

Chapter 12

"Now, people, were ready to go," the amiable young man announced
tothe

lessened crowd around him, his handsome face smiling attractively at
everyone.

"Theladieswill leavefird, and in ashort while the men will follow. You
may

go anywhere you please in the white zone, but remember to Stay inthe
white zone

only. If you wander into another color zone you'l find yoursdlf ina
different

propaosition, one you probably won't care for. Y ou men should be
epecidly

careful of that."

The men looked at each other with grins and chuckling, understanding
the point

without needing explanations. Everyone there knew what was
happening, and the

best thing | could come up with about the Situation was that we were
findly

beginning to move on deeper into the Sphere.

Saves had come to wake us that morning, and the fact that one mae
dave

accompanied the three females said that my location wasn't asurprise
to whoever

wasin charge. | wasn't in the mood for what he was offering and said
0, but

wasn't given the option of refusa in the matter of bathing and dressing.
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We

were up to the costumed part of the tour, and it was taken for granted
that not

many people would know everything there was to know about the
clothing brought

by the daves. | gavein without more than atoken protest and let myself
be

dressed, then went to have breakfast with V.

The costume brought to me was more than modest, along-skirted light
pink dress

with very wide skirt, high neck and long deeves, delicate lace clustered
around

throat, hem, and wrists. Va appeared in red leggings, black boots,
dark brown

tunic-vest, and light pink shirt, complete with swordbelt and sword and
shesthed

dagger; we spent aminute looking each other over before sitting down

tothe

mesdl the daves had brought.

I'd been told | didn't have to worry much about the dress, but should
avoid

moving too abruptly or putting undue pressure on seams. The dress
was designed

to rip when attacked in the proper way, and underwear was, needless
to say, not

included in the outfit. Being given that particular information wasn't
terribly

surprising, but I couldn't help wondering if Va's stuff was set to do the
same

thing.

"Y ou're looking well rested this morning, Jennifer,” Vd said smoothly
andin

character as he seated me at the table that had been set up in hisfront
room.

"Our schedule has been arranged for us, and we should both enjoy it."
"What are we scheduled for, uncle Val?' | asked, and thewariness |
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showed

wasnt acting. Va had adefinite twinkle of anusement in hiseye, and
I'd

learned to be wary at the very least when it cameto things he
consdered funny.

"We're scheduled for aride through the countryside before lunch,” he
told me,

gtting down at the table and starting to uncover dishes. "It seemsthe
Management has decided that | would be happiest if | were alowed to
pursuethe

gentler sex and bend them to my will, so that'swhat I'll be doing. Y ou,
of

course, will be the member of the gentler sex that | pursue and bend.”
"I don't understand,” | protested, trying to sound young and confused
ingtead of

old enough and cynical enough to tell him what to do with his pursuit
and

bending. "What has aride through the countryside got to do with - "
"Theridewon't smply bearide" heinterrupted asthough not at dl
interested in what | had to say. ™Y ou, asthe pursued, will be ayoung
woman who

iswillfully running away from the protection of her family to avoid the
need to

obey them. |, asthe pursuer, will be an outlaw who findsthetrail of the
young

woman and decidesto avall himsdf of the bounty so fortuitoudy placed
inhis

grasp. | will take you captive, ignore your pleasfor freedom, and
happily work

my will uponyou.”

"And what if | don't want to have your will worked on me?" | asked,
showing as

much of my mad aswas safe. "What if | want to do something €se?!
"Asyour uncle, I'm entitled to make your choicefor you, sweetheart,”
hetold

me with amused patience and awolfish grin. ™Y our choice turned out to
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be doing

it my way, so we don't haveto gointo it any further. Just make sure
you stay

in the white zone when you start running. There are other zones around
here

youd like alot less, where dl women found in it are made daves and
badly

abused, some dominated by men, some dominated by other women.
Thereareaso

al-ma e zones where women would be very unwel come, and you
especidly dont

want to end up there. Just eat your breakfast and then well get started.”
"I don't want to get started,” | said through my teeth, serioudy

congdering

throwing al those dishes of food he was uncovering a him. "And |
don't want

any breskfast if | haveto haveit with you! I'm going back to my own
pavilion."

"Y ou don't have apavilion any more," he answered, haf ignoring me as
he began

piling my plate with food. "Just the way | won't have one any more
oncewe

finish thisfood. We have to be moving on to the next place that's
waiting for

us, and the next thing to be done - and the place where wélll rgjoin
John

Little. He sent me amessage saying helll be going through adifferent
zone, but

well meet again farther in toward the center. Now, pick up that fork
and sart

eding.”

The look he shot me then was supposed to be stern and commanding,
but I could

tell he was watching for areaction to the information heéld just given me.
I
didn't try to hide the fact that | found it just asinteresting ashe did, or
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a

least | didn't try to hide it from him. For the benefit of the davesand
ay

viewing equipment they might have gotten working again, | pouted,
Snarled,

glared and huffed, then dug into the food | had suddenly developed an
appetite

for.

The day around uswas pretty even at that early hour of the morning,
and mogt of

the men in the crowd were walking back and forth inhaing the fresh air
and

touching the hilts of their swords, as eager and excited as abunch of

kids

waiting to gart their first mixed but unchaperoned picnic. Mogt of the
womenin

the group were young and pretty, sending the men teasing, insolent
glanceswhile

we waited for the mounts to be brought up. That teesing mgjority
conssted of

daves, of course, and the men had been cautioned to run down only
the woman

whose dress matched the color of his shirt. Some very few of the
women were

going through with mae companions, and mix-upswouldn't have been
appreciated

by either member of those couples.

When the mounts were brought up, there was adelay in departure until
al of the

guests present had a chance to examine them. Rather than supplying
liveanimds

which would give trouble to the inexperienced rider, the Sphere
provided very

cleverly made robotsin the form of four-footed kiddie cars, capable of
being

managed by anyone with an 1Q above 20. Thethingswerelarge
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enoughto

accommodate any of us comfortably, camein stripes and plaidsand
solid colors,

seemed to be made of hide and hair, and even moved their heads asiif
they were

dive

The reins on them were jeweled legther, and they were only partly for
show; the

mounts forward movement was controlled by foot pedasingaled in
the dtirrups

of the wide, soft-leather saddles; press down with either set of toesand
the

thing rolled rather than walked forward, moving up to agood clip
depending on

how long you pressed. If you wanted to dow or stop you pulled on the
reins,

again thelength of pulling time determining whether you smply dowed
or

stopped completely.

The mount was not only well balanced to avoid itsgoing over, it even
had a

computer brain to keep it from doing something that might causeit to
fdl over.

It was asfool proof as high technology and lengthy experience with
damned fools

could makeit, and those in the group looked forward even more to
getting

Sarted.

The mount assigned to me turned out to be white, an occurrence that
set some of

the men chuckling as one of the mae daves helped meinto the saddle.
Theskirt

of my dresswaswide enough to let me sit astride, and | didn't notice
the

snickering group with their eyes on me until one said something to the
others
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that set them laughing, then was answered by another, " Shewon't be

for longif

she makes ahabit of riding that way. Getting caught might come too
late"

They dl laughed again and sent brief glancestoward Va, who was
deep enough

into hisroleto chuckle indulgently while sending me adirty grin. If I'd
hed

even ahair less self-control 1 would have dismounted again and
practiced some

formson dl of them, but that wasn't thetime or placeto act likea
beginner.

| sent Vd aglancethat had asolemn promiseinit, turned away from
thelot of

them, and toed my mount into motion out of there.

It was an odd fedling to berolling over the grassinstead of trotting or
galoping, but there was no denying my kiddy car was easier and more
comfortable

to ride than some of the mountsI'd had in the past. | headed away from
the area

of pavilions behind and among some of the other women, our direction
asotaking

us away from theriver, the open country running into modest forest
oncewe had

gone ashort distance. As soon aswe were out of sight of the pavilions
the

girlswho were daves each picked a separate direction, and five
minutes later |

wasriding done.

| continued on through the wide, bright forest, beginning to enjoy the
day and

the ride in spite of mysdlf. The Pleasure Sphere, just like the rest of
Xanadu,

was carefully weather-controlled, which guaranteed that no one would
havether

pleasure spoiled by day after day of rain or cold or something else
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inimicd. |

usudly preferred natura weether, but riding under wide green trees
bathed in

golden sunshine, breathing in air like perfume, and hearing the birdsong
al

around, didn't et me be overly critical.

Despitetheway | was enjoying theride, | didn't hesitate to toe my
mount up to

top speed and keep it there. 1t would not be too long before the men
cameriding

after us, and if | could possibly manageit | was going to ride al the way
to

our lunch stop before Val caught up with me. That pursuit game was
grest

entertainment for the men, but there was areason why most of the
womeninvolved

weredave.

Once aman setsout to literally hunt awoman down, something
happensingde him

and he's no longer the nice, harmless guy who bought you adrink the
day before.

He becomes something el se entirdly, something unplessant. | didn't
expect the

same thing to happen to Vd, but he was having too good atime at my
expense and

| didn't see any reason to give him more of it.

The forest changed back to open grassand, and | ill didn't see any

sgnsof

anyone dse. When | reached arisein the ground | spotted afew tall
polesin

the distance to my Ieft, white pennons standing out motionlessfrom
their tops,

probably announcing the beginning or end of the white zone, depending
on how you

looked at it. If I'd known for sure what was in the adjoining zone |
might have
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gonethat way, but only the men had been given that information and
Va hadn't

indulged any urgesto shareit with me.

I moved in annoyance on my saddle, pulling at the pink skirt under me
to makeit

more comfortable, but it redlly didn't help much. Riding in skirtswas
stupid,

but | supposed attacking awoman in pants wasn't as easy or
entertaining.

I'd been riding dmost an hour when one of my occasond checks
behind showed a

lonefigure, some distance off but rolling right in my direction. | didn't
have

any doubts asto who it could be, but jamming my toesinto the stirrups
didn't

get me any more speed. It came to me then that the men must have
been given some

way of finding their matching femaes, and aso that their mounts were
probably

et to roll faster than those of the women.

Playing the game that unfairly made me mad, even though it wasn't
anything

completely unexpected. The men were the ones paying to have agood
time, so

weighting the game in their favor was only ametter of course. If | hadn't
been

one of the ones being pursued, | wouldn't have thought about it twice.
But | was one of the ones being pursued, and playing sitting duck has
never been

my favorite pastime. There was the beginning of astand of stone ahead
andtomy

right, ajumble of rocks and boulders that amost seemed dropped
there to break

up the monotony of the landscape. | turned my mount in that direction
and

continued on at top speed, determined not to give up without a struggle.
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By thetime | reached the rocks the rider behind me was alot closer,
and was

now recognizably Val. | had turned to check on his progress any
number of times,

but not once had he tried sgnaling me to stop, just as though he wasn't
about

to change the rules of the game. If he had signaled me we would have
been

partners again instead of pursuer and pursued, and | didn't think he was
readly

to go that way yet. He was getting akick out of chasing me down, but
not the

sort of kick | would have enjoyed giving him.

| turned my mount in among the rocks and boulders, doing nothing to
dacken my

gpeed, but the computer brain in the kiddie car didn't agree with my
decison

and automaticaly dowed me down to keep me from piling up because
of abadly

placed piece of rubble. I cursed with frustration and nearly put my toes
through

the stirrups, but my speed kept going down instead of up, my mount no
more than

picking itsway between two twenty-foot monaliths.

| passed the dabs of rock, searching hard for the break 1'd been hoping
for

when I'd entered that place, and suddenly alarge form leaped up
behind me, put

ahand around my waist, and pulled the reins out of my more than
dartled

fingers. I'd had an ingtant to see that it was Greg jumping up behind me
toride

double, dressed the way Vd was, and the startlement quickly gave way
to

something alot colder.

"Y ou'd better watch that language, young lady," he said with mock
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gernnessas

he began guiding my mount around the monalith on theright. "If | hear it
again,

I'll have to punish you. But at that, you've done me afavor. | expected
to have

to ride out after you, not have you comein hereto me.”

"Greg, what are you doing?" | asked unsteadily, seeing with surprise
that behind

the rock there were three male daves waiting with four mounts, the men
adso

dressed in the costumes Greg and Va wore. | knew immediately that
thethree

were daves, they were too good-looking and well made to be guests;
what |

didn't know was what they were doing there, riding with Greg. |
thought | knew

well enough what he had in mind, in generd if not specificaly.

"What I'm doing is capturing arunaway femde | intend having some fun
with," he

answered in amusement, stopping my mount in front of the daves, then
gesturing

to two of them. "I'm going to have alot of fun with my captive, Jennifer,
right

after | have even more fun with the man following her.”

He put both arms around me then lifted me toward the two reaching
daves, and

al | could do was struggle alittle asthey got me on my feet between
them.

Greg did down off my mount and let the third davelead it away, then
moved

closer to stop in front of me. | looked up a him with what must have
been

everything | wasfedling on my face, and he grinned suddenly and put a
hand to

my cheek.

"Pretty little Jennifer,” he murmured, letting hisfingers move gently over
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my
cheek. "You said last night that you wanted to makeit up to mefor

what you

did. Areyou ill ready to makeit up to me?'

"Yes," | conceded with difficulty, knowing it was awaste of time, but
syingit

anyway. "l am ready, Greg, so you don't haveto - "

"Ah, but | do," heinterrupted with an even stronger grin, watching as|
tried

to get away from the two daves and go to him. Y our uncle hasto be
punished

for the way he spoke to me, and you - you have to be punished for
what you did

last night. Are you ready to be punished?’

"Greg, pleasedon't - " | began, but | was being ignored again. Both of
his

hands came to the front of my dress and pulled with moderate strength,
and the

fingers of the davestightened on my arms asthe whole top of my dress
ripped

away.

"Youredly arevery pretty, Jennifer,” Greg drawled, letting thegrinin
his

eyesrun intrusvely over my now- bare bressts. "Pretty al over. Have
youay

ideawhat it will be like to be used by three mae daves who have spent
the

last year or more catering to the whims of very rich, very spoiled
women?Indl

that time they haven't been allowed to really have awoman, but now
I'vetold

them they can have you. Do you think you'l till be able to make things
upto

me &fter they're done with you?"

Thefingers of the two daves holding me automaticaly closed tighter on
my ams
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agan, and aglance a them formed theice in my middle and froze it
solid. The

looksin their eyes hed the memory of everything those men had been
forced to

go through so long, the memory of every pain and insult and dight and
frustration they'd been made to put up with. Right next to that look was
the one

that said they'd soon be able to replace those memories with better,
more

pleasant ones, and the soft breeze fluttering around the pile of rocks
touched

my bare flesh and made me shiver.

"Greg, don't do this" I tried, looking up a him with al the upset | fdt.
"I
know you're angry with me, but if you give methe chancel redly can
make you

forget about it. My unclewon't - "

"Do anything but regret what hel's dready done," he finished for me, an
absolute

refusal to consider anything but what was dready decided onin his
tone and

eyes. "And | don't think that will belong in coming. Since he's gotten so
possessive about you, maybe | ought to make him watch your
punishment before

gvinghimhis”

Greg chuckled in amusement, reached out to take one of my breastsin
his hand,

then turned to watch the faint trail around the monolith we stood

behind. |

could hear Va's mount picking its way through the rocks on the other
ddejugt

the way Greg could, and thetwo daves didn't et me pull away from the
deliberately insulting touch.

Innotimeat dl Va appeared, hismount rolling easily around the dab,
he

himself looking around in amusement while glancing down at this
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saddle. | was

sure then that there was something that let his mount follow mine no
meatter

where | went, but what | wasn't sure about was what to do next. | now
knew what

Greg had in mind for me, and dthough it wasn't likely to be pleasant it
dso

wasn' likely to kill me or incapacitate mefor long, which meant | had
no redl

excuse for bregking my role.

What he had in mind for VVa was the kicker, though, the unknown that
could make

or break the entire assgnment. It was almost certain that we were
under the

sort of observation we'd been under since we landed on the planet, so |
had to

be careful about what | did. | was sure Greg was just angry and didn't
intend

doing anything too awful to V...

"Wdll, good morning, Mr. Carter,” Greg cdled out to Val as soon as
my partner

saw us, pleasant welcomein hisvoice. "Lovely day for aride, isn't it?'
"Wheat do you think you're doing, Rich?' Va growled, his amusement
gone, his

mount pulled to ahalt about ten or fifteen feet avay from us. "1 thought
| told

you to stay away from my niece.”

"Soyou did, Mr. Carter, so you did,” Greg agreed amiably, giving my
breast a

last squeeze before turning al the way to face Val. "But I'm not redlly
hereto

seeyour niece; shell be taken care of by the men with me. The one
who actudly

brought me out dl thisway isyou."

"Y ou're not much my type, Rich,” Vd answered dryly, then dismounted
and walked
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forward afew feet. "Tel your men tolet her go, and then we can settle
this

between us."

"I don't think they'd care for the idea of |etting her go just yet,” Greg
drawled, taking astep or two toward Va. "You see, | promised her to
them after

| took care of you, and I'd hate to disappoint them. How are you with
your

hands, Mr. Carter?

"You intend fighting me?' Vd asked, hisface expressonlessashe
watched Greg

open his swordbet and throw it aside. Someone who didn't know him
might believe

he was expressionless through fear, but | could see the strong, eager
anticipationin hiseyes. | dtiffed between the two men holding me,
surprised

and relieved that that was dl Greg had planned for Va, and thetwo
daves

tightened their gripsagain.

"No, Mr. Carter, | don't intend fighting with you," Greg answered, and
now there

was acold, hard edgeto hisvoice. "'l intend beating the living hell out of
you, and | usualy make my intentions good. Get rid of that swordbelt
and step

right up - if you've got the guts."

The mockery in Greg's chalenge brought VVa's head up in insult, the
damned

fool, and his hands went immediately to his swordbelt. A minute later it
was

open and gone, and then the two of them had closed to fighting
digance with

each other. Greg held his hands up in formal boxing style, and Vd's
loose,

non-boxing stance and movement made the Management man grin.
"I'mredlly going to enjoy this, Mr. Carter," he gloated, beginning to
crcleto
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hisleft. Y ou, however, won't get any fun out of it a all.”

With thelast of hiswords he threw aleft jab and afast, hard right,
obvioudy

intending to catch Vd flat-footed, but he should have remembered that
Sying

about the best laid plans. Theleft jab didn't quite makeit and the right
missed by amile, and then Greg's head snapped up and he was
stumbling backward,

his nose bloody from the gentle touch of Vd'sfist. Va didn't box, of
COurse,

but what he did do seemed to be a pretty good substitute.

"If that's your idea of enjoyment, you'rein the wrong zone, Rich,” Vad
commented, watching as Greg swiped at his bloody nose with the back
of hishand.

"If you're smart you'll cdl this off fight now, and go back to where
youre

supposed to be."

'Y ou bastard!" Greg snarled, glaring at his opponent. "I'll go back after
| take

careof you!"

Hisanger launched him at Vd again, fists up and chin tucked in, the
overconfidence gone and determination inits place. A number of
lightning blows

were exchanged, the sort that make you flinch at the thought of being
onthe

receiving end of one of them, but the two big men weren't flinching.
They redly

wanted to get at each other with their hands, but when Greg findly
resched Va

he didn't find the satisfaction waslooking for.

| don't know much about boxing, but it looked like he set Vd up for
what's

usualy known as "the old one-two," then pulled it off. Hisleft fist
caughtvd

inmiddle and hisright followed immediatdy to Vd'sjaw, then Va was

supposed
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to go down. What redlly happened was Va grunted at theleft in his
stomach and

moved his head alittle with the force of the right, then came back and
belted

Greg in the face with what |ooked like more strength than held started
with.

| redly did flinch a the power in that blow, briefly sympathizing with the
stunned surprise Greg showed just before he was hit. 1've mentioned
before how

wdl Va can take pain and punishment, but | don't know if I've made it
Clear

how demordizing that ability isfor his opponent. When you hit
someonewith

everything you've got and they just stand there grinning and getting
ready to

giveit back, your firgt, very wiseimpulseisto turn tail and get the hell
out

of there. | didn't start my career as an agent with aninerating in hand to
hand, so | spesk from persona experience. Greg Rich must have felt
that impulse

just before Va'sfist reached him, but by then it wastoo late.

Greg staggered backward to sprawl on his back, his handsomeface a
bruised and

bloody mess, not unconscious but too dazed to get up again. Va stood
and looked

a him for aminute, briefly sucking a one knuckle on the hand that had
connected with Greg, then he turned away from his former opponent
and started

toward me, his black eyes going to the two daves holding me.

The daves dropped my arms so fast you would have thought I'd
suddenly burst

into flames, and the third one over by the mounts paled and edged
away fromwhat

looked like the new action that was about to start. No one was
prepared to argue

with that look in my partner's eyes - but Greg Rich, on the ground
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behind him

and to the left, couldn't seeit.

"Stop right there, you bastard,” he durred, leaning up on one elbow to
glae

his hatred at Vd, one of hisfistsno longer empty. Va stopped and
turned

dowly to see the blaster the rest of us had dready seen, and rather than
laugh

inrelief, the davesto either side of mefrozein shock. What Greg was
doing

was clearly not on the announced agenda, and the daves were
suddenly more

afraid than eager for fun.

"You redly did think you were going to get away withit," Greg
half-snarled,

half-laughed, keeping hiseyeson Va as he struggled to hisknees. "'l
wasn't

going to usethison you until | was good and ready, but I'm ready
sooner than |

expected to be. Y ou can delay it aminute or two by getting down on
your belly

and begging, so why don't you try it?1f you do it nicely enough, | might
only

burn your legs off."

The blagter leveled on Va was unwavering even when Greg chuckled,
and my mind

wasracing so fast it nearly reached light speed. Anything can be
stopped by

words except ablaster bolt that's already on itsway, 1'd once thought,
and

eveninthat ingance | wasn't entirely wrong. | looked around carefully
asl

waited for Vd to say the words that would buy us some desperately
needed time,

but | suddenly noticed that those words weren't coming, and Greg
noticed the
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samething.

"Beg me, damn you, beg for your lifel" he snarled, hiseyesblazing as
he forced

himsdlf to hisfeet. "Don't just stand there saring & me asif you don't
give

adamn what | do! Don't you care about living?"

"Lifeat any price never turns out to be worth what you pay for it," the
idiot

who caled himsdf my partner answered, folding hisarmsashe camly
continued

to hold Greg'sgaze. "If | let mysdlf fall solow that | crawled and
begged,

what would | do with my lifeevenif | got it back? And if | lost it
anyway, I'd

have put myself through hell for nothing. Y ou're wagting your time
waiting for

something that won't happen, Rich. Whether | live or dig, I'll bedoing it
onmy

fedt"

"Not for long, you won't," Greg growled, findity clear in every word as
his

hand tightened around the blaster hilt. "It'sal yours, sucker, and you
can't

say you didn't beg for it."

Helifted his hand and extended the blaster just alittle more, taking
caeful

am instead of just squeezing one off, Sghting directly on amotionless,
expressonless Vd. With Greg Rich being so far out of reach my
partner had no

other red option open to him, aside from diving and trying to hit dirt,
but vVa

didn't eventry that. If he'd been done only amisfirewould have saved
him,

but luckily for him hewasn't done.

When it first came to me that the damned fool was going to be the way
he'd been
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on theliner in front of those men who were going to jump on hisheed, |

Stopped

looking around for amiracle and did the only thing | could. Thedaveto
my

|eft was too intent on the confrontation to notice when | dipped the
knife out

of its sheath on his hip, and aso didn't notice my whispered thanksto
the Lord

of Luck. The weapon could have been the cheapest sticker made and
would ill

have served its purpose astrim for acostume, but that was X anadu,
andon

Xanadu things weren't done the cheap way.

The shape of the sheath had led me to hope that it wasn't lying about its
contents, and sure enough | got what 1'd hoped for: a beautifully made
Bowie

knife, and even more than that, one that seemed balanced properly for
throwing.

Greg and Vd were exchanging agel ess wisdom when | hefted the knife
to get the

fed of it, but their discussion ended too damned soon. When Greg
raised his

weapon and leveled it it wastoo late to worry any more about fed, so |
took

the knife by itstip, sent one last frantic appedl to the Lord of Luck, and
threw with every bit of kill | could cdl up.

TheLord of Luck definitely had to be on Va'sside. The knife wobbled
sckeningly when it left my hand, convincing methat I'd o thrown
away our

last shot at getting out of that mess unairconditioned, but the wobble
somehow

equalized itsdf in the seconds of the knifesflight, and suddenly the hilt
was

standing out of Greg's chest, right where |I'd wanted it to be.

Greg grunted and looked down in faint surprise, raised hiseyesto me
with even
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more surprise, then tried to say something. Instead of the words coming
out the

blasgter fell from hishand, and then he began crumpling down after it,
thefind

glaze dready in hiseyes. | ignored theway he wasfaling and just
plumped

down on abunch of stoneswithout feding them, then put my facein my
hands and

rubbed at my eyes.

"That was anicethrow,” Vd'svoice came after aminute, sounding
maiter of

fact. "Areyou dl right?"

"No, I amnot dl right!" | snarled in the Absari trade language, shaking

off

the gently concerned hand that had come to my shoulder. "And if I'd
been stupid

enough to leave thingsto you | sure as hell wouldn't have been dl right!
Are

you redly that determined to get uskilled, Va?Why the hdl didn't you
do

what he asked and give me more than ten seconds to come up with
something that

counted?"

"| thought you said you understood the concept of standing on
principle” he

came back from his crouch beside me, ignoring theway | was glaring at
him.

"There are certain things| just won't do, and begging for my lifeisone
of

them. And besides that, it wasn't necessary. Y ou didn't need more than
ten

seconds.”

| stared at hisauthentically calm and easy grin for abit longer than ten
seconds, then began describing him in terms of persona habits,
probable

ancedtry, and anatomicd variations from norm, dl of the one syllable
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vaiety.

Hisface took on apained expression as he straightened out of his
crouch then

he bent down to "help" meto my feet, using the gesture to cut into my
tirade.

"Y ou'd better turn that off and fast,” he muttered to keep his voice from
traveling to the daves, those eyeslooking straight down at me. "It
would be

rude and ungrateful of me to take the woman who just saved my life
and wash her

mouth out with soap, but that's what will happen if you don't cut it out.
Now,

what are we going to do about these daves?”’

"Y ou can make pickled pigsfeet out of them for al | care,” | growled,
yanking

my arm out of hishand. "There's no way in hell anyone observing that
throw will

congder it beginner'sluck, and as soon as the questions start, the game
is

over. Andit'stoo bad | didn't let you go through that entire sequence

last

night after al. It might have taught you alittle prudence when it comes
to

dedling with me; next timeI'll seeto it that you don't lose even a
minute's

worth. Remember that if you're ever again inamood for handing me
infantile

threats."

My big-mouthed partner was suddenly al out of what to say, o
turned away

from him again and began walking among the rocks and stones, trying
toregan

sdlf-contral. | didn't know why | was so upset and | didn't know why
I'd been so

bottom-linewith VVa, and | didn't know what would happen next.
It would be fantasizing to believe that our little set-to with Greg hadn't
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been

observed, and | wasn't looking forward to the questioning the
Management would

useto find out what was going on. Even if | told them about the death
warrant

inthefirg five minutes they would gtill use questioning to verify what
hed

been said, and then 1'd be able to find out how they'd decided to take
it. They

were legally bound to honor the warrant, but what they did to Va and
mefor

landing with false papers before they did the honoring was the part that
would

bring interest to our lives. We'd be free to serve the warrant after they
finished with us, if we were ableto do anything as complicated as
waking...

| stopped still and my thoughts ground to a hdt, my stare going down
to what my

wandering had led meto. Greg'sbody lay at my feet, the knife hilt ill
sticking out of his chest, hisface too composed for theway held died. |
crouched beside him and put my fingersto that face, that battered,
bloody face

that | had loved so much in the situational. He had wanted to protect
me, had

held mein hisarms and had made love to me any number of times, and
| had

killed him without hesitation and without thought, buried aknifein his
chest

and then thanked the Lord of Luck for the accuracy of the throw.

She doesn't regret what she does, Va had told Ringer, and | hadn't
redized

then how damning that truth was. What sort of awoman could kill a
man she loved

and not regret it? Wouldn't | do the same thing to anyone stupid enough
tolove

me? Damned right | would, so it was agood thing nobody could or did
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loveme. |

wasn't awoman | was a Specia Agent, and | couldn't afford to let
anyone around

me forget that.

"Come away fromthat,” Va said, appearing next to meto lift meto my
feet and

wak me away, hisarm around my shoulders holding metight against

him. "l

thought you would be smarter than to waste concern on scum like that,
Diana If

held had hisway, you'd be entertaining those daves right now, and
modt likdy

screaming out your pain for him to laugh &t. It was something you had
todo so

you didit. If it hadn't been him it would have been me, just remember
thet."

He was spesking very softly and soothingly, holding me againgt him
withonearm

around me and one hand to my hair, trying to comfort what he thought
he

understood. The hdl of it was | didn't need comforting and, perversely,
thet

was what seemed to be upsetting me. 1'd had the choice of what to be
alongtime

ago, and I'd made my choice without regret. To start regretting it now
would be

asludicrousasit would befutile.

"At least | have some good newsfor you," Va went on, ill patting my
hair.

"No one saw any part of what went on between Rich and oursalves
becausethisis

adead area, a pot never kept under observation. It was the reason
Rich picked

it, the davestold me, to keep him and themselves out of trouble.
They'reina

panic now, believing the Management is about to find out what they
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were up to,

and none of them can face the thought of what will happen to them
then. | told

them that I'll condescend to protect them if they'll swear to the story I'm
going to tell, averson which won't betoo far from the truth.”

"And what story isthat?' | asked, not bothering to move from the
comfort of my

position againgt him. | was feding a bone-weary tiredness that would
pass after

alittlewnhile, but right then the strength and determination just weren't
there.

"We're going to say that Rich had them ride aong with him without
tdlingthem

why, which putsthemin thecdlear,” Vd sad. "After that we're going to
dter

thefight alittle, saying that Rich reached for his blaster while we were
struggling, and | was ableto put my knife into him before he could get
mein

hissghts. | told thedaves| didn't want anyone knowing my
Sxteen-year-old

niece had to save my life, and they bought it. They don't seem to know
that a

throw like the one you made isn't something every teenagefemdeis
ableto do."

"It'll come to them after the shock wears off, but by then well hopefully
be

long gone" | said with asigh, then forced mysdlf to lean off him. "l
don't

think we can count on having luck like this again, so you damned well
better be

crazy about everyone we meet from now on. Save that mild didike of
yoursfor

our target.”

"Y es, maam, anything you say," he drawled grinning faintly ashelet me
go."Do

you want my vest before we head out for the lunch spot?”
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| looked down at the tattered rags of the top of my dress, noticing that
vd's

eyeswerein the same place, and made asour face a him.

"Y ou were the one who was supposed to do that, but since you didn't |
can get

away with covering up,” | said, holding one hand out for thevest. "Asa
meatter

of fact it might be the best idea after dl. We don't want those daves
getting

theideaof asking for me as part of their price for going dong with your
gtory. Y our role character would have no choice but to agree.”
"Sinceit'smy role character, I'm the one who decides what gets agreed
to," he

sad, dipping off the leather vest and handing it to me. "As soon as
you've got

thison, get mounted.”

He walked away from meto go back to where the daves were
standing huddled

together, giving me no chanceto tdl him what | thought of him. Hewas
gill

disobeying orders, and hadn't learned a damned thing from what we'd
gone

through; he would continue doing things hisway even if he got uskilled.
I

dipped into the vest - which was awraparound for me - and resisted
theurgeto

do alittle rock throwing on the way to my mount.

Predictably enough we made the lunch spot before anyone e se, and
Vd lostno

time reporting the trouble held had to the proper authorities. HE'd | eft
Greg's

body back among the rocks, and hisindignation over the question of
why held

done so was nearly comical. We'd decided to leave the body there so
the

Management could investigate and satisfy themsdvesthat therewas no
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messng

around involved, but Va demanded to know if he was expected to
worry about the

body aman who had tried to kill him. The Management repstook his
misinterpretation as an indication of innocence, and hurried to smooth

downhis

ruffled feathers. We were served a sumptuous lunch by femae daves
who crawled

al over him, and Greg Rich was never mentioned to either one of us
agan.

After lunch it was costume-changing time, and thistime VVa got desert
gear

complete with burnoose and curved sword, and | got atoo-thin layer
of ydlow

veilsand slver jewdry. | was sent out first in awheded and curtained
litter

with mae daves acting the part of guards, supposedly the bride of a
ultanon

her way to the wedding festivities.

Va followed with his own group of daves, akhan who wasthe bitter
enemy of

the sultan, who would prevent his having the woman of hischoice. They
rolled up

to usin pursuit, hisgroup and my "guards’ swinging their curved
swordsin

carefully choreographed movements, and in no more than two minutes
al of my

guards were disarmed and captured. The khan himsdlf rolled up to my
hated

litter, dismounted dowly, then came closeto raise one of the curtains.
"Well, wel, what have we here?' he drawled, using the point of his
sword to

brush aside one of my body vells, an action that wastotaly
unnecessary

consdering the trangparency of those vells. "A little something to
digtract a
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man on aquiet afternoon, perhgps?’

"Don't you even think about touching me," | hissed, dl too well aware
of the

attention of all those daves. The bastard had me trapped into my role
withdl

those withesses around, and the amusement in hiseyes said he meant to
take

advantage of that.

"I've dready thought about it," he said with agrin, sheathing his sword
before

turning his head to the dave standing next to him. "L et's continue on to
the

place well be having dinner, but not at too fast apace.”

"Asyou say, master,” the dave acknowledged with an amused chuckle,
watching as

Vad climbed into the litter with me and carefully closed the curtain
behind him.

Through thethin yellow curtains| could see the daves getting ready to
move

out, and then VVa had his swordbelt off and was lying down next to me.
"It'stimefor little Jennifer's lecherous old uncle to take advantage of
her,"”

the louse murmured in the trade language, his hand moving under one of
my vels

to stroke my thigh. Do you think you can handle pretending to be
reluctant?'

"Asif it wasfor red,” | assured him very swestly, trying to push his
hand

away. "If you think I'm going to let you blackmail meinto- "

"| didn't set thisthing up," heinterrupted with more wide-eyed
innocencethan

even asaint would have had, refusing to let his hand be moved. "It's
asonot

my fault that dl those men are out there, just waiting for meto force
youto

my will theway I'm supposed to. Y ou're the assgnment leeder, so if
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you want to

drop the roleswe're playing and forget about the whole thing it's your
decison, but - "

"Damnyou!" | growled, absolutely furious with him and the way he had
me boxed

in."Youthink you've got it made now, Va, but you just wait until we
get out

of thisl Oncewereclear I'll - "

"I know, | know," he laughed, putting hisarms around meto pull me
out of the

gtting pogtion | wasin and down flat on my back. "The onething you
don't

seem to understand is that the possibility of your getting even isn't that
much

of an unincentive, not considering what I'm risking it for. Y ou know,
dressing

you in these vellswas adamned good idea. .."

Heflinched alittlewhen | hit him with one of the pillows I'd been
leaning on,

but was till laughing when he took the pillow away fromme. Asa
reluctant

Jennifer | was entitled to do anything within the bounds of my
characterization

to get him away from me; he understood the point completely but aso
knew there

was only so much | could do within those bounds.

After held had to take away the second pillow he held my wrists, and
after |

managed to kick him he held my body down with his. At that point |
hed nothing

to distract me from what he was doing to overcome my "reluctance,”
and there was

no denying the louse wasin top form. Before very long | forgot al
about the

davesriding on ether side of the litter and gave my attention to putting
interest into an otherwise dull afternoon.
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| spent the entireride in Vd'sarms, the warmth of hislipson minean
amost

congtant thing, and when we reached the pavilions where we would
gpend the night

| wasin astrangely contented mood - until | 1eft the litter and saw the
curtainsfrom the outside. They'd al been rolled up when I'd first gotten
into

thelitter, so | hadn't known that they were trangparent only from the

ingde

None of the davesriding around the litter would have known it even if
wed

spent the afternoon playing cards, only Va hadn't seen fit to mention
thet

fact.

What he had mentioned wasthat after that afternoon, little Jennifer
should no

longer be trying to keep her uncle Vd's hands off her. | hadn't wanted
to agree

with him, but it wasfairly obviousthat any young, impressonable girl
would

have acted as | had with VVa only if she were horribly in love with him.
She

couldn't be expected to be smply enjoying alittle casual sex theway |
hed

been doing, so I'd left the litter holding tight to hisarm and looking up at
him adoringly. By thetime | learned the truth | was dready trapped,
and | was

so furiousit wasn't safefor Va to come near mefor therest of the
evening.

Another man would have worried at least alittle, but dl he did was grin
with

that stupid laughter in hisblack eyes.

The next three days were more of the same, with only the costumes
and scenarios

changing. The white zone covered alot of pretty country, but | wasn't
oftenin
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apostion to appreciate the scenery. Late in the afternoon of thefirst of
those three days Va caught mein aposition where part of usredly
could be

seen from adistance, and by the Management reps, not just daves. I'd
Spent the

first two-thirds of that day keeping him away from mewith solemn
promises, but

at that point | had no choice at al.

The bushes around the lake we were at didn't screen us completely,
and by the

time he was through with me my role had to be changed again. Seeing a
man and

woman's head and shoulders doesn't necessarily tell you much, but it
does show

you the woman losing hersdf completely to what the manisdoing to
her. |

couldn't very well keep up the hogtility toward Va after thet, not when
amost

any other teenage girl in my place would have been horribly in love with
him

because of what he was able to do to her body, and that's what Va
had been

aming toward.

From then on | had to spend the time clinging to Va's arm whenever
we walked

together, congtantly looking up a him with loving eyes, and eagerly
agreeingto

everything he told meto do, no matter what it was. | took the first
opportunity

of our being onetogether to tell him that | was going to kill him as
soon as

we were off Xanadu, but al he did waslaugh and tell me held worry
about it

then.

Theevening of thethird day found usin acamp aslargeasour origina
camp,
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showing that everyone had been gathered in from the various zones. A
generd

party was arranged in one very large pavilion, and everyone was
costumed

beautifully for the degant surroundings. The crowd wasin agood
mood and

redlly enjoyed the refreshments, and hdfway through the evening John
Little

showed up at the couch Vd and | were sharing, aredly beautiful mae
dave

walking dong behind him.

"Well, Vd, have you been enjoying yourself?" Little asked as he pulled
achar

nearer our couch, leaving the daveto stand quietly behind him. "1 know
I

have"

"I've been more than enjoying mysdlf, John,” Va answered, feeding me
another

sdted nut. "The days have been filled with revelation and learning,

haven't

they, Jennifer?’

"Oh, yes, uncleVva," | said, only just able to keep from chewing off his
fingers, my eyes shiningly on hisface.

"Sweset little Jennifer.” Little laughed, especidly at the blush | didn't
have

to force much. "'l seeyou've findly grown to appreciate your uncle.
Youve

learned to obey him very nicely, and you seem much improved.”
"Thank you, Mr. Little," I managed without choking, looking quickly
away from

the dave behind Little's chair. I'd tried to make it easier on myself by
avoiding theman'sridiculing smirk, but looking & the dave was much

worse.
His beautiful face was expressionless, but hiseyeswere briefly filled
with

frugtration and hatred and pain and weariness, likdly triggered by the
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wey

Little wastrying to humiliate me. HEd clearly had his own share of
humiliation, that dave, and very briefly hismask had dipped.

"I've come by to resumemy role asadviser, Va," Little said asagoblet
was

handed to him and then filled with wine. "Y ou'll be asked later on this
evening

if you'd like to continue moving through your zone or go ahead deeper
intothe

Sphere, and the answer you should giveis continue on deeper. There's
something

in the heart of the Sphere that you just have to see.”

"What'sthat?' Va asked, not sounding terribly enthusiastic, reaching
around

with hisown goblet to haveit refilled. Doing that he missed the way
Littles

davepaed, but | didn't.

"I couldn't possibly describeit," Little answered with asmall laugh of
amusement, only glancing in my direction. "It is, however, the best the
Sphere

hasto offer, and | promise you you won't be disappointed. | haven't
mided you

sofar, havel?'

"No, that'strue, you haven't," Va conceded, letting me drink some
winefrom

his goblet. "What do you say, Jennifer? Should we haveago at it?"
"I'll go wherever you do, uncle Va," | gushed, seeing the brief look of
questioning in hiseyes. "If Mr. Little saysyoull have fun there, then - "
"Then you want to shareit with me," he finished in nausesating tones of
fond

indulgence, patting my hand. "And of course you will. It soundsfineto
me,

John. Onward and upward it is."

"Good," Little said with a satisfied nod, taking his goblet with him ashe
good. "I'll seeyou in the morning, then.”

He headed back toward the side of the tent hed come from with the
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dave

following slently in his shadow, and Vd took a handful of the salted
nutsand

gavethemto me.

"Now you feed me, sweetheart,” he said, then switched to m trade
languageto

add, "What do you think?"

"That's got to be where our target is," | conceded, putting the first nut
into

hismouth. "I have the feding were redly going to have to watch our
steps,

though. We know they have something in mind, and this might be what
he was after

dl dong."

"Whatever that comesto,”" he agreed, taking anut and feeding it to me.
"Areyou

sure we have no choice but to walk in like blindfolded innocents? |
don'tlike

the sound of our destination, not if he thinksit's the best part of the
Sphere”

"Come up with aworkable dternative, and I'll probably go for it faster
then

you do," | said, looking at him as| continued to feed him. "1 dso have
the

feding that fun timeisover - for both of us.”

"Only temporarily," he said around the last mouthful I'd given him, his
eyes

garting to develop that stubborn look. "Well go in there, finish this
thing

right, then take ourselves back to the Station. Don't forget you've got a
lot of

getting even left to do. Y ou're not going to let anything stand in the way
of

that, areyou?"

"No, of coursenat,” | told him with asmall smile, then put the nuts
asdeand
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took hisarm to rest my head againgt it. After careful consideration,
being able

to do that without waiting until we were done just may have been
worth dl the

rest of the nonsense.

Chapter 13

The next day was another day of trave for us, but not like the ones so
recently

passed. Barely ahandful of those who had dined with us chose thetrip
tothe

heart of the Sphere, and one or two who had wanted to choose it had
been

discouraged and touted off onto something else. Va was grim when he
told me

about that incident and it didn't exactly fill me with lighthearted joy
ather.

Only acertain sort of people were being alowed to continue on, and
when |

looked at our fellow travelers | wondered why Va and | had been
giventhe

go-ahead. All the others without exception, male and femae dike, had
been

using davesduring their previous four days, and those daves were very
obvioudy the worsefor it.

| thought about it for afew minutes, trying to fit the puzzle pieces
together,

and then groaned silently when the light came. Vd, to those of the
Sphere, was

aman who had taken his young niece and had raped her repeatedly,
and had aso

killed aman and shown nothing of upset a the doing. | wasjust dong
for the

ride, but the Management had obvioudy decided that Vd fit in perfectly
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and

were more than happy to have him. | noticed how Va had taken to
danding

practicaly on top of meright from the outset of thetrip, and made sure
not to

mention my conclusonsto him. If | had | probably would have had him
inmy lap.

Our mode of transportation that day was atrain that traveled without
rals,

each individud traveling on it having hisor her own car. Our needs
were seen

to by another horde of daves, and the clothing we'd been given was
very

old-fashioned. The men wore high-collared, uncomfortable-looking
shirtswith

tiesunder severe, close-cut suits, and the women were given
high-necked and

long-deeved dresses that came down to their shoe-tops.

Everyone complained about the costumes, but for once our complaints
werefirmly

denied; if we were going where the train was going, that was what we
had to wear

whilewedid it. Wedl grumbled but eventudly had to givein, and |
privatey

wondered why our persona luggage had been dragged aong with us
every step of

theway. The only time we'd used our own things since landing had
been the brief

time after the physicals.

Thetrain ride was, aside from the costumes, physically comfortable,
but

mentally it couldn't possibly have been more boring. Therewas
absolutely

nothing provided in theway of entertainment or distraction, and even
requests

for something to read were denied. We could St in our chairs and are


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

out the

windows or at each other or at the daves, but if the sparkling
conversation

lagged there was nothing to bring it back to life.

There was no provision for privacy in the car except in the narrow
bathroom, so

that meant people like VA couldn't even fill the timewith their own
entertainment. Despite histwisted sense of humor, my partner had
proved himsdf

to be one of those who won't perform in public unless he's drugged to
the point

of not knowing what he'sdoing. The davesin our car kept him firmly in
hisown

sest, which added to his grim, unhappy slence.

The daves sat up atable and served uslunch, and didn't seem

surprised when

neither one of us showed much of an appetite. The day had Started as
pretty as

the previous ones had been, but right after lunch it began to gray over.
We

continued on a agood pace and the overcastting continued as well, but
not just

with clouds. Thick mist began blanketing the ground we were crossing,
and

despite the warmth of the car to ook outside wasto shiver with an
inner chill.

When John Little showed up with hisdave at hisheds, hedidn't get
much of a

warm welcome. Va had been stting with hisarm around me since the
lunchthings

had been cleared away, and nothing | said prompted him to go back to
hisown

seet. Therewas alook in his eyesthat made the daveswalk very softly
and

stay out of hisway as much as possible, but at least he had the senseto
swalow it down when Little sat down opposite us.
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"If thisisyour idea of the best thereis, John, I'm going back to the
Zonesas

soon asthisthing stops,” he complained to hisgood friend. "These
clothesare

impossible, and | haven't even been ableto rax with Jennifer. And just
look

at it out there!™

He waved a hand toward the window we sat near, where the ground
had disappeared

entirely in the mist. What trees we passed were black and twisted and
unheslthy-looking. Everything out there was gray or black, and the
warmth and

brightness of the sun seemed never to have touched any of it.

"It israther depressing thefirst time you comethroughit,” Little
conceded,

gazing out the window with pursed lips and dmost total unconcern.
"When we get

where were going you'll see how agppropriatethisall is, and we aren't
that far

from it now. Trust me, Vd, you won't be disappointed.”

Va grunted with very obvious doubt, but he didn't pursue his
complaintsany

farther. He could afford to be as skeptical as heliked, but he couldn't
decide

firmly againgt the place and he knew it. Little took his eyes avay from
the

loathsome landscape and stared & me for awhile, but | pretended not
to notice.

There was something in it worse than what we were riding through, and
| redly

didn't need that.

Werode onin slence for awhile, and then the train began to ow
down. The

mist was rising even higher now, nearly covering everything ingdeit, but
somewherein the near distance, dark like everything else, were severa
unmistakable shapes. Vd peered at them through the window, then
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turned to

Little

"Am | mistaken, or are those ships?' he asked, sounding more than a
little

puzzled. "Isthisthe Pleasure Spherésway of showing usthe exit?'
"Not a dl." Littlelaughed, bardly glancing where Vd looked. "That's
the

heart's shuttle port, used by people who want to go directly there and
don't

care to waste time coming overland. Some of the regulars also comein
their own

ships, and bring them down hereinstead of paying docking feesin the
Station.

Almost no one who comes here smply visitsfor aday or two and then
leaves The

place hasavery specid lure, Va, and just about everyone who visitsit
once

comes back at least a second time.”

Va nodded and made an attempt to |ook interested and anticipatory,
not knowing

or at least not redlizing that Little was talking about a hand-picked, very
select few. Of course they came back a second or third or fourth time;
if they

weren't the sort to enjoy what went on there, they were unlikely to have
been

dlowed inthefirg time.

Thetrain kept dowing down, and before very long it cameto a
complete stop.

Those of uswho had been cooped up so long with so little to do lost
notime

heading for the exit, but | noticed that the daveswho had served us
hung far

back and tried to make themsdavesinvishble, possibly againg the
off-chance

that one of uswould ing s they come aong.

John Littleés dave was as pde asthe mist as he followed aong behind
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John,

and he moved with afatalistic defeat that was painful to see. He didn't
have

the option of fading into the woodwork, and looked about as close to
tears of

terror asit's possible to get. Little must have brought him along on a
whim, or

possibly to enjoy histerror, but whichever it was, the dave was caught.
We were hel ped down the train stepsinto the mist, and oncewe dl
soodinthe

wet, swirling gray thetrain moved on, dmost silently, disappearing very
quickly. It wasn't night-dark around us, only misty gray, but that
misty-gray

turned everything unred and made usfed we were the only people l&ft
diveon

the whole planet, if not in the entire universe. One of the other guests
hed

brought afemale dave dong with him, and the girl whimpered and
shook with

even moreterror than Littlésdave.

It wasfairly obviousthe daves knew something we didn't - the "we"
induding

everyone but John Little. That gem just stood quietly with a private
gmileon

his narrow face, a smile that broadened when the guest who had
brought the

fema e dave knocked her to the ground with a casua backhanded dap
to quiet

her. Wewere dl too busy looking around at nothing and wondering
what would

happen next to want to be distracted by hysterics.

We stood in the thick, clinging gray for fifteen or twenty minutes, long
enough

to fed abandoned and forgotten, long enough for our clothesto fill with
the

dampness and grow heavy and even more uncomfortable. The dress|


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

wore had been

confining but warm; it dowly grew to be confining and freezing, and Va
waan't

doing much better. The materid of al the clothing seemed designed to
attract

moisture, and then we were distracted by the exclamation of one of the
guests.

A small, red light had begun to glow in the migt, and even aswe
watched it it

grew and expanded to the size of alarge portd. Without comment we
al beganto

move toward it, holding the same silence wed held the entire time we'd
stood

there. Casud conversation isordinarily usua among groups doing the

same

thing, especialy small groups, in that group not asingle word had been
exchanged.

We began to fed the heat as soon as we gpproached the redness, and
by thetime

we were close enough to seethat it really was a portal we were
heading for, the

heat was enough to make us swest. The temperature rose higher and
higher,

forcing usto bresk into arun, and once we crossed the red-glowing
metal

threshold, panting and desperate, the torture eased off to the point
whereit

was at least bearable.

It was surprising that no one had turned and run the other way instead,
consdering the possibility that the heat might not have eased off once
wewere

ingde, and then | noticed that my automatic assumption was wrong.
Although dl

the guests and the female dave were ill with us, the pretty maledave
Little

had brought was nowhere to be seen.


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

"Welcome, travelers,” asmoothly amused baritone announced, drawing
our

attention. "Welcome and welcome again - to the hals of hell.”

Thetdl, very handsome man with the pointed beard chuckled at the
dartled

reaction his announcement had drawn, but it was nothing we shouldn't
have been

expecting. We stood in acavern of sortswith dark rock all about and
themidgs

il swirling around our ankles and knees, but the lighting wasred and
smoldering, and the heat was ill above the comfortable mark.

The man greeting uswas dressed in black dacks, black turtleneck shirt
and

black loafers, and an intricate Slver medallion hung around his neck
geaming

redly. He was dark-haired and dark-eyed and seemed completely at
home, and when

his eyes touched me as he examined each one of usin turn, | made sure
togo

wide-eyed and clutch fearfully at Va'sarm. Va patted my hand ina
preoccupied

way and paid no further attention to me, clearly remembering what I'd
toldhim

forcefully enough to make sure it stuck:

| was going to have to pretend to be afraid a timesin that place, and as
long

as he didn't see me getting ready to protect mysdlf with everything |

hed, he

had to remember it was just an act. He had reluctantly agreed to check
firg

before going al protective and making people wonder, but | didn't
know how far

| could rely on that agreement. | could just hope it would be far enough.
"Widl, you seem asomewhat likely group,” the man observed, il
looking us

over. "There are choices and decisions to be made by you, but those
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canwait

until we get you abit more comfortable. Just follow me.”

He turned and began crossing the cavern toward itsfar side, and there
was

nothing to do but follow aong ashe'd dl but ordered. His attitude was
superior and abrasive, indtilling the sort of mood in usthat the
Management

seemed to want. We still weren't talking to each other, but now the
dlencewas

growing hodtile

We crossed the cavern and entered a side passage, and were still
surrounded by

rock that waslit with red. The mist only just covered the floor now, and
a

short way down the passage there began a series of heavy meta doors
st into

the rock and closed tight. The bearded man indicated adoor then
indicated one

of us, his superior smirk adding to the annoyance he had aready
caused. Val was

trying very hard not to look at himin that specid way he had, and was
succeeding only up to apoint. It was apostive reief when wewere
shown our

doors and were able to leave the passage and the man.

Va's door wasjust beyond mine, but once I'd pushed open the thing
and stepped

insde, | could see there was no communicating between rooms. The
room was

carved out of the same rock the passage was formed by, and the only
thing

interrupting the solid expanse was another door in the oppositewall, a
mateto

theoneI'd just used. | stepped farther into the room to see what might
be

behind the door, and found apair of daveswaiting for me, one male
and one
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femae. Themae quietly closed the door behind me, and thefemale
gestured to

the massage table she stood near.

"If you will dlow us, migtress, well help you get comfortable and
relaxed,"

she said with aforced smile, taking one small step forward. ™Y ou may
adso have

your choice between usfor your pleasure.”

| glanced at the bearded male dave who stood with folded arms at the
door, a

smirk on hisface as he looked me over, and tried not to show my
annoyance. If

I'd been in the mood to be appedled to, neither one of them would
have medeit.

"I think I'll stay with the comfort and relaxation,” | told the girl, pulling
the clammy skirt of my dress away from my legs. "Do you have
anything dryer than

thisto put on?'

It turned out the girl had atowe, which the male dave hed whilethe
gl

hel ped me out of the dress. Once | was bare the male put the towel
around me

from behind, then hdd it in place while he put hislipsto my ear.

"I heard the magterstaking, mistress,” he murmured, positioning his

hands

drategicaly on thetowe. "I've never served anyone with your
senaudity

rating before, but | would redlly liketo. Lie down on thetable, and I'll
gve

you amassage better than anything she can give.”

The"she' he was referring to was the femae dave, who was busily
occupied with

putting aside my dress, and briefly | remembered Greg Rich's comment
about the

possibility of davestaking advantage of my age. The dave behind me
was
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telling rather than asking, but | had something of my owntotell.
"Uncle Vd said | wasn't to let anyone make me do anything that wasn't
my own

idea," | murmured back, making no effort to pull away from him. "If
they try,

I'm supposed to tell him about it so he can complain.”

The hands on meimmediately pulled away, and | turned my head to
see asuddenly

very jovid maedave.

"I cantdl the migtressis not in the mood for meright now," he said,
laughing

nervoudy as he backed away toward the door. "If you should change
your mind,

mistress, just have the dave send for me.”

He completed his hasty withdrawa then, closing the door fast behind
him, and |

was able to take mysdf to the massage table without being bothered
anymore. |

was annoyed as hell about the dave's comment on my supposed
senaudlity rating,

that stupidity that had come up during the appraisd.

Somewomen may react alittle more quickly and thoroughly than
others, but just

how quickly and thoroughly usually depends on their partner. To say
onewomanis

purely sensud and the next inert, isto say that the men involved are
laying

the foundations for a great-sounding excuse. | was surprised that the
dave had

mentioned it at dl, and just thinking about it made the relaxing | was
trying

to do harder.

The massage started, continued, and went on to its conclusion, and
that's about

the best that can be said for it. The girl was amost good, but not quite
upto
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taking al the knots out of my muscles. When it was over she produced
cool, wet

clothsto wash my entire body with, then went to one of the blank stone
wdls a

blankness that was temporarily broken when she pressed on one part
of thewall

and opened afour-foot section of what looked like closet or storage
area. That

was the place the wet cloths had probably come from, and when the
dave stepped

back out she was holding something long and Slvery.

"We haveto get you dressed now, mistress,” she said, coming toward
mewitha

amile. "They'll be expecting you soon, and won't begin until everyoneis
there”

"Expecting mefor what?' | asked, Sitting up on the table to get a better
look

a what the woman was carrying. "What won't they begin?'

"I'm not permitted to discussthat, mistress,” she answered, her smile
turning

just dightly forced. "The mastersing st on explaining mattersin their
own

way, and it won't be much longer. Which pair of shoeswould you
prefer?’

The long slvery object she was carrying was agown, and she put it
down to show

the wide shoe-bag she was holding under it. The shoe-bag opened
eadly tolet

her pull out two slver shoes, one a pump, the other a ding-back, both
with

hedls high enough to make them dressy. When | indicated the
ding-back she put

the pump away and produced the second ding-back, then put al the
shoes down

and picked up the gown again.

| till didn't need help getting dressed but | got it again, and once | was
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in
the shoes she brushed my hair then opened the wall again to show mea
full-length mirror. Thelong slver gown was dit on the Sdes, was

long-deeved

with practically dl cleavage, and wastight enough to reflect black
instead of

slver at certain gtress points. When the dave gave melong silver
earingsto

go withtherest | put them on, then looked at mysdf again with a
criticd eye.

| turned back and forth a couple of times, stood sideways, then came
tothe

inevitable conclusion that no matter how long | stood there, Va would
dill

take onelook at me and push the lecherous uncle bit for al it was
worth. His

reaction to the last dinky ouitfit I'd worn was something | didn't careto
remember, not when we were getting so close to what we'd comefor. |

could only

hope the Management kept ustoo busy for awhilefor him to take
advantage of

the Situation, at least until | did what | had to. After that | could do my
own

bit to make him keep his handsto himself.

The dave was beginning to get antsy over how long | wastaking to
admire

mysdf, 01 let her urge me away from the mirror and out the door
opposite the

onel'd comein by.

Outside was another carved stone corridor about five feet wide, and
about ten

feet to the right a second, perpendicular corridor opened up to take us
avey

from the area of rooms. The dave led me up the twisting corridor
through the

roiling red migt, her ankles and mine logt to the thick, red stuff, neither
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one

of uscommenting onit. Thelighting wasalighter red but still ared, and
the

heat wasjust this side of uncomfortable. They were going to alot of
trouble

presenting the classic picture of hdll, and much as| would have liked
laughing

at the effort as childish, theincreasing nervousness of my dave-guide
took

most of the humor out of the Situation.

After acouple of minutes of walking, we came around one bend in the
corridor

and saw awide arch carved in therock ahead of us, spanning the
corridor and

clearly acting as the entrance to aroom beyond. The dave cameto an
abrupt

stop, quickly looked away from the arch, then glanced at me with fear.
"The masters are waiting in there, mistress,” she said asfast asshe
could,

aready edging back the way we'd come. "Refreshmentswill be served
by others

like mysdf, who have been assigned that duty. | have to get back to my
own post

now. | hope you have a pleasant stay."

She sketched a quick curtsey then hurried away, not oncetrying to
meet my eyes

again. If I'd been given the chance | might have told her | wanted her to
gothe

rest of the way with me, so sheld made sure | wasn't given the chance.
Sphere

daves seemed to livein perpetua terror in that place, and the attitude
was

beginning to get to me.

| don't like people who get akick out of terrorizing the helpless, and
I've

been known to show that didikein very direct ways. | looked again at
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the

entrance arch, then moved ahead again in addiberate way. If they
wered| 0

tough in there they'd be looking forward to terrorizing me aong with the
res,

and it would be a shame to disappoint them.

| walked up to the arch and through it, ready for whatever they had
waiting, but

the only thing waiting was about a dozen and a half people, spread out
inthe

large room and desultorily pretending to socidize. The men were
wearing dl

black the way the man who had greeted us had done, and the
considerably fewer

women were dressed theway | was, in silver, clinging gowns. Quitea
few eyes

cameto mewhen | gppeared, mae and femae dike, and then anaked
mdedave

materialized at my ebow, carrying asilver tray of drinks.

"Will you have refreshment, mistress?' he asked in ahusky voice,
extending the

tray ashiseyeslooked into mine. "I'll be glad to provide any
refreshment

you'd careto name."

He grinned a meinsolently, just about the only dave I'd seen there who
wasn't

panic-gtricken. Over his shoulder afamiliar face caught my attention,
and when

| looked at it directly awarm, happy feding began to fill me. Theman
with the

familiar face was engaged in alow-voiced disagreement with John
Little, and the

name of the man with the familiar face was Richard Radman.
"Migtress, forgive me," the male dave whispered, hisinsolence gone,
his hands

causing thetray he held to vibrate faintly. "I didn't mean to insult you.
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Please don't report me to the masters!”

| brought my eyes back to the dave with afrown, wondering what he
wastaking

about, and then | understood. | must have let the way | feel about
Radman show

briefly on my face, and the dave had thought | meant the fedling for
him. The

terror 1'd thought was absent was only hidden just below the surfacein
the

dave beside me, and being the one to bring the terror out made me fedl
alot

lessstidfied.

"Youdidn't insult me" | told him sourly, reaching over to take one of
the

glassesfromthetray he hdd. "And thisisal the refreshment I'm
interested

inright now."

"Yes midress," he acknowledged with arelief that was sickening,
bowing and

backing away. "Thank you, mistress.”

As soon as he could he turned and went e sawhere, leaving me to stand
adonejust

insde the entrance to the room. | sipped at my drink, wondering why
Va wasnt

there yet, ddiberately keeping my eyes away from Radman. | was
somewheat curious

about the reason for the daver's being there, but | wasn't about to look
my

gift horsein the mouth. If Little had gotten him there for one of the
reasons

I'd planned, | would thank the Lord of Luck once | was off that planet.
It

looked like my planswere findly starting to go the way they were
supposed to.

"Wll, Jennifer, you look absolutely lovely,” avoice said from my right,
and|
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turned my head to see that John Little had |left Radman to come over to
me. "Tha

gown becomes you more than anything else I've seen you wear."
"Thank you, Mr. Little." | told the gleam in hiseyes, pretending | didn't
see

it. "Do you know whereuncle Va is?

"Heslikdy Hill ... dressing,” Little answered with hisusud greasy

amusemen,

making sureto hesitate before the last word. "If amassageisto do
what it's

designed to do, it can't be rushed. Suppose | introduce you around a
bit until

he shows up, eh? That way hell be here before you know it."

Hetook my arm without giving me a chanceto refuse, and rather than
balk | went

aong with him. The feding that he was up to something was stronger
than ever,

and | wanted to know what it was. | let him direct us both to agroup of
three

women, examining them as we approached without being obvious
about it.

All three of them were brown-eyed brunettes and the two younger
women were

pretty in aplain way, but they were too strongly built to be considered
attractive, especialy with the way they were holding themselves. The
older

woman stood sgquare and belligerent, wearing her gown like a sack,
uncomfortable

and unhappy and wanting everyone to know it. Shewasfeding
put-upon, and the

two younger women reflected the emotion, their own gownsfitting
better but not

much.Chapter 13 (Continued)

The next few caves were like the ones after the first, more examples of
the
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section'smain idea. In one the victims were chained to the ground with
something sticky and probably sweet smeared on their normaly private
parts,

very busy anthills situated not far from where they lay. In another cave
the

victimswere being driven forward with heavy whips toward astretch of
shallow-looking water that turned out to be more than smply water.

In obvioudy greet pain from the lashing of the whip, one of the victims
stepped

forward into the water with one foot, then threw himself back out with
adlent

scream of what looked like intense agony. The "water” had turned his
leg bright

red to mid-caf height, and thin black things about an inch in length were
clinging to the burned flesh asiif they were dug in there. | couldn't keep
from

shuddering with disgust and repressed rage at the sight, and Vd put his
am

around me then hurried me out of the cave.

The next time our guide stopped, those with uswere positively
quivering with

eager anticipation. We stood in front of a heavy wooden door, one that
looked

both ponderous and ominous, and our guide gestured toward it.
"Behind that porta liesthelast of your mgor options,” he said, looking
around at the eagerness with gpproval. "No guests are permitted to be
vicims

here, for thisisthe redlm of the fiends. These victims aso haven't been
slenced, so you'd better be braced for the noise. The fiends, of course,
prefer

the noiseto slence.”

He turned away to step to the door to open it, and the first scream
rippling

through sent ajagged knife across my nerve ends. The scream had
comefroma

man, and the terror and pain to be heard in hisvoice defied all
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description.

Vd diffened besde me despite the impassive expression held been
wearing

through the previous caves, and some of the happy chatter that had
sarted among

those with us died at the sound. We al moved forward, some with eyes
positively

shining, and followed our guide through the doorway .

Insdeit was till red-lit and misted, but somehow the atmosphere was
different. If you cared to stretch a point you could say that the previous
people we'd seen were engaged in good, clean fun; once we passed

through that

portal, though, we could see that no one was taking their doingslightly.
Rather

than separate caves, each fiend had alarge dcove to work in, aspace
roomy

enough to hold an operating table, awall with chains, and atall cabinet
witha

wide variety of tools and instruments. The fiends, dressed in avery
bright

blood red, were both male and female, aswere the victims, and dl of
them were

deeply engrossed in what they were doing. We moved past the dcoves
dowly, our

guide setting the pace, and had the opportunity of seeing everythingin
detail.

The victim whose scream wed heard first was part of aclassic
experiment,

smple and straightforward. 1'd heard about The Death of a Thousand
Cutsjust

the way many people had, but I'd never before seen it put into practice.
The

victim was strapped to an operating table, and his limbs were being cut

away one

joint at atime. That meansal thetoes, ajoint at atime, dl thefingers, a
joint at atime, and then the feet to the ankles, the handsto the wrists,
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the

legsto the knees, the arms to the elbows, and so on.

After each cut the wound is cauterized to keep the victim from escaping
by

bleeding to deeth, and the man going through the process had also
probably been

given something to keep him from going into shock. Hisoneremaining
hand was

fingerless, the other gone at the wrist, one foot was gone to the ankle,
the

other to the knee. The one working on him wasn't being entirely
methodica, but

that didn't seem to bother her. She cauterized the wrist sump with an
open

flame even as we watched, etching agony even more deeply into the
bearded,

pain-maddened face, then turned her attention to the man's bared
manhood with a

gpeculative look. When her hand touched him there he screamed again,
wild

hysteria having entered the sound.

The next dcove held two females, the dave-victim only just having
been

strapped to the table. The pretty dave was being cut out of the dinky
Slver

gown she was wearing, her screams more from terror than pain, her
eyesonthe

faintly smiling face of the woman standing over her. The woman was
esgerly

cutting the gown away, anxiousto get past the preliminaries, an array of
clamps, scapels, and knives dready arranged to her right. When the
gown was

completely cut away, the woman took a clamp and attached it to the
davesright

breast, tightened it, then reached for ascalpd.

"I think | have an answer to your question,” Va murmured in the trade
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language

as| looked away from the two women, wishing | could block out the
daves

horrible scream. "If | don't pay attention to what I'm thinking, |
experience

pleasure every time| see abearded man having something painful done
tohim.

Thisplaceis sraining the fedling, but the first two sectionsdidn't. I'd
guessthat under norma circumstances I'd choose aplace in the first
two

sectionsto spend my time.”

"Norma circumstances, right,” | agreed, swallowing hard and fighting
not to

apply adesath grip to hisarm. When I'd seen the davein the silver
gown I'd

glanced toward Margaret and her two daughters, seeing the way the
three of them

were saring avidly at what was being doneto the pretty dave. I'd been
pretending to belooking at something else, so when the three pairs of
eyesdid

inmy direction | could pretend | knew nothing about the triple
observation.

But | did know about it, and could even fed it, and findly knew the redl
reason why John Little had introduced meto the three. When they
made achoice

and got down to caseswith adave, it would be me they were getting
back at, me

they were mutilating to make up for their own lacks. | was sure Little
planned

to somehow et me know abouit it, and if hedid | didn't think I'd be
ableto

keep mysdlf from taking him gpart.

"Areyou dl right?" Va asked, putting his hand to my face, hiseyes
sober and

concerned. "It'samost impossbleto tdl in thislight, but you look pale.
This placeis enough to turn the somach of anorma mass murderer.
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Maybel

ought to get you out of here."

"Don't worry, I'll manageto survive," | told him with asmall headshake,
not

about to be parted from Radman before | found out where he'd be
later - and

adone. "How are you doing?'

"Lousy," he answered without changing expression, but something in his
eyes

dirred. "If | ever come across the people who started this, nothing in
this

universe will savethem evenif | haveto pay for the doing with my own
life

Sickness should be treated, not catered to, and the things who come
hereare

sck. Eventhough | know | can't doit done, | keep wanting to stop all
this"

"Just remember you can't do to aone, or we could end up being part of
thefun,”

| warned him, not as calm as | made myself sound. "Thisisasovereign
planet,

partner, and what they do hereistheir own business. If we don't likeit
we can

leave"

"Yeah, sure," he agreed with no agreement whatsoever, then took me
dongashe

began to follow the guide again. The rest was as gruesome asthe
beginning had

been, except for one incident which wasworse. The screamsand
moans and shouts

billowed around us as we walked, and then | saw amalevictim
different fromthe

others. | agreed with Vd in his guess about hisfedingsfor the bearded
victims, most epecidly sincedl the made victimswere bearded. This
one

caught my attention because he wasn't bearded, and once | looked
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directly at his

face | recognized him. The pretty dave John Little had brought on the
tran

with him, the one who had disappeared before weld entered the first
cave... If

he'd tried to escape he hadn't made it.

"The poor dear," avoice murmured, and | turned my head to see John
Little

ganding beside me, staring a the screaming dave, abright gleamin his
eyes.

"l told him I'd protect him here, but he was too frightened to believe
me. Now

look wheat he's gotten himsdlf into.”

The phrase wasn't entirely accurate, and Little smiled faintly with the
knowledge that it wasn't. The pretty dave was belly down over asharp
rsein

the operating table, hiswrists and ankles strapped tight, his body
trembling

from the absoluterigidity he held himself with. His maenesswas drawn
out and

clamped tight, only abreath away from ahorizontd length of
sharp-looking

razor edge, his screams showing how painful the clamping was. He
knew how close

the razor edge wasto him and he strained to keep himsdlf away fromiit,
but the

two black-clad, bearded men behind him had other idess.

Both men clearly knew how the dave was usudly used by the men who
chosehimto

serve them, and they were getting ready to use him the sameway again
-fora

final time. The very large instrument they planned to use was withdrawn
froma

rectangular box by one of the bearded men, one wearing thick gloves,
the bright

glow of the metal thing showing how hot it was.
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The two men walked over to the dave, the one without gloves spread
thedavea

little, then the other began to give the dave hisfina use. The shriek was
0

horrified that it dmost overcame the smdll of burning flesh and the spurt
of

blood, and | just couldn't stand any more. | pulled away from Vd,
pushed

through the interested spectators who were wondering why the scene
wasbeng

recorded by awire camera, and ran ahead to the end of the areawith a
hand to

my mouth. The end of the areawasn't far and there was adoor in the
wal, and |

barely remember tearing through the door and damming it behind me.

| stood outside the door and leaned against the rock wall, trembling so
violently I didn't think 1'd be able to stop. I'd pretended to be sick to
oet

myself out of there, but | wasn't smply sick; | was on the verge of
losng

control over mysdf and killing every one of those scum | could get my
hands on.

I'd seen alot in my years as a Specia Agent, but that place outraged
me more

than anything ese | had | ever seen, anything | had ever heard of .

Our fellow guests had been wondering why that scene out of dl the
otherswas

being recorded, but | dready knew. When it was al over the wire
would be shown

to the Sphere's other daves, an object lesson to teach what happensto
those

who try to escape. It would not be the first such object lesson, and was
undoubtedly the reason the daves all felt such terror at thisplace. This
was

where the unlucky ones ended up, as experimenta animasfor the
mind-sick - or
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asobject lessons. | leaned againgt the rough stonewall, jamming my
pamsinto

my eyes, trying to force mysdlf to stop shaking.

"My poor Jennifer, areyou dl right?' Va's voice came from beside me,
right

after aburst of screaming had sounded briefly with the opening of the
door. He

pulled me away from thewal and put hisarms around mewith alot
more concern

than histone had indicated. "The poor little thing shouldn't have been
shown

al that," hewent on, clearly to whoever waswith him. "Isthere some
place she

can rest aminute or two?'

"Theres arefreshment areajust ahead of us,” the voice of the guide
answered,

heavy with amusement. " She can st down there and have adrink and
pull hersdlf

together. Y ou might be wise to examine some of the lighter pastimes on
display

there, and choose one of them for her instead of what you've just seen.
No sense

in having the hysterics of alittle girl ruin your own good time."

"I'm sureyou'reright,” Va agreed, and | could tell hewasthat closeto
losing the pleasant tone he'd been using and shifting to agrowl. "The
refreshment areaisthat way?'

"That'sright, straight ahead,” the guide said. "The rest of uswill be
dongin

another minute or two."

"Fine" Vd sad, urging me dong as he began moving. He waited until
we'd taken

half adozen steps, then switched languages and added, "Fine, hell. You
can't

tell methistimeyouredl right. As soon as you stop shaking likeaship
with

afaulty firing chamber, I'm getting you out of here.”
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"No," | inggted, taking my hands away from my eyes and redly making
the effort
to cam down. "It isn't what you think. The only thing that happened

wasthat |

nearly put us both in the soup. Never in my entire life have | been more
tempted

tokill in cold blood."

"Freezing blood," Vd corrected, glancing down at me as we made our
way toward

an arch like the one on thefirst refreshment area. "My blood turned
coldthe

minute we walked into this place, and went down-temperature from
there. Asa

matter of fact, it'sagood thing you ran when you did. | was seconds
away from

doing something like that myself, and needed the distraction. | still say
we

ought to get out of hereright now."

"No," | repeated, filling my lungs with adeep bregth. "WEell leave when
we have

what we came herefor.”

"If you aren't the stubbornest woman I've ever met I'll eat these caves,”
he

growled, sending me ablack-eyed ook that was all steel and anger. "'l
don't

need your agreement to do it, you know. If | say we go, we go."
"Asfar asthe assgnment goes, | cal the shots" | reminded him,
meeting thet

look with one of my own. "If you me out of here before | havea
chance at our

target, I'll make sure my report ligts the cause of failure asdueto
delicate

senshilities. | won't name names, of course, but the Council aready
knowsdl

about my own sensibilities. It1l beagrest first entry in your history file"
Those black eyes grew even harder as he stared a me, but didn't
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waste breath

asking if | redly would do something like that. HEd learned to know
mewdl

enough to know | wasn't above making sure therewould be a
permanent blot on his

record if he screwed up the assgnment for me. Theréld be little chance
of his

getting another assgnment afterward, and working as an agent inthe
Federation

seemed to be important to him. He let out some of the growl he was
fedingina

soft sound deep in histhroat, then dropped the subject of leaving.

The second refreshment area had alot more seating than thefirst, and
Vd sat

me down on one of the couchesthen gestured over adave with atray
of glasses.

| Spped at the glass of wine | was given, pretending it was soothing me,
in

redlity being careful not to let it rekindle the flames of rage that were
findly throttling down. Vd finished hiswinein two swalowsand

looked around

for the daveto get another, but the dave was busy serving the rest of
the

guests who were just then entering the area. Instead of waiting for one
of the

davesto get free from the tangle and begin circulating, he headed
toward the

knot of arrivals and one of the trays, too impatient to smply wait. |
knew my

partner wasn't pleased with me, but we al have burdensto bear in this
life

That refreshment areawas even stranger than thefirst one, though it
hed the

same reddish lighting and mist curling over thefloor. I'd already noticed
thet
it had more seating than thefirg, but it also had mirrors on the
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carved-rock

walls and chanddiers hanging from the rough-hewn celling, which
added more

glitter than light to the room. | Sipped at my drink and worked toward
caming

mysdf al theway, at the same timewondering if | ought totell Va I'd
aready found Radman and the end of the assgnment shouldn't be too
far ahead of

us

Under other circumstances | would have dready told him but | il
couldnt

trust his reactions. Hed been talking about getting me out of there, but |
would have been dead not to know how much he wanted to get himself
out aswell.

If I told him about Radman | couldn't put it past him to kill the daver
right

there, thinking that would end the assignment and | et usleave.

He seemed to have the tendency to forget about the Management and
what they

could do to usif wewere caught, and | couldn't risk areaction like
that. |

looked at him where he stood with the other guedts, talking to - of al
people!

- James and his hulking bodyguard Matthew, and knew I'd made the
right decison.

Radman's death warrant was mine to serve, and I'd see that it got
served without

Va and me being served up right behind it.

The guests spread out and sat down on the various couches and in the
various

chairs, talking to one another like long-lost brothers and sisters, no
longer

holding themselves d oof from one another. They were dl soulmates
there, they'd

learned, and that made dl the differencein theworld. | finished my
wineand
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put the glass asde, mainly keeping mysdf aware of where Radman was
Irgcghrs and suddenly Vd and Little were sitting down on the couch with
"n:lr_e you feding any better, Jennifer?' Va asked with heavy sweetness
E:%E;n, reaching over to lift meinto hislap. "Poor little thing, you had

a

roughtime."

"I'm feding alittle bit better, uncle Vd," | conceded cautioudy,
wondering

what hewas up to. "Aslong as we don't have to go back to that
horrible place.

We don't have to go back, do we?’

"Of course you don't have to go back, " he assured me heartily and
condescendingly, patting me on the behind as he pressed my head to
his chest.

"Well just find something elsefor you to do while I'm occupied,
something a

little more fun. Can you gart it, John?"

"Certainly, Va," Little agreed pleasantly, reaching to the buttons set
intothe

arm of the couch to hisleft. He pressed one of the buttons, and atri-v
picture

gprang into being right in front of us. | noticed then that others of the
guests

were watching something in front of where they were sitting, and
remembered the

guide's comment about "lighter pastimes.”

"How about that, sweetheart?' Va asked, il rubbing hishand over
my

backside. "They're teaching that girl to be aperfect dave, so shelll give
al

the pleasure there is to the man who uses her. Y ou want to learn how
togiveme

al the pleasure thereis, don't you?'
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"Surel do, uncleVa," | answered, wishing | could curse him out the
way he

deserved. Thegirl in the picture was being made to crawl from man to
mean, being

taught the most abject davery therewas. If Vd gave theword that's
what |

would be taught, and he wanted me to know it. He wastrying to force
meinto

saying we could leave, and didn't care how dirty he had to play to get
what he

wanted.

"Or maybeyou'd likethat, Jennifer,” Little put in, gesturing toward the
changed picture. "The naked woman is a guest, and the men chasing
her aredl

true rapists, the sort who don't like giving pleasure to the woman they
have sax

with. Y ou can see she's hiding in one of the buildings of that
make-believe

town, but hiding isn't enough. She hasto get to the other side of the
town

before shelll be safe, and if she's caught shelll be raped, then sent back
to

dart al over. It'slike an obstacle coursefilled with fun.”

Fun, | thought as the scene changed again, this time showing two men
with two

smdl children. The men were laughing and the children were crying,
andVd's

hand froze where it was on me.

"Well, that's not very interesting,” Little complained, reaching over to
fast-forward the action. He paused long enough to see that the next
section

showed two women with whips starting to rape aman, fast-forwarded
that one too,

then settled back to watch a scene where a crying woman on her hands
and knees

was giving aride to abig man who liked hisown way of doing things.
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Vd was

quiet for acouple of minutes, his body stiff under mine, hisbregth
amog

rasping out of the chest | leaned againgt, and then he started al over
again,

thistimetrying twice as hard.

By thetime the tri-v show was over | wasn't in very steady shape. Va
hed did

his hand up the dit of my dress and had used some of his expertiseon
me, and

with Little watching | hadn't been able to do anything but react, and in
character at that. Little Jenny just couldn't resist her uncle Va, and John
Little got agood laugh over the way held made me squirm. WhenVa
pushed meto

my feet then stood up himsdlf, Little straightened off the couch with a
chuckle.

"I'm sure you'll be glad to know we're now about to be shown to
rooms,

Jennifer," he said, watching theway | wastrying to dow my bregthing.
"Weve

got about two hours before they serve dinner to our friendly little group,
and

I'm sureyou'l put the time to good use. And you can aso think about
which of

those pastimes you'd like to sample.”

"I'vejust about decided to sart her with the davetraining,” Vd put in,
taking my arm to wrap around his, dso watching me closdy. "If you
dont like

the idea, Jenny, you can try changing my mind, but | warn you now Il
be

awfully hard to convince."

"Maybethat training would be best," Little allowed thoughtfully aswe
began

drifting toward the door on the far sde of the room with everyone ese.
"Once

she's properly trained you'll be able to enjoy her anywhere, not just in
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the

privacy of your own quarters. They may start out modest and shy in
that program,

but thetrainersdon't let it last for long. Y ou'll even be ableto use her to
please your gueds.”

Va made some sort of interested answer to that, keeping the
conversation going,

but I'd stopped listening. My sweet partner knew how | felt about dave
training, epecidly if it was applied to me, but what he il didn't seem
to

understand how | felt about blackmail. He had an objective but so did
[, and my

objective was damned well going to comefirst.

The object of my objective, S0 to speak, |eft the refreshment room in
our group,

and walked with us down another carved-out corridor. At the end of
the corridor

the sone wall did back to revea an devator car, one which easlly held
the

dozen or so people of our part of the group. The car took us upward
quickly and

smoothly, findly stopping to et us out on afloor that till looked likeit
was carved out of rock. Doors lined both sides of the corridor-hall,
anda

pretty woman in asilver gown, wearing a black medallion around her
neck,

stepped out of asmdl acoveto smileat us.

"Some of you have aready been shown to your rooms on thisfloor,"
shesad,

glancing at Radman and one or two others. "Therest of you will be
shown to them

now, and you can do asyou like until dinner isready. Y our entire
group has

been assgned to thiswing, and you'll be eating and rel axing together
until

your vigt isover. Tomorrow, when you choose the program you'd like
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participate in, medallionswill beissued to you, showing your choice.
The

medallions are Sisdian slver, and are yours to keep, as a memento of
your

vigt here. Some of our guests collect the entire set, but let me caution
you:

complete sets are worth agood ded more than the value of the silver,
S0 be

wary if you're gpproached with an offer for your medalion. If you sl it
for

the price of the silver done you're losng money. Now, if those who
haven't yet

been shown to roomswill pleasefollow me?"

Our group split up again, and Radman gave me alast unreadable
glance before

heading up the hall. | made sure not to acknowledge the glance while
pretending

| wasn't watching him closdly, and the Lord of Luck applauded my
performance by

giving mejust what | needed. Radman stopped at a door a short way
down the hall

on the right, knocked once, and was admitted immediately.

The femae guide was handing out room assgnmentsin the meantime,
and ours

turned out to be two doors closer to the elevator than Radman's but
dsoonthe

right. As| watched Va unlock our door and step inside, | thanked the
Lord of

Luck and promised | wouldn't waste the opening held given me. If |
couldnt

reach Radman from that close adistance, | didn't deserveto reach him
aadl.

The room waiting for uswaslike aroom in an old castle, the red
lightingand

mist-covered floor making it a haunted castle. Heavy, brocade-covered
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furniture

and alarge fireplace made the entrance room a sitting room, the lights
were

atificid red flames burning from wall jets, and the mirrors hung about
were

dark pools reflecting back nothing they saw. | expected to see
cobwebs hanging

from the ceiling, but a glance around as| closed the door showed clean
done

walsingtead. Va walked across the room to open the door there,
stuck his head

in, then pulled it out to look at me.

"That's abedroom, Jennifer, and you'd better sound happy to hear it,"
hetold

mein the trade language. "My friend who has been our traveling
companion told

me to make you squedl loud and long - and only then tell you we're
being

listened to. Thiswhole gpartment is bugged, so watch what you say.”
"l don't haveto watch what | say," | answered the same way, making
my tone go

pleading. "1 only have to watch what | sound like. Have you been
enjoying

yoursdlf, you son of abitch?'

"Not even alittle bit," he came back with a chuckle, histone teasing.
“I'm

telling you right now that | can't takeit any longer, and if you don't give
the

go sgnd without pregjudice by tomorrow morning, you're going to find
yoursdf

enrolled in adave-training class. If I'll haveto be spending my time
gving

pain to abunch of poor, helpless bastards, you're going to he suffering
a

least asmuch.”

"But that's blackmail, uncle Vd, and | thought you knew how | fedl
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blackmail," | said in acoaxing way, ashe glared a me. "Y ou can push
until

you're bluein the faceinstead of red, and I'll il tell you what to do
with

yoursdlf. I've got ajob to do, and I'm going to do it.”

"You can't do thejob if one of us bresks and goes on aon arampage,”
hesad,

trying to sound reasonable instead of desperate and furious. "Well go
back

upstairs and wait for our target there. If you can't operate there, welll
smply

follow him to wherever he goes next. Y ou don't haveto ingst on what
neither of

uscan livewith."

"No," | sad, not bothering to mask thefinality in my voice. "I'mthe
assgnment leader, and | say we gtick. If you take us off this planet, you
doit

againgt my direct orders. I'm not about to let that filth get the chanceto
contaminate anyone else, not when I'm thiscloseto him. | have him

rightinmy

"Y ou don't have him anywhere and you know it," he interrupted,
fighting to sound

deek and lecherous. "Y ou don't know where he is any more now than
you did when

wefirst got here, but you're too stubborn to admit it. Maybe you need
to be

reminded how much power | have over you down here." He switched
back to Basic

and said, "No, Jennifer, my mind ismade up. A little davetraining
won't hurt

you, and will probably do you aworld of good. Comeinto the
bedroom, now. |

want to get insde you for awhile before we go to dinner.”
"Y ou miserable, no good, gutter-crawling piece of -" | began, redly
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fuming, but

he cut me off again.

"But of coursethey'll dl know what I'm doing to you," he laughed,
coming

closer to sngp hisarm around me before | could figure out just exactly
what |

wanted to do to him and also was able to do in that gown. "If you don't
behave

yoursdf, I'll invite some of them in next time to watch. Come aong,
Hejust about dragged me into a bedroom that matched the sitting
room, neither

one of us about to make the struggle loud but both of us till struggling,
threw

me on the bed, then went through some window-dressing chatter about
what he was

doing to me. Heforced meto the point of having to answer in kind, and
then

began making love to me, trying his usud tricksto get meto respond.
Verbdly | gave him everything he was looking for, every ooh and ahh

and moan

and groan, but through it al | kept every trace of expression off my
faceand

amply stared at him, telling him to go ahead and rape me and be
damned. He

tried to go through with it, heredlly did, but in the end dl he did was
make

the same noises | was making but the male variety, bouncing on the bed
next to

me and staring down. Anyone listening would have thought we were
having abdl,

but as balls went, that one was on the grim side.

When the sound show was over, Vd turned away from me and smply
lay down. Wed

sad everything there wasto say, and & that point my telling him how
close
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Radman was would either be totally disbelieved or believed so eagerly
that he

would go after him donein the way I'd thought about earlier. Whatever
was done

would have to be done by me, but that was the way it was supposed to
be anyway.

I'd wanted to keep Vd out of it; he was making sure | did exactly that.
After waiting for afew minutesfor the benefit of the earslistening, | Ieft
the bed and went into the only bathroom the apartment had. | didn't
haveto be

told that the gpartment was asingle, assgned to Va with methrownin
asan

unimportant "extra occupant.” Double accommodations had two
bathrooms, but |

waan't being consdered aguest in my own right, not in anything that
counted. |

got out of my gown and shoes and earrings without letting my
annoyance show,

then stepped into the shower. If Va thought he was sick of that place,
he

should havetried it from my point of view.

Showering and drying didn't take long, so it was till too early to get
dressed

again. | thought about going back out to the bedroom until it wastime
tojoin

our jolly group for the medl, then rgected theidea. | didn't want Va
thinking

| had changed my mind, and | didn't want to give him the chanceto
changeit for

me. The bathroom floor was nicely carpeted with no mist, so therewas
nothing to

keep me from spending my time there. | sat down and then stretched
out, trying

to forget about everything.

When an hour had passed on the clock | dressed again, brushed my
hair, then made
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my slent way out of the bathroom. | didn't want our listenersto know
how long

I'd been in there, and with Va supposedly adeep | had the perfect
excusefor

tiptoeing. Vd's eyesfollowed me as| crossed the room toward the
gtting room,

but he stayed where he was, continuing to pretend to be adeep. It
looked like

he hadn't been ableto redlly rest any morethan | had, but aslong ashe
didn't

dartin on meagain it didn't much matter.

| sat in the Stting room for about fifteen minutes, and just as Vd came

out of

the bedroom, a knock sounded on the door. He crossed the room to
openit, and

found that we were being called to dinner. | began to think that my
timingwas

improving, but when we followed the woman to alarge private dining
roomonthe

other sde of the elevator, | began thinking the Lord of Luck wasat it
agan.

Place cards were arranged on the long forma table in the center of the
haunted

castle-like room, first names only, if you please, and the card directly to
my

right showed the name Richard. | sat down at the table with Va to my
|eft,

excitement risng in me despite the fact that Richard isavery common
name and

| hadn't been introduced to everyonein our group. If that was Radman
who had

been seated next to me, | had it made.

| waited until amost dl the guests had arrived, until James camein and
sat on

the opposite side of the other end of the table, until thewoman in slver
and
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the bearded man in black took their places at the two ends of the table.
I'd

been waiting for Radman to comein and sit down, but that turned out
not to be

necessary. When he camein he stopped to talk to James, but by then |
didn't

care what he did. He was the only one not sitting down, and the only
place |eft

open was the one to my right. He must have seen to that arrangement, |
redized,

an unsuspecting spider throwing the door wide in welcometo the
spider-eater

disguised asafly.

Acting asthough | didn't even see Radman, | put my hands under the
edge of the

red tablecloth, gently scraped off atiny piece of the colorless coating
frommy

left ring fingernail, and took it between my thumb and forefinger. A few
seconds

of casua checking brought the assurance that no one was specificaly
looking my

way, S0 | took the opportunity and reached past Radman's wine glass
for awarmed

soft roll.

Opening my fingersover the glassgot rid of the diver of specidly made
chemicd beforel touched therall, and when | brought my hand back
thefirg

step was done. Each of my fingernailsis coated with adifferent
colorless,

traceless chemical, in most instances a poison, and the one I'd chosen
for

Radman would give him about two hours or so to enjoy hismed before
it turned

him completely out of focus.

He'd befedling sick enough to go to bed, and if thingsworked out right
I'd be
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right behind him. | could have fed him something letha just aseesly, of
course, but that wasn't the way death warrants were served. Death by
poisoning

can be caused by anyone or anything, even an accident, and doesn't
tend to beas

impressve as degth by execution. The Council wanted whoever
stepped into

Radman's shoes to know that the same thing could happen to himif he
got too far

out of line, and the Council'sway was how | had to play it.

Radman finaly came over and took his seet, gave me what he must
have considered

afriendly smile, and began asking me small-talk questions about how
my timein

the Sphere had gone so far. | gave him unenthusiagtic answers with
down-in-the-mouth overtones, trying to get him to pick another victim
for his

conversation, but he was getting too much of akick looking at the one
hed

aready picked. | wouldn't have liked the man even if I'd known nothing
about

him, and then he redlly added the icing. He took the opportunity of a
dave

coming over to pour winein hisglassto lean close to me, then sent his
bad

breath right inmy face.

"Don't you worry about that classyou'l be starting tomorrow, little girl,”

he

reassured mein low tones, his hand moving under the tablecloth to
touch my gown

above my thighs. "I've dready arranged to be there as one of the men
youll

learn to please, and | redly do intend to be pleased. When we sit down
athis

table again tomorrow night, you'll know what it'slike to be screwed by
ared
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He chuckled as he gave me afind pat, then leaned away again to reach
for his

wine, leaving meto fight hard to keep from shuddering in disgudt. |
dready

knew what it was like to be invaded by that particular "man," andif I'd
hed to

doit again | would have gotten sick or crazy. | watched him swvalow
down hdlf

hiswinewithout even tasting it, apig of aman with fewer manners even
thanan

anima, waking garbage that thought it had me marked, bought and
paidfor. The

only thing it didn't have neatly arranged wasthe drug initsdrink, and
the

fact that the hunter had now become the hunted.

"Jennifer, sweetheart, areyou dl right?' Va'svoice came suddenly
frommy

left, hisarm circling my shouldersaminute later. ™Y ou're trembling and
pae-looking again just the way you were afew hours ago. Don't you
fed wall,

litlegin?"

"Not redly, uncleVa," | answered inasmadl voice, indulging inthe
urgeto

lean closer to him and put my head against him. "'l don't know what it
is but |

redlly don't fed good.”

"Y ou probably just need some hot food in you," he murmured,
tightening hisam

around me and gently brushing aside some of my hair with hisfree
hand. "Well

try it and see how it does."

| nodded obediently and just kept Ileaning on him, knowing he was
serioudy

concerned but finding the out he'd given me too good to pass up. Not
feding
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well was agreat reason for my going back to our room early, and once
| was gone

no one would wonder where | was. | rubbed my cheek againg, his
shirt, glad |

could doit in character, finaly admitting | was glad about another thing.
As soon as Val had started speaking to me, Radman had turned away
to the woman

on hisright and had begun a conversation with her. Aslong asVa had
hisarm

around me Radman's hands would be off, and that made up for a
wholehdll of a

lot of the nonsense I'd gone through with my new partner. |
remembered again the

varioustimes he hadn't taken advantage of me when he could have, a
couple of

hours earlier being the latest addition, and grudged the admission that it
occasondly felt good to have him there.

When thedinner findly got rolling it was alavish affair, with course after
course of food and bottle after bottle of wine, al of it generous
helpings, dl

of it indisputably the best it could possibly be. I continued to pretend |
wasn't feding well, but till managed to swallow enough food to keep

megoing

for awhile, a the same time staying away from anything stronger than
water. |

intended to be working later and didn't want the edge taken off my
reflexes.

Having Radman next to me put astrain on my appetite, but it did turn
out to be

handy; when thelight sheen of swest Started covering hisface and he
beganto

tug unconscioudy at hiscollar, | knew it wastimefor meto leave. The
drug

I'd fed him would soon begin to affect him more strongly, and | wanted
to be
innocently gone by then. | told Vd | ill waan't feding well and wanted
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togo

back to our room and go to bed, and was surprisingly saved from
havinghim

ingst on going with me by John Little, who sat to Va'sleft. He
dismissed my

supposed illness by telling Vd it wasjust areaction to the tour we'd
taken

that afternoon then told him there was something special he wanted to
show him

injust afew minutes.

Va looked at me and hesitated, then must have redlized that if I'd redlly
needed him | would have said so in the trade language. He told meto
go and get

some rest, patted my cheek, and had turned back to Little even before
| had

pushed away from the table.

| walked the supposed stone corridor back to our room with the key
Vd had given

mein my hand, thinking about Radman and idly wondering why Little
hedn't

introduced Vd to him yet. Radman hadn't once so much aslooked in
ther

direction dl evening, and that made me curious. Wasthe cold shoulder
Littles

idea or Radman's? Had the game L ittle had been playing changed, or
wasit deeper

than we'd first supposed? If | managed to get Radman that night it
would turn

out not to matter, so | didn't spend much thinking time on the question;
by the

next day Va and | would hopefully be on our way back to the Station,
andthe

davers plansturned to no more than dust on achakboard.

| reached our door, opened it and dipped inside, then stood thinking
fora

minute, annoyed by something I'd just seen. The corridor outside was
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empty, but

that little alcove near the devator the woman in slver had come out of
was

occupied by three daves, probably waiting to take care of the wants
and needs

of the guests. Theroom | stood in wasn't far from that acove, and if |
stepped

back out into the hall for any reason, like going to Radman's room, for
instance, they'd see me without any trouble. That wasa problem |
hadn't

foreseen and didn't appreciate, but there was something else to take
care of

before | spent any red time thinking about it.

| moved without worrying about sound and entered the bedroom, then
went to my

luggage. Pulling out a hair-fine ear was the work of aminute, dong with
a

shorts outfit and canvas deck shoes. | |€ft the clothes and shoes on the
bed,

took the ear, then went back to the door to the apartment and opened
it. I'd

purposefully forgotten to set the "do not disturb” sgn when I'd first
comein,

needing that minute to get the ear, and that'swhere | set the ear, right
below

the 9gn. With thethin, tiny bug in place, I'd know for sure when
Radman came

back to his apartment.

Back in the bedroom again, | changed out of the silver gown and
ding-backsinto

the clothes I'd prepared, got a button receiver from my luggage, then
decided to

be optimistic. Among the jewd ry I'd brought was avery specid ring, a
large,

well-set and expensive-looking ring, but it was more than just

expengve. |
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dipped it on my finger, put the button receiver in my ear, then went to
lie

down on the bed.

Through the receiver in my ear, | could hear the lowvoiced chatter
amongthe

daves, no words, sound only, but it helped to offset the fed of that
bedroom

while | waited. The bed | lay on was abig four-poster, but it wasn't
curtained

theway it might be. Thewalls of the room were fdse stone, with a
double-window bresking one of them with an exit to abacony outside.
The

lighting was ill red and the mist still covered thefloor, and the room
temperature was ftill up there, and | redlly did fed asthough | waited in
a

roomin hell.

What | planned to do that night was afitting occupation for hell, and
that

thought seemed to add to the faint depression | wasfeding. Also,
typicaly,

the depression didn't come from the thought of doing the job, but from
the

thought of the possibility of not being ableto doiit. If | couldn't pull it off
I'd be running into Radman tomorrow in away that realy would be hell.
About haf an hour passed, during which time I smoked some of the
cigarettesin

my luggage, and then | began getting something other than dave-chatter
fromthe

receiver. Two sets of footsteps came down the hdl, and one set
sounded shaky.

"I hope you'l befeding better soon, Richard," an unfamiliar femae
voice

said. "Areyou sure | can't get adoctor for you?'

"No," Radman'svoice came. "If | need one, I'll call him mysdf. Just
don't

bother me now."
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| listened to the footsteps, and they went the necessary two-door
distance down

the corridor. Nothing else was said, aknock came then the sound of a
door

opening and closing, and then asingle set of footsteps went back the
way it had

come. | lay back again and gave it another half hour.

When the second half hour was over | took the button receiver out of
my edr,

then got up without making any sound. The receiver went back in my
luggageand |

went to the balcony door, dso managing to open it without sound.
Outsdethe

dark was complete, but the red mist floating dl around gave off alight
of its

own, alight that let me see that | was at least twenty stories up, but just
beyond the balcony | stood on was aledge leading in the direction |
needed to

goin. It wasn't avery wide ledge, but it was considerably better than
no ledge

at dl, and would have to do; the daves were il in the alcove and till
hed

no oneto distract them.

Oneleg at atime, | climbed out onto the ledge beside the window,
feding my

hair being ruffled by the cool breeze coming by in gentle gusts, dlowing
my

mind knowledge of no more than theledge | stood on, the building |
leaned

againg. | felt very morta out on that ledge, but if | were going to reach
Radman that ledge was the only way of doing it. In the dark and
red-tinged mist

| began moving dowly dong the narrow wakway, away from my own
balcony,

getting closer to thejob's end with every step | took.

I'd expected to get a break with the room between Radman's and
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mine, but that

room had no balcony, and the window was lit, showing someonein
therewith his

back to thewindow. | got past it as quickly as| could, then went on to
the

ba cony in front of Radman'swindow, climbed therailing, and carefully
looked

indde. Radman was lying flat on the bed, and by the faint glow of one
of the

fake wal flames, helooked adeep. It wasn't logica for abacony door
twenty

stories up to be locked, and it wasn't. | opened it with no sound at al,
then

stepped inside.

| stopped next to Radman where he lay on the bed and listened to his
even

breething for aminute, then dipped the very specid ring from my finger
and

gently placed the sone againgt his skin. The stone glowed green the
way | had

expected it to, but 1'd still been required to check.

| put thering back on and stared down &t the face of the man who had
done s0

much to me, knowing | ought to smply finish him and then leave, but |
couldnt

doit. | couldn't just let him die peacefully without knowing what was
happening, not even if it meant getting caught there. My whole body
wanted to

tremble at the Sght of him, and | honestly didn't know if it asfear or
rage

behind the desire. | remembered the fed of his sweaty hand on my
heplessflesh

just before the gppraisal, remembered even more strongly the way held
forced

himself into me before sealing me into a ship that had been meant torid
him of
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me forever, and there was no way to stop mysdlf. | had to make him
know, and

then | had to make him dead.

| climbed onto the bed with him, one knee to each side of body,
graddling him

as| leaned down closer to hisface. Hisrate of breathing changed,
showing that

he was waking, and that was just what | wanted. | waited until his
eydids

flickered, an attempt to bring me into focus, and then | put my handsto
his

face.

"I'm here, Radman,” | whispered, watching as his eyes went startled
with

recognition. "Y ou do remember inviting me, don't you?"

He stirred between my thighs and began to say something, hands going
automatically to my body, but I had no interest in whatever he wanted
to say.

"Let me help you remember theinvitation,” | whispered, touching his
face gently

with both hands. " There was you, and me, and some of your men, and
aship that

had had some work done on its controls. Y ou told me to look you up
when | got

back from my trip, and you laughed. Thistime we can laugh together."
My caressing hands moved immediately to histhroat then, and neither

oneof us

was laughing. Radman's eyes had widened in horror and held parted his
lipsto

shout or scream, but my thumbs were dready pressng into histhroat
withthe

weight of my body behind them and no more than arasping gurgle
escaped him. He

tried to fight me then, hands clawing a mine and groping for my eyes,
his body

bucking, but that didn't last more than seconds. | had alot of years of
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experience and learning to cal on, and causing unconsciousnessisn't
very hard.

It has never failed to impress me how easy it isto kill someone. Five
minutes

after | had first touched Radman he was dead, and | took my hands
away from his

body and stood up to stare down at him again. That piece of mest lying
onthe

bed had deserved death many times over for the things he had done,
but in spite

of everything it hadn't given me any pleasure to end him. | was glad the
jobwas

findly done, ecstatic that hed never again bein acondition even to
think

about touching me, grimly satisfied that held never again be ableto
vicimize

helpless children; pleasure, though, never entered into it.

It was hard understanding how some people did fed pleasure after
killing, thet

or enjoyment or euphoria. After killing with my hands| aways noticed
how easy

it was, and thought briefly about the possibility of committing that
easiness

againgt an innocent bystander, someone who didn't deserve to be
ended. Although

| watched mysdlf carefully that possibility was dwaysthere, the
possibility

that oneday | would dip and not perform an execution but commit
murder. |

didn't know what | would do if that ever happened, but | never let
mysdf dwell

on the question. | just shuddered briefly as| pushed it away, then went
onwith

thejob.

| shuddered briefly as| looked down at the former daver, then got on
withthe
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job. Taking off the bio-ring a second time, | opened the band, then
pressed the

point of the soneinto the ball of Radman'smiddleright finger. Thegem
camne

away with adrop of hisblood which it quickly absorbed, and when the
blood was

absorbed, | closed the band and put it back on for the last time. There
hadn't

been asound from the sitting room since I'd first comein, and | exited
back

onto the balcony with aslittle noise and fuss asthered been in arriving.
Once | was on the ledge and inching back to my own bacony, the easy
timel'd

had so far began baancing out. The man in the room between
Radman’'sand mine

turned out to be athinker; | got aglimpse of him stting in achar and
staring out the window before | pulled back, and knew damned well
that if | went

by straight up there was no way he could miss me. Mouthing some
uncomplimentary

things about him, | dowly got down on my knees. In that postion the
ledge got

even narrower, and my legs poked out over dark, empty air.

| brought one hand down on the ledge in front of me, leaving the other
hand to

hang onto the carved stone of thewall, and very dowly, one hand then
the

other, one knee then the other, | edged past below the window. | kept
having to

lean in againgt thewall to keep mysdf from going off that ledge to the
unseen

ground, lots of stories below, and when | finaly cleared the window |
amos

didn't have the nerve to stand up again. | took a couple of deep breaths
and

forced my handsto get a hold above me on the wall, then gingerly
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pulled mysdf

to my feet. When my heartbeat dowed down | started moving again,
and madeit

back to my own bal cony without any moretrouble.

Stepping slently back insde the room was the last thing that had to be
done,

and once it was accomplished | felt as though some giant weight had
been lifted

off of me. | went back to my trunk and took off and put away the
shortsouitfit

and canvas shoes, then checked the button receiver to seeif therewas
awy

indication of the party bresking up.

| wanted Va to know the job was over and we could finally get out of
there, but

| couldn't very well go looking for him. If my "iliness’ suddenly
disappeared

and someone thought to check the timing with Radman's deeth, he and
| could find

oursalvesfacing alot longer stay. | listened for sounds out in the
corridor,

didn't hear any, then noticed that | wasn't hearing the daves, ether. At
least

two of them were gone from the alcove, maybe dl three, and that ought
to have

meant the dinner was officialy over. As soon as he was through looking
a

whatever Little had wanted to show him, Va would be back in the
apartment.

| put the receiver away again and turned from my luggage to Stretch,
thinking

about taking another cigarette before going to bed. After we were back
onthe

Station | was going to have to have anicelong talk with Va, and
maybe one

with Ringer aswell. Things had happened during that assgnment thet |
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didn't

carefor, and we'd haveto -

The thought broke off asasound at the door to the sitting room caught
my

attention, but when it suddenly opened it wasn't Va coming through.
Shockingly

it was Matthew who was there, Jamess big, ugly bodyguard, and in his
hand he

held adim, blinking rod. | recognized the rod as a pick-up deadener, a
device

that kept sound from reaching listening devices, and then Maithew
pressedit to

thewall by the doorway and started toward me fast.

| didn't know what was going on, but that didn't slop me from leaning
back and

kicking him where it hurts the most, something he wasn't expecting. He
grunted

with the pain and went down to one knee partidly bent over, and
dthoughl

moved in fast through the surredidtic red light and migt to finish him off,
I

never got the chance. As soon as| wasin reach he ducked lower and
moved with

totally unexpected speed to grab my legs and pull, which sent me over
backward

to hit my head hard on the floor. The blow dazed me for a second, and
even

though | tried to roll out of reach even before my head cleared, it was
smply

no good. A ham-like fist connected with the side of my skull, and that
was

definitely that.
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Their eyes came to me as we gpproached them, disapprova growing
asthey looked

me up and down, their self-consciousness increasing when they
compared theway |

looked to the way they looked. John Little was wearing even more of a
amirk than

he usudly did, and it suddenly came to methat held brought me over to
the

women for the sole purpose of making them fed lousy. If | could have
walked

away at that point | would have doneit, but unfortunately | was aready
committed.

| wasintroduced to Margaret and her daughters, Estelle and Angela, al
of us

acknowledging the introductions tiffly, and in the process |earned that
everyone there used first names only, surnames never being mentioned.
Litlewas

deek and urbane with the three women, laughing at them with hiseyes
aone and

after acouple of minutes excused usfrom their company. | was ready
to put my

foot down againgt being used like that again, but the next one heled me
toward

was Radman. The daver looked even more square and blocky than
ever, dark-

haired and dark-eyed and alittle bulgy around the middle, sanding
doneinhis

blackswith hisfeet in the migt. His eyes atached themselvesto me
even before

we reached him, and John Little was just about preening himsaif.
"Jennifer, I'd like you to meet Richard, " Little said in atone that
suggested

"Richard" was no more than a casua acquaintance only recently met.
"Jennifer is

here with her uncle Va, Richard, and he's done quite alot to brighten
her
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pretty eyes. It's hard to describe how surly and bored she was before
he took

her in hand and taught her how to behave. She'slearned that if she
wantshimto

make her fed good, she'sgot to beagood little girl. 1sn't that right,
Jennifer?”

| gave Little the blush of embarrassment he was expecting, glared at
Radman for

hislow rumble of laughter and tried to turn away from them both, but
Little

wasn't having any. His hand tightened on my arm, the grip unbreskable
unless|

wanted to use something fancy, his chucklejoining Radman'slaughter.
"That's one of the most important lessonsfor alittle girl to learn, John,”
Radman rumbled in true amusement. "If you don't behave yourself, you
don't get

what you need. Why don't you introduce her to James next?'
Little'samusement and satiSfaction were suddenly more forced than
natural, and

it took alook from Radman before he nodded stiffly and reluctantly,
thenled me

again away. The man holding my arm wasn't very happy about the
"suggestion” hed

been given, and that reminded me about the quiet argument he and
Radman had been

having. | didn't know what was going on, but whatever it was, Little
wan't

happy about it.

Wefound James seated in an intricately carved, straight-backed chair,
one of

the very few chairsin the entire room, abig, ugly hulk of aman standing
behind him. James could have been anywhere from fifty on up, but just
how far up

wasimpossibleto tdl. Hisface looked like leather, but the creasesin it
hed

not been made by laughter. He lifted hislean, tall body out of the chair
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aswe
gpproached, and he waited, leaning dightly on athin cane.

"James, | would like to present Jennifer,” Little said, and hisvoice had a
dight quiver init. " She and her uncle arrived with me this afternoon.”
James nodded and then moved his eyesto me, and the impact of those
eyeswas

enough to make metry to take a reflexive step backward. Those eyes
were gray

and deathly cold, and if any eyes belonged in the precincts of hell, they
were

the ones. | was stripped and knocked down and attacked by those
gyesinthe

seconds they moved over me, and then afaint smile touched the leather
face.

"How do you do, Jennifer," James said in acold, raspy voice. "I'm
paticularly

fond of meeting young ladies as pretty asyou are. The combination of
innocence

and maturity has aways fascinated me."

"No one above the age of five is asinnocent asyou're suggesting,” |
came back

with atremor in my voice that had nothing to do with playacting. "And
even

abovethat, you're not my type. | don't like old men."

I'd been trying to turn him off in the most direct way possible, letting
him

know that his roundabout compliments were understood and entirely
rejected, but

he didn't get the point. Hisfaint smile broadened amillimeter or two,
and his

gray eyesglittered.

"Ah, spirit," he rasped, hisfingersturning the thin cane. "That makesthe
game

even more exciting. Don't you agree, Matthew?'

"Of course, gr," the hulk behind the chair rumbled, his stone-faced
expression
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changing not at all.
"Matthew ismy bodyguard,” James continued, bringing my eyes back

tohim."He

sharesdl of my - interestsin life. Perhaps you and your uncle would
careto

be my guests after your vigt hereisover. | camein my own ship, and
there's

plenty of room for passengers. My estate on my own world has
everything one

couldwishfor."

"No," | told him flatly, feeling achill & my backbone. "Were going
home after

this"

| expected some sort of argument, but those eyes merely turned flat
and hooded.

"A pity," he murmured, hisleather-like face showing no emation. "l
would have

found it most diverting. Some other time, perhaps.”

He bowed very dightly from the waist, then sat down again, and Little
and|

were free to move on. Possibly dismissed would have been amore
accurate word,

but whatever word it was didn't matter to Little. He took the
opportunity to get

us both out of there, and for once | agreed with him completely.
Anywherein

that room was better than right next to James, and | finished my drink
fast and

then got rid of the glass on apassing dave'stray.

We were on our way to another group of peoplewhen Va finaly
showed up with

three more men and two women, dl of them dressed in the guest motif.
The other

men and women headed immediately for the daveswith drink trays, but
Vd headed

for me. The good part about that was Little's hand immediately leaving
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my am,

the bad part wasthe lok in my partner's eyes as he came up to us.

"If I'd known what was waiting for me, | would have hurried,” he said
witha

leer, reaching around to rub his hand over my behind. ™Y ou should
have cometo

my room ingtead of coming here, Jenny. Y ou don't want to be naughty
and make

your uncle Va do without, do you?"

"Oh, no, uncleVd," | whispered, grabbing hisleft arm with both of
mineto get

it off my backside, serioudy tempted to let him know how | felt about
what he'd

sad by throwing up on him. "1'd never want you to have to do without.”
"You're such agood little girl," he said with agrin for theway I'd
trapped

his hand and arm, using hisfree hand to pat me on the head. "Let's see
if we

can find some placefor you to be an even better little girl."

His grin widened with the knowledge that | couldn't very well refuse
himashe

began |leading me back toward the arch, but two steps of satisfaction
wasdl he

got. One of the bearded Sphere people appeared in the arch, then
walked to the

center of the room.

"Thetime has comefor your tour to begin, my friends,” the man
announced,

looking around at the guests. "Many of you are upset and impatient, |
know, but

well soothe that away. Follow me.”

Some of the gueststried to stop him and question him as he made for
thefar

sde of the room, but he ignored them and just kept going, not giving a
damn

that he was increasing their annoyance. The davesin the room were
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danding

wdll back away from the guests, and Va made a sound in histhroat
that was

closetoagrowl.

"These people areredly getting on my nerves," he muttered to mein
the base

language, reluctantly heading us after the bearded man. "I keep getting
theurge

to pick one up and smash himinto awall.”

"I have the feding they want you in that particular frame of mind,” |
muttered

back. "Seeif you can get your mind off my backsidelong enough to
figure out

"If you wanted my mind off your backside, you should have stayedin
that other

dress," he countered, but it was clear he was only paying partia
attention to

the banter. My comment had alerted him again to the serious Sde of
life, and he

was looking around for an answer to my question.

We and the other guests followed after the bearded man, through a
doorway that

led into a series of caves and caverns. Thered light was redder there
andthe

mist thicker, and we suddenly waked into a scene that was straight out
of

imaginative fiction. Men and women in red turtlenecks, pants and shoes
with

smdll horns pasted to their foreheads were prodding at naked,
cowering men and

women with sharp, three-pointed pitchforks, and the blood on the ones
being

prodded showed the pitchforks were for real.

The naked victims were chained by the neck to the wall of the cave,
and nothing
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they did fended off the pitchforks. Their mouths were open asthough
they were

screaming or crying, but no sounds came through the laughter of the
onesdoing

the prodding.

"Heresasimple choice for those whose tastes run to the smple,” the
bearded

man said when we were dl gathered in the cave. ™Y ou may be devil's
helper or

damned soul, whichever way your interest movesyou. Thelost souls
dart here

and are softened up, so to speak, and then they're sent on to further
punishment. A taste of the whip, some time on the rack, red-hot
pokers, being

forced to the pleasure of fiends, that sort of thing. Devils helpers
perform

those chores, and also get firdt pick of the daves among thelost souls.
In

ether capacity, the time passes swiftly and pleasantly.”

He sent another amused glance toward the silent victims then moved
on, drawing

most of us aong with him. Two of the women and one of the men were
daring a

the two groups and licking their lips, but which part of the picture they
preferred wasn't immediately apparent. Val had also been staring, but
with no

expression on hisface, looking at the bearded mae victims, and when
he turned

away from them to follow our guide, | breathed asigh of relief. It had
Seemed

at first that he would have enjoyed using one of those pitchforks, and if
hed

tried | wouldn't have been able to break my role to stop him.

The next few caves showed us voiceessvictimstied to whipping posts,
Sretched

on racks, being seared by red-hot pokers, being locked in tiny cages
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with spear

pointsal around, being suspended over open fires - no more than your
smple,

everyday, ordinary tortures. Our guide didn't even stop in any of them,
and when

hefindly did stop, it was for something specidl.

"Here we have another opportunity for choice" he said, waving &t the
scenein

front of us. "Those who are naked are again lost souls, but those in red
are

demons. Only avery few guests choose to be tormented here, but
many choosethe

role of tormentor. Their victims are, for the most part, daves.”

Our guidefdl slent to keep from distracting us from the scene, and it
was

easy to tell why most of the victims were daves. One victim was being
forced to

wak on abed of glowing hot cod's, another was being prodded
between aline of

too-close, too-sharp knives, and another was being kept from surfacing
very

often in anarrow but obviously deep pool by the use of atorchin the
hands of

one of the demons. These victims were a so screaming without sound,
and when the

guide turned and left the cave, Va and | weren't far behind him. Some
of those

with us had lingered for alonger look, but my partner and | had seen
more than

enough.

Thisiswherethe origind writing differs from the printed book. If you're
redly curious and have avery strong ssomach, click thislink for the
orgind.

Sart of Originally Published Replacement text.

Therest of our tour companionswere still looking around and enjoying
the
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sights behind us, and our guide had stopped farther ahead to wait until
everyone

caught up to him; Va took the opportunity to make astop of hisownin
the

stone corridor hafway between those two points, glancing around to
make sure no

one was paying undue attention to us.

"l think | have an answer to your question,” he murmured in the trade

languege.

"If | don't pay attention to what I'm thinking, | experience pleasure
every time

| see abearded man having something painful doneto him. I'd guess
that under

normal circumstances I'd choose a place in thosefirst two sectionsto
pend my

time"

"Norma circumstances, right,” | agreed, swallowing hard and fighting
not to

apply adesth grip to hisarm. My eyes had gone to where our guide
had stopped,

infront of alarge, metal-bound wooden door, and suddenly | knew
what had to be

behind that door. I'd seen areport once about a certain placein the
Pessure

Sphere, but the location of the place hadn't been mentioned and |
hadn't added

up the clues until right then. | was sure | knew what lay behind that
enigmatic

door, and aso knew that the last thing | wanted wasto look at what it
hid.

"Areyou dl right?' Va asked, putting his hand to my face, hiseyes
sober and

concerned. "It'samost impossibleto tdll in thislight, but you look pae.
This placeis enough to turn the ssomach of anorma mass murderer.
Maybel

ought to get you out of here."
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"Dont worry, I'll manageto survive," | told him with asmal headshake,
knowing I had to continue on with it until | found out where Radman
would be

later - and done. "How are you doing?"*

"Lousy," he answered without changing expression, but something in his
eyes

dtirred. "If | ever come across the people who started this, nothing in
this

universewill savethem evenif | haveto pay for it with my own life.
Sickness

should be treated, not catered to, and the thingswho come here are
sck. Even

though | know | can't do it alone, | keep wanting to stop all this."

"Just remember you can't do it alone, or we could end up being part of
thefun,”

| warned him. "Thisisasovereign planet, partner, and what they do
hereis

their own business. If wedon't likeit, we can leave."

"Yeah, sure,”" he agreed with no agreement whatsoever, then took us
adong with

the strengthening trickle of people heading toward that door. Our guide
waited

until everyone was there, then gestured toward what stood behind him.
"Behind that porta liesthelast of your mgor options,” he said, looking
around with approva at dl the eager faces. "No guests are permitted to
be

victims here, for thisisthe realm of thefiends. Thesevictimsaso
haven't

been silenced, so you'd better be braced for the noise. The fiends, of
COUrse,

prefer the noiseto silence.”

He turned away to step to the door to open it, and the first scream
rippling

through sent ajagged knife across my nerve ends. The scream had
comefroma

man, and the terror and pain to be heard in it defied dl description. Va


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

stiffened beside me despite the impassive expression he'd been wearing

through
the previous caves, and some of our happy chatter died at the sound.

Wedl

moved forward, some with eyes positively shining, and followed our
guidethrough

the doorway.

Theresno way to gently or euphemistically describe what went onin
that last

cave behind the wooden door. It wasn't as bad asthe report | had
read; it was

worse, so much worse that every other sickening thing I'd ever before
seninmy

life was relegated to the category of peccadillo. Our guide strolled
aong when

all | wanted to do was run, and then we came to the place where the
screaming

male victim wasn't bearded. It took me aminute to redlize that John
Littles

pretty male dave hadn't escaped after dl, and then | redly saw what
wasbeing

doneto him on the surgical table held been strapped to. | pulled away
fromVvd,

pushed through the interested spectators who were wondering why the
scenewas

being recorded by awire camera, and ran ahead to the end of the area
witha

hand to my mouth. The end of the areawasn't far and there was adoor
inthe

wall, and | barely remember tearing through the door and damming it
behind me,

End of Originaly Published Replacement text.

| stood outside the door and leaned againgt the rock wall, trembling so
violently | didn't think I'd be able to stop. I'd pretended to be sick to
oet

myself out of there, but | wasn't smply sick; | was on the verge of
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losng

control over mysdf and killing every one of those scum | could get my
hands on.

I'd seen alot in my years as a Specia Agent, but that place outraged
memore

than anything else | had | ever seen, anything | had ever heard of.

Our fellow guests had been wondering why that scene out of dl the
otherswas

being recorded, but | dready knew. When it was al over the wire
would be shown

to the Sphere's other daves, an object lesson to teach what happensto
those

who try to escape. It would not be the first such object lesson, and was
undoubtedly the reason the daves dl felt such terror at thisplace. This
was

where the unlucky ones ended up, as experimenta animasfor the
mind-sick - or

asobject lessons. | leaned againgt the rough stonewal, jamming my
pamsinto

my eyes, trying to force mysdlf to stop shaking.

"My poor Jennifer, areyou dl right?' Va's voice came from beside me,
right

after aburst of screaming had sounded briefly with the opening of the
door. He

pulled me away from thewall and put hisarms around mewith alot
more concern

than histone had indicated. "The poor little thing shouldn't have been
shown

al that," hewent on, clearly to whoever waswith him. "Isthere some
place she

can rest aminute or two?"

"Theres arefreshment areajust ahead of us,” the voice of the guide
answered,

heavy with amusement. "' She can Sit down there and have adrink and
pull hersdlf

together. Y ou might be wise to examine some of the lighter pastimeson
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display

there, and choose one of them for her instead of what you've just seen.
No sense

in having the hysterics of alittle girl ruin your own good time."

"I'm sureyou'reright,” Va agreed, and | could tell hewasthat closeto
losing the pleasant tone held been using and shifting to agrowl. "The
refreshment areaisthat way?'

"That'sright, straight aheed,” the guide said. "The rest of uswill be
dongin

another minute or two."

"Fine" Vd sad, urging me dong as he began moving. He waited until
we'd taken

half a dozen steps, then switched languages and added, "Fine, hell. You
can't

tell methistimeyouredl right. As soon asyou stop shaking likeaship
with

afaulty firing chamber, I'm getting you out of here.”

"No," | inggted, taking my hands away from my eyes and redly making
the effort

to calm down. "It isn't what you think. The only thing that happened
wasthat |

nearly put us both in the soup. Never in my entire life have | been more
tempted

tokill in cold blood."

"Freezing blood," Vd corrected, glancing down at me as we made our
way toward

an arch likethe one on thefirst refreshment area. "My blood turned
coldthe

minute we walked into this place, and went down-temperature from
there. Asa

matter of fact, it'sagood thing you ran when you did. | was seconds
away from

doing something like that myself, and needed the distraction. | il say
we

ought to get out of hereright now."

"No," | repeated, filling my lungswith adeep breath. "WEell leave when
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we have

what we came herefor.”

"If you aren't the stubbornest woman I've ever met I'll est these caves,”
he

growled, sending me a black-eyed look that was dl steel and anger. "'l
don't

need your agreement to do it, you know. If | say we go, we go."
"Asfar asthe assgnment goes, | cdl the shots" | reminded him,
mesting thet

look with one of my own. "If you me out of here before | havea
chance at our

target, I'll make sure my report ligts the cause of faillure asdueto
delicate

sengbilities. | won't name names, of course, but the Council aready
knowsall

about my own sensibilities. It1l beagrest first entry in your history file"
Those black eyes grew even harder as he stared a me, but didn't
waste bregth

asking if | really would do something like that. HE'd learned to know
mewd|

enough to know | wasn't above making sure there would be a
permanent blot on his

record if he screwed up the assignment for me. Thereld be little chance
of his

getting another ass gnment afterward, and working as an agent in the
Federation

seemed to be important to him. He let out some of the growl hewas
fedingina

soft sound deep in histhroat, then dropped the subject of leaving.

The second refreshment area had alot more seating than the first, and
Vd sa

me down on one of the couchesthen gestured over adave with atray
of glasses.

| Spped a the glass of wine | was given, pretending it was soothing me,
in

redlity being careful not to let it rekindle the flames of rage that were
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finaly throttling down. Vd finished hiswinein two swalowsand

looked around

for the daveto get another, but the dave was busy serving the rest of
the

guestswho were just then entering the area. Instead of waiting for one
of the

davesto get free from the tangle and begin circulating, he headed
toward the

knot of arrivals and one of the trays, too impatient to smply wait. |
knew my

partner wasn't pleased with me, but we al have burdensto bear in this
life

That refreshment areawas even stranger than thefirst one, though it
had the

same reddish lighting and mist curling over thefloor. I'd aready noticed
thet

it had more seating than thefirg, but it also had mirrors on the
carved-rock

wals and chanddliers hanging from the rough-hewn celling, which
added more

glitter than light to the room. | spped a my drink and worked toward
caming

myself dl theway, a the sametimewondering if | ought totell Va I'd
aready found Radman and the end of the assgnment shouldn't be too
far ahead of

us

Under other circumstances | would have aready told him but | il
couldnt

trust hisreactions. He'd been talking about getting me out of there, but |
would have been dead not to know how much he wanted to get himsalf
out aswell.

If I told him about Radman | couldn't put it past him to kill the daver
right

there, thinking that would end the assgnment and let usleave.

He seemed to have the tendency to forget about the Management and
what they
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could do to usif wewere caught, and | couldn't risk areaction like
that. |

looked at him where he stood with the other guests, talking to - of al
people!

- James and his hulking bodyguard Matthew, and knew I'd made the
right decison.

Radman's death warrant was mineto serve, and I'd see that it got
served without

Va and me being served up right behind it.

The guests spread out and sat down on the various couches and in the
various

chairs, talking to one another like long-lost brothers and sisters, no
longer

holding themselves doof from one ancther. They were dl soulmates
there, they'd

learned, and that made dll the differencein the world. | finished my
wineand

put the glass asde, mainly keeping mysdf aware of where Radman was
inthe

room, and suddenly Va and Little were sitting down on the couch with
me

"Areyou feding any better, Jennifer?' Va asked with heavy sweetness
to his

concern, reaching over to lift meinto hislap. "Poor little thing, you had

a
roughtime"

"I'mfeding alittle bit better, uncle Va," | conceded cautioudy,
wondering

what hewas up to. "Aslong as we don't have to go back to that
horrible place.

We don't have to go back, do we?"

"Of course you don't have to go back, " he assured me heartily and
condescendingly, patting me on the behind as he pressed my head to
hischest.

"WEell just find something el se for you to do while I'm occupied,
something a
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little more fun. Can you gart it, John?"

"Certainly, Va," Little agreed pleasantly, reaching to the buttons set
intothe

arm of the couch to hisleft. He pressed one of the buttons, and atri-v
picture

gprang into being right in front of us. | noticed then that others of the
guests

were watching something in front of where they were sitting, and
remembered the

guide's comment about "lighter pastimes.”

"How about that, sveetheart?' Va asked, il rubbing hishand over
my

backsde. "They're teaching that girl to be a perfect dave, so shell give
al

the pleasure there isto the man who uses her. Y ou want to learn how
togiveme

al the pleasure thereis, don't you?'

"Surel do, uncleVd," | answered, wishing | could curse him out the
way he

deserved. Thegirl in the picture was being made to crawl from man to
man, being

taught the most abject davery therewas. If Va gave the word that's
what |

would be taught, and he wanted me to know it. He wastrying to force
meinto

saying we could leave, and didn't care how dirty he had to play to get
what he

wanted.

"Or maybe you'd like that, Jennifer,” Little put in, gesturing toward the
changed picture. "The naked woman isaguest, and the men chasing
her aredl

truerapists, the sort who don't like giving pleasure to the woman they
have sex

with. Y ou can see she'shiding in one of the buildings of that
make-believe

town, but hiding isn't enough. She hasto get to the other side of the
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town

before shell be safe, and if she's caught shelll be raped, then sent back
to

dart al over. It'slike an obstacle coursefilled with fun.”

Fun, | thought as the scene changed again, this time showing two men
with two

small children. The men were laughing and the children were crying,
andVd's

hand froze where it was on me.

"Wadll, that's not very interesting,” Little complained, reaching over to
fast-forward the action. He paused long enough to see that the next
section

showed two women with whips starting to rape aman, fast-forwarded
that one too,

then settled back to watch a scene where a crying woman on her hands
and knees

was giving aride to abig man who liked hisown way of doing things.
Va was

quiet for acouple of minutes, hisbody tiff under mine, his breath
amogt

rasping out of the chest | leaned againgt, and then he started al over
again,

thistimetrying twice as hard.

By thetimethe tri-v show was over | wasn't in very steedy shape. Vad
hed did

his hand up the dit of my dress and had used some of his expertise on
me, and

with Little watching | hadn't been able to do anything but react, and in
character at that. Little Jenny just couldn't resist her uncle Vd, and John
Little got agood laugh over the way held made me squirm. When Va
pushed meto

my feet then stood up himsdlf, Little straightened off the couch with a
chuckle.

"I'm sure you'll be glad to know we're now about to be shown to
rooms,

Jennifer," he said, watching theway | wastrying to dow my breathing.
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"Weve

got about two hours before they serve dinner to our friendly little group,
and

I'm sureyou'l put the time to good use. And you can aso think about
which of

those pastimes you'd like to sample.”

"I'vejust about decided to Sart her with the davetraining,” Va putin,
taking my arm to wrap around his, dso watching me closdy. "If you
dont like

theidea, Jenny, you can try changing my mind, but | warn you now Il
be

awfully hard to convince."

"Maybethat training would be best," Little dlowed thoughtfully aswe
began

drifting toward the door on the far side of the room with everyone else.
"Once

she's properly trained you'll be able to enjoy her anywhere, not just in
the

privacy of your own quarters. They may start out modest and shy in
that program,

but thetrainersdon't let it last for long. Y ou'll even be able to use her to
please your guests.”

Va made some sort of interested answer to that, keeping the
conversation going,

but I'd stopped listening. My sweet partner knew how | felt about dave
training, epecidly if it was gpplied to me, but what he till didn't seem
to

understand how | felt about blackmail. He had an objective but so did
[, and my

objective was damned well going to comefirst.

The object of my objective, S0 to peak, |eft the refreshment roomin
our group,

and walked with us down another carved-out corridor. At the end of
the corridor

the stonewall did back to reved an eevator car, onewhich easily held
the
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dozen or so people of our part of the group. The car took us upward
quickly and

smoothly, findly stopping to et us out on afloor that till looked likeit
was carved out of rock. Doors lined both sides of the corridor-hall,
anda

pretty woman in asilver gown, wearing a black medallion around her
neck,

stepped out of asmdl acoveto smileat us.

"Some of you have aready been shown to your rooms on thisfloor,"
shesad,

glancing at Radman and one or two others. "Therest of you will be
shown to them

now, and you can do asyou like until dinner isready. Y our entire
group has

been assigned to thiswing, and you'l be eating and relaxing together
until

your visit isover. Tomorrow, when you choose the program you'd like
to

participate in, medalionswill beissued to you, showing your choice.
The

medallions are Sisdian slver, and are yours to keep, as amemento of
your

visit here. Some of our guests collect the entire set, but let me caution
you:

complete sets are worth agood dedl more than the value of the silver,
S0 be

wary if you're gpproached with an offer for your medalion. If you sl it
for

the price of the silver done you're losing money. Now, if those who
havent yet

been shown to roomswill please follow me?

Our group split up again, and Radman gave me alast unreadable
glance before

heading up the hall. | made sure not to acknowledge the glance while
pretending

| wasn't watching him closdly, and the Lord of Luck applauded my
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performance by
giving mejust what | needed. Radman stopped at a door a short way

down the hall

on the right, knocked once, and was admitted immediately.

The femd e guide was handing out room assgnmentsin the meantime,
and ours

turned out to be two doors closer to the elevator than Radman's but
adsoonthe

right. As| watched Va unlock our door and step inside, | thanked the
Lord of

Luck and promised | wouldn't waste the opening held given me. If |
couldnt

reach Radman from that close adistance, | didn't deserveto reach him
aadl.

The room waiting for uswas like aroom in an old castle, the red
lighting and

mist-covered floor making it a haunted castle. Heavy, brocade-covered
furniture

and alarge fireplace made the entrance room a sitting room, the lights
were

atificid red flames burning from wall jets, and the mirrors hung about
were

dark poals reflecting back nothing they saw. | expected to see
cobwebs hanging

from the ceiling, but aglance around as | closed the door showed clean
gone

wallsinstead. Va walked across the room to open the door there,
stuck hishead

in, then pulled it out to look at me.

"That's abedroom, Jennifer, and you'd better sound happy to hear it,"
hetold

mein the trade language. "My friend who has been our traveling
companion told

me to make you squed loud and long - and only then tell you were
being

listened to. Thiswhole gpartment is bugged, so watch what you say.”
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"l don't haveto watch what | say," | answered the same way, making

my tonego

pleading. "1 only have to watch what | sound like. Have you been
enjoying

yoursdlf, you son of abitch?'

"Not even alittle bit," he came back with a chuckle, histone teasing.
“I'm

telling you right now that | can't takeit any longer, and if you don't give
the

go sgnd without pregjudice by tomorrow morning, you're going to find
yoursdf

enrolled in adave-training class. If I'll haveto be spending my time
gving

pain to abunch of poor, helpless bastards, you're going to he suffering
a

least asmuch.”

"But that's blackmail, uncle Vd, and | thought you knew how | fedl
about

blackmail,” | said in acoaxing way, as he glared a me. "Y ou can push
untl

you're bluein thefaceinstead of red, and I'll till tell you what to do
with

yoursdlf. I've got ajob to do, and I'm going to do it."

"You can't do thejob if one of us bresks and goes on aon arampage,”
hesad,

trying to sound reasonable instead of desperate and furious. "Well go
back

upstairs and wait for our target there. If you can't operate there, welll
smply

follow him to wherever he goes next. Y ou don't haveto insgst on what
neither of

uscan livewith."

"No," | said, not bothering to mask thefinality in my voice. "I'mthe
assgnment leader, and | say we gtick. If you take us off this planet, you
doit

againgt my direct orders. I'm not about to let that filth get the chanceto
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contaminate anyone else, not when I'm thiscloseto him. | have him

rightinmy

"Y ou don't have him anywhere and you know it," he interrupted,
fighting to sound

deek and lecherous. "Y ou don't know where heis any more now than
you did when

wefirst got here, but you're too stubborn to admit it. Maybe you need
to be

reminded how much power | have over you down here." He switched
back to Basic

and said, "No, Jennifer, my mind ismade up. A little davetraining
won't hurt

you, and will probably do you aworld of good. Comeinto the
bedroom, now. |

want to get insde you for awhile before we go to dinner.”

"Y ou miserable, no good, gutter-crawling piece of -" | began, redly
fuming, but

he cut me off again.

"But of coursethey'll dl know what I'm doing to you," he laughed,
coming

closer to snap hisarm around me before | could figure out just exactly
what |

wanted to do to him and aso was able to do in that gown. "If you don't
behave

yoursdlf, I'll invite some of them in next time to watch. Come dong,
Hejust about dragged me into a bedroom that matched the sitting
room, neither

one of us about to make the struggle loud but both of us il struggling,
threw

me on the bed, then went through some window-dressing chatter about
what hewas

doing to me. He forced meto the point of having to answer inkind, and
then

began making love to me, trying his usud tricksto get meto respond.
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Verbdly | gave him everything he was looking for, every ooh and ahh

and moan

and groan, but through it al | kept every trace of expression off my
faceand

amply stared at him, telling him to go ahead and rape me and be
damned. He

tried to go through with it, he redlly did, but in theend dl he did was
make

the same noises | was making but the male variety, bouncing on the bed
next to

me and staring down. Anyone listening would have thought we were
having abdl,

but as bals went, that one was on the grim side.

When the sound show was over, Va turned away from me and smply
lay down. We'd

sad everything there wasto say, and & that point my telling him how
close

Radman was would ether betotaly disbelieved or bdieved so eagerly
that he

would go after him donein the way I'd thought about earlier. Whatever
was done

would have to be done by me, but that was the way it was supposed to
be anyway.

I'd wanted to keep Va out of it; hewas making sure | did exactly that.
After waiting for afew minutes for the benefit of the earslistening, | left
the bed and went into the only bathroom the agpartment had. | didn't
haveto be

told that the apartment was asingle, assigned to Va with methrownin
asan

unimportant "extra occupant.” Double accommodations had two
bathrooms, but |

wasn't being considered aguest in my own right, not in anything that
counted. |

got out of my gown and shoes and earrings without letting my
annoyance show,

then stepped into the shower. If Va thought he was sick of that place,
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he

should havetried it from my point of view.

Showering and drying didn't take long, so it was still too early to get
dressed

again. | thought about going back out to the bedroom until it wastime
tojoin

our jolly group for the medl, then rgjected the idea. | didn't want Va
thinking

| had changed my mind, and | didn't want to give him the chanceto
changeit for

me. The bathroom floor was nicdly carpeted with no mist, so therewas
nothing to

keep me from spending my timethere. | sat down and then stretched
out, trying

to forget about everything.

When an hour had passed on the clock | dressed again, brushed my
hair, then made

my slent way out of the bathroom. | didn't want our listenersto know
how long

I'd been in there, and with Va supposedly adeep | had the perfect
excusefor

tiptoeing. Vd's eyesfollowed me as| crossed the room toward the
gtting room,

but he stayed where he was, continuing to pretend to be asleep. It
looked like

he hadn't been able to redlly rest any morethan | had, but aslong as he
didn't

dartin on meagain it didnt much matter.

| sat in the Stting room for about fifteen minutes, and just asVd came

out of

the bedroom, a knock sounded on the door. He crossed the room to
openit, and

found that we were being called to dinner. | began to think that my
timing was

improving, but when we followed the woman to alarge private dining
roomonthe
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other sde of the elevator, | began thinking the Lord of Luck wasat it

agan.

Place cards were arranged on the long forma table in the center of the
haunted

castle-like room, first names only, if you please, and the card directly to
nmy

right showed the name Richard. | sat down at the table with Va to my
left,

excitement risng in me despite the fact that Richard isavery common
name and

| hadn't been introduced to everyonein our group. If that was Radman
who had

been seated next to me, | had it made.

| waited until amost dl the guests had arrived, until James camein and
sat on

the opposite side of the other end of the table, until thewoman in slver
and

the bearded man in black took their places at the two ends of the table.
I'd

been waiting for Radman to come in and St down, but that turned out
not to be

necessary. When he camein he stopped to talk to James, but by then |
didn't

carewhat he did. He was the only one not sitting down, and the only
placeleft

open was the one to my right. He must have seen to that arrangement, |
redized,

an unsuspecting spider throwing the door wide in welcometo the
Spider-eater

disguised asafly.

Acting asthough | didn't even see Radman, | put my hands under the
edge of the

red tablecloth, gently scraped off atiny piece of the colorless coating
frommy

left ring fingernall, and took it between my thumb and forefinger. A few
seconds
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of casua checking brought the assurance that no one was specificaly
looking my

way, S0 | took the opportunity and reached past Radman's wine glass
for awarmed

soft roll.

Opening my fingers over the glassgot rid of the diver of specidly made
chemical before | touched therall, and when | brought my hand back
thefirg

step was done. Each of my fingernailsis coated with adifferent
colorless,

traceless chemical, in most instances a poison, and the one I'd chosen
for

Radman would give him about two hours or so to enjoy hismed before
it turned

him completely out of focus.

He'd befedling sick enough to go to bed, and if thingsworked out right
I'd be

right behind him. | could have fed him something letha just as easlly, of
course, but that wasn't the way death warrants were served. Death by
poisoning

can be caused by anyone or anything, even an accident, and doesn't
tend to beas

impressive as death by execution. The Council wanted whoever
stepped into

Radman's shoes to know that the same thing could happen to him if he
got too far

out of line, and the Council'sway was how | had to play it.

Radman findly came over and took his seat, gave me what he must
have considered

afriendly smile, and began asking me small-talk questions about how
my timein

the Sphere had gone so far. | gave him unenthusiastic answers with
down-in-the-mouth overtones, trying to get him to pick another victim
for his

conversation, but he was getting too much of akick looking at the one
hed
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aready picked. | wouldn't have liked the man even if I'd known nothing
about

him, and then he redlly added the icing. He took the opportunity of a
dave

coming over to pour winein hisglassto lean close to me, then sent his
bad

breath right in my face.

"Don't you worry about that class you'l be starting tomorrow, little girl,”
he

reassured mein low tones, his hand moving under the tablecloth to
touch my gown

above my thighs. "I've dready arranged to be there as one of the men
youll

learn to please, and | redlly do intend to be pleased. When we sit down
a this

table again tomorrow night, you'll know what it'slike to be screwed by
ared

He chuckled ashe gave me afind pat, then leaned away again to reach
for his

wine, leaving meto fight hard to keep from shuddering in disgudt. |
dready

knew what it was like to be invaded by that particular "man," and if I'd
had to

doit again | would have gotten sick or crazy. | watched him swalow
down haf

hiswine without even tasting it, apig of aman with fewer manners even
thanan

animd, walking garbage that thought it had me marked, bought and
paidfor. The

only thing it didn't have neatly arranged wasthe drug in itsdrink, and
the

fact that the hunter had now become the hunted.

"Jennifer, sweetheart, are you dl right?' Vd's voice came suddenly
frommy

left, hisarm circling my shouldersaminute later. Y ou're trembling and
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pae-looking again just the way you were afew hours ago. Don't you
fed wall,

litlegin?"

"Not redly, uncleVa," | answered inasmadl voice, indulging inthe
urgeto

lean closer to him and put my head against him. "'l don't know what it
is, but |

redlly don't fed good."

"Y ou probably just need some hot food in you,”" he murmured,
tightening hisarm

around me and gently brushing aside some of my hair with hisfree
hand. "Well

try it and see how it does.”

| nodded obediently and just kept leaning on him, knowing he was
serioudy

concerned but finding the out he'd given me too good to pass up. Not
feding

well was a great reason for my going back to our room early, and once
| was gone

no one would wonder where | was. | rubbed my cheek againg, his
shirt, glad |

could doit in character, finaly admitting | was glad about ancther thing.
Assoon as Vd had started speaking to me, Radman had turned away
to the woman

on hisright and had begun a conversation with her. Aslong asVd had
hisarm

around me Radman's hands would be off, and that made up for a
wholehdll of a

lot of the nonsense I'd gone through with my new partner. |
remembered again the

various times he hadn't taken advantage of me when he could have, a
couple of

hours earlier being the latest addition, and grudged the admission that it
occasondly felt good to have him there.

When thedinner findly got rolling it was alavish &ffair, with course after
course of food and bottle after bottle of wine, al of it generous
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helpings, dl

of it indisputably the best it could possibly be. | continued to pretend |
wasn't feding well, but till managed to swallow enough food to keep
megoing

for awhile, a the sametime staying away from anything stronger than
waeter. |

intended to be working later and didn't want the edge taken off my
reflexes.

Having Radman next to me put astrain on my appetite, but it did turn
out to be

handy; when thelight sheen of swesat Started covering hisface and he
beganto

tug unconscioudy at hiscallar, | knew it wastimefor meto leave. The
drug

I'd fed him would soon begin to affect him more strongly, and | wanted
to be

innocently gone by then. | told Vd | ill wasn't feding well and wanted
togo

back to our room and go to bed, and was surprisingly saved from
havinghim

ingst on going with me by John Little, who sat to Va'sleft. He
dismissed my

supposed illness by tdling Vd it wasjust areaction to the tour we'd
taken

that afternoon then told him there was something special he wanted to
show him

injust afew minutes

Va looked at me and hesitated, then must have redlized that if I'd redlly
needed him | would have said so in the trade language. He told me to
go and get

somerest, patted my cheek, and had turned back to Little even before
| had

pushed away from the table.

| walked the supposed stone corridor back to our room with the key
Vd had given

mein my hand, thinking about Radman and idly wondering why Little
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hedn't

introduced Vd to him yet. Radman hadn't once so much aslooked in
ther

direction dl evening, and that made me curious. Wasthe cold shoulder
Littles

idea or Radman's? Had the game L ittle had been playing changed, or
was it deeper

than we'd first supposed? If | managed to get Radman that night it
would turn

out not to matter, so | didn't spend much thinking time on the question;
by the

next day Va and | would hopefully be on our way back to the Station,
andthe

davers plansturned to no more than dust on achakboard.

| reached our door, opened it and dipped insde, then stood thinking
fora

minute, annoyed by something I'd just seen. The corridor outside was
empty, but

that little alcove near the devator the woman in silver had come out of
was

occupied by three daves, probably waiting to take care of the wants
and needs

of the guests. Theroom | stood in wasn't far from that acove, and if |
stepped

back out into the hal for any reason, like going to Radman's room, for
instance, they'd see me without any trouble. That wasaproblem |
hadn't

foreseen and didn't appreciate, but there was something else to take
care of

before | spent any red time thinking about it.

I moved without worrying about sound and entered the bedroom, then
went to my

luggage. Pulling out a hair-fine ear was the work of aminute, dong with
a

shorts outfit and canvas deck shoes. | |eft the clothes and shoes on the
bed,
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took the ear, then went back to the door to the apartment and opened
it. I'd

purposefully forgotten to set the "do not disturb” sgn when I'd first
comein,

needing that minute to get the ear, and that'swhere | set the ear, right
below

the sign. With thethin, tiny bug in place, I'd know for sure when
Radman came

back to his apartment.

Back in the bedroom again, | changed out of the silver gown and
ding-backsinto

the clothes I'd prepared, got a button receiver from my luggage, then
decided to

be optimistic. Among the jewd ry I'd brought was avery specid ring, a
large,

well-set and expensive-looking ring, but it was more than just
expengve. |

dipped it on my finger, put the button receiver in my ear, then went to
lie

down on the bed.

Through the receiver in my ear, | could hear the lowvoiced chatter
amongthe

daves, no words, sound only, but it helped to offset the fed of that
bedroom

while | waited. The bed | lay on was abig four-poster, but it wasn't
curtained

the way it might be. The walls of the room were false stone, with a
double-window breaking one of them with an exit to aba cony outside.
The

lighting was il red and the migt till covered the floor, and the room
temperature was ftill up there, and | redly did fed asthough | waited in
a

roomin hell.

What | planned to do that night was afitting occupation for hell, and
thet

thought seemed to add to the faint depression | wasfeding. Also,
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typicaly,

the depression didn't come from the thought of doing the job, but from
the

thought of the possibility of not being ableto doiit. If I couldn't pull it off
I'd be running into Radman tomorrow in away that redly would be hell.
About half an hour passed, during which time| smoked some of the
cigarettesin

my luggage, and then | began getting something other than dave-chatter
fromthe

receiver. Two sets of footsteps came down the hdl, and one set
sounded shaky.

"I hope you'l befeding better soon, Richard," an unfamiliar femae
voice

said. "Areyou sure | can't get adoctor for you?'

"No," Radman'svoice came. "If | need one, I'll cal him mysdlf. Just
don't

bother me now."

| listened to the footsteps, and they went the necessary two-door
distance down

the corridor. Nothing €lse was said, aknock came then the sound of a
door

opening and closing, and then asingle set of footsteps went back the
way it had

come. | lay back again and gave it another half hour.

When the second half hour was over | took the button receiver out of
my edr,

then got up without making any sound. The receiver went back in my
luggageand |

went to the bal cony door, dso managing to open it without sound.
Outsdethe

dark was complete, but the red mist floating dl around gave off alight
of its

own, alight that let me seethat | was at least twenty stories up, but just
beyond the balcony | stood on was aledge leading in the direction |
needed to

goin. It wasn't avery wide ledge, but it was considerably better than
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no ledge

at dl, and would have to do; the daves were still in the acove and il
hed

no oneto distract them.

Oneleg at atime, | climbed out onto the ledge beside the window,
feding my

hair being ruffled by the cool breeze coming by in gentle gudts, dlowing
nmy

mind knowledge of no more than theledge | stood on, the building |
leaned

againg. | felt very morta out on that ledge, but if | were going to reach
Radman that ledge was the only way of doing it. In the dark and
red-tinged mist

| began moving dowly dong the narrow walkway, away from my own
balcony,

getting closer to thejob's end with every step | took.

I'd expected to get a break with the room between Radman's and
mine, but that

room had no bal cony, and the window was lit, showing someonein
therewith his

back to thewindow. | got past it as quickly as| could, then went on to
the

ba cony in front of Radman'swindow, climbed therailing, and carefully
looked

ingde. Radman was lying flat on the bed, and by the faint glow of one
of the

fakewall flames, he looked adeep. It wasn't logical for abal cony door
twenty

stories up to be locked, and it wasn't. | opened it with no sound at al,
then

stepped inside.

| stopped next to Radman where he lay on the bed and listened to his
even

breathing for aminute, then dipped the very specid ring from my finger
and

gently placed the one againgt his skin. The stone glowed green the
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way | had

expected it to, but I'd still been required to check.

| put the ring back on and stared down &t the face of the man who had
done s0

much to me, knowing | ought to smply finish him and then leave, but |
couldnt

doit. | couldn't just let him die peacefully without knowing what was
happening, not even if it meant getting caught there. My whole body
wanted to

tremble a the Sight of him, and | honestly didn't know if it asfear or
rage

behind the desire. | remembered the fed of his sweaty hand on my
helplessflesh

just before the appraisal, remembered even more strongly the way held
forced

himself into me before sealing me into a ship that had been meant torid
him of

me forever, and there was no way to stop mysdf. | had to make him
know, and

then | had to make him dead.

| climbed onto the bed with him, one knee to each side of body,
draddling him

as | leaned down closer to hisface. Hisrate of breathing changed,
showing that

he was waking, and that was just what | wanted. | waited until his
eydids

flickered, an attempt to bring me into focus, and then | put my handsto
his

face.

"I'm here, Radman,” | whispered, watching as his eyes went startled
with

recognition. "Y ou do remember inviting me, don't you?'

He stirred between my thighs and began to say something, hands going
automatically to my body, but | had no interest in whatever he wanted
to say.

"Let me help you remember theinvitation,” | whispered, touching his
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face gently

with both hands. "There was you, and me, and some of your men, and
aship that

had had some work done on its controls. Y ou told me to look you up
when | got

back from my trip, and you laughed. Thistime we can laugh together."
My caressing hands moved immediately to histhroat then, and neither
oneof us

was laughing. Radman's eyes had widened in horror and held parted his
lipsto

shout or scream, but my thumbs were dready pressng into histhroat
withthe

weight of my body behind them and no more than arasping gurgle
escaped him. He

tried to fight me then, hands clawing a mine and groping for my eyes,
his body

bucking, but that didn't last more than seconds. | had alot of years of
experience and learning to cal on, and causing unconsciousness isn't
very hard.

It has never failed to impress me how easy it isto kill someone. Five
minutes

after | had first touched Radman he was dead, and | took my hands
away from his

body and stood up to stare down at him again. That piece of meet lying
onthe

bed had deserved death many times over for the things he had done,
but in spite

of everything it hadn't given me any pleasure to end him. | was glad the
job was

finally done, ecstatic that hed never again bein acondition evento
think

about touching me, grimly satisfied that held never again be ableto
vidimize

hel pless children; pleasure, though, never entered into it.

It was hard understanding how some people did fed pleasure after
killing, thet
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or enjoyment or euphoria. After killing with my hands| aways noticed
how easy

it was, and thought briefly about the possibility of committing that
easiness

againgt an innocent bystander, someone who didn't deserveto be
ended. Although

| watched mysdlf carefully that possibility was dwaysthere, the
possibility

that one day | would dip and not perform an execution but commit
murder. |

didn't know what | would do if that ever happened, but | never let
mysdf dwell

on the question. | just shuddered briefly as| pushed it awvay, then went
onwith

the job.

| shuddered briefly as| looked down at the former daver, then got on
withthe

job. Taking off the bio-ring a second time, | opened the band, then
pressed the

point of the soneinto the bal of Radman's middleright finger. Thegem
camne

away with adrop of hisblood which it quickly absorbed, and when the
blood was

absorbed, | closed the band and put it back on for the last time. There
hedn't

been a sound from the Sitting room since I'd first comein, and | exited
back

onto the bacony with aslittle noise and fuss asthered been in arriving.
Once | was on the ledge and inching back to my own balcony, the easy
timel'd

had so far began balancing out. The man in the room between
Radman’'sand mine

turned out to be athinker; I got aglimpse of him sitting in achair and
staring out the window before | pulled back, and knew damned well
that if | went

by straight up there was no way he could miss me. Mouthing some
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uncomplimentary

things about him, | dowly got down on my knees. In that position the
ledge got

even narrower, and my legs poked out over dark, empty air.

| brought one hand down on the ledge in front of me, leaving the other
hand to

hang onto the carved stone of the wall, and very dowly, one hand then
the

other, one knee then the other, | edged past below the window. | kept
having to

lean in againgt thewall to keep mysdf from going off that ledge to the
unseen

ground, lots of stories below, and when | finally cleared the window |
amos

didn't have the nerve to stand up again. | took a couple of deep breaths
and

forced my handsto get ahold above me on the wall, then gingerly
pulled mysdf

to my feet. When my heartbest dowed down | started moving again,
and madeit

back to my own balcony without any more trouble.

Stepping slently back insde the room was the last thing that had to be

done,

and once it was accomplished | felt asthough some giant weight hed
been lifted

off of me. | went back to my trunk and took off and put away the
shorts outfit

and canvas shoes, then checked the button receiver to seeif therewas
ay

indication of the party breaking up.

| wanted Va to know the job was over and we could finally get out of
there, but

| couldn't very well go looking for him. If my "illness' suddenly
disappeared

and someone thought to check the timing with Radman's degth, he and
| could find
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oursalvesfacing alot longer stay. | listened for sounds out in the
corridor,

didn't hear any, then noticed that | wasn't hearing the daves, ether. At
leest

two of them were gone from the alcove, maybe dl three, and that ought
to have

meant the dinner was officialy over. As soon as he was through looking
a

whatever Little had wanted to show him, Va would be back in the
goartment.

| put the receiver away again and turned from my luggage to Stretch,
thinking

about taking another cigarette before going to bed. After we were back
onthe

Station | was going to have to have anicelong talk with Va, and

maybe one
with Ringer aswell. Things had happened during that assgnment thet |
didn't

carefor, and weld haveto -

The thought broke off asasound at the door to the sitting room caught
my

attention, but when it suddenly opened it wasn't Va coming through.
Shockingly

it was Matthew who was there, Jamess big, ugly bodyguard, and in his
hand he

held adim, blinking rod. | recognized the rod as a pick-up deadener, a
device

that kept sound from reaching listening devices, and then Matthew
pressedit to

thewall by the doorway and started toward me fast.

| didn't know what was going on, but that didn't sop me from leaning
back and

kicking him where it hurts the most, something he wasn't expecting. He
grunted

with the pain and went down to one knee partidly bent over, and

dthough|
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moved in fast through the surredigtic red light and migt to finish him off,
I

never got the chance. As soon as| wasin reach he ducked lower and
moved with

totally unexpected speed to grab my legs and pull, which sent me over
backward

to hit my head hard on the floor. The blow dazed me for a second, and
even

though | tried to roll out of reach even before my head cleared, it was
smply

no good. A ham-like fist connected with the side of my skull, and that
was

definitely that.

Chapter 14

| woke up feding asif my aamswere being pulled out of their sockets.
When|

wasfinally able to understand which way was down | got my feet more
firmly

under me and did what might be described as standing, but only if you
define

words rather loosdly. | was dizzy and my head hurt, and | couldn't
remember how

I'd gotten to wherever | was, but | had the fegling | shouldn't be happy
about

being there. | pried my eyesfarther open and tried to look around, but
circumstances beyond my control kept that from being easily done. My
arms had

felt stretched because | was hanging from them, tied by thewriststo
something

wooden and high.

At that point I knew | had to make more of an effort than I'd made so
far, and

that pretty damned quick. | firmed up my legs under me and stood as
draight as
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| could just then, and twisted allittle to get as good alook around as
possible. Asfar as| could see | wasin astone-walled bedroom, red-lit
and

mist-carpeted, and wastied to the left front post of afour-poster bed.

The

room looked familiar and yet not familiar, aroom that was both mine
and not

mine. | shook my head gently, trying to think the headache into easing
up, but

it didn't work.

I'd seen dl | could of the room, so | gave some attention to what was
holding

mein place. When | looked up | was happy to see that my bio-ring
wasdill on

my finger, but was not as happy to see that my wrists were tied to the
post at a

height above the top of my head by what looked like ordinary rope.
With aslent

gpology to my arms| tried the strength of the stuff, but it wasn't worth
the

effort. Ordinary rope would have given alittle, but that stuff didn't
budge.

All it did was hang onto the carved post and cut into my skin withits
fibers,

the pain of it adding to the strainin my arms and shoulders. | dont like
pan

and tend to fall into alousy mood when it happens, so | glared at the
rope and

pronounced avery unladylike word.

"Quiteright, my dear," said avoice from behind me. Y ou cannot get
looe”

| froze where| stood, remembering that cold, emotionless voice, and
then|

remembered what had happened before everything turned blurry.
Matthew had come

into our apartment and had come at me, and | hadn't been able to put
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him down

al theway. After thekick I'd given him | wondered what he was made
of, but

only briefly and in passing. What | was alot more concerned about
wasthe

presence of Jamesin the room, now clearly hisroom, his nearness
bringinga

chill to my flesh despite the ever-present warmth. | didn't know what |
wasin

themiddle of, but | did know | wanted out of it as soon as possible.
"Theseropesare hurting my wrists, James," | complained in my
Jenny-voice,

hoping | could sucker him into turning meloose. "Can't you take them
off?'

"Not quite yet, child," he answered, his own voicefilled with dight
amusement.

"You arent reedy yet."

"I don't understand,” | said, and my little-girl voice turned shaky al by
itsdf.

"It'squite smple," he said, coming around to the left of the post wherel
could see him. He still wore the blacks held had on earlier, and he till
carried that thin cane he leaned on dightly. "Matthew wasn't feding
very well

when he brought you here, and he told me what had happened when he
triedto

fetch you. There aren't many men around who can best Matthew ina
fight, yet he

had to wait fifteen minutes before he was recovered sufficiently to
complete his

chore. Happily, the floor daves remained occupied elsewhere.” He
shook his head

dightly and tsked, but kept those hell-cold eyes directly on me. "That
wasvery

naughty of you, but it did show me what was necessary for your
safekegping.”

"Y ou can't get away with this™ | began, feding like astale melodrama.


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

"Guedsts

arent dlowed to harm other guests, and uncle Va will - "

"Do nothing," hefinished flatly, those eyesturning darker and colder in
response to my throat. *Radman assured me he could ddliver you after
you |eft

here and that fool of aLittle would take care of your uncle, but | make
my own

judgments asto the feas bility of agtuation. | spoke to your uncle and
offered him more than most men earnin alifetime for you, and he
refused me.

That tells me Radman would have no better luck, and would need to
haveyou

abducted before | might have you. | didike waiting for what | want, and
| have

my ship here. By tomorrow afternoon we will be on our way back to
my estate, and

the mystery of what happened to you can be explained by the
Management."

Hetook a step closer to me, but the bedpost was between us. He
redlly wasn't

taking any chances.

"I would love to begin with you now, but in the interests of my own
sofety, |

must wait awhile," he said, his deeth-cold eyes glittering a me. "Have a
pleasant night, and let the thought amuse you that I'll be with you again
inthe

moming.”

Hewaked out of my areaof vison, leaning on histhin cane, and a
minute later

| heard the door close somewhere behind me. | took al of my weight
onmy wrists

and gave the post | wastied to atwo-footed kick that would have
felled one of

Dameron'svairs, but the damned thing hardly quivered. | hadn't redly
believed

it waswood just because it looked likeit, but I'd had to try something.
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The

jolly thought of what waswaiting for me in the morning was enough to
chill my

blood.

| turned to look at the window, and it was still degp night outside. |
didn't

know how long I'd have to wait, but the wait wouldn't be short.
Naturally |

didn't waste my breath trying to yell; those apartments were
soundproofed, and

if the earsin the room were dill in operating condition, Jameswould
never

have spoken to me as he had.

At least | now knew for sure why Radman had joined our group. He
hed clearly

decided to peddle merchandise to a private buyer in the Sphere itsdlf,
most

likdy from Littl€sfirst reportsto him and from his persond vigt to the
physical exam area. No wonder Little had been so afraid and had tried
so hard to

tak Va into salling meto the Sphereitsdf; if the Management had
caught them

trying to go private on even asemi-officid guest like me, not even
Radman's

specia satus would have saved them.

| forced mysdf to relax to wait it out. They had to untie me sometimeto
get me

to their ship, and any dip on their part would be the last dip they made.
My

good luck had suddenly changed to bad, but there was no benefit in
crying over

it.

By thetimeit wasfull light out | wasin agony. The night had stretched
out

impossibly long, and my arms and legs were tortured from the position
| wastied
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in. After acouple of hours of standing and shifting from foot to foot I'd

tried

hanging from my wriststo givemy legsarest, but it hadn't worked too
well. My

armswere strained to begin with and couldn't take the weight very
long, sol'd

had to stand up again. After | don't know how many hours of waiting
my legswere

liketwo giant blisters, and my armswere numb. At least they were
numb until |

tried leaning on them, and then they screamed asif they were being
boiledin

oil. I wasin such bad way | was amost looking forward to James's
coming back.

| knew | couldn't take much more of just standing there.

Despitewhat I'd decided | could and couldn't take, another couple of
hours

passed before | heard someone at the door. | had dmost passed out a
few times,

but hadn't been lucky enough to makeit; ahigh pain threshold isn't
dwaysa

blessing. Someone camein and closed the door behind them, and when
| heard a

lock click the adrendine started pouring through my system. | managed
to stand

amog straight, but couldn't turn my heed.

"Have you been waiting for me, my dear?' Jamess voice came, dowly
getting

nearer. "I'm sorry it'sbeen so long, but it was dl for the best.
Anticipation

often heightens the pleasure of an undertaking, you know. Y ou should
be reedy,

and I'm anxiousto get Sarted.”

He came up behind me, grabbed afistful of hair, and forced my head
back. The

drain it put on my arms made me gasp, and that produced a chucklein
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him.

"Just about doneto aturn, | think," he said while | shuddered. "We can
begin

any time now."

| didn't know what he was about to begin, and | didn't want to know.
In

desperation | lifted one of my leaden legs and kicked backward, trying
to break

his kneecap, but | just didn't have it in me. He grunted with the small
amount

of pain I'd managed to give him and stepped back, |etting go of my hair.
"You will bemy prize, | think, after you have been with meawhile" he
sad,

chilled and chilling ddlight in hisvoice. "Right now you must learn what
attempting to do me harm brings.”

Hetook another step away from me, hesitating very briefly, then
suddenly my

back was on fire from the stroke of something he'd hit me with,
something that

opened my skin the way afingernail would open cellophane. My mind
went

ingantly terrified with the memory of that time with the whip and those
terroristsand | screamed and tried to pull away, but my wrists were
tied with

razor-sharp rope and my arms and legs were usdless. He hit me again
and then

again, and each time| could feel the cut going degp and | couldn't
control my

screaming.

"Sing to me, my pretty bird!" he gloated as he panted and laughed.
"Thiscane

will teach you the song | love best to hear! Y oulll sing for me many
times, but

thefirst song isawaysthe best!"

He kept on beating me until my entire body blazed with agony, his
laughter


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

filled with such absolute ddlight that | wanted to curl up with my hands
over my

ears. | screamed until my throat closed up, and then | just hung there
whimpering. He was gasping with his effort when he stopped just as
suddenly as

held garted, something unexpected pulling his attention away from his
delightful time. His footsteps went to the door, and through my own
harsh

breathing | heard what sounded like asmall pandl being did aside.
"What isit, Matthew?" James panted, thick annoyance coloring his
tone. "I'm

busy now."

"'Something has happened,” Matthew's rumble came. "l think you
should know about

it. Radman's been found dead.”

James made anoise of surprise, reclosed the panel, and | heard the
lock click.

"How did that happen?"' he asked as he opened the door. There was
no answer, just

the sound of a scuffle, and one single blow. Something heavy fell to the
floor,

and a heartbest later Matthew was next to me with aknifein his hand.
"Hang on," he said, looking up at the pseudo-rope. "I'll have you out of
thatin

aminute”

His voice sounded strange and his eyes and fingers avoided the blood
running

from my wrigts, and | finally woke up to what was happening.

"Va," | sad, but it came out awhisper. "What are you doing herelike
that?'

"Matthew" didn't answer, he just went at that rope with the knife. |
knew it was

agood knife because it was one of mine, but it took at least severa
minutes

before the last strand parted, and when it did my legs collapsed under
measif


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

they weren't there. Va grabbed for me and caught me, but the pain
wasamost

too much. He lowered me as gently as possible until | was Sitting on the
floor

inthe mig, then leaned me sSideways against the bed.

"Do you think you can hold out until we get to the shuttle port?”
Matthew's

voice asked, hiseyes as hard as eyes ever got. "We're getting out of
here now."

"No!" | whigpered, trying to grab for him and causng mysdf more pain,
pure

panic flooding me at the thought of what he wanted to do and my own
hel plessness

to keep him fromit. "Go back to yoursdlf and call the Management.
Pease, Vd!

Well never makeit any other way!"

He seemed both outraged and frustrated, and for aminute | was sure
hewould

ignore me again, but the strengthless desth-grip | had on his shirt must
have

made an impression on him. Suddenly hisfeatures blurred, and he was
back to

looking like hisown sdif.

"Y ou'd better know what you're doing,” he growled in hisown voice,
putting a

gentle, faintly trembling hand to my sweet-soaked foreheed. "If you
think I'l

giveany of that filth achance a you again, youre crazy."

He straightened up from the crouch held been in and went toward the
gtting

room, and when he passed through the doorway | noticed James. He
waslyingon

the floor in aheap, hisbloody cane half buried under him, his head
tilted at

an odd angle. | stared at him through the burning pain washing over me,
shuddered in away that increased that pain, then looked away.
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| must have passed out for afew minutes; the next thing | heard wasthe
voice

of our ex-guide, sounding put out.

"... never dlow something like that to happen here," he said. "We have
very

grict rules”

"Youll seein aminute how much good your rulesare,” Va sad, his
voice

sounding hard and uncompromising. They came through the doorway
and the bearded

man glanced at Jamess body, then came over to me. He blinked at the
condition

of my wrists, but when he leaned over to look a my back he was
abruptly more

dlent than quiet. Hisface cameinto view again when he sraightened,
andthe

vexation of unnecessary trouble wasin his eyes- right next to the anger
of

vengeance anticipated.

"It won't be much longer,” he told mein adistantly impatient sort of
way,

absently patting my arm. "The doctor ison hisway." He came back to
atention

and turned to the Stting room as someone camein from the hal, then
cdled,

"Thisway, doctor."

A man camein carrying the sort of bag doctors have carried for
centuries. He

came straight toward me and followed the haf-annoyed gesture of the
bearded man

directing him to my back, abruptly reaching for his bag when he saw it.
| tried

to catch Vd's eye, but he was staring at James's body with no
expresson on his

face. | wanted to tell him not to et them put me out, but | didn't have
the


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/

ABC Amber Text Converter Unregistered, http://www.thebesatl esforever.com/processtext/

strength to get the words out, and it probably wouldn't have done any
good

anyway. The doctor's hypo hissed, and then the room with everyonein
it melted

away.
Chapter 15

Waking up the next time was agood deal more comfortable. Granted,
| wasflat on

my facein abed that had straps pulled tight across my hips, but my
torn-up

wrists were bandaged and | could hear those special non-sounds that
mean the

unnatura quiet of ahospitd. | pushed mysdf dowly up on my ebows,
tryingto

figureout if | was till on Xanadu, and two strong hands took my arms
and

forced meflat again.

"Y ou shouldn't have come out of that yet," abrisk femae voice said
from behind

me. "Don't move around or you'll mess up the surroskin. It hasn't hed
timeto

bind yet."

"Wherethe hell am 17" | demanded, trying to seewho | wastaking to,
toowell

aware of the heavy, logy feding that meant painkillers. If | was il in
the

Pl easure Sphere, I'd do more than move around alittle.

"You'rein the hospital section of Xanadu O.S,, if you must know," the
femde

voice answered. "But you have time to worry about it later.”

| craned around in time to see ahand with a pressure hypo, but not in
timeto

do anything about it. The hypo hissed, and | went back to dreamland.
When | findly regained consciousness, the restraints were gone and |
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wasonmy

back. | wasdl doneintheroom, so | struggled to asitting position
dowly

enough to keep the tearing sensation in my back down to aminimum.
Thanksto the

pain killers, movement wasn't impossible, but until surroskin bindsitsalf
to

you at every point it makes you fed asthough you're about to rip open.
| knew

from experience that it would be agood week before | wasfree of the
sensation.

The room was about twelve by fifteen, large for a private hospital room

anywhere
but on a Station like Xanadu. The high bed | sat in stood off the wall at

my

back, and a squared, narrow, drawered table was just to theright of it.
The

room's door was farther down in the wall to my right, and thewall to
my left

had avu-cast window like the onesin the Station's suites. The view it
showed

was of a snow-covered woods, white and silent in an early morning
beginning, a

sun just sarting to rise high enough to shed some warmth. The redlity of
the

scene was excd lent, caught at just the proper angle to make you think
it was

really there, and the subject itsalf was geared to show you that bed was
the

best place to be just then.

| ran my fingersthrough the tangle of my hair, then moved my gazeto
the cozy

table and chairs arrangement standing againgt the far wall. If 1'd thought
my

legs could hold me | would have been in one of those chairs, but
between the
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beating 1'd taken and the subsequent work to repair the damage, | was
inno

shape to be waking around. | could dmost fed the variouslevels of
pan

hovering just beyond the protective wrapping of pain killer, waiting to
St me

afire as soon as the wrapping faded. | tugged at the neck of the hospital
gown

they'd put mein, trying to loosen it asfar as possible, trying to figure
out

what day it was. Stupid hospital gownsin stupid hospitad's, where you
hed to

launch amgor campaign just to find out the standard date. | hated
hospitals,

hated the reason for them - and refused to let mysdlf think about the
walting

pan.

No more than aminute later, the door to the hall opened and anurse
camein

carrying atray of bandages and stuff. Shewas atal woman, as solid as
anurse

sometimes hasto be, but till having a pleasant, obvioudy femaefigure.
She

had brown hair and mild brown eyes, but her eyeslost their mildness
when she

saw me studying her. She put the tray sheld been carrying onto arolling
table

standing near the door, then approached the side of my bed.

"Y ou do have afast snapback, don't you." She frowned, looking
annoyed. "You

shouldn't have come out of that sedative for at least another half hour.
And

what are you doing sitting up? Are you trying to ruin the work that's
been done

onyou?'

| recognized her voice asthe one I'd heard the first time I'd opened my
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€yes,

and her automatic assumption of command annoyed the hdll out of me.
| wasredly

in the mood to take some of my aggression out on her, but instead of
sounding

off and thereby putting my foot init, | fel back on my well-known
acting

abilities and started the tears going from my eyes.

"What isthisplace?' | sniffed asif | didn't remember waking up earlier.
"And

why areyou yeling at me? What have | done?"

Even the gruffest of nurses are ninety percent heart, and that one was
no

different from any other. She melted asif 1'd poured hot water on her
and came

closer to put her arm around my shoulders.

"There, there, Red, don't cry,” she soothed, patting my hair and cheek.
"You

haven't done anything &t dl. Y ou're safein the hospital on Xanadu
Station, and

no onewill hurt you again. | didn't meanto yell a you, it'sjust that your
uncle has been driving me crazy since they brought you in. What in the
world

happened to you down there?”

It took everything | had to keep from straightening in shock, because
I'd

actually forgotten about Va! I didn't know what had happened after
that doctor

had knocked me out, but obvioudy Va had managed to get us back to
the Station.

And it looked like he was worrying about me again. Congdering the
fact that |

knew what would happen dl too shortly, it would obvioudly be best to
digtract

him with other consderations.

"UncleVa arranged for usto go down to the Pleasure Sphere,” |
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Sniffed,

looking into the nurse's sympathetic face. "He said I'd have agreat time
learning about life, but then he - et dl these other people touch me and
-do

things to me, and then he gave meto this- this - person who said he
wanted to

take care of me, and then- and then-"

The shuddering | did at the memory of Jameswasn't any part of the
playacting;

it would take me sometimeto forget him.

"Y ou poor child!" she bresthed, looking shocked. "Don't you worry

about another

thing! I'll take care of you while you're here, and you'l befine" Then
she

sraightened up again. "I'll beright back. | have afew wordsto say to
your

uncle, and then well change those bandages on your wrigts.”

She stalked out with agrim look on her face, and | waited until the
door had

closed behind her before letting myself grin faintly. Once Va heard
what the

nurse had to say, held know | was back to being my old, lovable self
and would

aso know that he could relax. Sitting up was getting harder and harder
to

maintain, o | lowered mysalf back down on the bed just as some sort
of

disturbance began outside the door. | could hear the nurse'svoice
shouting, but

Va/'svoicerose above hers.

"l said I'm going inthere!" heroared. "If you know what's good for
you, youll

get out of my way!"

The door flew open and Vd and the nurse came through together, she
tryingto

gay in front of him, hetrying to get past her without actualy knocking
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her

down. I hadn't expected something like that, and | watched with
interest,

wondering who would win.

"Y ou've done enough to that poor girl!" the nurse snapped, staying
between Vd

and me. "If | had my way - "

"l am her lega guardian and | demand to see her donefor afew
minutes” Vd

thundered down at her. "If you find that request impossible, I'll have her
discharged and moved el sewhere, but | refuseto be put off any longer!”
The nurse hesitated, then turned reluctantly to look at me.

"I'm sorry, Red, but he does have the legd right to seeyou,” shesaid in
gpology, then turned back to Va and finished talking to me while
daring a

him. "But I'll beright outside the door! If you need mefor anything, just
cdll”

| thanked her quietly, admiring her nerve, and she marched out, walking
giff

and graight. When the door had closed behind her, Va took his eyes
away from

it and came to stand over me. As high as the hospital bed was he stood
even

higher, and the look in his eyeswas anything but friendly.

"Hi, Vd," | greeted him, staring up a the looming mountain above me.
"How are

things?"

Heleaned hisleft arm on therailing of my bed, then bent forward to put
his

right palm to the left of my head, flat on the bed next to me.
"Thingsarejust lovely," he answered in atoo-gentle voice, those black
eyes

directly on me. "I've been out there for two daysworrying mysdlf sick
over you,

and the next thing | know some nurseis accusing me of everything but

grangling
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you! What the hell are you up to now?"

"Wdll, | had to tell her something,” | muttered, squirming uncomfortably
a the

way hewaslooking at me. "It'snot my fault if the facts - sort of - point
to

you."

"You and factd" he snapped, Hill leaning over me. “That combination
justisn't

possible! Just wait until you're out of that bed! When | get through with
you,

you'l never pull another gag on anyone aslong asyou livel”

"Now, Vd, dont gart anything foolish,” | warned, not liking the
hardnessin

hisvoice. "I wouldn't want to haveto hurt you."

"Dont worry," he said, tanding straight again but till sending that
dark-eyed

look toward me. ™Y ou won't. Ringer will be getting here tomorrow, and
I'll be

back to see you then. Right now I'm going to seeif | can't find some fun
around

here. Rest up red well, I'm looking forward to seeing you on your feet
agan.”

He reached the door and disappeared through it, and seconds later that
same

nurse reappeared, to reclaim the tray she'd brought earlier and carry it
over to

me

"Don't worry, Red, thiswon't hurt at al," she confided the way nurses
do.

"One, two, three, and I'll be dl finished.”

She amiled areassuring smile and got to work, cutting off the old
bandages with

ascissors and seeing to the medium-raw mess my wrists had been
turned into.

Nothing she did caused any pain, but that semmed from the same
reason | felt
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nothing in my back. | probably could have given her the generic name
for the

pain killer in me, but that wasn't the route | had chosen to travel. Ringer
didiked letting the generd public know where his agents were and what
they

were up to, and possible bad publicity aside, | couldn't help agreeing
withhim.

Not too many people would have cried over Radman's warrant having
been served,

but | wasin no shape to cope with anyonewho did. If any of Radman's
people

were gtill close enough to hear about the Specid Agent in the hospital
areg,

they might be upset enough to try reaching me. That Sde of it could be
considered part of my job, but the bodies of anyone who got in their
way was

more than | waswilling to accept. | would stay the innocent Jenny until

| got

out of there, but there was one question would have enjoyed having an
advance

answer to.

Because of the conditioning of my job | had afast snap-back from al
drugs,

pain killersincluded. The one they had meloaded with was bound to
wesar off

sooner than anyone expected, and there was nothing | could say to
makethetime

any easer. There was sure to be some warning before it wore off
entirdy, and

al | could hope was that someone would notice before it went al the
way. The

decision was made, but then my mind inssted on dredging up a
memory of what it

had been like the last time I'd been beaten this badly.

"Takeit easy, Red," the nurse said sharply, putting her hands on my
ams.
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"Dont shiver likethat, you'll bedl right. Just lie still now and get some
rest. After what you've been through, you need it."

She held onto me until the shuddering stopped, waited a minute or two
to be sure

| wasal right, then took the old bandages she'd removed away with
her. When |

wasaoneagain | turned onto my side, staring at the closed hal door
and

picturing Va as he'd looked when he'd stood there. He was much
better off being

out searching for fun than sitting beyond the door agonizing, but the
hospital

areahad become alondier and emptier place. Asacomparable place
the Pleasure

Sphere had very little going for it, but at least there | could have used
nmy

roleto hold tight to hisarm...

By lunchtimethe next day | wasfindly fedling lesslike adecaying sde
of

beef. If I'd told Jane - my nurse - the generic name for the pain killer in
me,

| would have been wrong. I'd forgotten who they thought they were
dedling with,

and most people don't require the strength and effectiveness of neranol.
They'd

used some other garbage on me, and | spent the day watching the
snowy woods

scene through the vu-cast window, catching glimpses of odd-looking
animals,

feding the hovering pain nip and bite & me every oncein awhile,
testing the

strength of my protection, growing bolder with every successful bite.
Jane had been in and out, watching me with adisturbed look in her
eyes, knowing

something was wrong but not knowing what. | lay in one spot onthe
bed, my
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forehead and underarms dotted with swest, well beyond even thinking
about

gtting up, asour sickness growing stronger ingde me. | heard clattering
noises out in the hall, noisesthat usualy meant food was on itsway, but
happily nothing was brought to me.

Beyond the vu-cast window alight snowfall started, adding to whatever
wason

the ground, and then, unbelievably without any real warning, my
defenseswere

gone, buried beneath wave after wave of fiery, blazing pain. My back
wasraw

meat under the surroskin, my wrists abloody mess under the bandages,
the

muscles of my arms and legs still strained from what 1'd been put
through, and

it al came out together, rolling over me and smashing meflat to the bed.
| tried not to make a sound but the screaming got itsalf started and kept
gang,

and then Jane was there, grabbing for me and shouting something over
her

shoulder. Other faces came to view, most of them attached to hands
that held

onto me, and then amale face gppeared, his hands holding a pressure
hypo, but

it had al gone on too long. Just as the protective wrapping began
forming

around me again, | passed out.

| couldn't have been out too long, because Jane was there wiping sweat
off me

when | opened my eyes. She smiled in the dimmed lighting when she
saw melooking

at her, and lost no timetelling me that what had happened wouldn't
happen

again. They were now using aspecid drug cdled neranol, and would
watchiit

closdly to see when it was wearing off. I'd gotten to the point of being
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positive it hadn't been neranal to begin with, and Jane's confirming it

made me

feet consderably better. If the day ever comesthat neranol behavesthe
wey

that garbage had behaved, alot of Federation agentswill bein alot of
trouble.

| spent sometime just breathing quietly, but Jane kept up alight,
one-sided

conversation while she saw to it that | drank down variousthin
concoctions. |

drank them without argument and let her cheerful words flow around
and over me

without paying any attention to them, but then a stray thought brought
tominda

chore undone. Hospitals don't like leaving unconscious people with
jewery on

them, and my bio-ring had been gone from thetime I'd first opened my
eyes.

Of course, it was aways possible that someone €l se had taken thering,
andit

was important that | find out if it was gone for good. | waited for the
firg

break in her monologue, then asked if I'd had any jewelry on when I'd
been

brought in. Jane hadn't known off-hand, but she'd volunteered to go
andfind

out, which took about aminute and ahaf. As soon as she came back
through the

door | saw my bio-ring clutched in her hand, but | dso saw the frown
on her

face. She closed the door firmly behind her and then came to stand
next to the

bed.

"It could have been alot worse for you than it was, Red," shetold me,
her

large brown eyes matching her frown. "Why didn't you say something?"
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"About what?" | asked, wondering where the conversation was going.
"About this" she answered, opening her hand to let me seethering. "l
know a

bio-ring when | see one, and | aso know who carriesthem. | wason
the staff of

aspecia Federation hospitd for five years before deciding to move
here

Being helpless has afunny way of making everyone around you seem
suspect, and

I'm not a particularly trusting type to begin with. Jane's story hadn't
convinced me of anything but the fact that she knew | was an agent,
and she must

have seen on my face what | wasfedling. She moved her hand to my
shoulder and

Soueezed gently,

"The name of the hospital was Blue Skies," she said, her pretty face
understanding. ™Y ou must know aswell as| do how fitting the nameis.
Dr.

Croyden was head of my service, and Dr. Madison was his superior.
Raph Madison

isatdl maninhisforties; Ned Croyden, short and in histhirtieswith a
mustache. The gaff calsthem Mutt and Jeff, but not to their faces.”
Her eyeswerefull of cdm assurance, and in spite of mysdlf | found the
tenson

draining out of me. Thefacility wasn't called "Blue Skies' by anyone
who wasn't

familiar with it, and the joke about Ned and Ralph was restricted to an
even

greater degree. If the woman in front of me waslying, the effort she
was

putting into it was more than anything she might conceivably gain.

"I'm surprised you were ableto take it for five years" | said at last, and
she

smiled and nodded in agreement with the sentiment. "Blue Skies' was
Set up not

far from the agent training facilities, and was the most active specid
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hospital

the Federation had.

"Fveyearswasadl | could stand,” she said, handing me the bio-ring.
"This

place is avacation compared to what went on over there. Have you
finished your

assignment yet?'

"Yes | finishedit." | smiled dightly, watching her move achair closer to
the

bed and st down. "Can't you tell just by looking?'

"Not dways," she said with alaugh, and then she frowned in thought.
"Hey, wait

aminute," she muttered, staring into space and then bringing her eyes
back to

me. "Who did | chew out when | thought you were an innocent kid?"*
She looked so suddenly embarrassed, that | couldn't keep from
grinning.

"Va'smy partner,” | told her, shifting to my sdeto look a her more
eadly.

"Adgdefrom being totaly innocent of everything | hinted &, if not for
him|

wouldn't even bethiswell off. He's the one who saved what was | ft of
my

hide"

"And to think what | said to him!" She gasped, her cheeksred. "Why
did you do

thet?'

| thought about VVa out having his fun, then shrugged aswell as| could.
"Vd and | have arather specid rationship,” | explained. "Hetendsto
worry

about me too much, and I'd rather see him mad.”

" think you're out of your mind," she pronounced, shaking her head at
me. "He

didn't strike me asthe sort of man who would appreciate having jokes
played on

him. Doesn't hissize bother you at al?"
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"Only when hésmad at me," | answered, then closed my eyeswith the
deep

weariness | wasfeding.

"| can put you out, you know," Jane's voice came, soft with
understanding but

free of usdess pity. "The doctor left ordersfor it if it became necessary.”
All of my carefully nurtured ingtincts stirred at that, and | shook my
head as|

forced my eyes open again.

"No, thanks" | sad, tryingto grin. "I'mdl right."

"The hell you are." She snorted, getting out of the chair to stand next to
me.

"All you agents are dike. Y ou dways have to be avake and in charge."
"It'sasurvival characteristic,” | commented.

"I'd dmogt forgotten what taking care of agentswaslike," Jane said,
her back

straightening as shelooked down a me. "Y ou think you know best and
you won't

even condder anything else. Well, that'sdl right with me, aslong asyou
remember that I'min charge. If you're silly enough to forget it, you'll be
reminded the hard way."

She took the bio-ring from my hand and put it in the drawer of the
andl teble

next to the bed, then got on about her business. | shifted onto my back
agan,

wondering how much trouble I'd have with her, but | shouldn't
bothered

wondering. Her sturdy body wasin and out of the room for the rest of
that day,

bringing pillsfor meto take, gdatine-like mixturesfor meto drink, tests
that required no cooperation on my part, and examinationsthat did.

| tried being as objective as possible about it, but | have a deep-seated
belief

that three quarters of dl things doneto you in ahospital are done just to
give the staff something to occupy them. | finally had abad attack of

lousy
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temper, but Jane couldn't have cared less. She brought in ahypo filled
with

deepy suff, and | didn't even get to see how long the snowstorm
outsdethe

vu-cast window lasted.

When | opened my eyes again, thelight in the room was brighter than
the deep

night shown through the vu-cast window. Jane was nowhere to be seen
- something

that redlly pleased me - so | grabbed the opportunity to seeif I'd made
ay

progressin the moving around department. My whole body felt fuzzy
and dmogt

numb, showing that the neranol had been given to me very recently, and
gStting

up was no more troubl e than getting the proper muscles moving. There
was some

dizzinessthat passed quickly, letting me raise the back of the bed and
make

myself as comfortable as possible.

The peace and quiet lasted until Jane discovered | was awake. She
woreacrisp

new uniform and looked well rested, so | knew 1'd probably been out
the entire

Station night and part of the morning. Prying the time out of her was
like

digging out ultra-secret nava plans, but when | finaly had the
information |

found | wasright.

Not long after Jane went on her way again, the door to my room was
opened. I'd

been garing at the blank light-tan walls around me, trying to pinpoint
what was

so damned irritating about them, but Sght of the short, round figurein
the

doorway lightened my mood to the grinning point.
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"A friendly faceat lagt," | greeted him, watching Ringer frown around
the room

before coming dl theway in and over to my bed. Despite the frown |
wasglad to

seehim, just theway | usudly was.

"l didn't think I'd find you gitting up,” he growled, moving those eyes
over me

to ingpect my wrigts. "Why isit that the complications you find usudly
turn

out to be worse than the assgnments?”

"Just lucky, | guess," | shrugged, in turn giving the up and down to his
dark

gray businessauit. "Or maybeit's part of my talent. Isn't VVa with you?'
"He, should be dong in aminute,” Ringer said, opening hisjacket so he
could

put his handsin his pockets. "1 left word for him when my ship docked,
and came

ahead to talk to your doctor. Do you want to be moved out of hereto
one of our

own places?'

"Il haveto think about it." | shrugged again, shaking my hair back over
nmy

shoulders. "It al depends on how long they try to keep mein bed. By
the way,

I've got something for you."

| began reaching over to the drawer where Jane had put my bio-ring
the day

before, only peripheraly seeing the door open to admit V.

"Don' gretch like that!" Ringer ordered, grabbing my arm gently before
I'd

moved very far. "Do you want to have another day like the one you
had yesterday?

Il getit."”

Val's head came up when he heard that, and he stopped short and said,
"What

happened yesterday ?"
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"How wasyour trip, Ringer?" | tried to interrupt, hoping hedd missed
vd's

question while ingpecting the bio-ring. " Anything interesting happen?’
"Bequiet!" Va snapped at me, then repeated to Ringer. "What
happened

yesterday?' and there wasnoway | could stop it.

"They gave her agrade Z suppressant and it wore off too soon,” Ringer
sad,

studying Vd as he put away the ring in a pocket. "Her doctor told me
they had

to go after her with butterfly nets, and he still doesn't understand why.
Where

wereyou that you didn't know about it?"

Vd'sface was astrange combination of conflicting emotions, but his
eyeswere

hard and angry. It would have been ahdll of alot easer if the anger had
been

directed toward me, but | could see he was angry with himself for not
being

there when he might have been needed. He glanced a me quickly,
amogin

embarrassment, and | knew I'd haveto find away of tellinghim I'd
gottenrid

of him on purpose. He was bound to be even angrier at that, but there
was

nothing else | could do.

"l was - busy yesterday," he said at last, looking at Ringer with a
suddenly

expressonlessface. "Obvioudy it was the wrong thing to be."

Ringer studied VVa'sface, but he didn't say what was going through his
mind.

The situation could have become considerably more awkward, but you
can dways

trust Ringer to stick to the basics.

"l think it'stime | had areport on thisthing,” he growled, filling the
dlence. "l didn't comedl thisway just to keep you two company.”
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At that point there was a brisk knock, and Jane opened the door to
gtick her

headin.

"No more than fifteen minutes, men," she ordered, looking at Ringer
and V4.

"Y ou can see her again tomorrow when she's stronger.”

When Jan€e's head disappeared, Ringer sat down in the chair that was
dill near

my bed and pulled out acigarette.

"Let'smakeit move" hesad. "We don't have much time."

"] think | ought to start,” | said, and while Va came closer to lean
agang a

wadll. | gave Ringer arundown on dl the preliminariesaswel asmy part
of the

end without going into needless detail. Va paid close atention to the
doings

he hadn't been around for, an odd expression flickering in hiseyes
when

mentioned the ledge I'd used to reach Radman. | ran it through to the
end, and

then it was my partner'sturn.

"At dinner that night, when she said she wanted to go back to our
apartment, |

was reasonably certain she wasn't redly sick,” he said, keeping hiseyes
on

Ringer. "l had the feding she was up to something, but | was up to
something

myself with Little, and didn't want to waste the chance if | could help it.
Little had something he wanted to show me, and while he was showing,
| wasgoing

to try pumping him about the guests, to seeif he knew too much about
any of

them. | didn't notice when the man who had been sitting next to Diana
left, and

| didn't know he was sick. Diana hadn't told me he was Radman, and
she hadn't
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told me what she planned on doing.”
Ringer's eyes came to me briefly then, no real expression on hisface,
his

attention then returning to Va to keep from interrupting the narrative.
"I gpent the next two or three hourswith Little, but wasn't ableto do

muchin

the way of questioning,” Va continued, hisarmsfolded where he
leaned againgt

thewadll, his gaze now filled with memory. "There was some sort of
transmission

from what he called The Arena, and more than afew of the other
guests watched

it with us. Naked men fought with one another bare-handed and with
weapons, and

in each fight only one of the combatants survived. The surviving fighter
was

then given afemale dave to use right there where héld fought, and the
screaming of the spectators never stopped. | stayed until 1 was just
short of

kicking the walls down, then insisted on leaving.

"When | findly got back to our apartment, Dianawasn't there. | very
nearly

went back out into the corridor to ask the davesif they'd seen her, then
redized | couldn't doit. For dl I knew she might have been following a
due

to Radman or even taking care of him, so thelast thing | could do was
cdl

attention to her. There was nothing elsefor it but to wait, but | waited
al

night and she never showed up.

"By thetime morning came and she still hadn't come back, | decided it
was past

timeto be cautious. | made it into the corridor just intimeto be
rounded up

with anumber of the other guests who were awake, to be questioned
about Richard
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Radman's death. They said it had happened some time during the
previous evening,

and that bothered me.

"I looked around and noticed that dthough Matthew was there, James
was nowhere

to be seen. | remembered how James had looked at her and what he'd
said about

her when held spoken to me, so when Matthew |€ft | followed him to
their

gpartment. | could fed that she wasin there - I'm till attuned to her,
you

know - so | clobbered Matthew and took his place. When James
opened the door, |

went in and got her out.”

"My hero,” | said, morein amurmur than aoud, and neither he nor
Ringer heard

it.

"I never expected the Management to handle things the way they did,"
he went on,

looking frowningly confused. "I did expect at least afew questions
about why |

hadn't reported Diana missing the night before, but they never even
brought the

matter up.

They took Matthew away somewhere, and alittle while later they came
for Little.

He screamed and blubbered when they dragged him out of the dining
room where he

had been eating, and except for the davesin that place I've never seen
aman

so afraid. They must have found out from Matthew that he was
involved with

Radman in trying to sell Diana, and he was the only one left for them to
take

their mad out on. After seeing that, | spent aminute or two regretting
thet
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Dianahad reached Radman after dl. It would have been morefitting if
he had

lived to experience what he had made so many other people
experience.”

| had to admit | agreed with that sentiment, but Ringer didn't look like
hewas

agreeing with anything. He hadn't said anything during the entire recitd,
but

his eyes had drifted back to me toward the end of Vd's lecture. When
thelast

word had been said, he shook hishead a me.

"What amess," he growled, dropping his second cigarette onto the
floor togrind

it under hisfoot. "Isthat your idea of apartnership? Why didn't you
brief him

properly instead of taking off on your own? | ought to cite you right
now for

Supidity likethat."

"Y ou use your definition of partnership, | usemine" | answered, bardly
ableto

dhrug. "Mine might turn out to be better in thelong run, so why not give
ita

chance?'

"I'll think about it," Ringer said grimly, answering aquestion | hadn't
expected an answer to, while he rose from the chair. "If you hadn't
forced

yoursdlf to show him how to usetheteldink, I'd still be waiting for your
cdl. Youdidn't follow any of the stlandard precautionary procedures
fora

two-agent operation, and it could have turned out alot worse than it
did. I'l

make my report to the Council and let you know what they say
tomorrow. Right now

you'd better get some more rest. Come on, Vadon."

"l need company morethan | need rest," | called after them asthey
went toward
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the door, trying to get rid of the faint depression that had settled on me
from

talking about the Sphere. "How about leaving Vd hereto amuse me?’
"I'll amuse you," Jane said from the suddenly open door, her fist on her
hipas

sheglared around. "Out, you two men, and don't come back till
tomorrow."

Ringer and Val disappeared faster than they would have at an order
fromthe

Council, and | was|eft with my good buddy Jane. | thought about
breaking out of

there, but instructions had been left by my doctor about how much
deep | was

supposed to get. Since | hadn't done anything about it on my own Jane
had come

into help me out, and my thoughts about breaking out lasted about
three seconds

after the sound of the hypo.

Chapter 16

When Ringer came back alone the next day, my mood was agood
dedl blacker than

it had been the day before. Ringer wasn't |looking any too jolly himself
ashe

reclaimed the chair near my bed, but with Jane taking advantage of the
shape

wasin to push mearound | couldn't muster much sympathy for him. He
didnt say

aword until hed settled himsdf in the chair, and then those sharp,
piercing

eyesglared a my face.

"Why didn't you mention thisthing about being ateenager again?' he
growled

without preamble. "Sip your mind, did it?'
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| snarled wordlesdy at the reminder and swallowed down what my first
reactions

would have made me say, and satisfied myself with throwing the plastic
water

glassin my hand asfar as| could without crippling myself.
"That'savery touchy subject with me," | told him. "I don't like any part
of

it, and I've long since been fed up with being treated like achild. | want
a

certificate of mgority here as soon as humanly possible, sooner if you
think

you can swingit."

"Doyou," he murmured, staring at me with astrange expresson | had
thefeding

I'd seen before. "Wdll, I've aready spoken to the Council about it, but
I'd

rather get to another of their pointsfirdt. | spent sometime thinking
about

how you handled this assgnment, and I'm convinced you left Vadon
out of alot

of it on purpose. The Council agreeswith me, and isvery disturbed
about it. |

passed on what he told me about wanting to take a ship from the
shuttle port,

and they fed he could have been killed because you didn't give him
enough

information to work with.

"Condgdering that they've decided to try friendly relationswith Vadon's
people, they are understandably upset that you might have put themin
the

embarrassing position of having to report his death at thefirst
conference.

They have therefore decided to cite you, but you don't get away with
three

months of desk duty. Y ou will accompany Vadon during a
three-month procedures
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course at the Agent Training Academy, and you will be returned to

cadet grade

and gatus during thet time.”

Hisvoice had been tiff and officia with that handing-down-a-verdict
tone, and

suddenly | recognized his expression. It was the same one held worn
when hed

taken away my knife on Faraway Station, one that said he wasn't likely
tolisten

to anything | said to change hismind. | frowned and shook my head,
not redly

believing he could be serious; he saw my headshake, and leaned
forwardinthe

chair to point afinger at me.

"Areyou gill glad you did it al yourself?* he asked, hisvoice now back
to

normd. "If you are, think again. Therésmore.”

"What do you mean, more?' | demanded, starting to get mad. "lsn't the
firg of

that imbecility enough? Do dl of you want my blood to go with it?"

"Y ou can keep what's left of your blood," Ringer snorted, grinning
fantly."|

know you better than you think | do, and | was asked for a
recommendation on

thispoint. | discussed the minority matter with them, telling them how
well you

liked it, and they decided to let your conduct during the next three
months have

asay asto whether or not you get what you need. Until that certificate
is

approved, you travel asaminor and watch your step. If your step
takes you out

of line, no certificate.”

"The hell you say!" | snarled, pulling the cover off mesothat | could
move

around to face him. "I'll be damned if I'll be blackmailed likethat! |
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won't do

it

"Youll doit or they'll throw you out,” Ringer said, hisvoice warning as
his

eyes measured my anger. Y ou have no idea how angry they were."
"Let them throw meout,” | snarled, running my hand through my hair.

"If | can't

find anything eseto do, I'll just go homefor afew years. | won't bea
teenager forever.”

Ringer didn't say anything, hejust stared a me, and | felt acold chill
Sart

around my backbone where | shouldn't have felt anything at al.

"l said, 'l won't be ateenager forever," | repeated in avoice that
wasn't as

steady asit should have been. "Why don't you say something? Like an
agreement,

for ingance.”

"Y ou know, Diana, | think | ought to fed sorry for you," he mused,
looking at

me strangely. "And that in spite of al the grief you've given me. Vadon
told

me something you obvioudy don't know. Y oull be ateenager until you
go back

with him to be readjusted, and if you walk out on this job you won't be
going

| just stared at him and shook my head back and forth, just asthough it
wason

awire. | couldn't believeit - | wouldn't believeit!

"Hang on, Diana," Ringer advised, hisvoice softer than it had been.
"There's

one more thing. The Council voted to honor VVadon during his stay
herewith us,

and granted him the rank of Agent First Class. When you two get to
the

facilities on Tanderon, hell be the ranking hdf of the partnership.”
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Ringer said his piece and then waited for my reaction, but it was more
than he

expected - or, at the very leadt, different. He saw the quiet tearsfilling
my

eyes and saw, too, that the anger I'd shown was gone.

"Ringer, don't do thisto me," | whispered, my bresth coming in gasps.
"Dont

al the years we've worked together mean anything? Please don't make
him senior

to me, please! Y ou don't know him, you don't know what helll do.
Peasdl”

| grabbed the bed's siderail to get closer to him, and he frowned and
got out

of the chair fast to put his hands on my arms. | moaned and cried and
grabbed

his shirt with both hands, dl the while pleading with him, and he forced
me

back farther onto the bed, then pressed the nurse-call. Hisface looked
paeand

concerned over theway | was babbling, and he stabbed one-handed
aganand agan

at the nurse-call, then cursed under his bresth when therewas no
answer toiit.

He put the bed down flat while muttering something soothing, saw that |
wasn't

trying to Sit up again once he had me down flat too, and decided to
takea

chance. Hetook alead away from the bed, watching closdly to seeif |
wasgoing

to move, then made adash for the door and out. | knew he'd be back
innotime

with professona help and | didn't want to be sedated, so | 1&ft off most
of

the crying, leaving just ragged sobs, until anurse - not Jane - rushed in,
then

begged to be left done for awhile. The sympathetic woman agreed
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immediatdly,

herded a dtill-worried Ringer out in front of her, and | wasfindly able
to put

asdetheact.

Of dl the damned bad luck! | stretched out flat on my back to stare up
a the

ceiling, wishing | had something breakable in reach. Not only had the
Coundl

decided to knock me down, they'd also opted for jumping on me with
both feet.

And theworst part of it was the bit about Va. Remembering how held
been onthe

Station and later on in the Sphere, | waswilling to bet held try milking a
higher rank for dl it wasworth.

Hed madeit plain that he didn't care for my sense of humor and way of
doing

things, and life would not lack interest with him trying to take charge
agan. |

dtirred in annoyance, knowing good old Ringer had had morethan a
littleto say

about what was to be done with me, so the worry 1'd given him was no
more than

what he'd asked for. He and | had worked together for along time,
long enough

for him to know better than to crow in front of me. | never mind
someonetaking

his best shot, but bragging about it before it landsis asking for trouble.
A dark, snowy dawn was just beginning outs de the vu-cast window,
but it wasn't

doing much to lighten the blue-shadowed mounds covering the forest
floor. |

caught aglimpse of something thin and gray moving slently between the
trees,

and then it was gone from view, leaving no more than dainty footprints
that were

aready on the way to being filled. My eyes continued to stare at the
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scene, but

my mind wandered away to consder the problem | had, examining
optionsand

possihilities, and | was so far into it that the damming open of the door
tomy

room took an instant to penetrate to where | was. Before | knew what
wasgoing

on | wastreated to the totally unexpected presence of Val, who
stopped beside

my bed and reached out fast to grab my arms.

"Diana, areyou dl right?" he demanded harshly as hisfingersdug into
my ams.

| was so surprised by the suddenness of it dl that | couldn't hold back a
gasp.

The sted-like grip of hisfingers hadn't redly hurt me, but it was so rigid
and demanding that | could amost fed it through the neranol. My gasp
must have

reached past the intensity he was projecting; hisfingers loosened as
abruptly

asthey'd tightened, and faint confusion filled his deep black eyes.

"I'm sorry," he said gpologetically, shifting hisgrip to the bed rail. "'l
didn't mean to hurt you, but | just left Ringer and he was redlly shaken.
He

said something about hysteria and collapse, and amost had me
bdieving I'd find

you catatonic."

| haveto admit Vd really looked upset, but Ringer's news hadn't left
memuch

inthe way of compassion. | looked up into hisface as| tucked my
hands behind

my head, and snorted my opinion of his comments.

"Don't look so disappointed,” | advised, unable to keep the dryness
frommy

voice. "You may have missed the catatonia, but you'rejust in time for
the

suicidal depression. | may even let you help me decide whether to cut
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my wrids

or my throat."

If he had exploded and started shouting at me | wouldn't have been
surprised,

but the relieved grin that covered hisface wasa surprise. He
unwrapped his

fingers from around the bed rail as his grin widened, and reached out
one hand

to brush the hair from my eyes.

"You'redl right." He chuckled, for some reason pleased with my
sarcaam. "'l

recognize your standard courtesy of manner - and never thought 1'd be
gladto

heer it."

He took adeep breath and stretched, then looked around and spotted
the chair

Ringer had used. He seemed to need it, and walked over to collapse
intoit

beforelooking at me again.

"Y ou know, you never mentioned how long it takes people to heal
around here" he

observed, apparently no longer upset. "If we were back at the base,
you'd beon

your feet by now."

"Y ou neglected to mention afew things, too,” | reponded, shifting over
onto my

gdeto gare at him. "I've decided that Ringer must have been putting
me on.

Nobody hasimmortality."

"Who said anything about immortdity?" he asked, obvioudy knowing
what | was

talking about. "This age businessis gtrictly in the way of being cosmetic.
Y ou're seventeen, you'l register as seventeen until you have it changed,
but

you haven't redlly been made seventeen again. Look at it thisway: your
heart
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has just o many besats naturd to it from theit wasfirst formed. If we

;gi(rehea‘[ register like that of a seventeen-year-old, that doesn't mean
ﬁgw out dl of the beating it'sdonetill then. If you were Sixty when
:/tvas done, and your heart has sixty-one years of beating in it, you'd ill

have

only one more year until it opped, no matter what you and it looked
like"

"Thanksfor thelecture,”" | nodded, keeping my eyeson him. "It'sredly
Seitled

al of my problems. Now I'm free to be young and happy again.”
"Poor Dianal" He laughed, stretching out comfortably in the chair.
"They redly

gaveit to you, didn't they? But from what Ringer said, you've been
asking for

it for alongtime.

"Ringer can blow it out his- Oh, hell, never mind!" | snarled, turning
avay

from him. ™Y ou don't know thefirst thing about it."

"Then why don't you try telling me about it?" he suggested from behind
me,

amost in annoyance. "l know it'll be abrand new approach for you,
but you

might manageit if you try hard enough.”

| turned back and measured him for aminute, then nodded my heed.
"Okay," | ssid dowly, ditting up straight. "I think | will. I'min thismess
now because of you, and there's no reason why both of us shouldn't
know dl

about it. Sure, | cut you out of my operation, and | did do it on
purpose. If |

could have left you on the Station | would have, but that age thing kept
mefrom

doing it theright way. My origind intention wasto train you before
letting
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you work with me because you do have potentia, but no matter how
competent you

are, Vd, you're il not agent caliber and never will be unlessyou learn
to

use your head in addition to other parts of your anatomy.”

"If you think you're telling me something you'd better think again,” Va
sad,

not in the least happy. "Nothing you've said so far makes any sense.”
"It doesn't?" | asked, warming to my subject as | continued to keep my
eyeson

him. "Then see how this grabs you. Certain procedures are set up for
vdid

reasons, and assgnment leadership is a perfect example of one of
those. The

assgnment leader is usudly the one on the team with more experience,
knowledge, expertise, or al three, the one who getsto make dl
bottom-line

decisonsfor precisely those reasons. Not only did you immediately try
to take

over an assgnment when you had no real idea about what was going
on, you adso

spent your time looking for waysto protect me from al those big, bad
Xanadu

people. If | had to guess, I'd say you ill don't understand how much
extra

trouble we had because of those little pastimes of yours."

"That might be because we didn't have any extratrouble," he said,
stubbornly

inggting on the point. "What's redlly bothering you isthe way you had
to take

ordersfor onceingtead of doing everything your own way."

"Oh, isit?" | retorted, raisng my eyebrowsinfaint surprise| felt not at
al. "Then | suppose | wasimagining thet little difficulty we had with
Greg

Rich, dl because you ‘didn't care for the man.’ If you hadn't
antagonized him
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to the point of chalenge, | never would have had to kill him.
"And how about the orders| gave you on the subject of my being for

sde? James

told me about the talk held had with you, the talk during which you
turned down

his offer cold. If you'd followed orders he would have expected to
collect me

here on the Station, and most probably would not have sent his
plug-ugly after

meright in the Sphere. And asafina item, if you search your memory
very

carefully, you may remember that | made apoint of teling you that if
youran

into any difficulty in the Sphere and | wasn't available to consult, you
wereto

go to the Management.

"I wasn't talking for the practice, but when you did run into trouble,
what did

you do?Y ou went charging to the rescue and amost got us both killed.
The

Management is very close about what leaves the Sphere. If you had
tried taking

over ashuttle or ship from the port, they would have followed standard
procedure, overridden your controls with agrabber field the way they
dowith

docking herein the Station, and crashed the ship in a place specificaly
reserved for the purpose. Am | coming through any clearer now?"

My lecture had grown downright heated, but that wasn't why Va was
dill garing

ame.

"James was going to take you out of there," he put in, avery definite
disturbancein hisstare. "How did he plan on doing it?'

"James had his own ship, but unless he had taken some very specia
precautions

hewouldn't have madeit ether,” | pointed out, gesturing adismissal.
"But
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James wasn't very tightly wrapped anyway, so it doesn't pay to talk
about it.

Thepoint is<till the same. Y ou kept overriding my orders and worrying
about

protecting me, and we were out-and-out lucky we lived through it."
"Isthat part of why you got rid of me a couple of daysago?' he asked,
quiet

now. "Ringer said you knew what would happen.”

"Surel knew." | shrugged, looking briefly away from him. | was glad
Ringer had

told him the truth, but | was oddly disturbed over hislack of anger.
"This

isn't my first timein ahospita, and | didn't need you running around
meking

thingsworse"

"Making thingsworse," he echoed. "Trandated, you knew how | would
fed about

standing around helplesdy, watching you wrapped in the agony of pain
you were

suffering because of me. Because of what | did and didn't do.”
"Comeon, Vd, let'snot get meodramatic,” | said impatiently asl
glanced at

his expressionlessness. " James may have grabbed me because you
disobeyed orders,

but you had nothing to do with therest of it. If | hadn't tried hurting him
when | wasin no shape to hurt even so much ashisfedings, it never
would have

happened.”

"Y ou shouldn't have had to try hurting him," he responded quietly, his
big body

gtill stretched out and relaxed in the chair, hisblack eyes sober with
accepted

guilt. "I'm sure you know aswell as| do why | waited until morning to
findly

go looking for you. | was so damned sick to get out of that place | kept
tdling
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myself that | could ruin everything if | tried looking for you. I'd given

you a
choice for the following morning, and to avoid the choice you didn't
want to

accept you were tracking down Radman and finding away to execute
the warrant.

When | finaly came out of the dream and had to admit something had
gonewrong,

it was aready too late. | know which part of it was my fault and which
wasnt,

and you can bet | won't make the same mistake again. What | don't
understand is

why you haven't said any of these thingsto Ringer and the Council. It
would be

bound to make a difference.”

"What happens between partners on an assgnment stay's between
them,” | told him

diffly, folding my legsin front of me. "I don't know how they do these
things

where you come from, but around here we don't go crying to anyone
about the

problemswe have. If we can't get dong with the partner assigned to us
wefind

adifferent partner, which iswhat | intend doing. | hope you'l be
happier with

whomever you team with next."

"Now what are you talking about?' he demanded, sitting up suddenly in
the chair

to gape a mein disbelief. "Y ou can't refuse to be my partner! | don't
want

anyoneds!"

"That's too bad because | do,” | countered. "The only thing you seem
to have

gotten out of everything | just said was that you know what to blame
yoursdf

for, and to hell with dl therest of it. That perspectivefitsin nicely with
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the way the Council islooking at it, but | don't like being caught in the
middle. Find somebody e se to take advantage of, friend; |'ve already
hed my

shae”

"What do you mean, that fitsin with the way the Council islooking at
it?" he

asked with afrown, ignoring everything e se I'd said. "What does the
Coundl

have to do with this?'

"Y ou can't possibly mean you haven't noticed that the Council has
adopted you as

its very own baby boy?" | said, annoyed al over again. "Why do you
think they

came down on me so hard? Because | didn't stick to procedures? Hell,
they go

into shock when | do stick to procedures. The thing that'sredlly getting
them

istheway you dmost came to an abrupt end, which would have put
them onthe

spot at the first conference with your people.

"They can't very well blame you, not while youre an 'officia
representetive,

s0 they decided to get even for some past difficulties weve had by
unloading it

al on me. Officidly I'm the bad guy, the one who was supposed to
have been

running the operation; unofficialy you're scheduled for aprocedures
course, to

make sure you don't screw up again. Since you and they think you're
S0 perfect,

| wish you all the best together; as soon as|1'm out of thisplace, I'm
going

back to doing thingsthe way | used to: done.”

| straightened my legs out again and lay down flat on the bed, moving
dowly but

trying not to let it show. That one, stupid conversation had taken more
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drength

out of me than an hour's worth of heavy exercise had done just afew
weeks

earlier, and | hated that. It would take time before | was back to being
asl

had been, but | had no patience for waiting.

"So you think they hit you that hard only because they needed someone
to blame"

Va said, suddenly standing beside the bed again to smooth back the

damp hair

from my forehead. "Ringer tells me they were asfurious as he wasto
learn how

close you'd cometo being killed, and al because you hadn't told me
what you

were doing. | waswrong to let you take off on your own without
keeping closer

tabs on you, but you were just as wrong not to make sure you were
backed up when

you went to execute the warrant. The Council may have decided to
adopt me,

Diana, but you dready belong to them. Y ou gave them a scare, and
now they're

gpanking you for taking unnecessary risks."

"You'recrazy!" | sngpped, shaking my head in annoyance againgt his
hand. "What

risks| take are my own decision, not theirs, just asit's dways been!
Andyou

don't have any more to say about it than they do! Just get out of here
and leave

meaone”

"l can seeyou're hurting again so | will leave, but only for now," he
sad,

looking down a me with those black, black eyes. "Asfar as our not
being

partners anymore is concerned, though, you can forget about it. If your
Coundll
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isal that eager to make me fed welcomethey'll let me have any partner
I

want, which meansyou. They know aswell as| do that you need
someone to ook

after you and teach you how to behave yoursdf, and I'm the one who's
goingto

doit, garting at thetraining facilities.

He bent suddenly and brushed my lipswith his, giving me the oddest
feding,

then ran gentle fingers down my cheek.

"When they let you out of here, I'll bewaiting," he said softly, and |
knew

without doubt that he wasn't talking about looking after me or any
nonsense

about behaving. | wasin no shape to think about what he wastalking
about, 0 |

just watched him leave without saying aword, then rolled over onto my
left Sde

to grapple with my problems.

Va was after something, | knew that as a dead-certain fact, but what
the

something could be was more than | was able to imagine. Why was he
S0 determined

to be partners with me? Why did he refuse to understand that | didn't
need his

protection? Why did he keep harping on this garbage about teaching
me to behave

myself? 1t was amogt asif he had ideas about the two of usbeyond a
working

partnership, but that was ridiculous.

Specid Agentsdidn't get involved in anything beyond working
partnerships, and

if Va didn't know that already he'd find it out as soon ashe saw |
wasn't

kidding about ending ours. Being near him was too much of a
digtraction, not to
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mention the fact that he refused to follow orders. | had ajob to think
about,

an important job, and with my life-style, one-night-stands had it all over
permanent digtractions.

| Sghed deeply and stretched out flat again, but couldn't find a
comfortable

position. If Ringer ever managed to stop and think about it, hed know |
wan't

about to accept the Council's tantrum without trying to do something
about it,

50 | had to plan my moves and act on them before Ringer was ready. |
didn't know

how long I'd be stuck in that hospital bed, but I'd haveto seeto it that
the

time was as short as possible.

If I made my break good I'd be able to go back to Dameron's base
and take care

of the nuisance of being aminor, but if | didn't make it the Council
would see

that my timewaswell filled. | shook my head in annoyance, then gaveit
up and

tried to make mysdlf relax. There was an ancient curse attributed to a
group

once called Chinese that went, "May you livein interesting times.” One
way or

another, the next few months were going to proveto bevery -
interesting!

TheEnd
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Diana Santeereturnsin Tanderon
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